Overland Telegraph
150th Anniversary
1872-2022

OT-150 TELEGRAMS No 6
Recriminations!

With construction of the line finally completed, Charles Todd and Robert Patterson
returned to Adelaide from different directions: Todd riding down the line and Patterson
travelling by the steamer Omeo around the coast. Both could have received their due

shares of the accolades that followed but Patterson’s unguarded comments to officials
in two states resulted in a nightmare of adverse publicity for him that took a very long
time to fade away. And what Patterson lost, Todd gained in spades.

The Omeo first stopped over in Brisbane for a day and
a half on the way home. Queensland had been out-
manoeuvred in the wheeling and dealing at the outset,
and there was a considerable antipathy in Government
circles toward South Australia as a result.

When the Omeo docked, Patterson was approached by a
reporter for a Brisbane paper, though he said some weeks
later that he had “most positively declined to supply any
information whatever about the line, nor did [he] enter
into any conversation on the subject.” * However, on

31 October 1872, when he was in the city, he had “a long
interview with Cracknell” (Queensland’s Superintendent
of Telegraphs) and a half-hour appointment with Chief
Secretary Palmer and Postmaster-General Prior, followed
by a meeting with old friends at the Public Works office.?

On 8 November, the Brisbane Telegraph said, “From
information obtained from Mr Patterson, we learn that
the makeshift line at present in use is so badly ‘built’ that
there is no possibility of relying on it for any lengthened
period.” * The article went on at length to elaborate on
the imagined consequences, including for good measure
that it would be a very fine thing if a second cable were
laid from Java to Normanton to back up the “temporary”
South Australian line.

Several things appear salient here:

e The Telegraph leader would have been written by the
newspaper’s editor, not the reporter, and took a week to
emerge in print.

e Cracknell was the government officer whose standing
was most affected by the original granting of the project
to South Australia, and who had attacked them jealously
and vehemently at the time for stealing the project from
Queensland, with Todd responding in kind and at length.

¢ Given Patterson’s sense of the propriety of high office,
it does not appear to have occurred to him that the
destructive rumours that were so damaging to him could
have originated in the Queensland Superintendent’s
or the Premier’s office. If it did, he thought better of
suggesting it - perhaps he was too proud to admit that
he had been done over.

Had this simply been a sensational scoop by the
Telegraph reporter, it would have appeared in the press
much sooner. The very fact that Patterson reported a
long interview with Cracknell and later a half-hour with
Queensland’s top political operator (with the PM-G

as note-taker?) suggests instead that Patterson was
unwittingly dredged at length for any mud that might
stick, no doubt under the guise of an opportunity for a
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The construction crew at the Roper landing, photographed by
Captain Samuel Sweet in 1872; the three men in the centre
foreground are Alexander Mitchell, Robert Patterson, and

Charles Todd [State Library SA PRG 742/5/87]

congenial discussion and first-hand account from a senior
manager of the project. And so, with careful crafting at the
highest levels, to the Telegraph’s editor.

At about the same time as copies of this newspaper
started to filter through to South Australia a few weeks
later, Patterson, who was now back in Adelaide, had a
chance informal meeting in the street with a local MP
(Charles Mann, the member for The Burra), during which
he gave honest and open answers to the Member’s
questions, as he would be expected to do. The latter
announced sensationally in Parliament on 30 November
that he had it on good advice that the line had been
shoddily built, though he apparently declined to name his
source.
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Todd, who was rightly aggrieved about the aspersions
being cast around, wrote to the Chief Secretary on

2 December rebutting the claim, being genuinely “quite
at a loss to conceive, how, or by whom, such reports
originated”. When he was sent a copy of the Telegraph
article implicating Patterson on 6 December, he passed it
on to the Chief Secretary.*

Meanwhile, the story and its apparent source had been
gaining traction within the wider public because, on

5 December, several of Patterson’s officers arranged to
meet with him to present an address of support for him.*
The meeting was attended by Richard Burton, Walter
Rutt, Stephen King, Alexander Ringwood, Bedford Hack
and Edward Rix. They were, of course, also concerned
about their own reputations, but all were effusive in their
support. After presenting the formal address on their joint
behalf, Burton opened the remarks:

Mr Burton remarked that they had all felt grieved

at the tone of public opinion and the press with
regard to Mr. Patterson, and he thought that that the
proceedings of that day would tend to remove the
unfavorable impressions in the public mind, for he
was sure there was not the slightest ground for the
opinions which had been formed.

An element which had caught the public imagination, and
was the paramount issue for Patterson rather than any of
his officers, was the matter of whether Todd had actually
succeeded where he had failed.

Mr. Ringwood quite coincided in what Mr. Burton had
said, and remarked that it was quite an erroneous idea
for the public to suppose — as it seemed they did — that
Mr. Patterson’s expedition would have been lost had it
not been for Mr. Todd, and that it was a blessing when
Mr. Todd went up to the party. He knew the public had
been led to believe this; but from what source he did
not know.

