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Synopsis: Charles Todd's official report from the Roper River 

Summary: The first half covers the issues of navigation on the Roper. The second half identifies the 

daunting climactic, terrain and supply challenges and compliments Patterson’s dedication in 

overcoming them. 

 
Summary - (Charles Todd's official report from the Roper River of arriving and the situation as he 
found it at the Roper.)  
 
Official Report from the Superintendent of Telegraphs. 
Roper River, Northern Territory, February 16, 1872. 
 
Sir—By the Omeo, which sails from the mouth of the Roper to-day, I have the honour to inform you of 
the safe arrival of the party and reinforcements under my charge at the Roper River, having 
succeeded in bringing the steamers Omeo and Young Australian and the barque Bengal up to the 
Telegraph Depot at the head of navigation, 100 miles from the mouth of the river, where the cargo of 
the Omeo has been landed, the horses having been put ashore 40 miles lower down. The Bengal was 
to discharge immediately after the departure of the Omeo.  
 
"As the opening up of the navigation of one of the finest rivers in Australia demands more than a 
passing notice, I beg to supply you with a few details of the passage, and to explain the 
circumstances which induced me to run the risk of taking so large a vessel so far up the river, when 
the charter party only contemplated her coming to the mouth of the Roper.    
 
"We arrived off Maria Island on the morning of January 27, where we were boarded by Captain Sweet 
in charge of the Larrakeeyah, and shortly afterwards by Messrs. Patterson and Little, who were 
camped on the island waiting the arrival of the Omeo. I regretted to learn that nothing had been seen 
of the Young Australia, but as it was possible for her to be at Roper bar, distant some 10 or 12 miles, I 
directed Captain Calder to proceed thither at once. Arrived off the bar no Young Australian, and as 
the effects of the voyage at this season were beginning to tell on many of the horses, it became an 
important question to land them with the least possible delay. We had already lost two, and a third 
was doomed, having to be shot a few days later, and several others were becoming very weak 
through the intense heat, although the greatest care had been taken of them during the voyage. Mr. 
Patterson and Captain Sweet were both of opinion that the Omeo might cross the bar at high water, 
and that once over the bar she could get up some distance, possibly to the depot ; but the latter was 
some what doubtful, it being two or three days after spring tides, and of course Captain Calder would 
run no risk without being guaranteed from all loss. Under these circumstances, I requested Captain 
Calder to accompany Captain Sweet in a boat to take soundings on the bar at half-flood tide, and 
arranged that they should hoist a signal if they considered there would be sufficient water, in which 
case the Omeo was to follow, I giving the captain the guarantee on behalf of the Government 
protecting his owners from loss to the extent of their policy of insurance on the vessel, and further 
releasing him from that portion of his charter which required him to go to Port Darwin, being 
determined, after the information I had obtained from Mr. Patterson and Captain Sweet, to take the 
Omeo, if it could be done safely, up to the landing-place, which, in the event of any casualty 
happening to the Young Australian, would be the saving of the expedition. I was the more induced to 
take this important step as I learned that the Bengal had been lying about 65 miles up the river, or 35 
miles below the depot, having been un able to proceed further in consequence of the north-west 
monsoon since the middle of December, and that owing to the strong freshets they had succeeded in 
getting up only a few boat-loads of stores to the landing, where the teams from the construction 
parties in the interior were waiting, and that it was of the utmost importance that these teams should 
be started immediately the country became passable.  
 
"Captains Calder and Sweet having satisfied themselves that the vessel could cross the bar with 
safety, we steamed ahead and entered the river the same evening, anchoring for the night about 15 
miles from the bar.  
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"I enclose for your information copy of the engagement entered into by me with Captain Calder. I also 
arranged to provide for the passengers for Port Darwin during their stay at the Telegraph Camp, the 
captain, of course, engaging for their passage at owners' cost to destination in the Tararua.  
 
"On the next day (Sunday) by availing ourselves of high tides we succeeded in getting up to a long 
reach above Bengal Island, 45 miles from the bar.  
 
"From this point to beyond the Three Island Reach the water shoals, with mud bottom, however; and 
we found it necessary to land the stock, 83 horses, the next day, Monday, before we could proceed 
further, and then, it being neap tides, we only succeeded in getting to Three Island Reach by 
Wednesday, 54 miles from the mouth, the Bengal being a mile ahead.  
 
