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OT-150 KEY DATES No 12

1 October 1870
First pole planted at S�rling North
William Towler, former Chief Inspector of Telegraph Lines
and, in 1869, proponent of an overseas connec�on
through Western Australia,1 supervises the team at
Minchin’s wells, S�rling North. They plant the first pole of
the Southern Sec�on and celebrate with a glass of beer.2
According to �me-honoured custom, several of the men
carve their names into the post.3 By 15 October, Towler’s
team has completed the first 20 miles4

5 October 1871
Gulnare runs aground
The two-masted schooner Gulnare is purchased by the
South Australian Government and used as a supply ship
for the Northern Territory. On 5 October it leaves Port
Darwin, loaded with stores and materials for the Roper
River Depot. That evening, not far from port, it runs
aground on a reef off North Vernon Island. It takes four
days for a boat to get back to Port Darwin with the news.5
The Bengal is chartered to take its place and off-loads
some of the cargo. Captain Samuel Sweet brings the
Gulnare back to port where it is beached, s�ll with 200
tons of cargo abroad. Sweet says the schooner “does not
make half an inch of water in a week at present, and he is
not afraid of going to Adelaide in her or the nearest port,
where she can be repaired”. However, a panel of experts
condemns the vessel as unseaworthy.6 The hulk is le� on
the shore and eventually becomes part of a je�y.7

10 October 1871
Central Sec�on progress “highly sa�sfactory”
Alfred Woods, overseer of the Central Sec�on, arrives in
Adelaide to make a personal report to Charles Todd. He
has been instructed by Todd to organise reinforcements
for William Harvey’s party working on the northern-most
Sec�on E.8 This means he has to travel back down the Line
from his own Sec�on (D) to assess progress. He then
“thought it advisable to come on to Adelaide and receive
verbal instruc�ons from Mr Todd for final arrangements
connected with the comple�on and opening of the line”.
He tells Todd Sec�on A is completed; Sec�on B “will be
finished by the middle of November”; Sec�on C is nearly
complete but for “a li�le wiring”; Sec�on D will be done
“by the end of November”; and Sec�on E is now “well
advanced and progressing fast”. His report is, “on the
whole, highly sa�sfactory” and, “with frequent change of
horses”, he will soon be back “beyond the centre of the
con�nent”.9

11 October 1872
Work Par�es leave the Roper River
The great work is finished – or not quite: there are s�ll the
missing poles to be erected. But most of the men will
return to their homes. The Omeo leaves Port Darwin for
the Roper River depot on 4 October10 and departs on
11 October with 190 officers and men aboard.11 In
Adelaide, they are anxiously awai�ng news of the Omeo
so that “final arrangements [can] be made for the great
banquet in honor of these devoted men”.12

12 October 1870
Port Darwin Telegraph Bill
Work has been proceeding apace on the OTL construc�on
since June when the Treasurer, John Hart, told Todd to
make “immediate arrangements for carrying out the
work”.13 However, it isn’t un�l October that Hart tables a
Bill to authorise the Government “to enter into a contract
for the carrying out of the Overland Telegraph Line”.14 The
original Act, assented to on 16 June 1870, gave the
Government the power to raise £120 000 to build the Line

Finally, the Overland Telegraph Line is opened for business and
Samuel Kneve�, BAT’s Adelaide manager, places this adver�sement

in the paper [Express and Telegraph, 21 October 1872, p2a]



by issuing bonds.15 But now, four months later, the
Government needs another Bill because it has been
“deemed advisable” to remove the “doubts and
objec�ons” that have been raised about the validity of the
nego�a�ons and the contract entered into with BAT. The
Anglo-Australian Telegraph Act is assented to on
12 October 1870.16

21 October 1872
Overland Telegraph Line Open for Business
At midnight on Sunday 20 October, the news is received in
Adelaide that the fault in the cable has been found and
fixed. At 1 o’clock in the morning, William Cunningham
tells the newspapers that communica�on has been
restored17 and BAT places an adver�sement that the
overseas cable “is now in perfect working order".18
A number of messages which have been held up for
months in Java can now be received and the first direct
message from London, �me-stamped Monday night, is
received in Adelaide the following morning.19

25 October 1871
Pa�erson requests Reinforcements
Robert Pa�erson has been in Darwin since the end of
August but his work is compromised by significant losses
of stock and he needs “immediate reinforcements”.20 To
preserve confiden�ality, Pa�erson sends his request as a
le�er which is carried by the Dutch warship Curaçao to
the port of Sourabaya in Java. From here it is sent to Galle,
the main port in Southern Ceylon, and delivered by the
regular ship mail service to King George’s Sound. The mail
is transferred to the coastal steamer Alexandra which
reaches Adelaide at midnight on 26 November.21
Pa�erson’s message, dated 25 October, is received by the
Government on 27 November. For insurance, Pa�erson
has sent a duplicate message which John Li�le, the
Darwin Telegraph Master, carries to the nearest point of
the Queensland telegraph network. This message doesn’t
reach Adelaide un�l 22 December!22 To add to Pa�erson’s
concerns, no sooner has the Curaçao le� Port Darwin,
than the first cable-laying ship (Edinburgh) arrives.23

30 October 1872
Todd returns to Adelaide
Charles Todd and his party reach Beltana on 18 October.24
Rather than con�nue his inspec�on of the Line, Todd turns
off to follow the spur line to Blinman. Following successful
lobbying in June, the Government has agreed to build the
extension and work is due to start at the end of August.25
(The Blinman telegraph was opened on 18 December with
congratulatory messages from Todd and Chief Secretary
Henry Ayers.26) This also puts Todd on the eastern side of
the Ranges and enables him to visit his niece Frances at
Ma�awarrangala Sta�on.27 From here Todd and Dick
Knuckey travel by the mail coach to Burra and catch the
morning train back to Adelaide on 30 October. A
“considerable concourse of people” meet them at the
Adelaide railway sta�on.28 Todd then has his first glimpse
of the new GPO, completed in his absence. The Telegraph
Office is decorated with flowers and he is greeted by the
operators “with a hearty cheer”.29
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