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The Search for Hidden Treasure 

by Stephen Collicoat (April, 2021) 

 

On Thursday, August 31, 1893 my great grandfather, John Collicoat wrote a letter to the President 

and councillors of the United Shire of Mount Alexander. In the letter, John sought permission to 

clean out and work an old mine shaft. While the shaft had produced gold, it had been in insufficient 

quantities to pay its way. John however believed that a person willing to work for less than normal 

wages, might enjoy success. The shaft had been sunk in a road, but there was no traffic using the 

road. The road formed a boundary between Strathloddon and Newstead. The Newstead Shire had no 

objection to John's proposal, providing the Mt. Alexander Shire was also in agreement. Who was 

this 57 year old man prepared to undertake the hard physical labour of opening up an failed gold 

mine? 

 

'Collicoat' is one of England's oldest family names, being traced back to at least the 13th Century. 

John Collicoat, subject of this essay, was the son of William and Mary Collicoat. William was a 

farmer and in the 1841 Cornwall census, the couple are recorded as having four children. At the 

time, both William and Mary were aged 35 while the children were Fanny (12), William (8), John 

(5) and Jane (2).  

 

John was born in 1836 in the tiny village of St. Wenn. At age 24, he  married Mary Thomas, whose 

father was a farmer. Jane was 27. On Friday, June 27, 1862, my great grandparents, John and Mary 

Collicoat, together with their first child, the two year old John boarded the wooden barque,'True 

Briton'. The boat, which was almost new, had a crew of 60. The boat had capacity for 20 cabin and 

170 steerage passengers (which probably included the Collicoats). It arrived in Melbourne 94 days 

later on Sunday, September 28. 

 

 

The 'True Briton'. 

 

It's not known what prompted the Collicoats to emigrate, but it was less than 20 years before that a 

series of disastrous crop failures and potato disease had led to widespread famine in the general 

Bodmin area. It's also interesting to note that when he arrived in Australia, John Collicoat 
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abandoned farming. After two years at Campbells Creek, John moved to Yapeen where he spent the 

rest of his life. John learnt his new trade from Mr. John Stephens, a Yapeen blacksmith whose 

harrows were described as 'being of first-class workmanship' at a saving of two pounds over the 

imported article. John rented Stephen's house and workshop until he became independent. It's 

unclear exactly when John took up the trade of blacksmithing. When he died on February 21, 1917, 

he was described as a 'veteran colonist' who had been 'in Australia for nearly 60 years and for 50 

years of that time he has been in business as a blacksmith at Yapeen.' 

 

The couple were to have seven other children. They began two years after arriving in Australia with 

Sarah Ann, followed by William, Thomas, Richard, Charles, Mary Jane and George. John would 

have been ten years old when George, the last of the children was born, an average being almost a 

child each year. 

 

By the time of John's death, only five children survived: Sarah, John, Thomas, Charles and George. 

 

John Collicoat's interest in mining became evident only nine years after his arrival in Victoria and 

22 years before he wrote to the Mt. Alexander Shire seeking to open the disused mineshaft. In a 

September, 1871 newspaper article, the following appeared, 'Yesterday, Messrs. Aberdeen and 

Collicoat marked out a quartz claim on a lease just north of the Strathloddon pre-emptive right and 

east of the back road going from Ludlow's corner to Waterworth's store. They propose to call it the 

Strathloddon Homeward Bound. This is the most likely claim in our district as on many occasions it 

has been tried and yielded from two to five pennyweights per ton. The sinking is dry and quartz is 

easily obtained at once of a paying nature. Capital only is wanted, and of all the ventures yet bought 

before the public this will unquestionably be the most deserving of support.' 

 

Much could be written about William 'Boss' Aberdeen. One of Castlemaine's earliest settlers, he is 

thought to have been born in Sutherlandshire, Scotland in 1818 and came to Australia in 1830. 

