
 
 

Professor John Daniel Custance 
Principal 

Roseworthy Agricultural College 
1882-1886 

 
Professor John Custance was the first Principal of Roseworthy Agricultural College, 
appointed in 1882. 
 
Due to concern about declining soil fertility in 1879, the 
South Australian Parliament made provision for the 
establishment of an Agricultural College and an 
Experimental Farm. On 1 June 1881, it was recommended 
to establish both by the Principal of Cirencester, the 
Presidents of several Learned Societies and also from 
testimonials. Prof John Custance was appointed 
Professor of Agriculture to head this initiative. 
 
In March 1882, the Government bought Olive Farm near 
Roseworthy, a farm that had been worked for over 25 
years without manures. After moving onto the property in 
May 1882, Prof Custance started a rainfall register, commenced analysing the soil, 
acquiring livestock and undertook a series of experimental plantings.  
 
The College started on 3 February 1885 when 25 students began their two-year course. 
With the aim of making the College a Greater Cirencester, Prof Custance taught in about 
30 subjects, ranging from surveying to veterinary science. After confusion over the 
appointment of external examiners, in December 1886 Professor Custance was 
suspended.  
 
Born in England in the Norfolk district, Professor Custance trained in practical and 
scientific farming, studying chemistry and soil analysis, before then working on the farm 
of the Royal Agricultural College at Cirencester where he was appointed an assistant 
professor and later resident professor.  
 
In 1876 Professor Custance was invited to the Imperial College of Agriculture in Japan to 
teach agronomy, returning to England in 1880. Soon after, Prof Custance travelled back 
to England, before returning to S.A. again in 1906 as Manager of the C H Angas’s estate, 
“Broadview” near Georgetown, then in 1912 becoming caretaker at Collingrove near 
Angaston. 
  
Following Professor John Daniel Custance’s death on 14 December 1923, a successful 
appeal to members of ROCA resulted in sufficient funds to enable the erection a 
tombstone over his grave, with the words – “Erected to his memory by Old Students of 
the College”. 


