
South Australian Register (Adelaide, SA : 1839 - 1900), Wednesday 20 March 1872, page 6 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/39264886/3989849 
Filename: 39264903   39264886-3989849 
Synopsis: A report from a correspondent on the Omeo relating conditions on the Roper River 
Summary: Written by a person independent of the OT work, it engagingly relates the trip from 
Newcastle to the Roper River, describes the river and land around it and the OT north-end 
construction issues at the time 
 
A TRIP TO THE NORTHERN TERRITORY. 
 
[From a Correspondent.] 
 
On board the Omeo, the Roper River, January 30, 1872. 
 
The Omeo left Newcastle on the 12th January on her way to the Roper, carrying an additional supply 
of coal, fresh stores, and three more passengers— Messrs. Freere and Minza, two gentlemen sent 
out from England to look at the lands in North Australia; and the man Hume, who is going round to 
look for the remains of Leichardt. <clip> 
 
<clip> What with additional supplies of coal, fodder, &c, the Omeo when she left Newcastle was so 
deep in the water that some of the harbour authorities thought it necessary to hold a consultation on 
the wharf as to whether she ought to be allowed to put to sea or not. As none of the 80 souls on 
board, however, seemed to have any doubt on the subject, and as certain drowning would be almost 
preferable to remaining another day or two at Newcastle, the vessel was allowed to proceed, and she 
steamed down the river, looking like a floating farmyard with a small colliery in its centre. But the 
weather was fine, and a day or two at sea soon reduced the huge piles of coal and fodder which had 
been heaped upon every part of the deck.  
 
The captain took the inner route along the coast of Queensland, so that we had the mainland on the 
one side and a succession of islands on the other. The scenery from the deck was therefore very 
varied in character. Sometimes we seemed close to the high mountain ranges of Queensland, 
towering up dark and grandly into the sky; and then again we found ourselves steaming almost 
alongside groups of little islands covered with tropical verdure, pines, palms, and cocoanut-trees. As 
the reef of which these islands form port extends in some places a considerable distance towards the 
mainland a constant watch has to be kept on board the vessel, and it is necessary to come to an 
anchor every night. To break the tedium of this delay, concerts, recitations, lectures, &c, are in vogue 
during the calm tropical evenings, and it is scarcely necessary to say that these entertainments are 
exceedingly well received. On one occasion the captain kindly had a boat manned, and so enabled 
some of the passengers to land on one of the islands. This place was No. 6 Island, the one which was 
chosen by the Eclipse Expedition as the scene of their useless labours. There we found, by the light 
of the moon, a wooden hut which they had erected, and also a square pile of bricks, surmounted by a 
wooden tablet on which was carved the words, 'Sacred to the memory of the Australian Eclipse 
Expedition', together with the date of their visit to the island. If the whole affair was a huge joke this 
was certainly a fitting monument to erect. There, on that lonely island, the great Expedition had died 
and was buried, and there the last rites had been duly performed— if one might judge from the 
immense number of empty bottles which were scattered about, intermixed with castaway paper 
collars and other indications of the white man's sojourn in the wilderness. Two or three other islands 
were also visited by the passengers of the Omeo, until at last the Barrier Reef was passed, and the 
rocky obstructions of Torres Straits were safely left behind. On landing at Booby Island, which is 
called the 'Sailor's Post-Office,' it was found that everything was in a state of dilapidation. The zinc 
box which had been placed there as a receptacle for letters was coverless and half full of water. The 
provisions which had been left for the use of shipwrecked seamen were decayed and useless, and in 
fact the cave which was intended to shelter those articles was exposed to the rain and waves in such 
a manner that nothing was safe there. The birds of the air and the fishes of the sea had made the 
place their home, depositing their guano and their dead bodies in all directions.  
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The run across the Gulf of Carpentaria was smooth and uninterrupted, except by the appearance of 
an unexpected sandbank near Groote Eylandt, where the water rapidly shoaled to five fathoms and a 
half, which caused the captain to reverse his engines for awhile, and so get into deeper soundings. 
Maria Island, about 10 miles from the mouth of the Roper, was reached on the morning of the 27th 
January, and very soon afterwards a little sailing-boat hove in sight. She proved to be the despatch-
boat from Port Darwin, in the charge of Captain Sweet, who had been taking soundings at the Roper, 
in anticipation of the arrival of the Omeo. A white flag was at the same time seen waving on Maria 
Island, and this turned out to be a flag indicating the temporary camp of Mr. Patterson, who had left 
the telegraph line, where all the works were suspended in consequence of the wet weather, and had 
come down the Roper floating on an empty dray without wheels, in order to meet the Omeo with her 
reinforcements. It seemed that only about ten new miles of the line under his charge had been 
completed, and that there had been a general want of progress at that end of the works, owing, it is 
said, to the flooded state of the country. But what was more annoying still, the Young Australian, 
which was intended to meet the Omeo, and land her horses and stores, was nowhere to be seen. She 
had not arrived, and therefore it became a question whether or not the Omeo should steam into the 
Roper, and endeavour to land her cargo without the assistance of the Young Australian. At length 
Captain Calder was induced, after taking soundings at the bar of the Roper, to consent (under special 
agreement as to insurance, &c.) to take the steamer inside. In this matter Mr. Todd had, of course, to 
take a great responsibility on himself, as the steamer's insurance did not cover the river. His decision, 
however, was a very wise one; for the Omeo, notwithstanding she drew 15 feet of water, immediately 
entered the river, and steamed up its magnificent waters without the least difficulty, thus avoiding 
great delay, and probably saving the lives of the horses, as they were all in a weakly state, though 
only two had died on the voyage. The following day (Sunday, the 28th) the progress up the river was 
continued, and it was a fine sight to see this large ocean steamer going along at seven or eight knots 
an hour, amidst green plains and dense mangroves covered with birds, until the higher country was 
reached at about 45 miles from the mouth. The Roper is certainly a magnificent river, entirely free 
from dangerous obstructions, and open to the immediate traffic of large vessels without the 
expenditure of a single farthing. The only difficulty which occurred was at the point mentioned (45 
miles from the mouth). At this place there is a mud bank in the river, where the water decreases from 
four fathoms to two fathoms, but it afterwards deepens again for many miles further up. In 
consequence of the mud-bank the Omeo had to stop and put the horses ashore. They were all put 
ashore in fair condition. They were landed upon a fine grassy plateau, and the men in charge of them 
formed a camp. The country is beautiful here— good soil, lightly timbered; the grass up to one's head 
already; the wide river with its deep water alongside the banks; and a range of hills behind, some 
distance inland. The weather, too, is delicious at present; and certainly it will not be the fault of the 
country or the climate if the lands on the Roper do not become occupied. According to the account of 
Captain Sweet, who has surveyed the river and buoyed its mouth, it is easy for large vessels to lie 
alongside the shore as far up as 70 miles from the mouth; and, in fact, the Bengal is now lying at a 
point 50 miles from the bar and 60 miles from Maria Island, where Captain Cadell landed his horses. 
There are but few aborigines here just now. But mosquitoes abound at night time, and alligators are 
plentiful, though they seem to be very shy. One came up very close to the ship when the horses were 
swimming ashore ; but the noise seemed to frighten him, and he turned and went back. On a 
moonlight night you may see them floating on the tide like logs of wood ; but as you draw near to 
them in a boat they bestir themselves. Their scaly backs glitter for a few minutes, and then they make 
a plunge and disappear.  
 
