WILLIAM JAMES . FARRER.

(7}

1845 - 1906.

Ninety=-two yeﬁrs ago, on April 3rd., 1845, in the Northern

English county of Westmoreiand, There we.s born & boy whose 1lifs
work was to begin and snd in Australla. This work was to prove of
inestimable esconomic lmportance td this country;’and even of gféat
" value to other countries where the cultivatlon of wheat is of prime
importance. That boy was Willlam James Farrer, the leader of the
Australian pioneer wheat breeders of whom his contemporaries were
Pye and Marshall.

‘ After a soﬁnd,échool education at the famous London "Biue
Coat" School, Christ's Hospital, where he distinguished himself ab
mathematics, he proceed;d'to Cambridge, where, at the age of 23,
he graduated with Bénior mathematical honours as a Wrangler, It
was intended he should study for the bar or for the‘Ghuréh, but he
forsogk these in favour of Medicine. After completing his first
year, the blow fell, &hd Farrer learnt tﬁat he had 1uﬁg trouble, or,
inlplainer language, T.B. A sheép farming, or squatting 1ife in
~the warm dry climate of New South Wales was indicated, aﬁd so in

* 1870 the young man left‘for thatSState. Great Britain lost a
ugeful and probably a brilliant Docfbn,-buﬁ Australia galned a
great Wheat Breedeﬁ. ‘

As the result of finanecial 1os§es in mining ventures, 7
whilat gaining colonlal exﬁerience to fitrhim for pastbral pursults,
he decided to become a surveyor, for which his ﬁraining at Cambridge
stood him in good stéad, as it was later, to form a sound background
for his work as a wheat'breeder. ’

DPuring his work in the Cooma diStfict he became acquainted
wlth "Nina", the dahghter of the Hon. Leopold De Salis, of Cuppa-
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cumbalong Station, whom he married in September, 1882, and, 1t was
in ﬁnes year that he first conceived the idea of his 1ife work.
The union, though childless, was of the happiest;' his wife was a
trﬁe mate, who helped and stimmlated him in his wpﬁk, end_whose
loyal eupﬁort must have been a great® soléce'when hie aims were-mis=

understood, an& when at times his me%hpds aroused fierce opposition

from some of his colleagues.' She was a typical Australian gentle-

woman, beloved of the whole distriet, who ably assisted him to dis-

pense that open~house hospitality”for whiech their eountry home was

8o well known,

Four yeara after his marriage;he resigned his posibtion as
a suprveyor and settled down on a small aréa of Government land

which he previouely selected from the "Guppacumbalong" IiNe

'“Lambrigg was the neme given to his selsction. Here it was that

he began hils-work as a wheat breeder. Aftsr working for twelve
years in a private capaeity his services wele engaged in September,
1898, by the Department Of.Agriculture as Wheat Experimentalist,
and he continued an active Officer of the Department until the day
of his death. | -

At the time Ferrer commenced his wheat breeding work the

wheat crops of New South We&es were periocdically devastated wiﬁh_

Red Rust, with reeuitapt érop failufe._ It is not surprising,

therefore, that to a man of Farrer's vislon his original cbject was
to. produce a rust resistlng or rust escaping variety of wheet so

that the farmer in srusty season might not experience the usual

totel failurs. Later his aims were enlarge&eto include the improve
.ment of the baking quality of Australian wheats, and still later to

\combine'resistanee to ball smut; or bunt, with other desirable fleld

‘qualities, which made them speoially adapted to dry areas.,
The work at first was largely of an- exploratory character,

end it was not until 1889 that erose-breeding was attempted.

Owing, at this time, to the need of suitable instruments and the

absence of a system, the work was carried out with great diffieulty

and mede slow progress., In these early days he had to devise his
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own_, instruments- his earliest pollinating forceps were made from

a hairpln.

It is inberesting to point out that it was not until 1900,

or 14 years after Farrer commenced his work, that the laws of

-Mendel were rediscovered by Correns, De Vries and Von- Tschetmak

but it is a remarkable tribute Lo his genlus that-the methods

| initiated by him were such as would héve been very 1argely basged

upon these laws had he known them,
' -Because of hié exploratory'work the number of crosses
made by Farrer was necessarily legion and a detailed account of them

cannot be glven here, Two, however, "Federation and "Comeback"

" call for speeial attention.

"Federatlion™ was undoubtedly the moat popular Farrer

varistye It reachéd that positlon because of 1lts remarkable abi-

1ity tb vield well ahd consistently throughout the wheat reas of °
New South Wales, Victorisa and South Australiaes In most districts

1% yielded at least a bag more per acre than any of the old variet-

ies, and this despite its appearance which was much less attractive

| than some of the old varieties. _"Federation set a mew-and

nigher stendard for yield in Australia,
The production of this variety was the result of a
deliverate attempt on the parﬁ of Farrer to produce a variety

with short straw, specially suitable for the Australian methods of

"harvesting with the stripper. The remarkeble popularity of this

variety, because of the way it met these requirements, affords
abundant evidence that he was extremélﬁ successfule

"Federation" has been regarded by some as Farrer's great-

"@st success. Knowing how keen Farrer was_tb produce varieties of

great nut:itive and milling value, the variety "Comeback" must,
from his standpoint, be fegarded as his'greatest'triumph..'For
baking guality this.varieﬁy 13 a peer amongst the World‘s best;
and at the present time, 31 yeaﬁs after his death, 1t 1s still the

~ sbandard of baklng excellence in Australia,
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h .. In bis endeavours to improve the baking quality of

I , : , ,
Australisn wheats Farrer had a worthy collaborator in Frederick

Bickell Guthrie, the Chemist of the New South Wales Department of
Agricultures No one would-be more williné tﬁan Farrer to acknow=
.ledge his indebtedness to Guthrie and to point out that he blazed
" he trail for cereal research in Austmmlis.

