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LIFE AND TIMES OF THE

CRABTREE

FAMILY

by Annette Peisley and Lois Crisp
This Newsletter has been based mainly on a
comprehensive collection of references researched
by Annette Peisley of Mallacoota and District
Historical Society and Genoa School Museum. The
vagaries of life, the search for land, for gold, and the
ever present risks of accident and death are all
evident here in this history of the Crabtrees.

son was reported in July 1877 as having cut his foot
and wrapped it in a bandage soaked in kerosene. He
tried to shorten the bandage by setting it alight, and
badly burned his leg.
In December 1878, Thomas David, then aged
15 and working as a shepherd at Terrick Terrick
(approximately 50 kms from Echuca) “blew half his
hand off” when a gun he was holding exploded.
And a month later, Thomas Crabtree (snr.),
now of Balranald, was in the Murrumbidgee River
trying out a small zinc paddleboat he had built,
when it overturned and he drowned.
Apparently, Thomas snr. had been paying a
Mrs. Barnsley to care for young Thomas since his
accident, for within a month of Thomas (senior’s)
death, Mrs Barnsley sought help in the courts. She was
no longer able to support young Thomas. The Riverine
Herald, 20/2/1979 reported: ”The poor boy is a cripple
having had his hand shot off recently. Mrs Barnsley
was instructed to negotiate with the Geelong
Orphanage. Some money was awarded Mrs. Barnsley
from the poor box”.
When his hand healed, THOMAS JNR.
returned to shepherding at Terrick Terrick. By the time
he was 21, he was the pound keeper at Boort, a position
he held from 1884 until 1903. Whichever hand Thomas
had damaged, it didn’t prevent him writing. The Argus
27/10/1898 when reporting on a court case, mentions
Thomas David Crabtree giving evidence that he had

THOMAS CRABTREE migrated from Liverpool,
England to Australia on the “Red Jacket” arriving in
Melbourne on 9 June 1857. He gave his age as 28.
On 27 December 1862, he married Emma
Whitworth (also from England) in Brighton, Victoria.
Emma had been born in Lancashire in 1838 to Samuel
and Lucy Whitworth.
Their first child was born at Emerald in 1863.
Thomas and Emma moved to Echuca, where Thomas
started a tinsmith and plumbing business, which he
continued until late 1877.
Here, Henry William was born in 1865, Edwin
Whitworth in 1866, Arthur William in 1868 and Alice
Grace in 1870. Henry William died in 1867 and was
buried in the Echuca Cemetery. Emma died in 1871,
aged 33 and was also buried in the Echuca
Cemetery, leaving Thomas David aged 8, Edwin
aged 5, Arthur aged 3 and Alice aged 1 without a
mother.
More troubles were to hit this family. One
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written letters for the testator to his brothers in England
etc. Thomas had met with another less serious but quite
painful accident in June 1892, when the horse he was
riding slipped and fell on him, breaking his collarbone.
Nothing was found on brothers EDWIN and
ARTHUR until they were the subject of a report in the
Snowy River Mail (SRM) June 1892. Evidently they
had been working in the Orbost area and agreed to hoe
a crop of potatoes for John Eves, in return for half the
crop. Eves took them to court, contending that they had
taken four bags of potatoes without consulting him. The
case was dismissed.
The Crabtree Bros. continued to pursue their
interest in the potato business as this adv. from the
SRM shows.

Buckland’s orchard about 150 yards from Sunny
Corner”.
A Federal Poll held in June 1898 advertised
Mr. Crabtree’s hut, Genoa as a designated polling
place. It is possible that Wingan Swamp was referred
to as Genoa.
In 1901 the Crabtree Brothers (Arthur and
Edwin) of Wangarabelle were advertising the start up
of a business at Yambulla. No further mention of a
business has been found.
Bairnsdale Advertiser 27/8/1902 - Arthur
secured a lease of 640 acres in Derndang parish, and
200 acres in Baawang parish. (These are in the vicinity
of Wangarabelle parish). He also lodged an application
for Allotments 2 and 3 Wingan Swamp. He is reported
to have paid the survey fees but had to take out a
Miner’s Right to legally occupy the land. (It is possible
that he had been living there for some time).
Regarding this land, his brother Thomas wrote
in the Bendigo Independent 20/1/1904 “In the interim
Mr. John Cameron had also applied for the same
parcel of land” and he went on to complain of
perceived unfair treatment. However, regardless of his
complaint, he does describe aspects of life at the time.
“My brother had raised his money by stripping wattle
bark in the Orbost area, carrying it on his back, in
stages, load after load, many miles to the coast for
shipping to Melbourne”.
It was 1904 before the land matter was resolved
and J. Cameron and A. W. Crabtree each had blocks on
the Wingan River. (Possibly a case as many similar
disputes of selection being ahead of surveying!)
In the meantime, Edwin had been elected to
the Yambulla Progress Association in January 1903,
(Yambulla being north of Wangarabelle). The main
activity there was mining. In February, he applied for a
200acre lease in the parish of Koola, which adjoins the
parish of Wangarabelle.
Edwin married Mabel Amelia Alcock at
Bemboka in 1904. Their children were Harriett, born
1905, James 1907, Aubrey 1908, Eunice 1910 - all
registered at Eden, and Edna 1912 born at Bemboka.
Also in 1904 Thomas Jnr. having married
Mary Makeham in Bendigo, moved with his wife and
daughter Ethel May born 1902, to Gippsland. He leased
320 acres in Derdang parish 1904-1905 and a further
allotment in Bralah parish 1904-1942. These two
allotments were almost adjacent to Arthur’s. Thomas
and Mary had three more children, Mary Jane 1905,
Thomas Arthur 1910, and Oswald Robert 1912, all
registered at Eden.
Mention should be made here, that despite early
traumas, these brothers had obviously been able to
“keep in touch”.
A Mining Report for Yambulla in an April
1905 Sydney Morning Herald noted, “Crabtree and
Party getting first class stone”. The Commonwealth