The birds which we see ashore at this place (from 30 to 40 miles up the Roper) include teal, geese, 
golden pheasants, native companions, and emus. There are also a few kangaroo. The trees are of 
various kinds, and give the country quite a park-like appearance. Australian box prevails, but there 
are also gums, pines, teatree, &c. They are, however, widely scattered, leaving extensive plains 
covered with grass of different kinds, on which the horses feed with the greatest enjoyment, and 
which are mixed with wild flowers of all descriptions. You can imagine how beautiful this is, especially 
with a deep river of the freshest water flowing close alongside— a river which is fit for traffic all the 
year round as well as now (January), which is considered to be the middle of the wet season.  
 
The people of the Bengal are sending stores from that vessel up the river in rowing boats, for the use 
of working parties inland who are said to have suffered severely. They attribute this to bad stock and 



mismanagement ; but it is difficult to get at the truth of matters. The fact is, everyone has had to learn 
for himself in this undertaking. Officers and men, with few exceptions, have been new to the work. 
The country, the climate, the distance from sources of supply, and the difficulties of conveyance have 
perplexed everybody. Things which looked smooth enough on paper at Port Adelaide have worn 
altogether a different appearance in the midst of the desert, so that no doubt when the cost comes to 
be calculated the total outlay on this end of the Overland line will seem to be somewhat extravagant. 
However, the money will not have been thrown away. The finest river in tropical Australia has been 
opened to the navigation of large vessels, and as the country here will grow anything, besides being 
within easy reach of the cattle stations of Queensland, it is not improbable that flourishing settlements 
may spring up on the Roper long before Port Darwin is anything more than a telegraph station.  
 
