
Todd’s Middle Name
Charles Todd was born on 7 July 1826.1 Perhaps unusually 
for the time, he was given no other names and the clerk 
completing the registration of his birth left this in no doubt 
by filling in the rest of the space on the form with a hand-
drawn line.

The idea that he had a middle name seems to have started 
in 1946 in an attempt to explain the origin of the name 
of the Heavitree Gap which is the southern entrance to 
Alice Springs through the MacDonnell Ranges. An article 
appeared in the Proceedings of the Geographical Society 
of Australasia, 1945-6, saying that the Gap had been 
named after a large gum tree or the Todd family estate in 
England.2 Far from having a “family estate”, at the time 
of Charles’s birth, the Todds were living in quite modest 
circumstances in Islington, an inner borough of London.3  
In 1949, in an article about Alice Spring’s history, an 
anonymous correspondent to the Centralian Advocate 
referred to the Postmaster-General of South Australia as 
“Charles Heavitree Todd”.4 The genie was now out of the 
bottle.

This error was unfortunately given credence by the British 
journalist Alice Thomson. A descendant of Todd (and 
named after Alice Todd), she came to Australia in 1997 
with her husband and followed the route of the Overland 
Telegraph. The Singing Line, her account of their travels, 
was published in 1999.5  

Heavitree Gap was named by William Mills, a surveyor 
with the Overland Telegraph construction party, after his 
school in Devon.6

The Society of Electrical Engineers
There are two errors in the statement that Todd was a 
Fellow of this Society which unfortunately appears in the 
Australian Dictionary of Biography article about him which 
was written in 1976.7 There is no such body as the “Society 
of Electrical Engineers”. There was, however, a Society of 
Telegraph Engineers and Todd was elected a Member – 
not a Fellow – on 10 December 1873. The Society became 
the Institution of Electrical Engineers (IEE) in 18898 and the 
two names have been conflated. IEE did not introduce the 
grade of Fellow until 1966.9 

The error about Todd’s grade of membership can 
be blamed on the South Australian Register which 
announced, in its issue of 10 June 1874, that he “has been 
made a Fellow of the Society of Telegraph Engineers, 
London”.10 (The news took six months to reach Adelaide 
but at least it got the name of the Society right.) The error 
was never corrected and has been copied, no doubt in 
good faith, ever since. 

Todd was elected a Fellow of many prestigious societies 
and perhaps people just expected him to be a Fellow of 
the engineering body. These days, too, being elected as a 
member of professional body is relatively commonplace 
and can occur with appropriate qualifications and some 
basic experience. In Todd’s day, however, being elected a 
Member indicated that you were recognised by your peers 
as being at the pinnacle of your profession; lesser mortals 
might be admitted as Associate Members. Among civil 
engineers, for example, there were many recognised as 
AMICE but relatively few MICE.   
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Charles Todd: Biographical Errors
Two errors persistently creep into accounts of Charles Todd’s life. The first is that 
his middle name was Heavitree; the second is that he was a Fellow of the Society of 
Electrical Engineers.
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