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A Family Connection in Adelaide

Hundreds of people were involved in the construction of the Overland Telegraph
Line (OTL) and now, 150 years later, thousands of their descendants will, we hope,
look back with pride at their achievements. Charles and Alice Todd’s great-great-

granddaughter, Susie Herzberg, provides this reflection.

The Overland Telegraph story was

a huge part of my family history.

| am very aware that it is the family
history of many of my extended
family. Today, in 2022, | know that
there are some 12 of Charles and
Alice Todd’s great-grandchildren still
living, most of whom are enthusiastic
Todd aficionados. In my generation,
there are some 60 great-great-
grandchildren of whom the twenty or
so who live in Australia would all be
well-aware of the role of their great-
great-grandparents, and there are
now well over 100 triple-greats and
countless 4x-great-grandchildren to
whom we continue to tell our stories.

Growing up in Adelaide in the 1950s
and 1960s, Todd and the telegraph
were all around us. From an early
age, we knew what the Observatory
was, and the GPO, and that our great-
great-grandfather had worked at both
places. At home and at school we had
learned that the Overland Telegraph,
which joined Australia with the world,
was an epic endeavour of endurance,
exertion, and efficiency.

Todd’s youngest daughter Lorna (Aunt
Lorna) was still alive then (she died in
1963) and the source of many almost
fanciful stories for my family and

our cousins. We visited Aunt Lorna
regularly at her rather dark villa on
Park Terrace, Wayville (now Greenhill
Road). | well remember filling buckets
with her mandarins in winter or
apricots and grapes in summer. On
our birthday, she would send a money
order for 2/6 or possibly one of her
own books.

Until late in her long life, Lorna was
still writing occasional reminiscences
for Adelaide newspapers, or

being taken somewhere for a
commemoration event. We seem to
have kept scrap books of her articles
and newspaper photos.

Tea Party at the West Terrace Observatory
Standing: Prof William Bragg and Gwendoline Todd,; seated: Charles Todd, Charlotte
Elizabeth (Lizzie) Todd and Alice Todd; sitting front: Maude Todd and Lorna Tod(d,
aged about 9 (probably taken in 1887, just prior to Lizzie’s departure from Adelaide)
[Stephen Gillam-Smith collection]

We had caught the old Ghan to Alice
Springs, which we knew was named
after our great-great-grandmother,
and on visits to the Flinders Ranges
and outback sheep station, we were
told that this was the direction that
the OTL team travelled.

Todd’s puns were regularly repeated.
My memory is that we all knew about
the “Without my tea I'd be odd” or
the Orroroo post office only two
letters story before we could spell or
even understand what they meant.
Both Lorna and our Aunt Pat (Fisher)
regularly told the story of how little
Alice Bell sitting under the table or
behind the sofa or beside the fire on
a bearskin rug told the serious young
Charles that she would marry him.
Pat (like my mother) had spent hours

with Lorna throughout her life and
had dozens of stories ready for an
eager group of nieces or nephews:
Todd and the ghosts, Todd and the
Aboriginal people who found great
use for telegraph insulators, Lorna
making up the weather forecasts
when her father was away ... so many
stories. Lorna and Pat were great
story tellers, but not scientists, so we
knew that Todd tapped out Morse
code messages but didn’t know how
this worked, nor how the Telegraph
itself worked.

While Lorna and other family
members regularly donated docu-
ments, photographs, diaries and
letters as well as Todd’s instruments
to various government collections
over the years, various bits and pieces
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were given to family members: Todd’s
deed box, Todd’s leather-bound
catalogue of electric cables, Voltaire’s
Histoire de Russie inscribed on the
front piece: “Alice G Bell, From C.T.
1854 June 24” which Charles had
given to Alice prior to their marriage,
a silver napkin ring and numerous
framed family photos. My sister Judy
owns various of Lorna’s treasures
such as a mother-of-pearl inlaid table,
a pair of Victorian lustres, and odd
pieces of Victorian jewellery.

Most of Todd’s family, except Charles
Junior and Lorna (both of whom had
no children), and their own children
left Australia to return “home” to

live in England. After World War |,
when my Australian grandfather Guy
Fisher met Alice Squires, who was the
daughter of Todd'’s eldest daughter
Lizzie, in Cambridge and enticed her

to come to Australia, a line of the Inside the gates of the West Terrace Observatory, ¢ 1908; this was the Todd family home from
Todd family resumed its connection February 1860 until the retirement of Charles as Government Astronomer at the end of 1906
with Adelaide. [State Library SA B 22750]

It was Pat Fisher in particular There are many other families who

who kept the family in England so had ancestors who worked on the

connected to the Adelaide Todd line, who have their own histories

descendants. which are equally significant to

them. There are also many people
interested in South Australian and
Northern Territory history who have
researched the different histories

of the Overland Telegraph and of

Throughout fifties and sixties
numerous English cousins came to
visit: Squires, Braggs, Caroes, Alice
and Marsden Terry, and Smiths. One
after another they would travel to

Alice Springs on the Todd pilgrimage. Charles Todd.
John Caroe has a strong memory of Like many Australians of European
visiting the Alice Springs Telegraph descent, | am aware that our stories
Station in the 1960s and telling the only tell one part of colonial history.
woman behind the till in th? shop | have taken the occasion of the
that he was one of the family to be sesquicentenary to try to discover
met with a groan and the response, more about the history of the
“Oh, not another one”. relationships between Todd and those
In more recent years, the visits of who worked on the line and this
Todd cousins not only from England country’s First Peoples. (We hope that
but also from South Africa, New this website will be able to provide a
Zealand and Canada has continued. link to this history.)
Together with successive generations Aunt Lorna Todd in 1962
of Australian Todd descendants, they [Stephen Gillam-Smith collection]
have travelled to Alice Springs. Some
have roughed it, camping en route
to The Alice; some have followed the
route of the Overland Telegraph and
documented their adventures like
Alice Thomson in her 1999 book The
Singing Line. Others have travelled
in comfort on the Ghan railway,

Charles Todd'’s deed box

and others have flown in for brief
visits. All learn a little more about
the construction of the Overland
Telegraph and the life and times of
Charles Todd.
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