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Where the coolabahs grow meticulously documents a wide range of sources 
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after his mother, a member of the Mowgee clan of the Wiradjuri nation, died 

when he was still a child. 
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Where the coolabahs grow1 
Croker Prize 2021 - My most unexpected research finding. 

William Kemp 1826-1897 
 

William Kemp was a stockman and blacksmith who, with his wife Emma Elliott, raised a 

family of sixteen children before he died at Coonamble Hospital on 29 April 1897, aged 71 

years2. Superficially, he lived the life of a typical currency lad who grafted a living using 

the skills of a station hand that had seemingly been absorbed during childhood like the 

nutrition in his mother’s milk. But his story is much more interesting because of the 

unexpected fact that his mother, known to him as Mary2, was a member of the Mowgee 

clan of the Wiradjuri nation. 

 

Mary had survived the brief Bathurst War of 1824 when Wiradjuri resistance warriors faced 

a detachment of the 40th Regiment under martial law. Their leader Windradyne had taken 

a large party to Parramatta where he sued for peace. Her tribe thus lost their lands and their 

means of making a traditional living3. 

 

Mary had entered a relationship with Isaac Kemp (a convict from Sussex4) that may have 

been part of her clan’s strategy to peacefully integrate outsiders into their world. According 

to research by Phillipa Gemmell-Smith5: 

Offers of sexual relationships with women were encumbered with intricate kinship 

relationships and expectations of continuing obligations to [her] kin … as a means 

of bringing newcomers into appropriate relationships with country. 

 

Two years later, William was born on the Blackman family’s Cooyal station near Mudgee2 

where his father was a stock keeper6. Isaac worked there on and off for twenty years, even 

after he gained his ticket of leave in 18284. He and Mary probably had a hut in nearby 

Kemp’s Valley. Mary must have died before William’s tenth birthday because Isaac 

married Margaret Murphy in 18367 and Sarah Shervington in 18398. Consequently, he did 

not absorb his aboriginal heritage but instead spent his childhood learning the skills of a 

stockman from his father. 

 

When Isaac finally got his pardon in 18429, he bought a dray and bullocks and reverted to 

his earlier work as a carrier10. William probably acted as his off sider, slowly traversing 

many bush tracks. 

 

William worked most of his adult life on cattle stations in the Macquarie Marshes near 

Quambone. He probably first journeyed to this area with his father carrying supplies for 

the Blackman family station Nugal near Walgett. 

 

In July 1855, father and son were in Dubbo at the same time as George Gibson11, an ex-

convict who had become a wealthy station-owner based in the Marshes12. He may have 

hired Isaac’s bullock dray to bring his newly arrived sister (Frances nee Gibson) and her 

teenaged children (Emma and George Elliott) from Sydney to Mudgee13. 

 

While her mother and brother stayed in Mudgee, Emma continued to Gibson’s station (The 

Molle) where she was to be a companion to her aunt and governess to her cousins. But 

things did not work out13. 

 



In November 1856, Emma eloped with William Kemp who had probably been working on 

nearby Canonba station on Duck Creek. They married at Montefiore14 (Wellington) before 

continuing east to the familiar Mudgee District where their eldest son (William) was born 

in 185715. Two years later, Emma’s mother Frances (a nurse and midwife) was present for 

the birth of her granddaughter Frances at Warrangee station (near Rylstone)16.  

 

Isaac Kemp was run over by his dray and killed at Cobbora (between Dubbo and Dunedoo) 

on 11 April 185717 . Before the news reached William, the police had informed their 

superiors in Sydney that “he has no relative as next of kin in the Colony” and the Supreme 

Court had promptly authorised the Curator of Intestacy to administer the estate18. 

 

William’s solicitor provided a copy of Isaac’s 1856 will19 but the embarrassed official, 

referring to William as “a half caste son of the deceased”, reported that “I am unable to say 

whether [the will] was executed prior to the death of the deceased”20. The clear implication 

was that William was multi-racial and therefore unreliable and had probably forged the 

will. Thus, William was denied his inheritance. The net proceeds from the sale of Isaac’s 

dray and bullocks was paid into the NSW Treasury and his fourteen horses were not 

accounted for at all21. 

 

Soon afterwards, Bathurst detectives investigated the written allegations of Mr Joseph Cope 

that William Kemp, Pat Donohoe and Thomas Sinden were cattle thieves22. He wrote that 

“this William Kemp is a half caste and is supposed to be good for some more [stolen cattle]” 

and suggested that they target William first as he would probably give up the others. 

Nothing came of this except that Sinden sued Cope for libel and won damages of twenty-

five pounds. 

 

These incidents illustrate that William almost certainly experienced racial prejudice and 

associated bullying throughout his life. This could explain why his family moved around 

so much during the early years of his marriage. Between 1861 and 1868, seven children 

were born on Merri Merri Creek 23 , Mobala 24 , Mungrabambone15, Carrabear 25  and 

Quambone26 stations. 

 

Five more children were born during a decade of stability at Bokemah station where 

William worked as a blacksmith between 1869 and 187727. But he also had to bury his 

mother-in-law Frances Gibson there in 187028 and his daughter Elizabeth in 187729. 

 

William and Emma’s first grandchild (Edgar Kemp) was also born at Bokemah in 187730, 

son of their eldest daughter Frances Kemp and station owner Samuel Elliott (who was 

middle aged and married). It was probably this breach of trust that prompted William to 

move his family once again. His last two children were born at Emby station in 1879 and 

188131. In his later years, the family settled in the town of Coonamble. 

 

Emma survived him by 34 years32, by which time their dynasty included 130 grandchildren, 

90 great-grandchildren and three great-great-grandchildren33. 

 

Despite losing his aboriginal culture, William Kemp successfully integrated into colonial 

Australia and raised a large family out where the coolabahs grow. 
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