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Prior to introducing this paper, | wish to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands through which the
Overland Telegraph Line was constructed and in the spirit of reconciliation to pay respects to their Elders past
and present and to extend that respect to those who continue cultural and spiritual connections to Country.

The Overland Telegraph story and the life of its leader Charles Todd was a huge part of my family history. | am very aware
that it is the family history of many of my extended family. Even today, in 2022, | know that there are some 12 of Charles
& Alice Todd’s great-grandchildren still living, most of who are enthusiastic Todd aficionados. In my generation, there are
some 60 great-great-grandchildren of whom the 25 or so who live in Australia would all be well-aware of the role of their
great-great-grandparents, and there are now well over 100 triple greats and countless ‘four x great’ grandchildren to
whom we continue to tell our stories.

There are many other families who had ancestors who worked on the line, who have their own histories which are
equally significant to them. There are also many people interested in South Australian and Northern Territory history
who have researched the different histories of the Overland Telegraph and of Charles Todd.

As the Overland Telegraph Line sesquicentenary approaches, it is timely to look back at a project which was extolled
throughout Australia as an epic endeavour of endurance, exertion, and efficiency.

Like many Australians of European descent, | am aware that our stories only tell one part of colonial history. This paper is
an opportunity to try to discover more about the history of the relationships between those who worked on the line and
this country’s First Nations Peoples.

Cultural Sensitivity Warning

Readers of this paper should be aware that the letters and diaries quoted in this paper and some historical records
contain terms and comments that reflect the original author's attitude, or that of the period in which the item was
written. It is important to state that we do not consider them acceptable today.

Readers should also be aware that historical records contain the names of deceased persons which might cause
sadness or distress, particularly to the relatives of these people.

1. Introduction

This document seeks to explore an entwining of settler and Aboriginal histories from the point of view of those involved
in the planning, survey and construction of the Overland Telegraph Line (OTL). It does not seek to explain the history
from the point of view of First Nations Peoples who will have their own histories regarding the impact of the
construction of the line.

The stories which had come down through the generations of Charles Todd’s family had encouraged a belief that Todd’s
treatment of the Aboriginal people was respectful and friendly, and that the construction of the Overland Telegraph was
a model of best practice in relations with the country’s original inhabitants. This belief was supported by Todd’s own
stories® as well as those of his daughters Maude and Lorna? and various anecdotes passed down within the family.

Maude wrote that her father “was the only one who ever dared to go among the blacks unarmed, for some inexplicable
reason they trusted him”. ® Lorna in a similar vein had written, “My father really loved the blacks and trained them to be
helpful". *

Today, 150 years after the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line, in the light of a new awareness of colonial history
as Australians and not just as descendants of pioneers, there is a need to consider how we are implicated in this history.
What do the terms “respectful” and “friendly”, in regard to relationships even mean? In exploring such questions, | have
tried to find evidence to illustrate the connections of Todd and his teams with the First Nations Peoples in whose lands
they travelled and eventually settled.

While Todd'’s diaries and letters and those of other workers on the line give informal evidence of meetings with First
Nations Peoples during the survey and construction of the line, the planning process also included formal documents
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setting out rules for relationships with Aboriginal people. The “Instructions to Overseers”, for example, set out a number
of rules for the Government Overseers to enforce during the line’s construction.® Today, with our knowledge of the
violence of colonialism, the six Instructions relating to relationships with First Nations Peoples (numbers 39 — 44) seem
far from “best practice”, but how were they viewed 150 years ago?

In order to understand a little more about the background and origin to these Instructions, one must look back at the
South Australian settlers’ relationships with the land’s First Peoples during the 35 years between first colonisation of
South Australia and the commencement of the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line. This background to the
relationship can be examined in terms of the legal and administrative, economic and development, and social and
humanitarian factors. While historians and anthropologists would be familiar with this background, it is not well-known
by many South Australians. | am neither an anthropologist nor an historian, and so have relied on others to assist me to
understand the background.

In reviewing actions of the past, one must be careful not to judge historical actions using the standards of today.
However, it is widely acknowledged that ignorance of the knowledge of the peoples whose land they were taking over
and a lack of respect for the expertise of those who were being dispossessed was widespread throughout all Australian
colonies. It was certainly not exclusive to South Australia.

2. Background to the Instructions:
From Colonisation to Commencement of Construction of the Overland Telegraph Line

For many older Australians, the history of Australian colonisation and settlement that we learnt at school excluded the
perspectives of the country’s original inhabitants. In more recent times, the whole concept of “settlement” has been
guestioned and the term “conquest” proposed:

“Settlement” is accurately applied to the occupation of previously uninhabited lands ... It is not an accurate
description of the uninvited imperial British invasion of Australian First Nations’ territories, followed by the
subjugation and displacement of the Indigenous Australians who were the lands’ owners.®

Others have gone further and claimed that the “conquerors” of the First Nations Peoples committed genocide by making
a “systematic attack with intent to destroy in whole or part a national ethnic and racial group” and to destroy “their
language, customs, lore and belief systems”.”

Legal and Administrative Factors
Conquest and genocide were certainly not the intent at the founding of South Australia which was the only Australian

colony to consider the proprietary rights of Aboriginal people prior to colonisation.® There was, however, confusion from
the start.

The South Australia Act of 1834 had established the colony on land declared to be “waste and unoccupied” and declared
that all land would be available for sale. Subsequently the British Colonial Office (in response to the findings of the
British House of Commons Select Committee inquiry into the Conditions of Aboriginal People in British Settlements)®
recommended amendments to the Act to include recognition of Aboriginal occupation and rights. These
recommendations were addressed in the Letters Patent which, through the Crown. had established the colony of South
Australia in February 1836. These Letters Patent appeared to guarantee land rights to Aboriginal people.

... nothing in these Letters Patent shall affect or be construed to affect the rights of any Aboriginal natives of the said
Province to the actual occupation or enjoyment in their own persons or in the persons of their descendants of any
lands therein now actually occupied or enjoyed by such natives.°

Prior to colonisation, when Colonel William Light was sent by the Colonisation Commissioners to commence the survey
of Adelaide, his instructions included the requirement to “consider wild animals as the property of the natives” and “to
buy from them any which were needed for food”. **

In responding to questions about Aboriginal rights to land, the Commissioners “utilized humanitarian terminology of
protection”?? and thus framed Aboriginal rights as a philanthropic rather than legal problem.

According to Nettelbeck (2019):

The purpose of a dedicated policy of protection for indigenous people ... was not just to safeguard their right as
newly clarified British subjects, but also to bring corrective influences of law and good government to the furtherest
peripheries of the British Empire.®

In order to progress this philanthropic agenda, the Commissioners established a position of “Protector of Aborigines”
which required the Resident Commissioner to ensure that:

No lands which the natives may possess in occupation or enjoyment may be offered for sale until previously ceded
by the natives ... *

They also reluctantly agreed to avoid selling clearly occupied land?®® and to reserve one-fifth of every 80-acre section of
land ceded “as a reserve for the use of the Aborigines”.%
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The Proclamation Document, 1836

PROCLAMATION

By his Excellency John HINDMARSH, Knight of the Royal Hanoverian Guelphic Order, Governor and
Commander in Chief of HIS MAJESTY'S PROVINCE of SOUTH AUSTRALIA.

In announcing to the Colonists of His Majesty's Province of South Australia, the establishment of the
Government, | hereby call upon them to conduct themselves on all occasions with order and quietness,
duly to respect the laws, and by a course of industry and sobriety, by the practice of sound morality, and a
strict observance of the Ordinances of Religion, to prove themselves worthy to be the founders of a great
and free Colony.

It is also, at this time especially, my duty to apprize the Colonists of my resolution, to take every lawful
means for extending the same protection to the NATIVE POPULATION as to the rest of His Majesty's
Subjects, and of my firm determination to punish with exemplary severity all acts of violence or injustice
which may in any manner be practiced or attempted against the natives, who are to be considered as
much under the safeguard of the law as the Colonists themselves, and equally entitled to the privileges of
British Subjects.

| trust therefore, with confidence to the exercise of moderation and forebearance by all Classes, in their
intercourse with the Native Inhabitants, and that they will omit no opportunity of assisting me to fulfill His
Majesty's most gracious and benevolent intentions towards them by promoting their advancement in
civilization, and ultimately, under the Blessing of Divine Providence, their conversion to the Christian Faith.

By His Excellency's Command,
ROBERT GOUGER,

Colonial Secretary,

Glenelg, 28th December, 1836.

GOD SAVE THE KING

Most of the words of the Proclamation of 28 December 1836, which took place at the first settlement of the colony of
South Australia, refer to the rights of the Aboriginal people (see Proclamation Document). This well-intentioned
Proclamation began to fail immediately.

The South Australia Act 1834 had not been amended, and this took precedence over the Letters Patent.!” As Roberts
(2007) wrote:
The Commissioners were aware that on the widest interpretation of Aboriginal land rights, the Colonial Office’s
proposal would leave them with little or no land to colonise.*®

Legally, both Indigenous land rights and British subjecthood appear to have been recognised but at the same time
denied. As early as 1838 it was claimed that British justice could not be given to First Nations Peoples as Aboriginal
evidence could not be admitted in court as Aboriginal people could not give an oath based on Christian concepts foreign
to them.®

Governor John Hindmarsh and Resident Commissioner James Hurtle Fisher were pressured by the speculators of the
South Australian Company, who were promoting unchecked development, to ignore the 1836 recommendations of the
Colonial Office. However, the second and third Governors, Gawler and Grey made some attempt to support protection.

Economic and Development Factors

Because of conflict between Hindmarsh, the local administrator, and Fisher, representing the Commissioners, George
Gawler was given both responsibilities when he was appointed the colony’s second Governor in 1838. According to the
Letters Patent, Gawler, in his capacity as Resident Commissioner, was “authorized to make bargains or treaties with the
natives for transfer of land and required to furnish the Protector of Aborigines with evidence of their fulfillment” and he
was advised to "take care that the Aborigines are not disturbed in the enjoyment of the land over which they may
possess proprietary rights, and of which they are not disposed to make a voluntary transfer".