Snowy River Mail 11 March 1893

The name E. W. CRABTREE (Edwin) appears
on two blocks on the Tabbera Township plan, the
blocks having been allocated on 26/5/1890 and
29/1/1890. These, like most at Tabbara could have been
speculative purchases.
Then, “Land at Mallacoota” in the Bairnsdale
Advertiser 8/8/1894 shows Arthur was successful in
acquiring Part of allotment 48 of 150 acres at
Mallacoota.
James Smellie recorded in his diary (held by
the Mallacoota & District Historical Society) 17/2/1894
“lent Arthur Crabtree boat and 40 yards of wire, the
boat to be returned the following Thursday”. He must
have considered Arthur to be a reliable person.
Arthur’s brother Edwin had also been
successful in leasing part of Allotment A, Wau Wauka
parish, (covers Allen Head, Mallacoota and westward) SRM 25/8/1894.
Around this time the SRM reported that the
Jarrahmond school building had been sold to a Mr.
Crabtree, to be removed, but Trustees had no right to
sell it, so Mr. Crabtree gave it back. (Does not state
which Mr. Crabtree).
At the end of 1894, Arthur also leased part of
Allotment 30, Wau Wauka West.
“Mallacoota Reflections” p.39: Fred Buckland
refers to land his father had acquired, “two adjoining
blocks to the west of Karbethong. The first had been
selected by Crabtree, and it was on this block that the
second Mallacoota School was located near Roy
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Gazette, 1/11/1906 advertised tendering for N.S.W.
Conveyance of Mails, Yambulla and Wangrabelle (Vic)
via McDonald’s, Crabtree’s and McCoy’s. (McCoy’s is
known today as Nungatta South and was known then as
Yambulla South).
This definitely places some of the family in the
Wangarabelle/Yambulla area at this time. Thomas’s
daughter Ethel, born 29/3/1902 was enrolled at
Wangarabelle State School in October 1907, guardian –
W. Crabtree and later, in September 1913, Ethel’s sister
Jane was enrolled - by their mother, Mary.
The Gippsland Times 19/9/1907 reports, “A
meeting of the Advisory Board of the Agricultural High
School discussed the possibility of the Council
acquiring land on the railway line adjacent to the farm
leased to Mr. Crabtree”. Evidently, at least one of the
Crabtrees still held a lease around Orbost.
The 20 October 1909 the Bega Budget reported
that a Michael Wall had been charged with assaulting
Mary Crabtree on the 23 June outside her home at
Yambulla where Mary and Thomas and two of their
children had been living for six months. It mentions
also that her sister-in-law Mabel Crabtree and
Edwin’s house was across the road.
It was late 1913 when Thomas Jnr.
successfully applied for a 140 acre lease in the parish of
Karlo which was also in the Wangarabelle area, Mary
and Thomas’s boys, born 1910 and 1912 are not listed
in the Wangarabelle S. S. register. But their father,
Thomas signed notices in 1914 SRMs as the Pound
keeper (Orbost). The family possibly moved nearer to
Orbost when the boys were due to start school. Thomas
was certainly at a World War I recruitment rally at
Orbost in July 1915. By then, he was often mentioned
in conjunction with meetings of the Independent Order
of Rechabites from Yambulla to Cann River, so may
have travelled from a home base.
In an article in the SRM 4/6/1915 “Wingan
River Goldfield”, Jim Pick is casting aspersions on
Thomas Crabtree for having an empty schnapps
bottle in his mailbox, (unlikely that Thomas would have
put it there as he was a Rechabite and abstained from
alcohol). However it does describe the position of the
mailbox as at the 64 mile tree on the Orbost to Genoa
Road. This would be in the vicinity of the Wingan
River. Whether Thomas and family were living there at
that time, we can’t be sure, or even if the writer may
have had Thomas mixed up with one of his brothers.
But it certainly indicates the position of a Crabtree
residence.
The Bruthen and Tambo Times 22/3/1917
reported, “In sending greetings to the Rechabite
Conference held at Geelong last week, a Mr. Crabtree
from beyond Orbost, intimated that he intended
contesting the Gippsland East seat in the next State
election”. (He was Secretary of the local Independent
Order of the Rechabites). He was certainly a committed

