
Which Joining Time?
The PMG memorial plaque beside the 
Stuart Highway, Robert Patterson’s 
private diary, Walter Rutt’s diary, 
and Frank Clune’s book Overland 
Telegraph (1955) all plump for around 
3.15 in the afternoon. Against those 
versions, we have John Lewis’s book 
Fought and Won (first published in 
1922), Peter Taylor’s An End to Silence 
(1980), Stuart Traynor’s book Alice 
Springs from singing wire to iconic 
outback town (2016), and possibly 
others, all saying something like a few 
minutes after 12 noon.

We know Edwin (or George) Bayfield, 
Bedford Hack, John Hanns, Andrew 
Howley, John Lewis, Alexander 
Mitchell, Edward Rix, Walter Rutt 
and, of course, Robert Patterson 
were present when the wires were 
joined. Patterson and Rutt kept daily 
diaries, as did Cadet William Crowther although he was 
not at Frew Ponds on the 22nd. Careful perusal of these 
first-hand accounts should help us understand what 
actually happened on that momentous day. However, it 
was some years later that Lewis wrote his book and so his 
recollections might not be as reliable.

Background
By the time August 1872 came around, construction of the 
Overland Telegraph had been in progress for almost two 
years. The Southern and Central Sections of the line were 
complete and operational, and telegraph messages had 
been passing back and forth between Adelaide and Alice 
Springs for eight months, since the beginning of 1872.  
A temporary telegraph hut had been set up 500 km north 
at Tennant Creek, and connection from there to the south 
had been achieved by the end of February.
Successive wet seasons had caused major delays and 
restarts to the work in the Northern Section, and to 
counter these as far as possible, several parties from the 
Central Sections being supervised by Mills, Woods and 
Harvey had pushed the line north beyond Tennant Creek 
once their own work had been completed.
By early August the gap between north and south had 
been narrowed to about 100 km, and with the horse 

express riders Ray Boucaut, Jim and John Lewis, and 
Richard Knuckey bridging the gap, there was already a 
considerable flow of information between Adelaide and 
Port Darwin.

In the week leading up to 22 August, the final construction 
activities were taking place in two areas:
•	Near Frew Ponds (Walter Rutt’s party)
•	Near Lawson Creek, about 95 km to the south of Frew 

Ponds (parties of Richard Burton and Alexander Mitchell)

Both of these areas can be seen near the top and bottom 
respectively of MAP 1. The red line shows the alignment of 
the Overland Telegraph Line. 

The Last Few Days
Walter Rutt’s diary entry of 18 August says: “Howley 
arrived with note from Patterson stating that the wire 
will join at the other end tomorrow.” Andrew Howley 
was the “roving” telegraph operator who was moving 
between the two rapidly-closing ends of the wire and 
could communicate from one or the other line end using 
a field telegraph instrument. The “other end” from Rutt’s 
perspective was the Lawson Creek end and, in fact, the 
“other end” had already progressed more than 10 miles 
north of Lawson Creek by the morning of 17 August 

The Joining of the Wires
There has long been some confusion about the time of day that the two sections 
of the Overland Telegraph Line were finally joined on Thursday 22 August 1872.  It 
appears that the confusion started on that same day. As the celebration of the 150th 
anniversary of that event draws near, careful analysis of the field diaries of those who 
were actually present has shed light on the timing.  
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Map 1: Google Earth view showing the locations of Frew Ponds, where Walter Rutt’s party 
was working, and Lawson Creek, where the parties of Burton and Mitchell were working 
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and was moving steadily northward (deduced from a 
combination of entries in Patterson’s diary). 

Meanwhile Rutt’s own work was still in progress. His diary 
entry for 19 August says “Poling completed at 10 to the mile” 
ie, his last pole – THE LAST POLE – was sunk on that date, 
close to Frew Ponds, but those last poles still had to be wired. 
Rutt’s party had also been missing every alternate pole 
to get the line working as quickly as possible and so the 
LAST POLE is described in this context. In fact, the infill 
poling continued until it was completed on 30 August (as 
recorded in Rutt’s diary entry) with some of Burton’s and 
Mitchell’s men assisting with it as well.

Then on 20 August Rutt wrote: “Wire complete except one 
mile from north end to 8½ miles on Mitchell’s survey.” So 
he had 7½ miles left to wire – very close to Frew Ponds. 
The 1½ days that it took between the 20th and midday on 
the 22nd meant the wiring had to proceed much quicker 
than the normal three miles per day but it is nevertheless 
plausible, and Cadet William Crowder reflected the day 
after it was all over that both Rutt’s and Burton’s wirers 
had been working on it by then (entry for 23 August):

The wire was joined yesterday at 12 oclock on plain by 
ours & Rutts wiring parties & communication through. 
But as Mr Patterson who was at Rutts camp wanted to 
be at the joining of this great line he had it cut down 
there & another joint made but ours & Rutts wirers are 
the real joiners.

(Crowder hadn’t been there on the day and so he had got 
the story from someone else, and got it a little wrong, 
because Patterson was camped at Frew Ponds while Rutt’s 
camp was at or very close to the ceremonial joining point.)