Gawler, however, preferred not to make treaties, preferring to reserve land for the future use of the displaced people,
but having an expectation that they would farm it.2° By 1860 more than 40 small reserves had been declared, mostly in
and around Adelaide.

If land was ceded voluntarily, owners would be given compensation in the form of subsistence rations, moral and
religious instruction, and education. As the Colonization Commissioners reported:

If they chose not to cede their land, the role of the Protector included ensuring that they were not disturbed in the
enjoyment of the lands over which they may possess propriety rights and of which they are not disposed to make a
voluntary transfer.?
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In 1839, when Matthew Moorhouse was appointed as the first full-time Protector of Aborigines, his list of duties
included the words:

Above all things ... bring them to the knowledge of God, and of the fundamental truths of Christianity.

Gawler, in a benign address in 1839, set out just what was expected of the First Nations Peoples who had been given
British subjecthood.?®

Blackmen! We wish to make you happy. But you cannot be happy unless you imitate white men, build huts, wear
clothes work and be useful. Above all, you cannot be happy unless you love God who made heaven and earth and all
things. Love white men. Love other tribes of black men. Do not quarrel together. Learn to speak English. If any white
man injure you, tell the Protector.?*

Such admonitions which were requiring First Nations Peoples to unlearn their own cultural ways and adopt the values of
mainstream society were compromising their ability to “govern themselves according to their own law and to maintain
their national integrity”.®

Social and Humanitarian Factors

Many colonists did not respect the expectation of protection and in fact claimed that, as the South Australia Act 1834 did
not include such protection, this was not legally required. Many of these European settlers had come to the colonies
seeking freedom from control of authorities and seeking the opportunity to become land holders. Many such colonists
had little interest in trying to understand the people who they were dispossessing.

It would appear that many colonists found nothing in the culture of the “semi-nomadic” Aboriginal people that they
could recognise as land ownership, and they were ignorant of the concept of community ownership. As such they saw
the land as available terra nullius; that is, nobody’s land. 2

For early settler Robert Thomas, writing to the Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies in 1836, the perception of a
“semi-nomadic lifestyle” was itself sufficient reason why:

The millions of fertile acres over which they tread, like beasts of the earth, unconscious of their value and ignorant of
their use, may be taken possession of by a colony of civilized people, without doing them the smallest injury. %’

From the earliest days of colonisation, there was an assumption that the First Nations Peoples could continue as hunter-
gatherers or gain employment. There was not an expectation of creating a population dependent on hand-outs,
although there was an understanding that the sick and aged could expect to receive rations.*®

As early as 1837, colonists were complaining that “the English law is not in force against the natives with respect to petty
theft”.?

In South Australia of the 1840s, many of the settlers were fearful of the Aboriginal people as attacks on isolated
shepherds and stock riders were not uncommon. It was not long until various settlers in South Australia followed the
same practices of settlers/invaders of other colonies in seeking to replace and dispossess the land’s First People.
Comments by the Commissioner of Police in 1863 give a picture of what would appear to be a frequent practice:

| do not deny that the settlers at times suffer loss from the natives but | do not think the only remedy lies in shooting
the plunders [sic].*®

While not all relations were violent, there was an inequality of power between settlers and First Nations Peoples;
dealings were frequently unfair, and considerable exploitation occurred.

The “conquest” of Australia involved many retributive excursions and massacres of First Nations Peoples®! who had
fought to protect their traditional lands. British law appears to have concentrated on protecting settlers and it is rare to
read of successful prosecutions against settlers for their role in murders of Aboriginal people.?? Records from Protectors’
reports up until 1860 indicate that, during this time, there were 20 Aboriginal people hanged for offences against settlers
and only one non-Aboriginal person executed for the murder of an Aboriginal person.3?

Notwithstanding the problems, there was considerable evidence of concern in South Australia for the land’s First
Peoples.

Some well-respected colonists were supporting the intention of the Proclamation. Charles Sturt in 1840 had emphasised
that colonisation by the British settlers was overlooking the rights of the Aboriginal inhabitants who have “distinct,
defined and absolute rights of propriety and heredity possession”.3* Explorer Edward John Eyre gave one of the more
compassionate overviews of the situation in his Journals:

Without laying claim to this country by conquest, without pleading even the mockery of cession, or the cheater of
sale, we have unhesitatingly entered upon, occupied, and disposed of its lands, spreading forth a new population
over its surface, and driving before us the original inhabitants.>*

Eyre, in his accounts of explorations acknowledged Aboriginal “hospitality, courage, self-confidence, bushcraft and
efficient means of communication” % and he advised that he had frequently travelled among Aboriginal people without
injury or insult.*”
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The German Missionaries, Christian Teichelmann and Clamor Schurmann, who had from the time of first settlement
been studying the Kaurna language, in 1839 informed Governor Gawler; the Protector of Aborigines, Moorhouse; and
George Fife Angas of the South Australian Company that the Kaurna families did recognise territorial boundaries and
believed they held exclusive ownership of land passed down through generations.>®

In 1839, one colonist wrote:

We have no right whatever to punish the natives for spearing our sheep; or if we have, they have an equally good
right to inflict punishment on us for killing their kangaroos.*

Pope (2011) gives statistics of the scores of Aboriginal people charged and put on trial for stock theft between 1836 and
1862.% On some occasions such charged persons stated that they believed that prior territorial occupation gave them
rights over the belongings of the settlers. This was evidenced at a trial of an Aboriginal man Kartameru who had been
accused of stealing sheep. Kartameru'’s claim in court was that such theft was justified and permitted because no
remuneration had been given to his people and that the settlers and their stock drove away the kangaroos and other
native animals which were the First People’s chief food.*

Meanwhile, across the settled areas, the population of Aboriginal people declined from being pushed onto the lands of
other tribes as well as from deaths from diseases such as small-pox, measles, typhus, influenza, and venereal diseases
for which the Aboriginal people had no immunity. > The Protector’s reports indicate an on-going concern about declining
population, disease, inter-tribal warfare and infanticide.® It is estimated that the population of the Kaurna people on the
Adelaide Plain had already been considerably decreased by the time of settlement from diseases passed along the
Murray by white settlers.*

By the mid 1840s, a number of agreements had been made with the Aboriginal people and settlers. Aboriginal people
were being employed,* both in farm work and as “special constables”.*® The departure of many settlers from the colony
of SA to the Victorian goldfields in 1850 had resulted in a shortage of labour and this shortage was occasionally filled by
Aboriginal people, particularly as stockmen, but also as shearers (both men and women), bullock drivers, harvest
workers, and assistants in homes and stores. However, regular employment was not the rule.*’

The Role of the Protectors

The Protector’s reports*® and the newspapers of this period indicate that many people did care about Aboriginal issues
and were distressed by their needs. A crowded public meeting presided over by Governor MacDonnell in 1855 agreed
that the Government was “not doing its duty to Aboriginal people”.*

As early as 1860, a Select Committee of the Legislative Council of South Australia had been appointed to report on the
situation of the First Nations Peoples. Following consultation with various people, this report had indicated:

The almost entire absence of any system for the protection and support of the aborigines precludes the Committee
from commenting upon its inefficiency.*... All the evidence goes to prove that they have lost much, and gained little
or nothing, by their contact with Europeans; and hence it becomes a question how far it is in our power, or what is
the best possible means of compensating them for the injuries they have sustained, or of mitigating the evils to
which ... our occupation of the country has led — or awarding compensation for injuries sustained by them
consequent on the forced occupation of their country.>*

The Report assumed that the population of the peoples on the Adelaide plain were doomed to extinction as their
numbers declined.

Great suffering has been occasioned, especially amongst the aged and infirm natives, by the insufficient and ill-timed
supplies, both of blankets and provisions.*?

It seems that the method of compensation the Select Committee report proposed was to be greater provision of
supplies and a greater encouragement for Aboriginal people to adopt the way of life of the settlers:

The Committee would recommend the appointment of sub-protectors in different districts, where the natives are
numerous, whose duty it should be, primarily, to attend to their physical necessities, especially of the aged, the sick,
and the infirm: Secondly, to use every effort to train them to steady industrial habits and manners of civilized life;
and, when so far civilized as to be able to comprehend instruction in moral duties, every exertion should be used to
endeavor to eradicate their vile superstitions and barbarous rites, leaving the mind open for the reception of the
simple truths of Christianity.

The first intention in making them was, that the natives should have opportunity of settling down and cultivating the
soil, but their nomadic habits being incompatible with steady industrial pursuits, the object of making these reserves
was frustrated.>

Little consideration was given to the reports from Aboriginal people that they “could get more sustenance from the bush
with less effort than a European could from his daily work”.>*

Sheldrick (2013) reports that Goyder, as Surveyor General in the 1860s, took on the role of Protector of Aborigines® and
adopted a number of guidelines to reduce conflict and build respect with the Aboriginal peoples through whose land his
survey teams crossed.
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By the mid 1860s European settlement in the Southern Flinders Ranges was well established. By the 1870s in the north
of the colony, south of the Northern Territory, as historians Foster and Nettelbeck (2018) reported:

The worst of the violence “between Aboriginal people and settlers ... had run its course.” European authority had
effectively been established ... dozens of Aboriginal nations were dispossessed through force of arms.%®

While the above paragraph exemplifies the twenty-first century acknowledgement of dispossession, it was quite a
different story in 1871 when, at a banquet hosted by colonial shipping magnate Emanuel Solomon to celebrate 35 years
since the Proclamation of the colony, one of the earliest colonists, John Brown, when praising the early settlers,
declared:

The early settlers avoided one of the greatest difficulties, and one which was more anxiously anticipated than any
other—that was with reference to the natives. They established relations without bloodshed, without injury, or
without loss. He knew this was a source of great difficulty and anxiety in England, which it was feared it would be
almost impossible to overcome; but he was happy to say that they, assisted by those who were in authority, and
guided by justice and right feeling, managed to introduce themselves to the blacks without difficulty or collision.
They did not begin by shooting the aborigines, or anything of that kind.*’

Although this same Mr Brown had, in 1837, written to Wakefield praising the process of settlement in Adelaide and
advising that such settlement had been “bloodless”.>® many of the Old Colonists present would have recognised the lack
of veracity in such a comment. Some had large pastoral properties of their own where frontier clashes had occurred, and
some were themselves magistrates adjudicating on such skirmishes. It is possible that South Australian settlers were
eager to forget the violence of the past and look to a peaceful future.

