
During the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line, a
telegraph operator travelled with each leading work party
so that messages could be sent back over the completed
sections. By 12 July 1871, the Southern section of the line
was working to Beltana1 and on 3 January 1872 the first
message from Alice Springs, in the Central section, was
received in Adelaide. 2

In the Northern Section, superintendent William McMinn
could send a message to Charles Todd from Craven Creek
(north of Katherine) over the telegraph line to Port
Darwin. Here it was written out and sent by ship to
Sourabaya, the main port in Java; then telegraphed to
Galle, the main southern port in Ceylon (today’s Sri Lanka),
where it was written out again and forwarded by the
regular weekly mail steamer. Dated 27 March 1871, it
arrived in Adelaide 95 days later: regrettably, the news
was that “the progress in erecting the line has not latterly
been so great as was expected”.3 A few months later there
was an even greater disappointment: McMinn arrived in
Adelaide on 8 July to personally advise the Government
that he had cancelled the contract of Darwent & Dalwood,
constructors of the Northern Section.4

The Government had no option but to take on the work
itself. At that time, the colony’s engineering expertise was
found in the Railways Department and Robert Patterson,
assistant to the Engineer-in-Chief, was seconded to the
task of restarting work on the Northern Section and
promised a “handsome bonus” if he could finish it by the
end of the year.5 However, Patterson had just over five
months to construct about 450 miles of line by the 31
December deadline – an almost impossible task -- and
already a (literally) stop-gap measure was being
considered:

Should he fail should the end of the year come and
find a hiatus between the southerly and northerly
portions of the line, it is intended by means of a horse
express service to make the communication perfect
until the gap can be filled up.6

In November 1871, the ships of the Telegraph
Construction and Maintenance Company (TCMC) arrived
at Port Darwin and began laying the cable back to
Banjowangie, the telegraph station at the eastern end of
the island of Java. The cable connections were completed
on 20 November and, for the first time, Australia – or at
least the tiny settlement of Palmerston (today’s Darwin) –
was in direct contact with the world.7 Now it just needed
the overland connection to Adelaide to be completed but
the project was in trouble -- Patterson didn’t have the
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resources he needed to proceed and had requested
reinforcements. His message wasn’t received in Adelaide
until the end of November. The Government reacted
swiftly: along with additional men, materials and supplies,
Charles Todd was sent to personally supervise the work.8

While voyaging around the coast to the Roper River in
January 1872 aboard the steamship Omeo, Todd turned
his attention to bridging the gap with the estafette or
mounted courier.9 A telegraph operator travelled with
each leading work party and could receive a message sent
over the completed section of line. He would then write it
out and hand it to the estafette rider who would take it to
the operator at the end of the other section from where it
would then be retransmitted.

Todd prepared a report, dated 16 February, for Henry
Ayers, the Chief Secretary: it was taken by the Omeo to
Brisbane and sent by telegraph to Adelaide.10 Todd
described his arrival at the Roper River camp and reported
on the progress to date, saying:
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… I fear the wire cannot be connected throughout
under any circumstances before the end of June or
July; long before that time, however, the express
service, which Mr. S. [Stephen] King starts in a few
days to organize, will have established communication;
and as the work advances the time occupied in the
transmission of messages between the termini will be
rapidly lessened. The express service will, I trust, be
established in a few weeks.11

The main business conducted over the Line at this time
concerned the Line itself with progress being shown by
messages received in Adelaide coming from ever further
north. By the end of February 1872, the Line had reached
Barrow Creek (1000 miles north of Port Augusta) and
weather reports from stations along the way were posted
outside the Telegraph Office.12 (Todd had trained and
equipped his operators to make meteorological
observations and these would become the basis of
understanding and mapping Australia’s weather.) By mid-
March, the Line from the south had reached Tennant
Creek and a small party set off from there on 19 March
with despatches for Todd at the Roper River camp. These
were handed over to William Harvey at Attack Creek who
forwarded them to the Roper.13

The heavy rains in the north had eased and Patterson was
finally able to leave the Roper on 25 March. He reached
Daly Waters on 24 April and sent a report south which was
read in the House of Assembly 20 days later on 14 May.
Patterson said that he hoped to be able to establish the
horse express when the gap had been reduced to 150
miles14 which could be covered in two days by a rider.15
However, he didn’t think this would be practicable until
the beginning of August – a statement which caused a
gasp of disappointment in the House (“Oh.”)16 As it was,
the horse express would be established in June, not as
soon as Todd had hoped but much sooner than Patterson
had predicted.
Part of the problem was the availability of horses.
Patterson said there had been “great mortality amongst
the horses on account of the wet season”.17 However, in
May, by a happy coincidence, John Lewis was near
Tennant Creek with “a mob of useful animals”, heading for
Port Essington, at the very tip of the Northern Territory,
where he intended establishing a station. The Government
hired his horses and the services of himself and his two
men,18 the arrangements being conducted by telegraph
and taking a mere three hours to conclude19 – a sign of
things to come!
When Ray Boucaut left Tennant Creek for Daly Waters on 4
June “a European telegram, via horse express, [was] now
daily expected”20 and William Cunningham said he would
“hoist the red ensign on the General Post-Office tower as
soon as he receives intelligence of the return arrival of the
express party at Tennant’s Creek”.21 Boucaut now had 32
horses at his disposal and four men had been sent up from
Barrow Creek.22

On 22 May 1872 Todd had sent a telegram from Port
Darwin to Katherine from where it was carried to Tennant
Creek by Dick Knuckey and telegraphed to Adelaide on 20
June. “The first direct message from Palmerston,” the
Evening Journal announced.23 Knuckey wasn’t a horse

express rider but he had literally blazed the way. Receipt
of Todd’s message encouraged the Adelaide
representative of the British Australian Telegraph company
(BAT), Samuel Knevett, to advertise a through-service to
London on 22 June.24