The natives on the Roper are friendly; this is the account which has been given of them by all 
travellers who have come in contact with them— Leichardt, Gregory, and more recent explorers. They 
come alongside the steamer without fear, and are fond of showing their knowledge of civilized 
manners. One of their first visits was rather an amusing one. The stewardess and one or two female 
passengers had landed on a pretty, open part of the river side to hang out clothes, whilst the steamer 
was waiting for a tide. At this work they had been engaged for some time, and their lines full of clothes 
were fluttering in the breeze, when suddenly some strange noises were heard, and presently a small 
party of savages were seen jumping, laughing, and gesticulating in the very midst of the washing 
establishment. The native men are well made and of middle size. They go without a particle of 
clothing, they have the front teeth knocked out, and their bodies are tattooed very elaborately. They 
are, on the whole, about equal in intelligence to the natives of South Australia. They do not look like a 
bloodthirsty race, and they will probably behave well if treated properly.  
 
Roper River, February 12, 1872. The Young Australian came up the Roper on the 3rd instant, and 
immediately began to lighter the Omeo, which was lying not far from the Bengal waiting for spring 
tides. The Young Australian had been a week at Port Darwin, which had been the cause of a little 
delay; but as soon as she reached the Roper and found that the Omeo had gone up, she followed 
without the least difficulty. She reports all quiet at Port Darwin, where the chief topic of conversation 
seems to be the failure of the last telegraph expedition, and the difficulty at present, through the 
unfinished state of the line, of sending a message for any distance over 20 miles. Captain Lowry says 
that he had moderately fair weather from Port Adelaide to Port Darwin, but he was detained a short 
time by putting into Fremantle.  
 
The Omeo began to move further up the river as soon as the spring tides set in, leaving the horses 
ashore to be afterwards carried up by the Young Australian. For the purpose of re embarking them, 
Mr. Mitchell, the leader of Mr. Todd's party, has very cleverly constructed a rough jetty by simply 
cutting down the trees which grow right out into deep water and then placing a few planks across 
them. The voyage up the river to the highest depot -estimated at 85 miles from the mouth— was a 
thing worth seeing. The two steamers glided along through beautiful scenery - sometimes extensive 
plains covered with grass, lightly timbered with paperbark trees; and then lofty green hills towering 
higher than the masts of the Omeo, as she steamed by within a few yards of their base, where the 
soundings showed a depth of water varying from 20 to 60 feet. Occasionally shallower places were 
passed over, but they seemed to be obstructions extending only a part of the way across the river. At 
a spot about 70 miles from the mouth there is a splendid place for a town. The ground rises gradually 
and to a good height from the banks of the river, which is wide and deep, curving round in fine broad 
sweeps both above and below this spot, and looking with its green and luxuriant banks like the 
Thames at Richmond. Pity such a country should be without population. The few aborigines who 
follow us along the banks or swim off from the shore are in ecstacies at the extraordinary, sight , 
which they see upon their waters. They run, jump, and holloa like madmen, imitating the scream of 
the steam-whistle, and throwing their arms round and round to keep time with the paddle wheels of 
the Young Australian.  
 
The scene of this depot on the Upper Roper is a novel one— as much perhaps like a digging 
township as anything. The men who have come down from the line of telegraph are waiting here for 
fresh orders, under the command of Mr. Stephen King, jun. They have built a very substantial jetty for 
the landing of cargo, and also a stage for horses. They endured all kinds of hardships in reaching this 



point of the Roper, and they describe the wants of the people on the line as something very bad. It 
seems that stores and provisions were not sent up during the dry season, when everybody was busy 
sinking for water, and that afterwards, through the loss of the Gulnare and the flooded state of the 
country, it was impossible to penetrate inland, so that some of the men had to live on flour and water, 
whilst others were compelled to kill and eat their bullocks. But it is also the opinion of the men in the 
camp that if supplies of provisions had been sent up instead of large quantities of wire, which were 
not wanted, a great deal of their privations and sufferings would have been avoided.  
 
The object now is to dispatch all necessary aid, and to get the line finished as quickly as possible. 
This depot on the Roper is not more than 100 miles from the line, so that a party dispatched with 
stores will, after a journey of 100 miles, come on the telegraph line at a point 400 miles from Port 
Darwin. As to men, there are men enough on the line to eat the telegraph —that is, including those 
who have now arrived and are arriving. In fact, it is considered that if some of them would return to 
Adelaide the work would be completed all the sooner.  
 