But where was the advice from the Protector of Aborigines to guide Todd and his team in 18707? Such formal advice was
absent. There was no person in this role during the 20 years from 1868 and 1888.° Instead, the Office of the Protector
was staffed by a series of Sub-Protectors.

A reading of the correspondence to and from the Sub-Protectors of Aborigines during the period when the preparations
were being made for the installation of the Overland Telegraph gives evidence that the Government was focusing on a
range of practical compensatory measures.®® These included delivery of blankets, flour, rice and tobacco to Aboriginal
people,®® at some sixty depots throughout the colony, providing canoes and axes, medicine and plans for vaccination, for
building huts where sick Aboriginal people could rest, or sending the sick of the north to Port Augusta. Such support
would seem to be the way that the issue of compensation referred to in the Select Committee’s report was being
addressed. When the position of Protector was re-established in 1888, the role was more limited than had been the case
prior to 1868. The Protector no longer had a role in advising Aboriginal people of how the laws of the colony impacted
on them: “the ameliorative agendas of an earlier era of protection were left to church philanthropic bodies such as the
Aborigines’ Friends Association”.5?

The Government Gazettes during the years when planning for the Overland Telegraph was taking place contains weekly
advertisements for the sale of small parcels of land formerly held as Aboriginal reserves.

The only evidence of communication with the Telegraph Department | could find in the comprehensive archive of
correspondence to and from the Sub-Protectors of Aborigines & in the years leading to the construction of the Overland
Telegraph was a letter advising Todd that only one of the officers in the Electric Telegraph Department was involved in
distributing stores to the Aboriginal people, and this was in the south east of the colony, far from the route of the
planned telegraph line.

3. Instructions regarding relations with Aboriginal People for the Overland Telegraph Construction

It was impossible to install infrastructure of the magnitude of the Overland Telegraph without a huge impact on the
land’s First Nations Peoples. It was always likely that conflict would arise as inhabitants defended their traditional lands,
trading routes,® hunting grounds and gathering places, and protected their water sources from the huge demands of the
construction teams and stock.

By 1870, when the Overland Telegraph construction was commenced, there had been significant contact with the
Aboriginal people in the southern sector of the route for several decades. However, but in the sections further north
where often the project was the First People’s earliest encounter with Europeans, similar frontier altercations as had
occurred in the previous 35 years in the south, could be expected.

As stated above, there was no person in the role of Protector of Aborigines during the years from 1868 to 1888. Formal
records of relations with Aboriginal people are scarce during the 1870-1872 years of the Overland Telegraph installation.

| could find no evidence that Todd, in setting policies for the work on the Overland Telegraph, was required to liaise with
the Office of the Protector of Aborigines. In the planning, it seems that he relied more on experience gained in
establishing the line to Melbourne® and on advice received from others with some experience in remote South
Australia, such as Stuart, Sturt, and Goyder.

Stuart, who reportedly had very courteous dealings with Aboriginal people,® had said that “the natives annoyed us much
by setting fire to the grass in every direction”,*” as had Goyder.%® This matter was therefore addressed in the Instructions.
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Instructions to Overseers in Charge of Works’? relating to First Nations Peoples

INSTRUCTIONS TO OVERSEERS IN CHARGE OF WORKS

39. Treatment of Natives. — Should any natives be met with, they must be treated kindly but firmly. No
native must be allowed to come within 100 yards of the Camp without permission from the officer in
charge, and then not more than three at any one time.

40. Not to visit Native Camp without leave. — No one is to be allowed to visit the natives’ camp without
special permission; and, in all cases, previous intimation is to be given to the natives.

41. No Communication with Native Women. — The officer in charge is especially cautioned to allow of no
communication between any of his party and the native women, or of any conduct likely to create jealousy
on the part of the natives. This is not to apply to any woman engaged by him, in the absence of a man, as a
guide to point out the situation of water.

42. Property of Natives not to be touched. — If a native camp, or burial ground, is met with, the property
of the natives, it is to be left untouched. If any natives are seen, they must be warned by cooeying of the
approach of a white man, as their first impulse of terror at the unaccustomed sight often leads them to
throw their spears at him.

43. Mode of Attack by Natives. — When natives attack a party, they generally do it by setting fire to the
grass, and approaching under cover of the flames and smoke. It is therefore desirable, when deciding upon
a camping place where there are signs of the presence of natives, to bear this in mind, and either choose a
place where the grass is scanty, or burn a piece round the intended camp. Under these circumstances, it
could be well to choose a good position commanding the surrounding country, and where, for say 100
yards around, there is no shelter for a black to creep unseen towards the camp.

44. Not to Fire upon Natives except in cases of necessity. Statement of affray to be drawn up. — It is most
strictly forbidden to fire upon the natives except in the last extremity, when it may become necessary for
the safety of the party; and in such a case a statement is to be drawn up by the officer in charge, detailing
all the circumstances which led to this action, together with all subsequent occurrences, and this
statement must be supplemented by the written evidence of such men as were present at the time, duly
signed by them. These documents are to be forwarded to the Superintendent of Telegraphs by the first
opportunity.

The 1869 death from spearing of John Bennett, a member of Goyder’s survey team in the north, after close
fraternisation with Aboriginal people, led Goyder to introduce rules against such close relationships.®® Todd seems to
have followed the advice of his colleague Goyder, and that expressed by Sturt.”’ Todd’s Instructions to Overseers
regarding relations with Aboriginal people reflect those of Goyder.”* A brief review of the extent to which these
Instructions were followed is included in Section 5 below.

4. A 21st Century Critique of the Planning and Instructions

It is very difficult to pass judgement on approaches to relations with the land’s original inhabitants using today’s
knowledge and attitudes. Today, the approach of the early Australian settlers has been replaced (in best practice theory
at least) by practices which seek to understand and respect the peoples and cultures encountered.

Prior Consultation with Aboriginal Peoples

The written colonial histories only report European perspectives. A 21st century reading between the lines of a variety of
sources can assist to start to get a glimpse of this impact.

The concept of terra nullius was assumed by many, and there was no concept of Native Title or compulsory acquisition
of land. “Meaningful consultation” 7 with traditional owners would only begin in 2007 with recognition of Native Title.”

Todd himself came out of an era that dealt with the whole reformation of slavery, as well as revolutionary changes to

factory acts and farming practices; his world was being turned upside down by the possibilities of new technology and
science. In addition, the British view of imperialism was shared by virtually all European nations and the treatment of
lands and people that came under their rule went back millennia.

As an efficient diligent public servant, and a devout Christian,” it is likely that Todd believed that his “well-meaning”
Instructions were based on an enlightened humane approach. Treatment of Aboriginal people was to be kind but firm
(Instruction 39). Todd’s objective was delivering an infrastructure project whatever the barriers.

The planning to reduce the interference of First Nations People with the line itself was considered at an early stage.
Smith in his diary refers to Todd and Babbage “practising on the blacks with the Galvanic Battery”:
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His object was to frighten them from touching or interfering with the wire when hung on poles ready for
communication”.”®

Todd himself had explained some years earlier:

A blackfellow standing on moist earth over the wires in his naked feet would get a sensible shock ... When | laid the
cable at Lake Alexandrina | gave a blackfellow an electric shock, and ever since they avoid the wires most
religiously.””

The requirement (Instruction 40) to advise Aboriginal people of an intending visit to their camp showed some
understanding of the etiquette of the First Nations Peoples. Todd seemed to understand this well by 1872 when he was
on the Roper:

| believe they themselves are very ceremonious when they wish to pass through the territories of another tribe and
go through a number of preliminary courtesies — if so they of course cannot understand our want of politeness ...”®

The sentiment of the 1860 Legislative Council Report and an understanding that settlement involved dispossessing the
First Peoples seems given, but not specifically addressed.

In planning for the Overland Telegraph, it seems that there was little understanding of the culture of the people whose
land was to be traversed, and limited evidence of respect and certainly no meaningful advance consultation.

Colonial history is often written in terms of “feats of technical mastery and physical endurance against hostile conditions.
Aboriginal people are rarely mentioned except as one of the regional hazards.” 7

Alfred Giles, who had been second in charge to Ross surveying a route for the line in the Northern Territory, displayed
this disrespect when he wrote: “This place is infested with mosquitos, natives and wild dogs, snakes and other ...
vermin.” ®n a similar disrespectful manner, Chalmers reports: “Plenty of game here, pigeons, ducks, geese and
Blackfellows and their Lubras and Piccaninnies.” 8

Giles makes a point that his surveying group had “no black boys or trackers”® thus suggesting that similar survey
expeditions used Aboriginal people to assist in their work. William Mills, a member of the survey team, was
accompanied by an Aboriginal boy when surveying a route through the MacDonnell Ranges.® Renner, the doctor
appointed to the expedition, also reports of the assistance of Aboriginal people.®

A further reference to the involvement of Aboriginal people is reported by Giles who refers to Milner’s party bringing
sheep from the south also including an Aboriginal boy.® Later, when working on the line near the Finke River, Giles
mentions that a Dane named Anderson travelling with a hawker who had with him “a little blackboy from the Macumba
[west of Lake Eyre] ... only 12 years old”. 8¢

Todd’s letters and reports contain numerous references to his communication with Aboriginal people. However, when he
personally reviewed his role in managing the project and presented his 1873 lengthy lecture to the Stow Church building
fund, there is only one brief reference to the First Nations Peoples.?

