
SO FAR AND YET SO CLOSE: FRONTIER CATTLE 
RANCHING IN WESTERN PRAIRIE CANADA AND  
THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF AUSTRALIA
By Warren M. Elofson

ISBN 978-1-55238-795-5

THIS BOOK IS AN OPEN ACCESS E-BOOK. It is an electronic 
version of a book that can be purchased in physical form through 
any bookseller or on-line retailer, or from our distributors. Please 
support this open access publication by requesting that your 
university purchase a print copy of this book, or by purchasing a  
copy yourself. If you have any questions, please contact us at 
ucpress@ucalgary.ca

Cover Art: The artwork on the cover of this book is not open 
access and falls under traditional copyright provisions; it cannot be 
reproduced in any way without written permission of the artists and 
their agents. The cover can be displayed as a complete cover image 
for the purposes of publicizing this work, but the artwork cannot be 
extracted from the context of the cover of this specific work without 
breaching the artist’s copyright. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE: This open-access work is published under a Creative Commons licence. 
This means that you are free to copy, distribute, display or perform the work as long as you clearly 
attribute the work to its authors and publisher, that you do not use this work for any commercial gain 
in any form, and that you in no way alter, transform, or build on the work outside of its use in normal 
academic scholarship without our express permission. If you want to reuse or distribute the work, you 
must inform its new audience of the licence terms of this work. For more information, see details of 
the Creative Commons licence at: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

UNDER THE CREATIVE 
COMMONS LICENCE YOU MAY:

• read and store this document 
free of charge;

• distribute it for personal use 
free of charge;

• print sections of the work for 
personal use;

• read or perform parts of the 
work in a context where no 
financial transactions take 
place.

UNDER THE CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE YOU 
MAY NOT:

• gain financially from the work in any way;
• sell the work or seek monies in relation to the distribution  

of the work;
• use the work in any commercial activity of any kind;
• profit a third party indirectly via use or distribution of the work;
• distribute in or through a commercial body (with the exception 

of academic usage within educational institutions such as 
schools and universities);

• reproduce, distribute, or store the cover image outside of its 
function as a cover of this work;

• alter or build on the work outside of normal academic 
scholarship.

Acknowledgement: We acknowledge the wording around open 
access used by Australian publisher, re.press, and thank them  
for giving us permission to adapt their wording to our policy  
http://www.re-press.org



Frontier Cattle Ranching in 
Western Prairie Canada and 

the Northern Territory 
of Australia

Warren M. Elofson

SO FARAND
YET 

SO CLOSE



SO FARAND
YET 

SO CLOSE





Frontier Cattle Ranching in 
Western Prairie Canada and 

the Northern Territory 
of Australia

Warren M. Elofson

SO FARAND
YET 

SO CLOSE



© 2015 Warren M. Elofson 
 
University of Calgary Press 
2500 University Drive NW  
Calgary, Alberta 
Canada T2N 1N4 
www.uofcpress.com

This book is available as an ebook which is licensed under a Creative Commons license. The 
publisher should be contacted for any commercial use which falls outside the terms of that license. 

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Elofson, W. M., author 
          So far and yet so close : frontier cattle ranching in  
western prairie Canada and the Northern Territory of Australia  
/ Warren M. Elofson.

Includes bibliographical references and index. 
Issued in print and electronic formats. 
ISBN 978-1-55238-794-8 (paperback).–ISBN 978-1-55238-796-2  
(pdf ).–ISBN 978-1-55238-797-9 (epub).–ISBN 978-1-55238-798-6  
(mobi)

          1. Ranching–Canada, Western–History.  2. Ranching–Australia,  
Northern–History.  3. Ranch life–Canada, Western–History.  4. Ranch  
life–Australia, Northern–History.  5. Frontier and pioneer life–Canada,  
Western.  6. Frontier and pioneer life–Australia, Northern.  7. Canada,  
Western–Environmental conditions–History.  8. Australia,  
Northern–Environmental conditions–History.  I. Title.

