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‘ &t"/’ The Letters of Charles & Alice Todd:
Overtan Tologeeph Pt 1: Todd’s Arrival at the Roper River

150th Anniversary
1872-2022 This is the first part of the story of Charles Todd’s time managing the OTL project on-
site, told in his own words in letters written to Alice back in Adelaide. The expedition
navigated up the Roper River to supply the construction teams who could not be
supported from Darwin.
Introduction

The Northern Section of the line was subcontracted;
however, the company failed and Robert Patterson was
sent north to manage the task. Faced with further delays,
the SA Government instructed Charles Todd to travel north
to manage the situation.

The Young Australian, a small paddle-steam tug, was sent
ahead of the Omeo to assist the Bengal and other ships
allocated to support the construction of the Overland
Telegraph Line.

On 3 January 1872, Todd joined the Omeo which

left Adelaide the next day, refueling at Newcastle on

10 January, reaching Bowen on 17 Janaury, and arriving at
Maria Island, a small island near the entrance to the Roper
River, on 26 January.

The Omeo, which was an ocean going vessel drawing

4.5 metres of water, was expected to transfer its cargo

of 95 horses and 200 tons of materials and provisions

to smaller ships capable of navigating the river before
proceeding to Darwin. It was not unreasonable, therefore,
that the ship was carrying 10 saloon and 35 steerage
passengers who would have been somewhat surprised by
the detour that ensued!

Editor’s Note re Sources

The text is from the transcript of the original letter
by Lyndall Fredericks (2011) held in the State Library
of South Australia.

In a few places, only clips have been included and
the text has been re-edited; the page numbers of
the original manuscript are included to facilitate
cross-referencing.

The original punctuation has been retained but
abbreviations such as c? for “could” have been
expanded. Text added by the editor is shown in
[square brackets]. Some additional details originate
from a newspaper article in the SA Advertiser in
March 1872 entitled “The Cruise of the Omeo”; NLA
Trove article 28683976.

The transcript is available from the State Library SA
website.

Search for PRG 630/2, choose
=> Finding aid (transcript), and select Letter 25.
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My dearest Alice —

You will see by the above that | am still on board the
Omeo, but in a river never yet, or before, traversed by a
steamer | have, therefore, the honor of opening to the
Commerce of the world a new & very fine river, destined,

| should think, to become of considerable importance

as this portion of northern Australia is occupied by
enterprising settlers. You will no doubt be curious to

learn how it is the Omeo is here, the Young Australian
having been sent before to meet me at the mouth of the
Roper to convey the stock and cargo up the river — | must
therefore at once explain how it came to pass that | ran so
great a risk, for such in reality it is — | last wrote you from
Bowen, where | landed at 11h-30m pm on Wednesday the
17th. The steamer anchored about 6 miles out, and | was
put on shore in one of the [page 1] ships boats, with the
2nd mate, in charge, and Messrs Mitchell, my surveyor,
and W. Freer a passenger for Pt Darwin, who joined at
Newcastle. ... | however saw a light in the telegraph office,
and the door was soon opened in response to my knock
and | was warmly welcomed on making myself known. |
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found two telegrams waiting me, from Mr Milne and Mr
Cunningham, but no news from home. After writing my
telegrams | had a glass of porter with the deputy Supt of
Telegraphs ... [page 2] ... and did not get on board till 5h.
The first news | heard was that one of the horses, which
had been sickly since we left Newcastle, had suddenly
dropped dead at 1h-30m am. the heat, in the hold or
tween decks where some of the horses were suffering
dreadfully from the heat while at anchor ... [page 3]

... From Bowen we kept inside the great barrier coral
reef up to Cape York passing innumerable rocky islets or
islands, and at times close to the mainland, which was
generally rangy, the hills rising after to 3 & 4000 feet ...

[page 4]

... On one island visited, on the Monday [Evening], Jan

22, the vegetation was most luxurious, large palm trees &
most splendid creepers bearing [a] large white convolvulus
like flower — several amusing incidents occurred in our
evening rambles — on one occasion a lizard ran up inside
Mr Mitchells trousers — he of course [page 5] imagined

it was a snake and dropped his unmentionables with the
greatest possible precipitation. ... [page 6]

From there we steered for Maria Island, and anchored

for night about 10 miles distant. Saturday 27th started at
daylight & soon saw boat under canvas which proved to be
the Larakeeyah under Captain Sweet who reported Messrs
Patterson & Little were camped on Maria Island waiting
arrival of Omeo. They soon after came on board on our
anchoring off the island. Nothing had been seen of the
[Young] Australian, but as she might have gone direct the
mouth of the Roper, | decided on going there to look for
her and should she not be there ascertain whether it was
practicable for the Omeo to cross the bar of the river, so
that | could at least land the horses at some suitable place
up the river. | had already lost two, and the continued
heat, and constrained position on board was beginning to
tell upon them and | feared the effects of keeping them
longer. Nothing to be seen of [Young] Australian.