"The Larrakeeyah and the Dolphin came up on Thursday, February 1, reporting having left Maria 
Island the previous Sunday. Immediately dispatched Meikelham in the Larrakeeyah back to the mouth 
to look for the Young Australian and bring her up without delay. He met her the following day, 
wooding, just within the mouth, and brought her alongside the Omeo shortly after noon of Saturday, 
the 3rd.  
 
"Her arrival enabled me to lighten the Omeo, and on Sunday I started in the Young Australian at 7 
a.m. for the depot or landing, with 50 or 60 tons of cargo, and arrived at 3.37 p.m., boarding the 
Bengal on the way up.  
 
"At the landing I found a number of teams from Messrs. Burton and McLachlan's parties in charge of 
Mr. King, which had been there since the 19th of December. Another lot of teams from Mr. Butt's party 
was at Leichardt's Bar, some seven miles higher up. These last teams had got down with the greatest 
difficulty, owing to the boggy and flooded state of the country.  
 
"The whole of the parties had endured considerable hardships, and when they arrived at the Roper 
were nearly destitute of provisions, and with no signs of the Bengal, their position was not to be 
envied. It was under these circumstances that Mr. Patterson and a volunteer crew of four, with no 
certain knowledge as to the whereabouts of the Bengal, or even whether she bad entered the river at 
all, ventured in a small boat, extemporised, out of a wagon, on a perilous voyage down the swollen 
river, in search of that vessel. Fortunately, he fell in with her the second day, and succeeded in 
sending up supplies.  
 
"We discharged the Young Australian next day (Monday), and on Tuesday steamed down to the 
Omeo, which we were glad to see afloat.  
 
"On Wednesday, February 7, I arranged for the Young Australian to tow up the Bengal, the Omeo 
following in their wake, but after a few miles, on rounding a sharp bend in the river, the Omeo struck 
on hard ground, and after getting off and again touching, it was decided that the Young Australian 
should tow the Omeo, and in this way we reached the landing or depot, about two miles above the 
Hodgson— a fine tributary of eighty or ninety yards wide — down which a heavy freshet was flowing 
when we passed on our return on Thursday, the 8th.  
 
"The next day we commenced to discharge alongside a substantial jetty which had been built by Mr. 
Patterson, and the Young Australian brought up the Bengal.  
 
"We had thus succeeded in bringing up the first Roper fleet with safety, and that during neap tides, 
and therefore under the most adverse conditions. The same remark applies to our return trip. We left 
the landing or depot midway on Tuesday, the 13th, and reached the mouth at low water neap tide at 
11 a.m. on Thursday, having touched the ground (soft mud) only once during the passage down, 
frequently steaming at the rate of eight knots. This morning we crossed the bar shortly before high 
water, but at dead neap, having two feet to spare, the vessel drawing over 12 feet. I may here state 
that the river is navigable for vessels drawing 12 or 14 feet for 100 miles up from the bar. Except in a 
few wide reaches, where the channel could be easily deepened, we had soundings varying from 3 to 
9 fathoms.  
 
"At thirty miles from the mouth the pandanus almost disappears, and the country rapidly improves; the 
banks are higher, and the timber is better, paper bark, white gum, acacias, &c, predominating. 



 

 
"There is a considerable extent of alluvial country on either side, subject in places to inundation, the 
freshets rising suddenly from 20 to 25 feet, as occurred during Mr. Patterson's trip to the Bengal, with 
scrubby ranges here and there and bluff headlands where the river has cut its way through. At these 
points reefs of rocks extend across the river, but below that, or for 45 miles up, the bottom is soft mud, 
on which a vessel may ground without injury. The general width of the river for the first 40 or 50 miles 
is from 400 to 500 yards, and about 120 -at the landing-place, where close alongside the bank we had 
25 feet of water, with a rise of three feet tide. There are several good sites for townships. As before 
noted the Omeo grounded several times, and Captain Calder, as a matter of precaution, insisted on 
my agreeing to pay the expense of docking her on her return to Melbourne, but he has assured me on 
more than one occasion that he feels certain she has sustained no damage. In coming down the river 
the Young Australian, in charge of Capt. Sweet as pilot, led the way, and the Omeo, in charge of 
Captain Lowrie, followed. At one sharp bend of the river previously mentioned, where the channel is 
close to the bank with rocks on the opposite side, we crushed the starboard quarter boat and did 
some damage to the stanchions and bulwarks by grazing the overhanging trees. I ought to add that 
throughout Captain Sweet has been indefatigable in his exertions as pilot to get the vessels up and 
down safely, and to his care we owe our success in reaching the depot or landing. His knowledge of 
the river was necessarily imperfect, but the soundings and information new obtained are sufficient to 
render the navigation of the river comparatively easy and safe. On the arrival of the Young Australian 
I had soundings taken by two leadsmen, one on each paddle-box, on every trip. These have been 
carefully recorded by Captain Sweet, who on his return to Adelaide will send in an official report and 
plan of the river.  
 