Either Todd and his advisers did not consider prior consultation with First Nations Peoples to be useful or necessary, or
the timeframe adopted made such consultation unfeasible. Whatever the reason, such prior consultation was not
undertaken.

Understanding and respecting Aboriginal peoples’ spiritual relationship to land.

Today those of us who are more recent immigrants to Australia are starting to understand that “Country” is the term
often used by Aboriginal peoples to describe the lands, waterways and seas to which they are connected.® The term
contains complex ideas about law, place, custom, language, spiritual belief, cultural practice, responsibilities to the land,
material sustenance, family and identity.

The impact of cruelty or disrespect towards the First Nations People may have been to some extent understood by the
1860 Select Committee report, but | could find little evidence either in this report nor in the Overland Telegraph diaries®
of an understanding that, when the land is disrespected, damaged or destroyed, there are real impacts on the wellbeing
of Aboriginal people because of their close connection with land.

How can we judge the attitudes of those working on the line? As in any society there would have been those who
thought seriously about what they were doing and who maintained a compassionate approach, but others who were
seeking an adventure, or an escape, may not have been so benevolent. This document, while reviewing various diaries of
workers on the line, particularly concentrates on the attitudes of Todd as a scientist, an efficient and diligent public
servant and a committed Christian, and, as a leader, his impact on those people with whom he worked.

Todd himself displayed some understanding of First Nation Peoples’ spiritual relation to land by his condescending
comment back in 1863 when speaking to the Philosophical Society that “the best protection of the line against the
natives would be by working on their superstitions”.*

MacFarlane (2017) ** reports that an attack at Charlotte Waters was assumed to be linked to the Aboriginal people’s
desire for the European goods, rather than as a result of the linesmen’s intrusion on territorial property.

While there is a recognition by some who worked on the line that the land had once belonged to someone else, such
recognition highlights the contradiction of European settlement without first dispossessing First Nation Peoples.
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Todd’s daughter Maude, who wrote some years later “not of the Australians, but of the aborigines whose land they have
taken”,°? appears to have felt some regret in the dispossession. Maude’s approach is very much that of the European
settler, seeing colonisation through eyes of the occupying force.

It is a pitiful history of a race that with proper management and care might have been of infinite use to the settlers in
Australia had England sent out a different type who realized their responsibilities. The problem of working the sugar
plantations might easily have been solved by using the blacks already there. There is much land that could be used but is
quite unfit for white labour. Land is now set aside for them and the church has several missions, - but proper care has
come too late.*®

Recognition of diversity within Aboriginal People

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australia is made up of many different and distinct groups, each with their own
culture, customs, language and laws.

In 1839, when Moorhouse was appointed as the first full-time Protector of Aborigines, his duties included the
requirement to become acquainted with the customs, language and dialects, prejudices, tribes, districts and numbers of
the Aboriginal people.®

For colonial settlers, however well-intentioned, meaningful engagement with Aboriginal people was not possible
without communication in their own language and without understanding the diversity of their beliefs, customs,
traditions, social structures, cultural practices and histories.*®> The recognition that there was significant cultural diversity
among Aboriginal peoples and “what is true for one Aboriginal group does not necessarily hold good for another”
does not seem to be reflected in the expedition planning documents.

While there were regular reports on relationships with Aboriginal people submitted to the Protector of Aborigines, there
seems to be no evidence of consultation based on the principles of “meaningful engagement” as outlined above. Equally
scant is evidence of the paid employment of any person as an Aboriginal guide or even significant comment about the
challenge of communication in the various languages of Australia’s First Nations Peoples.

McKinlay in 1861-2, when a member of the party sent to resolve the mystery of Burke and Wills, had realised that he
needed to “procure a native that can speak the language of the natives here”.*” Christopher Giles, who reported that he
was able to speak one dialect fluently,®® had earlier reported that he could not get information on the direction Ross had
travelled, but the “natives pointed to his horses’ tracks”.*

From the earliest days of settlement, the Protectors were required to learn to speak various Aboriginal languages, and
one reads not only of the missionaries preaching the gospel in these languages, but also that much of the education in
the native schools was in native language.'® While there were accusations that no effort was made by the colonial
government to record customs and languages of Aboriginal people, 1° such claims were refuted by Protectors. Crooks
and Lane (2016) report that the colonial elite “realised the global significance of Aboriginal culture”'®? and tried to record
as much of this as possible. Crooks lists several anthropological studies and lists of vocabularies for various dialects
which were prepared prior to 1875.1%

With this background of early anthropological interest, it seems a little surprising that Todd the scientist and the
planners of the Overland Line did not recognise the potential value of more communication with Aboriginal people. The
Instructions to disturb the First Nations People as little as possible appear to have been based not only on a desire to
complete the task as quickly as possible, but also on fear, on an assumption that different Aboriginal people were hostile
to each other, and on a confident belief that they could traverse the country without them.

A brief look at the Gambay First Nations Language map'® and table (page 10) allows us today to identify some thirty-five
community and language groups who lived “on country” between the Kaurna people of the Adelaide Plains and the
Larrakia peoples of Darwin.

Whereas Goyder reports of members of his teams, whilst surveying near Port Darwin, preparing a dictionary of
Aboriginal languages, and of others sending plant and animal species to botanical scientist Von Mueller in Melbourne.%
the teams installing the Overland Telegraph were pre-occupied in their task and seldom seem to have taken the time to
record the expertise of the people with whom they were in close proximity.

The 1860 Legislative Council Report had heard evidence that “all black tribes are hostile to each other”.}% Several diary
entries and letters do give evidence of conflict between various Aboriginal peoples.1%’

Todd’s journals and letters refer to differences in height and decoration of Aboriginal people in different areas of the
country, and one frequently reads of diversity in language groups. The teams would have known from the start that not
all groups used the same language as the Kaurna people of Adelaide.

One reads in the various diaries that some Aboriginal people knew a little English and that, in some areas, members of
the survey team learned a little of the language of the peoples through whose land they were passing.1%®

While there are some examples of the survey teams using Aboriginal names for the places they passed through, there
are many more occasions when members of the expedition seem to have enjoyed naming hills, islands and rivers after
family members and government figures.1®
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Aboriginal Language Groupings on the Route of the Overland Telegraph
Adapted from Gambay First Languages Map <gambay.com.au>

S~ Language Map Location
S~__  PortDarwin
35 1 Kaurna Adelaide Plains
$4% | 2 Peramangk Adelaide Hils
332 29 L e
N ukuni irie
}\\226530 28 5 Adnymathanha Flinders Ranges
24 (\Daléwmers 6 Yadliawara East of Leigh Creek
Frew F’;"ZSO\\ 3 7 Wailpi Leigh Creek
\\' bowel Crosk 8 Kuyani West of Marree
' 9 Arabana North of Maree
Tennant Creek ,) 21 10  Antikirinya North of Oodnadatta
20 }n 11 Lower Southern Arrente  South East of Finke
) 12 Luritjia North of Finke
Contrel . N pemow Crask 13 South Arrente South of Alice Springs
ST& (\ 17 14 Eastern Arrente East of Alice Springs
Ao Spﬁﬂgf} 15 15 Arrente Alice Sprlrllgs |
- 14 16 Western Arrande West of Alice Springs
\} 13 17  Anmatyerr North of Alice Springs (Ti Tree)
Chariotie Wate?s\q 18  Alyawarr NE of Alice Springs, E of Ti Tree
\\ 121 1 19 Kaytetye / Kaititja South of Tennant Creek
\l\ 10 20 Warumungu Tennant Creek/Attack Creek
WThe Peake 21 Warlmanpa North of Tennant Creek
A \" 22 Jingili Elliott Newcastle Waters
Strangways Springs @, . .
\,_\ 23 Jingalu North of Elliott
\7 24 \Wardaman SW of Katherine
Be"a”at 6 25 Yangman S of Katherine
/’ 5 26 Mangarrayi E of Katherine
Port Augusta ‘(\4 27 Warndarrang North of Roper
‘\\ 3 28 Marra South of Roper
\I 2 29 Ngalakgan NW of Roper
DB "1 30 Alawa SW of Roper
31 Dogoman W of Katherine
32 Jawoyn E of Pine Creek
33 Uwinymil E of Batchelor
34 Warray Adelaide River/ Batchelor
35 Larrakia Darwin

Understanding and Respect for Traditional Knowledge

At conquest Aboriginal people were practical and spiritual managers and modifiers of their environment, skilled
hunters, adept fishers and trappers, and very botanically knowledgeable foragers who had come to grips with the
problems of making a living in a wide range of ecologies.’

Today Governments include in their Reconciliation Action Plans policies to ensure that Aboriginal traditional knowledge
is only used when appropriate authorisations have been made.*! | could find no evidence in any planning document of
any recognition or respect for Aboriginal traditional knowledge.

There seemed little evidence of a recognition that part of the route along which the construction team would travel was
as Mulvaney wrote, a traditional trade route created and travelled by Aboriginal people for millennia. 11
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Here then is the little acknowledged truth, that the routes of our iconic explorers frequently followed the routes of
Aboriginal people, who followed, in turn, the epic routes of their own iconic continental explorers, the ancestral
Dreaming creation beings.

So it was, that Stuart's priority in establishing the Overland Telegraph route had been anticipated long before. 'By the
discovery of springs on this trip, he proudly claimed, the road can now be travelled to the furthest water' (Stuart
1865: 94, 482). Even earlier, in 1857, A. C. Gregory followed 'a well-beaten path' near Cooper's Creek, 'where the
aborigines have taken the trouble to remove natural obstacles from their paths ' (1884: 207). The abundantly pathed
Aboriginal landscape was initiated by spirit ancestors whose epic journeys created places, plants, animals and people
as components of an interconnected organic system. The country was criss-crossed by mythological tracks.!*3

These “mythological tracks” are referred to by Dodd (2019) who writes of the Urumbulu “creation story that travels right
up from the south to the north, from Port Augusta all the way through to the Gulf of Carpentaria”.!**

The Overland Telegraph survey team led by experienced bushman John Ross and the government-appointed surveyor
William Harvey, largely following Stuart’s route, had by January 1871 still not found a feasible route for the line through
the MacDonnell Ranges. The reconnaissance team of Gilbert McMinn and William Mills found a track for the line
through Pine Gap and Temple Bar Gap.!*® This track has been claimed by Purvis as evidence that this was a route
regularly used by Aboriginal people.**® According to Elliott Mills, his great-uncle William Mills was accompanied by an
Aboriginal man when he tried to find way through the ranges from Temple Bar.*"’

Todd would have read Stuart’s exploration reports thoroughly and noted the explorer’s problems with scurvy, but this
does not seem to have led him to give serious thought about how to use of any plant foods found naturally along the
route. However, the very size of the Overland Telegraph construction parties and the aridity of much of the land
traversed would have persuaded Todd and the planners of the necessity of not relying on the land for their provisions.