“The gap is a little over 200 miles; diminishing daily,’ the
Advertiser told its readers and added, “We hope soon to
be able to make the announcement that we are in daily
telegraphic communication with all parts of the globe.”
The horse express would carry messages from Tennant
Creek to Daly Waters with precedence given “to
congratulatory messages from the Governors of these
colonies to the Queen, after which telegrams will have
priority as they are received”.25 Indicating the breadth of
international telegraph network, congratulatory messages
were also sent by their respective consuls to US President
Ulysses S Grant and Emperor William I of Germany.26 In all
30 messages, 23 from the eastern colonies, had been
received by the closing time on 25 June and the first horse
express left Tennant Creek at about noon the next day.27
The paid messages brought in a total of £325 9s 6d – the
first earnings for the Overland Telegraph Line.28
(Queensland was silent. But that was because they were in
discussions with BAT for a rival undersea cable.29)

Charles Todd had reached Daly Waters on 22 June to find
that Boucaut had arrived on the 15th, his ride from
Tennant Creek having taken 11 days. He’d also established
four intermediate relay depots and Todd said:

I see no difficulty in immediate establishment of
weekly estafette. … On hearing of the arrival of Mr.
Boucaut the British-Australian Telegraph Company
appear to have considered the express service virtually
established; and immediately after I reached here
several private messages were received. These,
although irregular, as the line has not been formally
opened, I have deemed it advisable to forward by the
hands of Mr. Boucaut.30

In June 1872, the Bri�sh Australian Telegraph Company was ready
to send the first messages to London
[Evening Journal, 22 June 1872, p2a]
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However, the excitement was short-lived!

The first despatch to bring us the gratifying assurance
that Australia had actually been brought into
telegraphic communication with Great Britain was
delivered in Adelaide on July 2 [1872], its London date
being June 22. This message afforded us but a
momentary experience of the pleasures of electric
communication with the old country, for its bearer
brought the tidings that the cable was broken.31

In a way, this was good news for the South Australian
Government. By missing the 31 December 1871
completion deadline, the Government had been
accumulating penalties at the rate of £70 per day; with an
extra day in February (1872 was a Leap Year) this had
reached nearly £13 000.

Not knowing how long the cable would be out of service,
Cunningham went ahead and advertised that messages for
the next horse express would close on Monday 8 July.32
The rider left Tennant Creek the next morning with 38
messages, including two from Queensland. On 12 July, the
second telegraph line to Port Augusta, dedicated to
Overland Telegraph traffic, was completed. Despite light
rain falling north of Strangways Springs (which could
adversely affect performance), the 1400 mile direct circuit
from Adelaide to four miles beyond Tennant Creek worked
perfectly.33 The horse express between Tennant Creek and
Daly Waters was now bridging the gap in six days and
there was talk of running it three times a week;34 however,
messages were still accumulating at Port Darwin.

Todd and Patterson arrived in Attack Creek “at the
extreme end of the wire” on 18 July.35 Todd, now in
immediate contact with Adelaide, continued his journey
south, inspecting the line, while Patterson returned to the
north to oversee the final stages of construction. The gap
was down to about 50 miles which could be covered by a
rider in a day or two.36 Finally, at 1 o’clock on 22 August
1872 Adelaide received the joyous news that South
Australia’s part of the bargain had been completed.37 Not
even the fact that the cable was still out of service could
dampen the celebrations.

Now it was just a matter of waiting for TCMC to find and
fix the fault. In the meantime, South Australia and the
eastern colonies (with the exception of Queensland)
entered into discussions to run a temporary steamer
between Port Darwin and Java to bypass the faulty cable.
The tender of the Netherlands-India company for £2000 a
month was accepted38 and the service was due to start the
following month. But then on Saturday 19 October the
news came through from Port Darwin that the cable ship
had found the fault and was repairing it.39 And in the small
hours of Monday morning, Cunningham told the Adelaide
newspapers:

Communication with Java was restored at midnight on
Sunday. No particulars received as to nature of
interruption. Line will be available for public business
to-day at 9 a.m. Please notify to public.40

Knevett wasted no time and placed an advertisement in
that day’s Express and Telegraph (the charge for a 20-word
telegram to London would be about $2175 today).41

The first day was relatively quiet.

… a number of messages were received on Monday
morning from India, Batavia, the Netherlands, and
other places, for business houses here and in the other
colonies. Telegrams have also been forwarded hence
to Britain and various distant parts of the world. The
Telegraph Department is now in full work, and after a
long delay has commenced gathering the fruits of its
last and grandest undertaking. His Excellency the
Governor early this morning forwarded a
congratulatory message to the Secretary of State,42
and it left Port Darwin at 10 minutes past 9 o’clock.
Other congratulatory despatches have also been
transmitted, the old ones sent some time ago have
been withdrawn. We are informed that already replies
have been received from Bombay, and there is very
little doubt that English news will be received in
Adelaide in the course of the day.43

During the day, about £300 worth of messages were
received at the Telegraph Office for transmission to
England “and other distant parts”.44 Ironically, the funeral
of Joseph Dalwood, the suspended contractor for the
trouble-plagued Northern Section, took place that
afternoon.45

The first end-to-end commercial message from England,
addressed to a business in Melbourne, passed through
Adelaide on 22 October. The Overland Telegraph Line was
truly open for business.
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On 21 October 1872, the Bri�sh Australian Telegraph Company
declared itself open for business

[Express and Telegraph, 21 October 1872, p2a]
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