Typical of the legends that Aberdeen liked to foster was that his mother was a princess and that he 

was sent to Australia because he was a witness to a murder. Another story was that he fled Scotland 

after failing to abduct a Scottish heiress. Credited as one of two men to first discover gold in 

Victoria, he was a passionate advocate for miners' rights. Variously described as a 'storekeeper, 

miner, farmer, land agent and publican' the humorously titled, 'Lord of Balmoral' was generous, 

impulsive, persuasive and a great self-publicist. Between 1852 to 1854, he roasted a bullock each 

year at the present site of the Castlemaine State School, giving the cooked meat to the poor. A man 

of decided views, he was arrested in 1865 by taking a sledgehammer and smashing a public urinal 

that was set on the pavement beside William Gaffney's hotel in Guildford. In Aberdeen's defence, 

Mr.  Leech admitted that while Mr. Aberdeen was 'not always wise, or fortunate in his public 

appearances', in that instance, all of the respectable people of Guildford would be in sympathy with 

him. William Aberdeen was generally financially successful. He claimed, for instance, to have made 

sixteen thousand pounds from gold and built the famous 'Prince of Wales' hotel in Moyston Street, 

Castlemaine (now the 'Empyre' boutique hotel) for a cost of twenty thousand pounds. Though 

wealthy, he had great sympathy with diggers and was warmly applauded when he told a crowd of 

miners of the time some 'traps' visited his place in search of grog finishing with the Boss pitching 

one of the corrupt officers into a mud-hole. An enlightened employer, he hired bricklayers and 

stonemasons to erect the hotel for 30 shillings a day which was more than the going rate, as well as 

offering them free access to beer and wine. Like many entrepreneurs of the time however, he also 

experienced reverses of fortune. This 'fiery particle' enjoyed a long life, dying aged 94 on April 14, 

1911. 

 

John was community minded, being the oldest and a highly respected member of the Strathloddon 

Lodge of Oddfellows of Guildford, a temperance/mutual benefit society. Various reports of his acts 

of kindness have come down to us. In December, 1893, John was thanked for his generosity in 
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donating toys and lollies as a close for vacation treat to pupils of the Strathloddon State School. On 

another occasion, he made a set of metal quoits as a gift to the community. Like many small 

communities however, there were some who envied John his hard-won success. His greatly loved 

and valuable greyhound, for instance, died after eating poisoned meat and on Tuesday, March 31, 

1894 the 'Mount Alexander Mail' reported, 'The work of an incendiary came near to destroying the 

smithy and workshop of Mr. John Collicoat of Yapeen. The building was set fire in the rear and 

burned through the woodwork of the roof which, fortunately, being of iron, saved the premises.' 

                            

The redoubtable William 'Boss' Aberdeen 
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John's son, also known as John and my grandfather featured in a report in the 'Mount Alexander 

Mail' on October 14, 1884. Under the eye-catching title of 'John Collicoat to the Rescue', we read, 

'A most destructive fire occurred at Yapeen on Tuesday night at about 11o'clock by which the hay 

and corn store of John Smith and Sons was consumed. The fire was observed by a young man 

named Mr. J. Collicoat just as he was approaching the premises. (John would have been 24 at that 

time:Ed.) (He) did his utmost to awake Mr. Smith but before he could do so, the flames had got 

possession of the building, which was made of stone.' 

 

 

 

I was for many years interested in learning more about my father's family and in 1976, travelled to 

Castlemaine to meet historian, Ray Bradfield. Ray promised to look out and copy a photo that he 

had received from Cyril Collicoat.  On March 25, 1976, Ray posted the photo with the following 

explanation: 
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'Looking at the picture, one sees “Nugget”, Collicoat's 33-year-old horse, who knew more about 

working a “whim” than most of its owners. He is standing in front of a house then occupied by 

Alice and John Holmes, notable, perhaps one should say, notorious, denizens of Yapeen, who 

provided a lot of colour for the locals, by reason of their regular domestic upheavals. Next on the  

right of “Nugget” is the Collicoat blacksmith's shop and next door, the Collicoat home, formerly 

one of Yapeen's early hotels. The only building left here on the corner is now a dairy: a building of 

rubble with brick topping facing the road. I think it was formerly one of the outbuildings. 

 

'One can see the facade of Smith's hotel/store on the other corner, almost the same as today. The 

furthest building on that side was the timber shed – a tall building with its upper doors wide open. 