Whilst the Instructions ensured that provisions included foods to reduce potential for scurvy, the plants used by
Aboriginal people were not part of the plans. Nonetheless such use did take place, as evidenced by Alfred Giles:
We crossed Mr. McMinn's tracks at the Waterhouse. We were again in the wild orange country, and regaled

ourselves on this fruit which, by the way, can by no means be despised in a climate and trip like this.8

Reading Todd’s letters and diaries, as well as the diaries of Giles and Thomas Smith,*° a member of one of the
construction parties, one finds numerous references the hunting and gathering of foodstuffs which reads like a
smorgasbord of bush tucker:

They ate bandicoots, goannas and other lizards, wallaby stew, kangaroo, possum for breakfast, red-tail black cockatoo,
galahs, jungle hen, bush turkey, duck of several species, ibis, pigeon and crane, fish from many waterholes in Central
Australia and rivers of the north, turtle, crayfish and other shellfish. They collected and cooked saltbush leaves as a
substitute for cabbage, wild rice, a round fruit tasting like plum jam, cabbage palm hearts, a wild fruit the size of a pear,
native figs, nardoo seed, mesembryanthemum (pig-face), portulaca (munyeroo), roots, yams and halla grass

In none of the diaries did | read of anyone having purchased animals from the land’s original inhabitants as instructed by
the Colonisation Commissioners (see endnote 11).

The “Instructions to Overseers” did anticipate the need to communicate with Aboriginal people in finding water,*?° and
Giles reports that survey teams regularly looked for smoke, saying, “Where there is smoke there is fire, and where there
is fire there are blacks, and where there are blacks there is water.” 12

As a scientist and observer of peoples, Todd in his letters from the Roper River to his wife, Alice, shows some

understanding of the customs of the peoples whose land they were occupying and the complexity of their responses:
... they of course cannot understand our want of politeness, though the evidence they must see of our superior
power, impresses them no doubt with the idea of our being superior beings, at the same time they come to dislike us
from the manner in which we treat them. They are very treacherous even when seemingly friendly.*

Sometimes it is only a close reading of diaries which gives evidence of the attitudes of the perceived superiority of the
white settlers as in this report by Todd from 45 miles above the Roper mouth:
We ... landed on several islands, amongst others the one off Cape Sidmouth, and which the Eclipse Expedition landed
to observe the Eclipse, where we found several evidences of the visit of civilised beings ... a tablet on a short pillar
with the words “Sacred to the memory of the A.E.E. Dec. 1871” ... and last but not least a large quantity of dead
marines, wine & beer bottles.'??

The failure to understand or respect the original inhabitants was repeatedly demonstrated, as is evidenced in Section 5
which explores the compliance with the Instructions.

5. Compliance with the Instructions

The responsibility for enforcing the Instructions was delegated to the government overseers in the various construction
sections from the settled south to the less-occupied north. While the Instructions demanded considerable monitoring, |
could not find evidence of such monitoring, and so it is from the journals and letters | have had to deduce to what extent
the Instructions were followed, and how effective they were.
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Diaries of Charles Todd, 1871 (left); Arthur Giles (centre); and John Ross (right)
[State Records SA]

Instruction 39. Treatment of Natives.

The instructions may have encouraged kindness and respect, but these were not attributes of many of the diarists.
Robert Patterson in his memoires constantly referred to “hostile natives” who continued to hinder the expedition.?*
Edwin Harris demonstrated several examples of a lack of respect including an occasion of desecration of an Aboriginal
corpse awaiting ceremonial burial.!*

Several of the diary reports appear to be carefully written to ensure that any reader would not accuse the writer of
failing to comply with the Instructions.

Alfred Giles may have demonstrated a lack of respect (see earlier reference) but he indicated that he understood the
Instructions when speaking about potential conflict with Aboriginal people:

We could have got rid of them quicker by sharp and rougher methods, but our instructions were to treat them as
peaceably as possible everywhere. 126

Walter Rutt, supervisor of the Northern section, frequently reported occasions when he and his teams went to
considerable lengths to discourage Aboriginal people from visiting the construction teams’ camps.?’

In the Central Section of the line, Christopher Giles indirectly refers to the bush skills of the First Nations Peoples saying:

We saw little of the natives though we had good reason to know they saw a great deal of us. Axes, men’s clothing,
tarpaulins all disappeared from our camps.!?®

Todd, in his hands-on role directing operations in the Roper region in the final months of the project, gave various
examples where he was very aware of the Instructions he had set the team and was concerned to see that a just process
was followed.

On one occasion when some woodmen, part of the telegraph team, accused Aboriginal people of cutting their boat
adrift with the intention of distracting them and then robbing their camp, Todd seems to have cautiously and cordially
discussed this matter with the Aboriginal people who approached his boat, before carefully examining the camp scene
to ascertain if supplies were missing before reporting:

My own impression is that one of the 4 woods-men who fastened the boat, did so in an insecure manner and finding
the boat gone having broken away in the night cut the rope & told his mates that the blacks had done it & as the
latter had been hanging about them, they became alarmed & decamped at once ...

| don’t think these blacks did it, or they would certainly have taken the axes (- so valuable to them & of which they know
the use —) and the swag ... Thinking this | did not feel myself justified in detaining or punishing the blacks now in my
power.1?

Instruction 40. Not to visit Native Camp without leave
Instruction 42. Property of Natives not to be touched.

These Instructions may have been generally followed, but Alfred Giles did indicate that he kept “one deadly-looking
spearhead” as a memento of an altercation.
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... no doubt the savage fully intended to present it to me, but not quite in the same way. Therefore | had no qualms
of conscience in retaining it.1*°

It is evident that Christopher Giles visited the Aboriginal camps, as he reported that he inspected thoroughly all the
implements and treasures of their camps before writing that he replaced “all their treasures”.*! In his reminiscences he
described in somewhat brash detail an occasion when, desperate for real tobacco, he had quite aggressively ordered
some Aboriginal people to hand over their tobacco which they had previously received from the settlers.

The joke of our sticking up a tribe of natives for a pipe of tobacco was not soon forgotten around the camp fire.!%

Richard Knuckey’s diaries include comprehensive descriptions of the weapons of the First Nations Peoples. He reports
several altercations when he fired on groups of Aboriginal people to deter them from attacks and from trying to take his
horses. Knuckey’s writing shows his frustration with the conflict with Aboriginal people and a justification of his
approach:

| am determined if they come again to use no half measures with them. They have had no provocation whatever
from us and no encouragement. If we even came to one of their camps we scrupulously avoided taking anything that
we saw.33

Knuckey, writing many years later of these events, referred to an occasion when, at Charlotte Waters during an attack, an
Aboriginal person “fixed his spear in his woomera and threw it at me and hit me in the shoulder”. Knuckey fired and hit
the man on his arm.13*

Notwithstanding the instruction not to take the possessions of Aboriginal people, there were numerous occasions after
the line was installed when there was considerable fraternisation and exchange of objects, several of which were
eventually acquired by the South Australian Museum.!

In recent years there has been a growth in understanding of the use of message sticks which were traditionally used as
one means of communicating between different Aboriginal tribes/nations. Messages were painted and inscribed on a
stick, which was then transported by hand. | could find no evidence that such message sticks were brought to Adelaide
from any of the workers on the Overland Telegraph.

Todd’s regular project reports, printed in South Australian newspapers, frequently omit to report on relations with
Aboriginal people. His report in March 1871 indicated he had visited an unoccupied native camp:

We have only seen one native on the Finke, who ran like mad upon our calling out to him. But there are plenty of
wurleys, and in one of them was found a piece of blanket.!%®

In his progress report of May 1871, Todd reported in considerable detail on the construction process, without a single
mention of Aboriginal people.’*’

Instruction 43. Mode of Attack by Natives.

Christopher Giles reported of regularly having burnt all the grass around their camp in accordance with the Instructions.
Smith also made several references to the precaution of burning back grass around their camp:

We burnt around the camp in case of fires from the blacks. No sooner had we done so than they set fire to the grass
around, but could do no harm.3®

Instruction 44. Not to Fire upon Natives except in cases of necessity.

This Instruction also required a full documentation of occasions of non-compliance. The definition of “cases of necessity”
would appear to be a matter of interpretation. The diaries of Giles, Knuckey,**® Crowder, Johnston and Smith all
reported dozens of occasions when Aboriginal people who seemed to be threatening the survey teams or line workers
were driven off with gunfire.

They soon dispersed after showing them our shooting sticks.'*

Niggers playing up in timber camp spearing horses and threaten to spear the cook. We arrive to camp in time. They
soon dispersed. 142

| fired the Terry rifle in among the trees and they cleared out far quicker than they came. They went straight on to
the line and tried their hand and met with like results.*?

