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EXPLORING IN THE MCDONNELL RANGES 

1870-1872.

Major General Gf,7. Symes,

1. Although this article deals primarily with

the period 187C-I972, it is necessary to refer to the 

Introductory, discovery of the MacDonneli Ranges, and to the

Overland Telegraph Line, the construction of which 

led to further exploration.
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In the ''forties and ’fifties of the last 

century, the supposed horseshoe of water stretching 

from Lake Torrens to Lake Prone proved a formidable 

barrier to expansion in the north of South Australia. 

The gradual advance up to this barrier was mainly 

by pastoralists, but it was actually a Government 

sponsored expedition led by Babbage which outflanked 

the barrier to the wesc and unwittingly discovered
�� -j V

a gap north of ake Torrens in 1888, ������

Then it was the private enterprise of the 

Chambers Brothers and Viiliam E.i.nke which toox 

advantage of this penetration and sent John McDouall. 

Stuart on his various expeditions culminating in the 

crossing and re-crossing of the Continent in 1362.

Initial In April 1860, Stuart on his fourth

Exploration. expedition discovered and named the McDonnell 

Ranges, bur that was all.,

A perusal of Stuart's diary from 9th to 

16th April 1860 will give some idea of the difficulties 

he encountered in crossing near Brinkley s Bluff 

(to which I shall refer later in another connection), 1

(1) Proceedings R.G.S. of Australasia (S.A, Branch) 

Volume 53 (1956-57) "Exploration and Development 

of Northern Part of £,A. 1850-69",





3.

The Overland 

Telegraph 

Line.

Charles

Todd.

3.

Time permits only a brief summary of the 

O.T. operations, hut brief though it may be, some 

description is essential to the narrative because 

detailed examination of the MacDonnell Ranges was 

to loom large in the southern operations.

Leaving aside the story of the inception, 

one remarkable figure emerges from our history of 

the time, and it was Charles Todd. Postmaster General 

and Superintendent of Telegraphs, architect of the 

O.T. Line, and one of the founders of our Society, it 

was to him that the next sighting of the Ranges 

was due.

For nearly a decade Todd had thought about 

and worked for the construction of the O.T. Line for 

South Australia. He had studied all its angles, he
��������

had read and re-read Stuart's diaries,' and he had 

consulted Laterhouse, the second in command to Stuart 

on the latter's last expedition. There is no record 

of consultation with, or offers of employment to, 

others who had accompanied Stuart, men such as Kekwick 

and Aula, bushmen and travellers of experience vastly 

superior to that of Waterhouse. Be that as it may, 

Todd had marshalled his ideas and formulated his plans, 

but it was not until June 1870 that Parliamentary 

sanction was given and the agreement with the British- 

Australian Telegraph Company was ratified. And not 

till then could he make a definite move and set in 

motion the vast organisation which had to complete the 

whole task of erecting nearly 2000 miles of line, in 

virtually unknown country in eighteen months/ ��

(5) Lecture given by Todd 28th July, 1873 (S.A. 

Archives A194-).

(6) llbid.
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