Captain Sweet expressed his opinion that Omeo could
cross bar safely at high water between 4 & 5 p.m. but
Captn Calder (of the Omeo) [would] not take her on

his own responsibility & required a guarantee from me
protecting owners from all loss to extent of insurance
(over £10,000). | therefore directed him & Sweet to
proceed in boat to bar to take soundings, and if as 2
experienced seamen they considered it safe to take Omeo
over | would give the guarantee. They were to hoist a sail
as signal for us to come on. This was done & to my intense
relief up went the signal and we steamed ahead picking up
the boat as we went & crossed the bar before high water,
and proceeded 15 miles up, or 8 miles above the actual
entrance of the river. On crossing the bar we dropped into
deep water of 30 to 50 & 60 ft which we carried up for 40
miles above bar. On Sunday [page 8] we made a very good
run of 20 miles by 10.30 when as the water was shoaling
and the tide falling we anchored — & made another start in
evening but did not get more than about 5 miles owing to
mud banks with only 13 ft water at neap tide.

The water was shoal the next day & we had considerable
difficulty | therefore decided to land all the horses on a

nice high grassy bank close to which the ship was lying.
This accomplished safely during the afternoon, although
the bank at low water was boggy and we had difficulty

in getting some of the weak horses over it: while the

men were up to their waists in water a large alligator
suddenly came between the vessel & the bank causing

a general scramble ashore as you may imagine. He
seemed, however, to be as much frightened as ourselves
& immediately made off — While the horses were being
landed | had a boat out sounding up the river & buoying
channel, and the next day Tuesday was spent in trimming
ship, carrying coals forward etc. On Wednesday we got off
at top of evening tide 10h pm, and anchored at half a mile
in 27 feet. Heavy Thunder storms all round.

On Thursday Feb 1. Off at 6h am, passed Hawk’s nest
island, and grounded at 50 miles from mouth, or 57 miles
from bar —in spot is called 3 island reach — a fine reach,
but being wide the water is shallow & we have not as yet
succeeded in getting Omeo off. The Bengal, which took
Griffith to Pt Darwin & then came round to the Roper,

is in the next reach a mile above us & Captain Hummel
paid us a visit in the pm. The two boats Larakeeyah and
Dolphin came up from Maria Island having started on the
previous [page 9] Sunday afternoon. The Dolphin, which
came a different route to the river entrance fell in with

a Malay Prow soon after dark, which bore silently down
upon them. They fired a gun as caution, but as the prow
still came on Miller who was in charge fired right into her,
and she then made off. | very much question the propriety
of the act, but the Malays are a cruel murderous race, and
the manner in which they approached looked suspicious.
As | thought Young Australian must have arrived | sent the
Larrakeeyah back —and she met that vessel just inside the
mouth on Friday Feb 2, and brought her up to the Omeo
by noon on Saturday.

The same day | loaded her with 50 or 60 tons from Omeo
& on the Sunday Feb 4, started at 7h am for the telegraph
camp 28 miles higher up the river where | arrived at 3h
pm. | boarded the Bengal as we passed. She has been
lying in her present position since December and has
only succeeded in sending only a few boat loads up to
the Camp (27 miles) owing to the strong freshet down
the river. You may imagine what the freshet is sometimes
when | tell you that some weeks back it rose 28 feetin a
few hours & rushed down the river with great violence.

Mr Patterson had a most adventurous trip down to the
Bengal from the Camp. The latter were almost destitute
of food, being dependant on jerked beef: it was known
that the Bengal was off the mouth of the Roper early in
December a boat having been sent up to the landing or
Camp, 80 miles from the mouth, but nothing had been
heard of her since and whether she had been driven

out to sea or entered the river no one knew —in the
meantime starvation was imminent, so, as there was no
boat [page 11] Mr Patterson made one out of a wagon &
with a volunteer crew of 4 men ventured down the river
in search of the Bengal, with only a few days provisions. It
was raining hard and the first day carried them 35 miles
— but no signs of Bengal, next day hour after hour passed
still no Bengal, but at 30 miles when they had nearly given
themselves up, return being hopeless they met a boat
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from that vessel — on its way to the
landing — but she had no provisions —
and in the evening they got safely on
board thankful for their escape —and
next day sent 2 boatsful of rations,
but they made very little progress
against the strong current, and from
Dec 15 up to the date of my arrival
not more than 4 or 5 trips had been
made.