... looking round we saw about 15 to 20 niggers with spears crawling up behind some bushes behind us, about 30 yds
from us, we all three seized our arms, and jumped up and fired on them, just as they were aiming their spears, &
they immediately scampered off ...14

Alfred Giles too made sure that his diaries documented that he was following the Instructions despite the difficulties:

There was, of course, no doubt that these savages fully intended to wipe us out, and that, too, without the slightest
provocation on our part. We had treated them most kindly, giving them sugar, damper, matches and other trifles.
Nor had any of us been near their camp, although they had tried hard to induce us to do so ...}*

Occasionally records in the diaries forget the instruction for kindness and sound full of bravado and derring-do, possibly
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a little exaggerated or fictitious:

Self and mate ... was surrounded with about a dozen niggers. He immediately went after the stock and | remained in
camp. Soon after he was gone they mustered 40 in number. The only weapon of defence | had was an American axe.
| used that pretty freely not until | was compelled. They thought of waddying me but the boot was on the other leg.
They took to their heels and cleared out into some open country.1#

In the Ashburton range, Crowder reported:

... we saw 6 natives following us, & they did so till we got in some lancewood scrub when they tried to stick us up.
The first fellow darted behind a bush & had his spear shipped at me, but | saw him in time & jumped off & had first
shot. | am confident | hit him & he dropped his spear & bomerang [sic] & bounded along like an adder. we all had to
fire as they lept at us, & | think 2 or three of them got it. one was within 10 yds of King. with his bomerang but
Ringwood saw him in time. at last they hooked it calling for others.'¥

With the number of occasions of conflict which occurred, there must have been numerous casualties. However, specific
reports of death or injury to the people who were defending their own land were not always reported. One exception is
a report in Dr Renner’s diary of an occasion after such gunfire when he “picked up a boomerang with blood spots on

it” 148

The required documentation of such incidents, if it did occur, does not seem to have remained in any archives.*

The threat of attack and therefore the need for weapons seemed evident to the survey and construction teams. In the
north, John Marshall reported that the “well-armed pioneers had no trouble with the blacks”**° while indicating that
they regularly hovered round the camps.

Patterson in his diary, reporting from Maria Island in January 1872, complained:

The men of the expedition are inadequately armed and although | recommended arming every second man, the
Chief Secretary decided to arm every 4th man. This caused grave dissatisfaction among the men.*!

When considering the impact of the Overland Telegraph construction, one must remember that while the Instructions
applied to all formally involved in the construction, there were numerous traders and suppliers of materials who were
not required to comply with these policies. John Lewis, who was trading with the construction teams, reported in 1871
that he stocked up with 20 rounds of cartridges in northern South Australia to protect his party from “attack from
natives”.'>?

Incidental details from Lewis’s autobiography (such as his report that his party’s arrival at Frew’s Ironstone Ponds in July
1872 was met with a volley of shots from the men in charge, thinking they were natives!*®) would suggest that the
instruction not to fire except in cases of extreme necessity was not always observed.

Instruction 41. No Communication with Native Women.
In all the diaries | read, it would appear that this Instruction was followed.

Todd’s letters and diaries indicate the care which was taken to avoid fraternisation:

| think they are annoyed at our not fraternizing with them, & appreciating their offers of wives — which they seem to
desire us to accept. This is said to be their usual custom on the arrival amongst them of strangers with whom they
desire to be on terms of amity. Whether the women whom they bring are like Barkis “willing” and inclined to have
husbands | know not. it is strange but the same practice obtains in Timor, & elsewhere amongst the Malays.*>*

Broome (2019) explains that the Aboriginal groups offer of their women

... Was a traditional way of creating friendliness, obligations and repayments between groups in potential
confrontation ... A sexual joining was the creation of ongoing kinship ties and obligations to an Aboriginal group ...
Misunderstandings were frequent and led to trouble.’*

The potential problems of such fraternisation were well understood by all who worked on the line. However, on the
Roper, “fraternising” with Aboriginal men seems to have been part of everyday life for Todd:

Four friendly blacks called out to us & signified their wish to come aboard so | directed the Captn to put in for them,
& they accompanied us down the river, staying on board all night. They were exceedingly friendly, & evidently placed
most implicit confidence in us, which it would have been wrong to abuse.'*®

In coming to a conclusion on the effectiveness of the Instructions during the construction, maybe it is the absence of
records or oral traditions of massacres which can be taken as a guide that the objective of the Instructions (a successful
construction process without disastrous conflict) was achieved, however deleterious it was to the First Nations
peoples.®’

No one to whom we spoke (re stories of skirmishes and killings) had such stories to tell and Hercus [in Field Recordings
1972] found the same. “There was no persecution, there were no massacres. The situation was indeed paternalistic but
benign, quite different from that on the Birdsville Track ...” 18
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John Ross and William Harvey, leaders of the Overland Telegraph Exploratory Expedition, being
confronted by Aboriginal people in the MacDonnell Ranges, January 1871.
[State Library of South Australia B17990]

6. Conflict and Hostilities

With knowledge of the experience of frontier conflict, the Instructions realistically anticipated some hostility from First
Nations Peoples: refer Instruction 43 “Mode of Attack by Natives” and Instruction 44 “Not to Fire upon Natives except in
cases of necessity.” The expeditions of Stuart ten years earlier had alerted settlers to the potential for a less than cordial
welcome.

While some of the skirmishes have already been discussed in the section above relating to compliance, there were also
several significant conflicts.

On his fourth expedition in 1860 Stuart had camped near water south of Tennant Creek when he was attacked by a large
party of Aboriginal people with spears and boomerangs. According to his journal, Stuart and his men, being considerably
outnumbered by a well-conducted and planned attack by a group of warriors, began shooting at them, while making a
hasty retreat. Stuart called this site Attack Creek.'*®

In 1871, the reception from the local people was equally hostile. After one of the sheep drovers, John Milner,*® was
killed by a Warramanga man at Attack Creek, following an occasion of fraternisation, Milner’s compatriot, Ashwood,
then shot his friend’s attacker.!¢!

A year later, faced with an apparent attack here, the telegraph men reported that they had “driven off hostile natives by
firing a volley of shots over their heads”.*%2 However, later that day, William Harvey reported that a “tribe came out of
the bush, waving their arms to show that they had no weapons, with the women and children walking in front with
peace symbols”.163

While much of this sounds conciliatory, attacks continued. In 1874, a few years after the Overland Telegraph Line was
completed, the Barrow Creek telegraph station (located too close to an important water hole) was attacked. After this
attack, in which two telegraph staff were killed,*** a punitive expedition of police troopers and telegraph men was
dispatched with warrants for the arrest of several people, but they failed to make any apprehensions.

The mood of a part of the community is reflected in newspaper articles of the time:

A warrant although a formidable document in its way, is not calculated to excite dismay in the mind of an aboriginal.
It may even lie doubted whether the apprehension of some half dozen natives, who will have to be brought to
Adelaide for trial, can be of the least value as a warning to their comrades. The untutored savage has crude notions
of cause and effect, and the only way to bring home to him the fact that a murderous assault upon unoffending
whites is a heinous crime is to deal out summary justice on the spot.'%

It would appear that “summary justice” did take place because, although official reports are scanty, it appeared from the
large number of bodies found nearby that every man, woman and child found near Barrow Creek was killed.*®® The small
watercourse named Skull Creek is a reminder of these atrocities on the Kaititja people. The violence against the First
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A TER A SHORT ILLMESS

SPRIMOS

Memorial to victims of Barrow Creek and Roper River attacks, erected by officers and men of the
Overland Telegraph Line. [West Terrace Cemetery, Adelaide]

Nations Peoples had unsurprisingly led to wariness on the part of both parties.

A number of memorials to the victims of the Barrow Creek and Roper River attacks have been erected along the
Overland Telegraph Line; however, as Darwin historian Derek Pugh has pointed out, “As yet, there is no memorial to the
unknown number of Aborigines killed in reprisal.” 1%

The diary entries of Todd *® indicate various occasions in the north of South Australia when he came across a number of
the Aboriginal people. On one occasion, they left their camp and “fled on our approach leaving everything behind” and,
on a second, were “evidently frightened of us”. Giles, Knuckey and Smith also record many occasions where they, the
intruders, caused the Aboriginal people to bolt in fear, sometimes lighting fires behind them.°

On occasions, the workers on the line did try to scare Aboriginal people to encourage them to keep their distance. Alfred
Giles recorded an occasion when he showed a group of Aboriginal people the large teeth of his horses, to frighten
them,® and another when the workers delighted in the fear of the First Nations Peoples on seeing one of the team’s pet
monkey chained and trying to get loose.’*

7. Cordial contacts with Aboriginal People

In the early days of the Line’s construction in the south, where the Aboriginal people had lived and worked beside
Europeans all their lives, the situation was different to that further north.

Arabunna man Reg Dodd (2019) reported that, where the Overland Telegraph and subsequently the railway came
through the lands of the Arabunna people near Finnis Springs, they were proposing a construction camp close to a
significant site. Following discussion between settlers and the Arabunna men:
... the construction camp was relocated and the ceremonies were also moved, to a more private area, all without any
fighting taking place.'”?

One of the few pieces of written evidence from the First Nations Peoples about the impact on their lives of the Overland
Telegraph Line was the account reported to anthropologist Charles Mountford by a Lower Southern Arrente man (Tim),
some years after the construction, which gives a generally favourable report:

Sometime afterward (after Stuart) a big mob of people with sheep and goats and wagons came along and put up the
overland telegraph line. There was no trouble here, everyone was quiet, both black and white. Some of the natives
even worked on the line, cutting poles.*”®

In his letters from the Roper, Todd mentioned the friendliness of the Aboriginal peoples.

The natives were everywhere friendly very fond of smoking — eagerly demanding “tornbucho” — also alcohol, but we
never gave the latter. They also like rice which they no doubt get from the Malays — who visit northern Aust every
year in search of “trepang” (“Beche le mer”) which with turtle abounds along the coast.?”*

In these letters, Todd referred to the excellent swimming of the people near the Roper, notwithstanding the large
number of crocodiles, or “gunambow” as he wrote, indicating that he was listening to the language of the people he was
meeting.