man.

Thomas (David Thomas Crabtree) was
listed on the electoral roll, subdivision Genoa, from
1905 to 1934. From 1919 to 1924 his listing is as a
farmer living at West Mallacoota; 1925 to 1928 living
at Genoa; and in Mallacoota 1931. He died in 1935 and
is buried in Gypsy Point Cemetery (see below).
Arthur William listed in the same division 1903 to
1943. Edwin died at Granville NSW in 1935 and
Arthur William died on the 18/6/1947 at Liverpool
NSW.
‘Snowy River Mail’, Wednesday, October 2, 1935

OBITUARY
—————-o—————

Mr. D. CRABTREE
———————

Visiting his brother’s camp 10 miles off the
Highway at The Wingan, Mr Dave Crabtree, aged
72 years, complained of illness. He went to bed
and died the following night.
First Constable Campbell was apprised of the
happening, and he went out and arranged for the
body to be brought to Genoa, where an inquiry
was held. The journey from the camp was a hard
and tedious one, as the body had to be carried for
the first three miles on a stretcher, before
reaching a point to which a motor car could be
taken, and then seven miles had to be traversed,
the whole journey occupying 24 hours.
Evidence was given at the Inquiry which was
held before Mr. Stirling J.P., assisted by First
Constable Campbell. Mr. A. W. Crabtree, brother
of the deceased, recapitulated the events leading
up to visit, and the ensuing death.
James Norton, miner, corroborated that
evidence and Dr. Nettleton deposed that death
was due to acute heart failure.
The verdict was to the effect that deceased
had succumbed to natural causes, and an order
was given for the burial, which took place at
Gipsy Point on 27th September. Mr H. Williams,
of Orbost, on behalf of the Rechabite Order
conducting the funeral service.

So ended the lives of the three Crabtree brothers
who had spent much of their lives around the
Mallacoota/Wangrabelle/Orbost districts from the
1890s to 1940s.
The Crabtrees are remembered in Mallacoota with
“Crabtree Lane”.
Most members of the next generation of this Crabtree
family gradually moved northwards. Of Thomas
David’s children, Ethel possibly married Peter A
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Digman at Casino NSW in 1921. Mary Jane married
Henry William Maltravers at Picton NSW in 1940, and
died in 1959 at Camden NSW. Thomas Arthur married
Olwen Phylis Nolan at Murwillumbah, northern NSW
in 1938 and died at Sutherland NSW on 17/7/1977. He
was on electoral rolls Richmond 1943, and then Cook,
and later East Sydney Heights. Isaac died in
Queensland in 1989. He was on electoral rolls
Richmond NSW 1943 onwards, Brisbane, 1972 and
later Oxley Queensland.
Edwin’s children. Edwin himself died at
Granville NSW in 1935. By 1930 his sons James and
Aubrey had acquired 7000 acres of land at Jumping
Creek 13 miles east of Nimmitabel and were operating
a sawmill, and later running cattle. In 1937, their sister
Edna and their mother travelled from Sydney to visit.
James also known as Jonas (after his maternal
grandfather) was listed on the Eden/Monaro electoral
roll from 1934 to 1970. In 1943 he ran as an

Independent for the Federal seat of Eden Monaro.
Aubrey is listed in the Eden/Monaro electoral roll from
1930 to 1954, although he enlisted for World War II
service in 1939 at Murwillumbah. He was possibly still
a partner in the Jumping Creek property. In 1950 he
married Ida Miners in Sydney. He died on 1 May 1982
at Rogers, Queensland and is buried at the South
Tweed Heads Crematorium Lawn, NSW.
No information has been found about Alice
Grace Crabtree (dr. of Thomas snr. and Emma)
aged one when her mother died in 1871. Was she
adopted out or brought up in an orphanage? Maybe
someone reading this article in the future could help
solve this mystery.
A copy of the complete list of Annette Peisley’s
references and sources is held by the Orbost &
District Historical Society.
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