"Pending the decision of the Government in respect to the loss of the Gulnare, I have, on the 
recommendation of the Government Resident, retained the services of Captain Lowrie in charge of 
the Young Australian.  
 
"I now proceed to inform you as to the progress making with the work, and the condition in which I 
found matters on my arrival. From Mr. Patterson I learn that he has at present three construction 
parties at work on the line— one under Mr. Rutt, continuing it from the point where it was left by the 
contractors at the King to a point 280 miles south of Port Darwin, including the wiring from the 
Catherine. No communication has been had with this party since 16th December, at which date Mr. 
Patterson reports that the work was steadily progressing at the rate of three and a half miles a week, 
the line being poled for 232 miles from Port Darwin and wired for 226 miles. Mr. Rutt's party is 
provisioned up to April 1st with flour and sheep, Mr. Patterson having fortunately purchased 1,000 
from Mr. Milner. Mr. MacLachlan has charge of the second section, extending from No. 1 Well (280 
miles south of Port Darwin, vide map accompanying Mr. Patterson’s report herewith) to north end of 
Daly Waters, about 365 miles from Port Darwin. The work on this section was started on December 5, 
and when Mr. Patterson left for the Roper on December 23 about 11 miles of the line were cleared 
and polled, and the work, including the wiring, was progressing at the rate of three or four miles a 
week. The wire is stacked at and near No. 1 (All Saint's) Well, the north end of the section, and would 
be speedily distributed.  
 
"Mr. Burton, who is one of the most experienced officers on the work, having been connected with it 
from its first commencement, was placed by Mr. Patterson in charge of the first section, assisted by 
Mr. Stephen King, jun., and consequently had the greatest difficulties to contend with owing to the 
extreme dryness of the country between the Katherine and the King, and between the Warlock Pond 
(vide map) and Daly Water, a distance of 95 miles, with no surface water, at the end of the dry 
season. It is only due to him to mention some of these difficulties, it being remembered that, as the 
advanced party, he had to explore the country ahead to secure the safety of his own men and those 
who followed. The exploration for water for 95 miles south of Warlock Ponds having proved that the 
country was dry throughout, he had to leave the teams at Warlock Ponds, and sink a series of wells 
over the above distance before he could reach even the beginning of his section. At the first well 
(called No. 1 Well) water was fortunately found at a depth of 35 feet, but further on numerous shafts 
were sunk through hard rock, the men working in shifts night and day to depths of over 60 feet, in 
every case, with one exception, without success.  
 
"At this juncture, when the men were being rapidly knocked up, many of them suffering from the 
effects of the climate, and Mr. Burton himself being thoroughly disheartened, the rainy season set in, 
which, while it served to bridge over one difficulty, yet in a short time brought about another equally 



 

great by rendering the country impassable for teams. Mr. Patterson has no positive knowledge of Mr. 
Burton having arrived at his section, the latest advices from him being dated December 20, at which 
date he was waiting for the rains to moderate before starting for the Daly Waters, then distant 45 
miles, 22 of which were Bay of Biscay ground without break.  
 
"Mr. B. Hack, with 15 teams, was following up these parties with rations and wire, and should he have 
succeeded in reaching Mr. Burton, his or the most distant party will be provisioned with flour and 
sheep till the 1st of June. It will be seen from Mr. Patterson's report, which accompanies this, that, 
notwithstanding the dispatch used in starting Mr. Hack's teams from Port Darwin, they were overtaken 
by the rainy season at the Adelaide River when only 83 miles from Port Darwin. His progress 
therefore was extremely slow; but as Mr. Patterson met him at the Catherine in December, there is no 
reason to fear that he has not reached his destination by this time.  
 