Some forty Farrer verieties were at various times in
genefal cultivation and today, with a few eXceptions; the standard .
varieties in gehersl eultivatlion are either Farrer productions, or
varietlies produced by hié'suﬁcessors in accordance with the prin-
.oiples inttiated by him.

Farrer's greatest achievement,'however, 18 not that he
prod{iced varleties better adaéted to Australlan con@itions, but that
he initiated the aﬁﬁ gnd sclence of cereal breeding and insplred
his successors to develop the work he left. . |

30 much for the w;rk, and now what[of'the‘méﬁ? In person'
William James Farrer was above mlddle height, somewhat stogping and
-spare-of frame, more the lean Australlan ﬁype than what one
associates usually with those born in Gréat Britain, His'spectacled‘
kiddly greyeblue eyes looked out from a bearded face with the quick
glance of Q'shy, reserved_man; But ﬁhile naturally retiring, and
almost diffident in ordinary contact, it needed only a wordk upoﬁ |
.any subject of interest, and his shyness drappedéiike a cloake

Carlyle has sald "Genius%:;-an immense capacity for

taking trouble", If this‘be true, Farver was a geniué of the very
highest order, as those who were most faﬁiliar with hls methods

will readily admite The care and attention which he pald to minute
detalls when he was working out his sytemuﬁnq9exﬁfaordinary. He

was, however, a genlius in a much bigger and wider sense; he was'
endowed with an uncommonly vigorous mind of exceptiohalfintellectual'.
power and originality. ' Further,he had great force of chafaqter

and indomitable energy, snd these were needed to.gavtifiue 3ucﬁ work

" as. Farrer commenced. Fortunately, for Australia, Farrer possessed
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these neoessary qualifications, combined with sufficient independence

of thought to look at the subjeot in its broad aspect, and arrive at:

his own conclusions, though such were certainly at variance with

public opinion at the time.

in consequence of his close and neoessarﬁ regard for detail
he was by some considered a faddist, and because of this he was
subjected to passlivecand even aoﬁive-resistance from one or two of
his colieagues. One of ﬁhese_even went so far as to say that he

would 1ike to put a fire-stick iIn Farrer's wheat plotse

No man was less entitled to be called a faddist then ‘he,
Whilst impatient of unsupported assertion, and especially so of
mere aggrassive assertion, no man was more ready to iisten to the
views of others and, if neoessary, to. alter his opinions and methods
accordingly. This waﬂ,esneoially 50 in the face of feote. Facts -
were groedily sought after, and-opinions invitéd, bﬁt the‘respective
values of the two were never confused. Facts, though sometimes

upsetfing preconceived ideas,-were always welcomed as alds to remove

benfiers from the path of progress., Opinions were always con-

sidered, and though very often at variance with his own, they were
glven that smount of consideration to which they were entitled,

because of the reputation and position of those presenting theme

Farrer's ideals were high ~ perfeotion was his goal - but
he recognised 1t as being qﬁite mattainable, for each success gave
him something higher to asplrs to, and rendered perfection still

more beyond his reach.

" Farrer's success 1s a veritable triumph for sclentific
research and patlent and careful work., He loved and lived. for his
works This is foreibly illustrated bj the following incident -

When the varietj "Bobs", which was probably the earliest of his
successes, was gradually growing into public favonr, on one occasion,

I remarked - "You must be very proud- of the success now attending

"Bobs"", "Oh, no", he said,‘"Doryou Jmow why I commenced this

Bowas, _
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work? It was because I wanted to thlnk that when I died my life
had not peen wa.sted,"

- It is not generally known that Parrer refused a consid-
erable fortune in order to oontinue his work; a very wealthy '
wnele gave him the alternative of leaving his_work'and returning
to England or being disinherited. Fortuhatelyi for Australia,
FParrer chose the better way, and thetuoney'was‘bequeathed to a

consin,

Before he died he had the satisfaction of knowing that - ,;
his work was appreciated abroad as well as in Australis. He was ]
particularly pleased when, shortly before his death, the Indian
‘ Government sent Mr, Moreland, the Direetor of Agriculture for the ' ?
North-West P;ovince‘of India, on an extended visit to him in order
to study Farrer's methods, with the objeot of inttiating similar f ‘ %
work in India. It is believed that one of the results of that |
-visit was the produetion of the "Pusal varieties, now proving 80

) useful and valuable in Augtralia.
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He dled at the sge of 61 on the 17th April, 1906, The
cause of his death was & form of heart disease, "Angina pectoris."
It was not TeB., which threateneé‘him as a young man. ‘Danger from
this source'had’beeu averted by 11v1ng_a suitableolife in 2 con~-
genial climates BHls death was sudden'although not eltogether un-
_expected. For some time befofe his death he lmew how slender
was his hold upon life, 5ut this did not cause him to save himseif;
it seemed %o spur him ons He thought that he might have-worked
another ten years, and felt that in those ten‘years fhere would be
~great possiblilities. He died in harness, witP 8- -half-finished
letter in front of him; he was busy preparing for the coming season's

work after having just completed that of the past geason.

l

unselfiSh worker, who loved his work, and whose sole object in

What a suitable crown to the career of a successful and

undertaking it was that when he came to die "He might think his life

had not been wasted." At his own request his cieternal resting place
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is onﬂ'the hilltop overlooking his former home, -The outlook,
las,e'wlaa ﬁi’-‘xis in life, is broad, free and bold, The rugged evei'lasting
hiils are tjpical of the enduring character of hi:s work.

0t S Letts

ok