FC3209.R3E46 2015                             971.2                         C2015-902066-2  
                                                                                              C2015-902067-0 

The University of Calgary Press acknowledges the support of the Government of Alberta 
through the Alberta Media Fund for our publications. We acknowledge the financial support 
of the Government of Canada through the Canada Book Fund for our publishing activities. 
We acknowledge the financial support of the Canada Council for the Arts for our publishing 
program.

Printed and bound in Canada by Marquis  
This book is printed on FSC Enviro 100 paper 
 

Cover Image: Canadian cowboy with six-shooter. Tom Graham on horse,  
High River area, Alberta, [ca. 1893]. Glenbow Archives, Calgary, NA-237-20.

Cover design, page design, and typesetting by Melina Cusano



v

For Lily Jane and June Lou





vii

Contents

	 Preface	

1 	 Introduction						    

2 	 The Short History of the Texas System in  
	 Western Canada

3 	 The Shorter History of the Texas System in  
	 Northern Australia

4 	 The Outback Frontier

5 	 The Social Environment

6 	 Producing “Fats”: The Canadian West

7 	 Producing “Fats”: The Northern Territory

8 	 The Horse Trade

9 	 Diversification in Western Canada: The Triumph  
	 of the Family Ranch/Farm

10 	 The Texas System at Home in Northern Australia		       

11 	 Conclusion: The Frontier Legacy

	 Appendix A: Cowboy Poetry

	 Appendix B: Officially Declared Droughts on the  
	 Australian Continent

	 Select Bibliography

	 Notes

	 Index

ix

1
7

25

39

61

89

111

123

143

165

191

211

219

223

239

301





ix

PREFACE

One finds many points at which the cattle frontiers of western Canada 
and northern Australia evoke comparisons. First and most obviously they 
came to life at about the same time – between the late 1870s and the 
early 1880s. In both cases corporations were heavy investors. The ranches 
utilized an open range system in which tens of thousands of cattle were 
allowed to roam over thousands of square acres with little human inter-
vention; as the cattle mingled on the pasturelands they were subject to 
the depredations of two- and four-legged predators and the ravages of 
disease – the mange in North America and “tick” or “redwater” fever 
down under. The ranchers in the two regions faced severe losses from 
the vagaries of weather – primarily extreme cold in Canada and extreme 
heat and drought in Australia; they also struggled with the problem of 
accessing distant markets and they grappled unsuccessfully to produce 
finished (i.e., properly fattened) beef carcasses in surroundings that were 
agriculturally marginal. In both societies, a numerical predominance of 
males among the newcomers helped to create an excessively masculine 
culture, blur traditional gender roles, and promote interracial fraterniza-
tion. Ultimately, moreover, a nearly indistinguishable “country” culture 
developed in these geographically disparate and distant lands the imprint 
of which was to be unmistakable through to the modern era.

The ranching people in these two societies had their differences too. 
All the above similarities were in one way or another a reflection of fron-
tier environmental conditions – that is, conditions associated with the very 
fact of the “newness” of society. But as western Canadians and northern 
Australians took specific steps to respond to certain natural environmental 
factors – including vegetation, terrain, soil type, precipitation, and season-
al temperature fluctuations – they had to adopt specific methodologies to 
sustain their businesses. More than anything else, this accounted for the 
emergence of the family ranch/farm in western Canada and the mainten-
ance of the most extensive form of animal husbandry known to man in 
the Northern Territory.
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Much of the background information about the western Canadian 
frontier comes from one or more of the books or articles I have writ-
ten over the years on North American cattle ranching. In every place in 
the text where I have used this material I have been able to confirm or 
clarify it by adding significant new primary source evidence. I gathered 
most of the information on Australian ranching during trips I was able 
to make over the course of four years to the repositories in Brisbane, 
Adelaide, Melbourne, Canberra, and Darwin. Because I was working in 
a country so distant from my own I often had to go through a wealth of 
documents at a frenzied pace and thus needed to call upon the librarians 
and archivists in those cities for considerable help and endless patience. 
I wish to acknowledge my debt of gratitude to them for their kindness, 
their efficiency, and their professionalism. The research for the book was 
supported by a Standard Research Grant from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada.