"My great anxiety now is to dispatch the teams from the Roper with rations and, material for the 
construction parties, and to establish an express service to convey messages over the gap between 
the two ends of the wire.  
 
"Up to the present date all agree that the country, owing to the heavy and continuous rains, has been 
in such a state that nothing could have been done even had the reinforcements arrived sooner; no 
time, therefore, has been lost. Mr. Patterson hoped to get some teams away this week, but heavy 
rains during the last few days (about ten inches in a fortnight) will, I fear, prevent a start being made 
till next week.  
 
"There are rations and 150 miles of wire for the south end of the line yet to be carted, and the 
available transport power, even when reinforced by the Tararua, will be scarcely able to carry these in 
one loading, so that I fear the wire cannot be connected throughout under any circumstances before 
the end of June or July; long before that time, however, the express service, which Mr. S. King starts 
in a few days to organize, will have established communication; and as the work advances the time 
occupied in the transmission of messages between the termini will be rapidly lessened. The express 
service will, I trust, be established in a few weeks.  
 
"In reviewing the work accomplished, I feel it to be due to Mr. Patterson to state that he has had to 
struggle against great difficulties, which he is now with the prospect of fine weather overcoming.  
 
"On his arrival he was embarrassed by heavy losses of stock. The country for some distance from 
Port Darwin— it being the end of the dry season— was nearly destitute of feed. Further on there was 
no surface water. Valuable time was thus occupied in sinking wells, and then the early setting in of the 
north-west monsoon with rains of almost unprecedented intensity— 48-295 inches of rain falling 
between the 1st of July, 1871, and the 24th January, 1872, in 74 days, as compared with 22.279 
inches, in 34 days, in the corresponding period of the previous season, the rainfall in December alone 
being no less than 20-968 inches, and in January up to the 24th 18.261 inches-rendered the country 
in many places utterly impassable, and entailed severe hardship upon himself and men, and further 
serious losses of transport power.  
 
"I am unable to attribute to him any want of management or want of judgment and fore thought ; on 
the contrary, so far as I can at present see, Mr. Patterson has done everything he could to forward the 
work entrusted to him, and though no doubt we have all suffered much disappointment through the 
delays which have so unfortunately arisen, it will, I am sure, be as satisfactory to the Government as it 
is to myself, to know that these delays are not attributable to want of care and energy on the part of 
the officers' employed, but are rather the consequence of the first breakdown of the contractors, which 
lost the best season of the year for carrying on the work. I have, of course, not yet had an opportunity 
of inspecting the line, and shall not have till I return from Port Darwin; but I trust everything is going on 
well, though I am extremely anxious owing to the long time that has elapsed since the several parties 
on the work were communicated with.  
 
"The Government Resident having per Young Australian recalled Mr. MacLachlan to Port Darwin, I 
have arranged with Mr. Patterson for Mr. Mitchell, who came with me in the Omeo, to take his place. 
Mr. Mitchell is an able and energetic officer, and will I feel assured push the work forward.  
 



 

"I regret to have to communicate the loss of one of the men named Jeremiah Harcus, who was lost in 
the bush on the 10th December, and although every search was made, no traces of him or his horse 
could be found. I have conveyed the sad intelligence to his father, at Canterbury, in New South 
Wales, per letter this mail, a copy of which with Mr. Patterson's report of the occurrence is herewith 
forwarded for your information." 
 
 [Here Mr. Todd narrates the particulars of the death of Mr. J. Milner, which have already been 
published.] ' The Young Australian will be off the mouth of the Roper to meet the Tararua, and after 
her stock and cargo are landed, and the passengers and cargo for Port Darwin are reshipped, I shall 
go round in her to Port Darwin, and arrange for the line between that place and the Catherine being 
thoroughly inspected if required. Mr. Little will probably accompany Mr. MacLachlan overland to Port 
Darwin for the same purpose.  
 
"In conclusion, I beg to acknowledge my great obligations to Captain Calder, the commander of the 
Omeo, who has now made three voyages to the Northern Territory in connection with this 
undertaking. He has on each occasion rendered every assistance in his power, and in this instance 
has far exceeded all his previous services in the manner in which he has for the sake of the work so 
cordially co-operated with me in bringing the Omeo so far up a comparatively unknown river." 