Rutt mentions an occasion when two Aboriginal men (whom he named as Bilmuck and Tooringie) came into the
construction camps and were sent to assist the troopers in finding a lost man.'”> All of the diary-writers reported that
horses got away and several, such as Alfred Giles, also reported occasions when Aboriginal people assisted in finding
missing horses and stock.”® Christopher Giles, having made a diary entry about 11 horses which had gone missing,
several days later reported “Blackboy found all our missing horses today”.*”” Such assistance seems to indicate
cooperation by Aboriginal people.
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Crowder, in his diaries from the Roper, reported on a Christmas Day visit of Aboriginal people to the boat, when:

The sailors played music and danced the natives imitating them which was great fun. They had their fill of biscuit and
meat, Then the sailors dressed them up in old clothes, and they [were] quite pleased.'’

Renner in his diary mentioned that, while the Aboriginal people were lighting fires, they also “put out the fires when
requested”.'””

The initial Instructions about minimising any contact with Aboriginal people seem to have become amended as the
project progressed and there is evidence in many of Todd’s letters of cordial relations such as this letter from the Roper:

Accordingly in an hour or two, nine men came to us — the foremost three — who were fine strapping fellows —
carrying a beautiful bunch of white feathers from the white crane which frequents the river. They approached with
great confidence, and on my invitation came on board & remained till the evening. The chief — or bungowah as he
called himself — was a fine well made man — intelligent & friendly but somewhat impudent and when thwarted
exhibited violent temper.1®

Todd, in a letter to Alice written from Mt Margaret, in northern South Australia, wrote, referring to his children:
... when | get back | will tell them a long yarn — They would have laughed to see me nurse a little black piccaninnie
the other day — to the intense delight of the father & mother both of whose tailor’s & dressmaker’s bills were not
very heavy | should think. | gave the mother a shirt, of which she was very proud. The little one is called “telegraph”.
They always liked to be named.®!

Todd himself spoke of an occasion when he was shown considerable respect by an Aboriginal man:

On one occasion ... | was travelling in the Northern Territory with three blacks. All at once one of them ran a little
way in advance, and hastily gathered some green boughs and threw them in a place towards which we were
travelling. On reaching the spot | discovered that it was a bog, and the man had been thoughtful enough to make this
provision for me to pass over. | knighted him on the spot and called him Sir Walter Raleigh.1®

Many of Todd’s stories about his travels were picked up by members of his family. Many years later, Todd’s daughter
Lorna wrote:

My father made many friends among the blacks while laying the Overland Line, and he used them whenever
possible to help ...18

While Lorna was not yet born when her father was leading the construction of the Line, her own reminiscences regularly
reported on her family’s interaction with First Nations Peoples.

| had inherited from my father a liking and trust in these dusky-faced white teethed men. They had such kindly eyes

“I know you, you Telegraph Todd's piccaninny,” they said. | did not quite know how to respond, so | held out my
hand. “How do you do,” | said in a welcoming voice. This seemed to please them and they passed on...

When the blacks came down in May they camped on the parklands just outside the high paling fence which ran all
around the Observatory grounds. Every morning they would come to the Observatory kitchen with their billies and
line up for a ration of tea and sugar, bread and meat, for they were our friends and guests. They often staged a
corroboree for us, we sitting on the sharp edge of the fence to watch — the warriors with their bones outlined in
white — a rather alarming sight for a young child. If “Telegraph Todd” was to be in the party they would put on a
special show. &

However limited the approach of all colonists appears to Australians of the 21st century, colonial history appears to have
dealt relatively kindly with Todd himself regarding his treatment of Aboriginal people.

Nonetheless, in the absence of a significant number of reports from First Nations Peoples on their early encounters with
Europeans, one must be wary of any such conclusions. As Austin states in Dixon (ed) 1988:

Kindness in fact generally amounted to treatment that did not constitute mistreatment.®*

8. Impact of the Overland Telegraph Line on Aboriginal people

In reviewing the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line and the subsequent settlement, what becomes apparent is
the inevitability that such settlement would have a significant impact on the traditional way of life of the land’s original
inhabitants.

For the First Nations Peoples living on country adjacent to the Line, the building and permanent occupation of the
telegraph stations were signs that the newcomers had come to stay. By 1874, Government reserves had been declared
around most of the stations!®® and numerous wells and tanks were built along the Line and at the stations.*®’

Reid (1990) claimed that the telegraph station workers made little demand on traditional resources except a little water
and, “because of Todd’s instructions, soon constituted centres of supplementary resources for local peoples”.

However, the permanent settlements beside Aboriginal people’s water holes and near their traditional gathering places
were potentially a source of conflict. The telegraph workers were soon joined by miners and pastoralists who sought to
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defend their newly-gained territory, not always giving the same respect to the land’s original inhabitants as was hoped
for by those who prepared the colony’s Proclamation, or those who set up the Overland Telegraph project’s guidelines.
However, a policy of non-fraternisation was no longer feasible. First Nations Peoples and settlers were now living side by
side.

The history of the settlement of the Northern Territory following the completion of the Overland Telegraph Line contains
numerous examples of atrocities against Aboriginal people. Trader John Lewis reported that near Port Darwin in 1874,
when faced with constant attack, and spears being “showered” on them, his party resorted to gunfire:

The only thing to do was to shoot at them. We shot 21 rounds and we kept up fire for a long time and many were
injured ...1%

When working on the Overland Telegraph Line near Powell’s Creek in 1873, Charles Johnston recorded in his diary
various occasions when he tried to establish friendly relations with the local Aboriginal people.*® Notwithstanding such
efforts, in 1875, Johnston and fellow workers Abram Daer and Rickards were all speared when swimming with Aboriginal
boys at the Roper Bar.'®* A police party together with Government Telegraph employees immediately set out under
Palmerston Postmaster John Little (who happened to be Johnston’s brother in law) on a punitive expedition to avenge
the death of Johnston and his colleagues.’? Prior to their arrival, a group of drovers had already conducted their own
revenge, having shot every Aboriginal person in the camp and burned the bodies.**?

The Northern Territory Times and Gazette contains numerous references of such frontier warfare and numerous
examples of aggressive retaliation. The Northern Territory Police Chief Inspector Paul Foelsche, giving instructions to
Corporal George Montagu to apprehend the suspects of the Roper Bar murders, wrote:

| cannot give orders to shoot all natives you come across, but circumstances may occur for which | cannot provide
definite instructions.'®*

The issue of 23 October 1875, edited by V L (Vaiben) Solomon (who was to become a Premier of South Australia and one
of the Founding Fathers of Federation), instructed settlers troubled by Aboriginal hostility to:

Shoot those you cannot get at and hang those you do catch on the nearest tree as an example to the rest.®

In recent years, writers have emphasised that the wealth and lifestyle of European settlers was a direct consequence of
the dispossession of Aboriginal people.’® Elder (1998) writes that successive generations of Aboriginal people have
“inherited their relative’s deep trauma and anger from losing their lands, cultures and families”.*’

This trauma, alienation and dispossession has left most Aboriginal people “operating with diminished resources of
cultural knowledge”.*®

The aggressive violence of many of the northern settlers was regularly criticised by many in the more settled south!®
where frontier warfare was now essentially a thing of the past.

Yet Frank Gillen, the telegraph station master at Alice Springs, who lived and worked closely with Aboriginal people up
and down the line, reminisced:
... through the continent from Oodnadatta to the gulf we found the blacks and whites living on amicable terms, and
we did not find one single instance of the ill-treatment of the natives by the whites.?®® Had there being anything of
that sort going on we should have heard of it from the blacks, because they looked upon us as Government
representatives; in fact, we were usually described as the “two fellow Government”. Even the wildest black knows
the Government to be his friend ...
Yes, | think the blacks are dying out. Those in central Australia appear to be going fast. | was shocked in travelling
through to find that so many of my old aboriginal friends had died during the last two years. | do not think the
presence of the white in the country is a serious contributing cause of their gradual extinction. | believe the blacks
began to decay before the whites went among them.

Gillen reported of Aboriginal people adopting white customs and becoming alienated from their own people:

... for every tribesman and woman who defied the whites there were others who worked for the interlopers assisting in
the process of colonisation. That collaboration was as common as confrontation.2%?

The impact of the line was considerable in a number of ways.

Maps of ration stations 1850=1915 show the expansion of such outposts along the Overland Telegraph Line, where
telegraph repeater stations took on the role of distributing rations to Aboriginal people. This was sometimes seen as a
means of “easing the dying pangs of a rapidly declining population”.2%

The Line became the highway along which settlement of the pastoral lands extended. In time, the employment of
Aboriginal people in the pastoral industry of the north became as widespread as it had become in the earlier-settled
south.

The construction of the line had introduced modern materials which Aboriginal peoples were eager to utilise for tools
and weapons: the axes and spades, the white porcelain insulators for making sharp cutting shards, the wire used for
fishhooks and the broken parts of the iron footplates used for tomahawks.?** The telegraph men preferred to replace
insulators, or even leave some available scattered around, rather than face hostile people.
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Todd himself in his 1884 report to Parliament wrote:

We now distribute fish hooks and a few cheap tomahawks to friendly natives for occasional service rendered ... wilful
injury to the line has become a rare occurrence”.?®

Some years later, reports indicated a degree of harmony in relations between the telegraph stations and Aboriginal
people:

Mr. J. McL. Johnston, the senior inspector of the service, who has just completed a tour of inspection from
Palmerston to Oodnadatta, says the whole of the officers speak highly of the natives. "l have a great admiration for
the blacks," said Mr. Johnston on Tuesday. "They have not interfered with the telegraph line for the last 30 years or
more, and they have the greatest respect for everyone connected with the Telegraph Department. There are black-
fellows at our stations who have been brought up there, and they are most reliable. We can actually send them out
to find a fault in the line, and they find it. We never think of sending two Europeans unless something extraordinary
happens, because one European and a blackfellow can do all that is necessary, and they never carry firearms.2%

Philip Jones of the SA Museum wrote:

It is clear enough that the Line and its stations were initially regarded, primarily, as a beneficial means of acquiring a
raft of desired European commodities, from metal and glass to tobacco, cloth and flour.?"’