 

Now the people in the picture: They are grouped around the shaft head. On the windlass is Billy 

Collicoat. Standing and grasping the lever of the hand pump is old John Collicoat and Charlie 

Collicoat. Seated on the form is Uncle Tom Collicoat, 'Boss' Aberdeen and Harold Collicoat (my 

Dad's brother; Ed.) He was the cousin of Cyril Collicoat who loaned me the photo. He (Cyril) 

thought it would have been taken around 1890 (Perhaps 1895 or later: Ed.) 

  

'The ground that they were working would be close to thirty feet deep and very wet and rotten. It is 

a really fine picture of an alluvial shaft or mine. I would imagine if they got on to anything good, 

they would have had to put in a whim for winding up dirt and a bigger pump, possibly a horse 

driven one. 

 

'The area was well turned over by the old miners of the fifties, but being so close to the main road, 

they could have quite easily got on to payable ground, not accessible to the old timers. 

 

'“Boss” Aberdeen was a fabulous character and by 1890, he was at an age when one can imagine 

that he would be there to advise the Collicoats on everything …. but everything. He was already in 

Australia before the gold rush and, in fact, was paid a share of the reward money for the discovery 

of the Andersons Creek /Plenty field in 1851.' 

 

It's thought that the mine was mildly successful. 

 

Of John's five sons, only two followed their father's occupation. George became a blacksmith in 

Dunolly, while John became a blacksmith in Castlemaine. While there would have been plenty of 

demand for the services of a blacksmith and wheelwright even in a tiny rural village like Yapeen 

during most of the 19th Century, the work was always physically demanding and relatively 

unprofitable. Having served their early years in an informal apprenticeship to their father, George 

and John would have been forced by economic necessity to branch out on their own. And even the 

most successful young blacksmith would have soon realised that that his traditional trade was 

threatened by increased mechanisation and that he should seriously consider diversifying into a 

related field, such as motor car and tractor repairs. 

 

Like almost every large Victorian era family, John and Mary suffered numerous tragedies. Richard 

who was born in 1868 lived only a year. William, a Yapeen boot maker who died on July 27, 1902 

at the age of 36 after a long (and unexplained: Ed.) illness is the only other person to be buried in 

John and Mary's family plot at the Campbells Creek cemetery. Their youngest daughter Mary Jane, 

married to Charles Beach, died at 29, her obituary reading, 'A long and weary sufferer gone to rest'. 

 

One of the many frustrations facing a family historian is how little one ever discovers about female 

ancestors. I know nothing about the personality, interests or achievements of Mary Collicoat. I 

know that she died six years before John on July 24, 1911 at the age of 78. My father would have 
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been 10 when his grandmother died and 16 when his grandfather died. 

 

On January 4, 1915 John made out his will appointing his son, George as Executor. In it, he 

bequeaths John Collicoat, my grandfather one pound, Sarah Anne Beach of Hawthorn ten pounds 

while three sons, Thomas (miner of Dunolly), Charles (engineer of Dunolly) and George 

(blacksmith of Dunolly) together with Sarah were to each receive a quarter of the estate. 

 

We can only speculate why his son, John was virtually written out of the Will. It may have been due 

to a falling between father and son but it's more likely that John decided his son, having inherited a 

splendid villa from money which his wife left after her early death in 1905 was not considered in 

need of further financial help. 

 

John died on Monday, February 19,1917 at the age of 78 at Charles Beach, his son in law's house in 

Hawthorn, Victoria, the cause of death being 'senile decay'. It was noted that John had 'suffered 

indifferent heath for a considerable time'. His long life in Yapeen and service to the Strathloddon 

Lodge of Oddfellows was noted, being the Lodges' oldest member, among whose membership he 

made numerous friends. A flowery tribute was paid to 'the sterling qualities of the deceased (who) 

commanded the respect of all who knew him'. 

 

I wonder if I was given the middle name of John in my father's memory of his grandfather. It 

doesn't seem likely that he would have wanted to honour the memory of his own father, to whom he 

felt bitter to the end of his life. 

 

          

                John with grandson, Cecil.                                            John with Hazel (relation?) 

 

 

 