Saturday Feb 10. | am now writing
on board the Omeo at the landing
place 80 to 85 miles from the mouth.
| returned to the Omeo on Tuesday,
and made a start the following day.
The Young Australian towing the
Bengal, and the Omeo following. We
had not gone far however before the
latter through some bungling struck
on a reef and after some discussion it
was arranged that the Bengal should
anchor for the present & the Young
Australian tow the Omeo, the latter
steaming slowly to assist in the deep
reaches. In this way we succeeded in
getting up to [page 11] the landing
place by noon on Thursday. Next day
| sent the Young Australian down for
the Bengal, and succeeded in getting
her up safely the same day; This |
think you will say is a great feat — to
have up this new river, 85 miles from
its mouth, the Omeo, Bengal, and
Young Australian. It is a great triumph
for me over those who so strenuously
opposed the Roper being used. If my
advice had been taken and some of
the vessels been sent here instead of
all going to Pt Darwin the line would
have been finished long since —and
at least 30 or £40,000 been saved.

It is a splendid river & when the
channel is known, and one or two
places buoyed vessels of 1000 tons
will be easily able to get 80 to 90
miles above the mouth. The banks
are thickly lined with trees of various
descriptions — Gum, paper bark,
acacias, and a very fine ficus, being
the most conspicuous. The country is
splendidly grassed, and quite green of
course, this being the wet season, it
is however subject in many places to
heavy floods from the overflowing of
the river — [page 12]

How it is that so little should be
known of what is really one of the
finest rivers in Australia | cannot
understand, and | should have
thought it would have been selected
without hesitation as the site for the
Northern Territory Settlement. It must

“A great feat” —the Omeo (behind), the Young Australian, and the Bengal anchored in the
Roper River, 1872, by Samuel Sweet [State Library SA B4641]

become a place of importance, and
the success with which | have got up
with the Omeo will have the effect of
calling attention to the advantages it
presents.

The natives seem to be friendly — but
very much astonished at the steamers
They have no canoes or any means
for water conveyance of their own

— apparently no idea of boats of any
description ; and the large number
of alligators makes them rather timid
of the water though they are expert
swimmers — they always indicate a
wish to be rowed ashore & if you
reply by gesture that they should
swim, they show by biting their arm
that they fear being bitten.

We had an amusing incident the
other day, the first time they visited
us. The ladies (Mrs Dean, Mrs Finniss,
Rosetta Sweet and the Stewardess)
were ashore, the Steamer lying within
20 or 30 yards of the bank, drying
some clothes when 5 natives (men)
came upon them suddenly with a
shout, intended as friendly, [page 13]

The ladies shrieked in reply and

we sent a boat to bring them off,
meantime prepared to fire at the
natives if they meant mischief. We
afterwards got the latter on board &
dressed them in sacks and then made
them shake hands with the ladies.
Next day 12 of them swam off &
stayed some hours on board. On one

occasion when we were coming up
the river (Young Australian & Omeo
together) we passed some natives
who were evidently most astonished
at the singular phenomena we
presented to them — one fellow was
sitting cross legged on the stump of
a tree in a most comical style —and
they shouted & gesticulated in a most
excited manner, and started off up
the river to keep us in view, leaving
a lubra with a baby, who cried lustily
through fear. They followed us 20
miles & camped when we anchored
for the night .

| am spinning you a long yarn dearest
Alice, and under considerable
difficulties, for | am in a regular vapor
bath. It is not so hot as one might
expect with a vertical sun, but it is so
moist that you are in one constant
stream of perspiration. [page 14]

Thursday Feb 16. | have been so busy
the past week that your letter has
necessarily been put aside. At last

| am able to resume it to say good
bye & let you have all the news up to
date.

We completed discharge of the Omeo
on Monday the 12th and, as under
the agreement | made on the Omeo
going up the Roper she was released
from going on to Pt Darwin, | had

to arrange for the accommodation

& feeding of all the Pt Darwin
passengers ashore, & they are now
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all comfortably camped at the depot which presents the
appearance of a respectable township in embryo. You
may imagine that | had no little difficulty to please all -
especially the ladies, who studied proprieties to an awful
extent —