In proposing the toast toward the end, Rutt remarked:

... that during the long time they had been with Mr.
Patterson they had learnt to esteem him for the
courtesy and gentlemanly bearing he had ever shown
towards all the officers and men. Mr. Patterson had
exerted himself in every way, and undertaken every
labor that would conduce to the successful completion
of the work. In fact, no man in the expedition had
travelled so far upon the work, or worked more
zealously. He begged to propose “Health and
prosperity to Mr. Patterson” (Hear, hear.)

On 10 December, Patterson conferred with Todd, as he had
been unable to arrange an audience with the Government
on his own behalf: “I have waited in the office until

2 o’clock in the hope that the Government might send

for me with a view of obtaining an explanation or report
from me on the subject.” ® Todd apparently believed his
story and wrote accordingly to the Chief Secretary on

the next day, though in his own words, unofficially (“...

and while | rejoice to be able to exonerate Mr. Patterson
of all intention to disparage the work...” 7). It seems that
Todd, being in charge of the overall project, was also quite
content to be in the position to control and judiciously add
to the information conduit to the Government.

Whilst acknowledging that he had made some remarks to
friends in Brisbane, Patterson insisted he had said no more
than was in his formal reports which were already on the
public record as South Australian Parliamentary Papers.
He said much the same thing about his conversation with
the Member for The Burra, and had to repeat his defence
again many times over. He denied vehemently that he

had denigrated the workmanship — after all, he had the
management responsibility for it so why would he?

The underlying substance and source of the reports
seemed to be that despite all the good work, it was

well established that the wooden poles in the northern
section would need replacement with iron very soon

if the line were to be reliable. He, more than Todd or
anyone else had experienced its frustrating unreliability
in late 1871,% and as a result had pushed Todd very hard
while they travelled together to get that happening. Todd
had ultimately taken his advice and, through crafting his
position to the Government as a combination of short
term actions “that are best done while we still have men
on site” and “an annual maintenance program”, he had
managed to get it funded.

Noting the timing, it is possible that Patterson on first
stepping ashore back in civilisation in Brisbane was not

up to speed with the state of progress on this, so it seems
unlikely that he would have chosen to deliberately inflame
the issue there. He was more likely without motive and
simply naive in allowing himself to be probed on this
sensitive subject, thinking that getting the re-poling
exercise under way was now a done thing.

Whatever the case and whatever his words, they had
engulfed him spectacularly.

All the overseers (not just the northern ones) next got
together in Adelaide and formed a deputation to Todd
on 17 December, almost all being careful not to implicate
Patterson, but every one of them determined to refute
the accusations and assert that they and their men had
done a noble job. Patterson himself had said as much
earlier (though he certainly wasn’t at the meeting). Todd
in his inimitable way, noted that a deputation to the Head
of a Department was perhaps an unusual course, but

he thought a proper one in the circumstances. He then
proceeded to record the overseers’ testimonies in every
detail, compiled them together in a report, and sent it
off to the Chief Secretary. It later became a four page
Parliamentary Paper.®

Patterson had nowhere to go. Todd unsurprisingly was
faint in his support, and did nothing when Patterson had
to plead multiple times with the Government to release
his share of the bonus. Having approached the Chief
Secretary personally in January and eventually laid his case
out formally with the appropriate degree of humility, he
finally persuaded the Government in May to relent and it
gave him his £500.%°

As it turned out, there were, as Patterson might have
predicted, numerous breaks in the line during the early
period after it was opened, most of them caused by the
weather, fire and termites. It was not the workmanship
that Patterson had been attacking and Todd and the
Overseers so vigorously defending, but the inability of
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the timber poles and ironbark pins to withstand the
natural forces. Patterson was a railway man, steeped in
the philosophy that iron and steel were the materials that
made things last.

Charlie Johnston, who was the first stationmaster and
telegraphist at Powell Creek, kept a diary which included
his time at Powell Creek for the period from October 1872
to October 1873. Over that 12 month period, he recorded
18 line breaks resulting in about 29 days that the Line

was out of service somewhere between Port Darwin and
Adelaide, and 58 other occasions when operation was sub-
optimal due to line leakage — meaning that messages had
to be manually repeated by another operator or sent very
slowly to get to their destination.

Todd’s repeated arguments in December 1872 and
January 1873 that only a small proportion of the wooden
poles needed replacing straight away and some could

be retained long term alternately with iron poles seem
apocryphal now — by the end of 1883 when Richard
Knuckey reported to the government on progress with
the re-poling program, there were 19 009 iron poles in
the ground, with plans to replace another 8977 in the
ongoing program. The rest other than a tiny handful were
transferred onto railway (iron) poles.

The “stability” episode, as it became known, perhaps more
than any other, may have set the tone for the subsequent
historical treatment of Patterson’s contribution to the
OTL. He would be remembered not for his achievement in
holding the complex project together, but for apparently
disowning the work after the event and putting himself

at odds with some of the men he had shared so much
with. Todd, on the other hand, was far more socially and
politically astute in crafting his story than the younger
man at the time, and gained stature not only from his own
successes, but from Patterson’s as well.
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