The Ceremonial Joining: 22 August, 3.15pm
Patterson had a sense of occasion and was keen to make 
an event of the very last join which would mean that 
finally Adelaide could “speak” across the entire continent 
to Port Darwin, and he had prepared accordingly. He had 
arived at Frew Ponds, which is 4½ km west of the joining 
point, on the night of 20 August and had arranged at some 
point (likely on the 21st) for the line abreast of Frew Ponds 
to be cut to make the ceremonial joining point – see Map 2.

On the morning of 22 August, Howley arrived at the Ponds 
to see Patterson, who recorded: “Howley arrived about 
nine this morning with the information that the wiring 
parties would meet about noon …”. This noon timing is 
corroborated by Lewis in his book, though he confuses 
Howley with Harvey, and his overall description of the 
events of the 22nd is very brief, as is Rutt’s.

So, Patterson proceeded at 10 am for the ceremonial 
joining point with Mitchell and Howley, and they arrived 
shortly before 11. He wrote: “At noon Howley who had 
fixed his instrument in place announced that the wiring 
parties had met and that he had communications with 
Tennants Creek.” The wording suggests that the join just to 
the south of him (in this case by Rutt’s and Burton’s wiring 
parties) – the Last Wirer’s Join (near Frew Ponds) – had 
only just happened. Then:

I determined to make the last join at 3pm in order 
to give Adelaide due notice. I sent a message to the 
Governor informing him that I would make the last 
joint at 3, and congratulating him on the inauguration 
and completion of the undertaking …

He also sent a message to William Cunningham (the Acting 
Superintendent of Telegraphs in Todd’s absence) informing 
him that he would make the last joint at 3.

Shortly before 3 o’clock I received a message from 
the Chief Secretary requesting in the absence of the 
Governor that I would join the wires without delay ... I 
then at 10 minutes past three proceeded to unite the 
wires – The party assembled to witness the making of 
the last joint had become increased by that time by the 
addition of Rutt, Rix, Bayfield, Hack, Lewis and Hanns 
[Hands], half of the number seized hold of one end of 
the wire and the other half the other and stretched with 
might and main to bring the two ends together but all 
their force could not bring the ends together by two 
feet – I then attached some binding wire to one end and 
the moment I brought it to the other the current passed 
through my body from all the batteries on the line and 
I had to yell out and let go amidst the laughter of all 
around – The next time I proceeded more cautiously 
and used my handkerchief to seize the wire with and 
in about five minutes I had the joint made complete 
and Adelaide was in communication with Port Darwin 
and would have been with England had not the cable 
broken down. We then drank success to the overland 
telegraph and fired off not 21 guns but 21 rounds from 
our revolvers …

Corroboration is provided by Walter Rutt’s diary entry:
Aug 22 Thursday. Rode with Rix to Frew’s Pond and 
thence on to line where Mr. Patterson made last joint 
at 3.15 p.m., and received congratulations to self and 
men from the Chief Secretary in the absence of the 
Governor.

The likely source of the confusion
Between the joining point and Adelaide at that time 
there were at least eight intermediate telegraph stations. 
Depending on the signal quality along the line, any Morse 
code message might have to be received by ear and re-
transmitted manually onward by one or more of the duty 
operators in tandem. This could take a considerable time, 
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Map 2: Google Earth view showing the locations of Frew Ponds, the 
Ceremonial Joining Point and the Stuart Highway monuments
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so even a priority message might take the best part of an 
hour to get from one end to the other if the line quality 
was poor on the day.
The authorities in Adelaide were being kept informed 
of progress by telegraph, and we can be certain that 
anticipation of the big event was building.
When Howley determined at noon that he had contact 
with Tennant Creek, it was clear to him that the line to 
the south was complete. It is highly probable that the 
same message had also been sent further south, and 
that Adelaide knew as well, perhaps an hour or so later 
depending on the line quality between Tennant Creek and 
Adelaide.
Although it was closely followed by Patterson’s message 
that 3 pm would be the final joining time, Chief Secretary 
Ayers would first have got the news that the line work had 
been finished at 12 o’clock (oblivious until a few minutes 
later of Patterson’s ceremonial arrangements), and that 
became the signal for the flags and bell peals to break 
out, and the time to be duly recorded for history by the 
reporters for the SA Register. 
The news was out, and he was politely asking Patterson to 
get on with it. Fortuitously, his message took until shortly 
before 3 to get up to Frew Ponds, so that Patterson’s 
ceremonial event could proceed as planned and 
connection across the continent would be complete.
Noting that Lewis’s book was not published until 1922, 
there is a good chance that he relied upon the public 
memory to record his simpler version and its timing, and 
that other authors have followed. 
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Overland Telegraph Joining Point memorials on the Stuart Highway: 
the Obelisk was erected by the PMG Department in 1954 and the  
interpretation panel behind was placed by Engineers Australia in 

2012 on the 140th anniversary [Photo: Richard Venus 6449]
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