On the day of the arrival of the Omeo at the depot, which the men have called Mason Town, in honour 
of the indefatigable carpenter who has erected the first building, Mr. Todd assembled the men on the 
deck of the steamer, and addressed to them a few appropriate words. He pointed out the desirability 
of earnest co operation; assured them that he was determined to see the work carried through with 
justice to all parties; and stated that with two such officers as Mr. Patterson and Mr. Mitchell at the 
head of the undertaking, and with Mr. King and the other officers as their assistants, he was 
convinced that they would all put their shoulders to the wheel, and successfully complete the great 
enterprise in which they were engaged. To this the men responded with hearty cheers, and expressed 
their determination to work hand and heart together under the officers who had been appointed to 
superintend the undertaking. In the evening Mr. Todd met his officers in the saloon of the steamer, 
and explained to them how strongly he felt in this matter of the Overland Telegraph, personally as well 
as officially, that he had devoted attention to it for 14 or 15 years past, and that if his advice with 
regard to the Roper had been taken from the commencement of this undertaking, the Government of 
South Australia would have saved a very large amount. Mr. Patterson and Mr. Mitchell made 
appropriate replies, and expressed their determination to work together with harmony and zeal. Mr. 
Patterson also made a few remarks concerning the past efforts of the party under his charge, and 
said he was glad that Mr. Todd had arrived on the scene of action, so that he might see and learn for 
himself the great difficulties which the party had met with through adverse weather and other 
obstacles which had not been anticipated. Both officers and men, he said, had worked well; but they 
could not do impossibilities. They had helped him to their utmost, and he was sure they would do so 
again. To this the other officers of the party cordially assented, and assured Mr. Todd that they would 
leave no stone unturned in order to complete the work with credit to themselves and with honour to 
South Australia.  
 
This leaves Mr. Patterson, assisted by Mr. Mitchell, in command of the united parties, and everybody 
hopes they will succeed. I believe Mr. Patterson attributes his want of success hitherto to the adoption 
of Port Darwin instead of the Roper as the base of his operations; to the loss of the Gulnare when 
there was no other vessel to take her place; to the necessity of employing his men in sinking wells 
during the dry season; and to the deplorably boggy state of the country when the rain set in. It also 
appears that the parties sent out were very badly armed, owing to the economy of the Government at 
Adelaide, and that, owing to this, some unexpected obstructions were met with from the natives.  
 
Before the Omeo left the Upper Roper a dinner in honour of the arrival of the two steamers and the 
Bengal was given by Mr. Todd - in the saloon of the large steamer, and various toasts were proposed 
and replied to. After the healths of the Royal Family, the Governor, &c, had been drunk, Mr. Todd 
proposed the healths of the officers of the expedition, including the names of Mr. Patterson, Mr. 
Mitchell, and Mr. Stephen King. '"Success to the Australian Overland Telegraph" was then proposed 
by Mr. R. Wells, and responded to by Mr. Todd, who dwelt on the importance of the undertaking, and 
pointed out that, in addition to all other reasons, South Australia was in a better position to undertake 
this work than either of the other colonies, because a telegraph line through the centre of the 
continent was not exposed to the disturbing atmospheric influences which affected those lines that 
were made along the coast. The healths of Captains Calder, Sweet, Lowry, and Hummel were also 



drunk, as well as those of Inspector Foelsche, Mr. Little of the Port Telegraph Department, the Ladies, 
and the passengers by the Omeo. The Press was duly honoured, too, and altogether the 
entertainment was a very successful affair.  
 
The stores, &c, by the Omeo are now discharged, and the Bengal is hauling alongside the wharf to 
land the remainder of her cargo. In the meantime the Young Australian is engaged bringing up the 
horses from the camp on the river, so that in a very short time large parties of men will be ready to 
start for the line, as the rains appear to have passed off unusually early during the present season.  
 
Miscellaneous. The Tararua, with a further supply of horses, is expected here in about eight days. A 
look out will be kept for her on Maria Island, at the mouth of the Roper.  
 
I understand that Mr. Millner, who left South Australia with sheep and stock sometime ago on an 
overland journey to Port Darwin, was lately at the head of the Roper. He had lost 2,000 sheep, 
besides meeting with the misfortune of having his brother killed by the blacks at Attack Creek. But you 
have probably received the particulars of this disaster before now.  
 
Particles of gold scattered very generally are found by men working along the telegraph line on the 
northern sections, but nothing more. People at Port Darwin, however, firmly believe in the existence of 
a rich gold-field.  
 
A proa filled with Malays is said to be making herself a little too prominent at the mouth of the Roper. 
A boat called the Dolphin, belonging to Port Darwin, was there looking out for the Young Australian a 
short time ago at night time, and all at once the Malays bore down upon her without uttering a word or 
making the slightest noise. The man in charge of the boat (Miller) therefore fired into the newcomers, 
and they immediately sheered off. They had been seen hovering about in a stealthy manner before 
dark, and it is not likely that their intentions were friendly. The proa, as far as could be judged, had at 
least a dozen men on board.  
 
Mosquito curtains, made in the shape of a large box with four sides and top and bottom, are quite an 
institution in this country. Nobody goes anywhere without them. Sailors, labourers, in fact everybody 
uses them. And I expect that as settlement increase here some inventive genius will be making those 
curtains in a way to be folded up and carried about like umbrellas or walking sticks.  
 
P.S. The man Hume will probably make his start on his exploration from Port Darwin. He has been 
very useful in various ways on the voyage, and is evidently well acquainted with bush life. The natives 
on the Roper seem to understand him well, and their language is evidently to some extent familiar to 
him. 