Jones, in relation to the interaction of cultures, wrote:

Most evocative of the encounter is a metal tomahawk, hafted in a wooden handle with plant resin. This was acquired
by the Adelaide collector, A. Davis, from Charles Todd himself, the leader of the Overland Telegraph project. Davis
described the object in the following terms:

Tomahawk made by the natives at Newcastle Waters on the Northern Line, from the footplate of an iron
telegraph pole. The natives dug up the pole, broke the footplate and formed it into several tomahawks like this
one. They sharpened it. Given me by C. Todd, C.M.G., S.A. 1884.

Todd had already donated a small collection to the Museum by this time, consisting of “1 pair of native shoes, thread
of native hair, 3 stone daggers, 1 pearl shell ornament, 1 piece of carved wood used in making a young man, 1 bean
necklace, 1 bone to be worn in the nose, 1 ornament of white hair.” Todd’s donation of an artefact manufactured
from the telegraph line’s own structure provides a neat illustration of the frontier as a zone of interaction and
innovation.?%®

MacFarlane (2017) wrote that the Overland Telegraph Line and associated track became the main artery of
communication, along which people and messages and also diseases travelled.?*

As communication increased, and contact with Aboriginal people became more frequent, more messages passed along
the line relating to them. These included the requests from repeater station staff and pastoral properties for more
supplies to distribute as well as messages such as the 1875 circular to Police Sub-Protectors around the colony seeking
police aid in collecting Aboriginal folklore.?'°

Jones speaks of the Overland Telegraph Line as a “line of enquiry” where the repeater stations became the focal points
for a range of scientific and natural history investigations in terms of meteorology, anthropology, natural sciences,
technology and history.?!

The documentation of the lives of various First Nations Peoples close to the line and the associated stations became
evidence of continuous occupation which has been used in evidence in a number of Native Title Claims.

Jones wrote:

The Line became a new and complex zone of encounter, attracting Aboriginal groups to the key stations in their
various countries, so that Tennant Creek station became the centre for Warumungu people, Barrow Creek for Kaytej,
Alice Springs for Arrernte, etc. The station operators became familiar with these groups, to a greater or lesser
degree, and in the case of Gillen at Alice Springs, his expanding knowledge of the Arrernte and related groups would
lead ultimately to the first coherent European understanding of the ‘Dreaming’ and of the complexity of Aboriginal
relations to land.?*?

| could find no evidence in any of the diaries at the time of the line’s construction of occasions of fraternisation with
Aboriginal women which would have been in contravention of Instruction 41. In later years, one hears of marriages of
men living at the remote Telegraph Repeater stations to local Aboriginal women?®® and, where one reads of marriages,
the likelihood of less welcome fraternisation may well be assumed.?!* In 1874, the Northern Protector of Aborigines was
instructed to guard against “any improper interference by the settlers with the native women”.?**> By the 1890s the
matter of European settlers abusing and even enslaving young Aboriginal women in the Northern Territories was widely
reported.2!®

Shaw (1995), writing about intermarriage between white, Chinese and Afghan settlers and the local Aboriginal people,
suggested that intermarriage was an ameliorating factor in conflict:

While there was sexual coercion in the settlements, there were clearly many instances of amiable relations that
helped to draw the different cultures closer together.2?”
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Charlotte Waters Telegraph Station, c1880 [State Library of SA B11607]

Reg Dodd’s reminiscences in Talking Sideways frequently supported this contention.

Christopher Giles wrote of children in creek beds near Charlotte Waters playing at putting up telegraph lines.?® It is
possible that one of these children was Erlikiliaka (also spelt Erlikilyika) Jim Kite?!° (c1865-c1930) who grew up near the
Charlotte Waters telegraph station and would have been one of the first generation to live through the changes brought
about by the introduction of the Line. Erlikiliaka Jim Kite worked as a telegraph station hand in his youth, and travelled
regularly along the Line, learning English and Kaytej (the language of the peoples of north of Barrow Creek).

In time, there were frequent reports of Aboriginal people assisting in work on the telegraph stations?° and, towards the
end of the century, the formal employment of uniformed telegraph staff in Alice Springs.?*

9. A 21st Century Conclusion

In this paper, through the examination of letters and diaries, it has been possible to find evidence of many meetings and
other interactions between those who worked on the Overland Telegraph survey and construction and First Nations
Peoples. Settlement was always going to displace the land’s First Peoples, whether it involved land treaties, land
purchases or more aggressive conquest, conflict and frontier wars.

However, it would seem that Charles Todd had embraced the concerns of those humanitarians in Britain who sought to
make South Australia a model of good practice with regard to treatment of its Aboriginal people, however limited such a
Eurocentric model might be. It was apparent that Todd was familiar with the reports and concerns of the earlier
explorers such as Sturt and Eyre who reported on the need for compassionate treatment of Aboriginal people and of the
German missionaries who were involved in early efforts of assimilation. Todd also learned from Goyder’s survey
expeditions of potential problems of fraternisation.

The knowledge of these explorers and surveyors guided Todd in preparing his “Instructions, to Overseers”. Evidence from
the diaries, letters and newspaper reports indicates that in general those on the expedition embraced and followed
these Instructions and were at pains to show this in their reports of meetings and confrontation. Todd himself comes
across as well-meaning, just, respectful and cautious. His management style and example would support his children’s
endorsement of him as a friend of Aboriginal people.

However, as has been so often indicated in this paper, this conclusion must be treated with real caution. The
construction of the Line and subsequent European settlement was always going to cause serious disturbance to First
Nations Peoples.

Throughout the years of European settlement, in between the silences, there have been many occasions when individual
non-Aboriginal Australians and Australian Governments have acknowledged the shortcomings of the past.??> There has
also been a questioning as to whether the present generation, (many of whom have emigrated from other countries
with their own atrocities to various racial and social groups) bears responsibility for the failings of the early settlers.
There has also been a move towards acknowledging and taking responsibility for past injustices.

There has been a growing understanding that, in rewriting history, it is important to “build an interpretation of the past
that descendants of victims and perpetrators can share”.?%
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Throughout Australia, there is still a long way to go to right the wrongs of the past. South Australia was early in such
recognition of the need for action with the pro-active role of the Dunstan era in the mid-1960s. Australia as a nation was
slower in its official acknowledgement of such wrongs. The 1992 Redfern Address, given by then Prime Minister Paul
Keating, was one of the first official explicit acknowledgements that the history of Australia had involved murders,
dispossessions, diseases, the taking of traditional lands from First Nations Peoples, the taking of children from their
mothers, destruction of traditional life and the exclusion from society and its benefits. 22 This address commenced a
slow process towards Governments of Australia making an apology to Aboriginal people. South Australia was the first of
the states to make an apology in 1997, but it was not until 2008 that the then Prime Minister (Kevin Rudd) made the
National Apology.

Today reconciliation is about relationships, about opening dialogue and recognising past injustices and their impact, and
it is about working to embrace indigenous perspectives. The Commonwealth of Australia Council for Aboriginal
Reconciliation 2016 “Australian Declaration towards Reconciliation” (see over) is a formal statement of the intention to
bring people together. There is still a long way to go in South Australia as in all states of Australia.

The 2017 Uluru Statement from the Heart (see over) is an invitation from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
to “walk with us in a movement of the Australian people for a better future”. One has to hope that it is positively
addressed by political leaders and supported by the wider community across the country.

It is hoped that, as we commemorate the 150th anniversary of the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line, and
while celebrating the achievement of this extraordinary undertaking, we can acknowledge the wrongs of the past,
recognise the resistance shown by First Nations Peoples, listen to and honour their comments, seek the truth and work
towards ensuring that future relationships will be based on respect and the principles of reconciliation.
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Australian Declaration Towards Reconciliation 2016
Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation
We recognise this land and its waters were settled as colonies without treaty or consent.

Reaffirming the human rights of all Australians, we respect and recognise continuing customary laws,
beliefs and traditions.

Through understanding the spiritual relationship between the land and its first peoples, we share our
future and live in harmony.

Our nation must have the courage to own the truth, to heal the wounds of its past so that we can move
on together at peace with ourselves.

Reconciliation must live in the hearts and minds of all Australians. Many steps have been taken; many
steps remain as we learn our shared histories.

As we walk the journey of healing, one part of the nation apologises and expresses its sorrow and sincere
regret for the injustices of the past, so the other part accepts the apologies and forgives.

ULURU STATEMENT FROM THE HEART

We, gathered at the 2017 National Constitutional Convention, coming from all points of the southern sky;,
make this statement from the heart:

Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations of the Australian
continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our own laws and customs. This our ancestors
did, according to the reckoning of our culture, from the Creation, according to the common law from
‘time immemorial’, and according to science more than 60,000 years ago.

This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or ‘mother nature’, and the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and
must one day return thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the ownership of the
soil, or better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extinguished, and co-exists with the sovereignty
of the Crown.

How could it be otherwise? That peoples possessed a land for sixty millennia and this sacred link
disappears from world history in merely the last two hundred years?

With substantive constitutional change and structural reform, we believe this ancient sovereignty can
shine through as a fuller expression of Australia’s nationhood.

Proportionally, we are the most incarcerated people on the planet. We are not an innately criminal
people. Our children are aliened from their families at unprecedented rates. This cannot be because we
have no love for them. And our youth languish in detention in obscene numbers. They should be our
hope for the future.

These dimensions of our crisis tell plainly the structural nature of our problem. This is the torment of our
powerlessness.

We seek constitutional reforms to empower our people and take a rightful place in our own country.
When we have power over our destiny our children will flourish. They will walk in two worlds and their
culture will be a gift to their country.

We call for the establishment of a First Nations Voice enshrined in the Constitution.

Makarrata is the culmination of our agenda: the coming together after a struggle. It captures our
aspirations for a fair and truthful relationship with the people of Australia and a better future for our
children based on justice and self-determination.

We seek a Makarrata Commission to supervise a process of agreement-making between governments
and First Nations and truth-telling about our history.

In 1967 we were counted, in 2017 we seek to be heard. We leave base camp and start our trek across this
vast country. We invite you to walk with us in a movement of the Australian people for a better future.
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