On the previous Saturday evening | gave an official dinner
party on board the Omeo to the officers of the Telegraph
Expedition, the Captains & Chief officers of Omeo, Bengal
& Young Australian & the saloon passengers — a goodly
number. It passed off first rate — cemented friendships,
and brought about a good feeling amongst the different
elements of the Expedition which | trust will be productive
of good results. On Sunday | conducted divine service to a
[page 15] respectable congregation ashore — on Tuesday
we started down the River (ie the Omeo —in company
with the Young Australian) and arrived off the mouth on
Thursday morning where we anchored it being low water.
This morning we steamed ahead over the bar at high
water, having, though it was dead neap tides, 2 feet to
spare, and we are now anchored off Maria Island 10 miles
from the bar, on which we land presently & on departure
of Omeo shall return up the river to the landing place
again [on the Young Australian]. And next week come
down again to meet the Tararua which | hope will bring
long letters from you and a complete file of papers which
are amusing & useful. The weather is very trying — very
hot — & damp a regular vapor bath, with thunder storms of
great intensity, furious gusts or gales of wind, and torrents
of rain — then fierce sunshine. The storms are grandly
awful — the sunsets magnificent but dripping at every pore
with clothes completely saturated, it is difficult to enjoy
life especially when worried & harassed on all sides — long
letters to write — angry disputes to settle — and jealousies
to calm — such is life with me now — but by the blessing of
God | hope to succeed [page 16]

| had a very nice letter from Griffith who in Mr Little’s
absence is in sole charge of the Telegraph Office at Pt
Darwin. He is very anxious with so much responsibility —
but it will do him good — | shall see him in about 3 weeks.
He is quite well, but like all has found the climate very
trying at first. | am well, except in the morning when

| retch violently & have severe trembling fits till | take
some brandy & water — and after that before breakfast |
sometimes have to take a glass of sherry & quinine before
| can recover. As regards my future movements | shall go
to Pt Darwin in the Tararua & may possibly go to Timor in
the Young Australian before | return to the Roper. From
the Roper | expect to make a start overland homewards
about the 15th April and if all goes well shall be with you
by end of August. | am getting very home-sick and anxious
to hear from you all — but | have too much at stake to think
of self & am determined to get through with what | have
undertaken. | have written to you only — but all will no
doubt read what | have said.

Give my kindest love to all — dear Grandma &c &c — | hope
you are all [page 17] well. Did Lizzie get my letter from
Bowen? | send by Captain Calder the doll bought there
for Nina [Gwendoline]. Give her & Maude a kiss for me!
hope the boys are good & sticking to their studies | often
think of them. My warmest love to dear Fan [Frances
Davies] | must write her by Tararua — but | am quite tired

now & have several other letters to write. Fred Davies is
quite well & very useful and energetic. He has had prickly
heat — but all have that more or less. Remember me very
kindly to Dr & Mrs Davies and also to our dear friends the
Stephensons — My official report to the Govt will no doubt
be printed — if so tell William to ask Mr Burrell to send
report copies to Mr Airy, Mr Earle, [Commander] Osborne,
Latimer Clark & others of whom he will think.

And now dearest Alice good bye — wishing you and all
my dear ones every blessing — | am, your affectionate
Husband Charles Todd

PS. | forgot nearly the most interesting of intelligence.
Captain Douglas tells me that Nellie [Eleanor Douglas] is
engaged to Mr Squier of the British Australian Telegraph
Co, as we told him would be the case. [page 18]

People mentioned in this letter

Airy: Sir George Airy, Astronomer Royal, Greenwich
Observatory (Todd’s former boss)

Burrell: W H Burrell, Telegraph Department
Calder: George Calder, captain of the Omeo
Clark: Josiah Latimer Clark, English telegraph engineer

Cunningham: William Cunningham, placed in charge of
the Telegraph Department in Todd’s absence

Dean: Mrs G P Dean, wife of the supervisor of stock
Douglas: Captain Douglas, Government Resident in Darwin

Earle: C W Earle, Managing Director of the British
Australian Telegraph Company (BAT)

Finniss: Mrs F R Finniss, daughter-in-law of Boyd Finniss,
Darwin agent for BAT

Griffith: Griffith Todd, Todd’s nephew, appointed to the
telegraph office at Darwin

Hummell: J F Hummell, captain of the Bengal

Little: John Little, Telegraph Master at Port Darwin
Milne: William Milne, Member of the Legislative Council
Mitchell: Alexander Mitchell, surveyor

Osborne: Commander Noel Osborne, BAT representative

Patterson: Robert Patterson, engineer appointed by the SA
Government to take charge of the Northern Section

Squier: John Squier, BAT Superintendent in Darwin
Sweet: Rosetta Sweet, wife of Samuel Sweet
Sweet: Samuel Sweet, then captain of the Larakeeyah
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