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— Casualties

Both the weather and the sheer physical construction effort placed a lot of stress on
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the builders of the Overland Telegraph. Whether very hot and dry, or hot and very
wet and humid, much of the time the climate took a toll. Charles Todd reported later

that casualties through sickness and death were surprisingly light. Perhaps he was too
detached from the real action.

Charles Todd reported to the South Australian Parliament
in 1884, some years after the event, in particular relation
to the OTL that:

[Casualties] were, however, very few; and considering
the number of men employed, and the nature of
their work under a burning sun, or exposed to the
torrential rains and storms of the tropics, the health
of the different parties was remarkable; in fact it may
be said we had no longer sick list than would be found
with an equal number of men employed in the settled
districts. Much of this freedom from sickness and
disease was, doubtless, due to the ample provision
made in fitting out the parties with the best provisions,
tents, hammocks, &c. ... !

While the diary record for the Darwent and Dalwood
northern expedition is limited, Sidney Herbert, who was
there, noted in relation to the 1870/71 wet season:

... as the wet season was in full swing, there was much
sickness about 2

When it came to the Government-run northern expedition

of 1871/72, with which Todd was more directly involved,
there was ample evidence of severe illness, and it is

hard to believe that Todd could have dismissed the topic
so summarily if he had made any effort to question his
officers.? If their ailments were at all representative of the
wider situation within the northern construction parties,
the disease and ill-health situation there must have been
quite precarious.

Sickness

Walter Rutt
Second-in-command and Overseer, northern expedition

Robert Patterson, 12 December 1871, at Rutt’s camp King
River: “Found Rutt laid up with a bad attack of dysentery.

The descriptions of these events which occurred
during the preparation and construction of the
Overland Telegraph Line (OTL) are sourced from the
field diaries or memoirs of the following expedition
members who were there on the spot:

William Crowder

Alfred Giles

Sidney Wellington Herbert

Johannes (John) F Mueller

Robert Charles Patterson

Thomas Frederick Smith

Clearing vegetation in the jungle near Darwin
[Nllustrated Adelaide Post, 10 July 1872, p1]

He has been ill for three days and looks very bad.” *
Patterson, 13 December: “Rutt too ill to leave his tent.”

Patterson, 19 December, again at Rutt’s camp King River:

Left Rutt’s camp at 10am saying goodbye to him and
his party and wishing them a happy Christmas. Rutt

is nearly well again, but he is shockingly reduced. He
looks as if he were wasting away and he is certainly
the most haggard looking man of the whole expedition
—he has brought his belt down to the last hole so that
he cannot make it any shorter and there is then room
to stuff a four pound loaf inside it when he has it on.

Patterson, 29 March 1872:

| am very worried about [Rutt] and his party. Rutt has
been most seriously ill throughout the wet season and
is now going about on crutches.

Sidney Herbert, referring to the Rutt camp during the
1871/72 wet season: “There was much sickness in the
camp.” ®

Stephen King Jr
Overseer, exploration party, northern expedition

Stephen King was probably suffering from severe malaria.
William Crowder, 8 June1872: “Mr King much worse.” ¢

Patterson, 10 July 1872, at Burton’s Depot in the
Ashburton Ranges:
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“Stephen King is still ill and is
confined to his bed which latter is
a piece of tarpaulin on the ground

”

Crowder, 28 July: “Mr King getting
better but awfully thin.”

Crowder, 7 August: “Last night Mr.
King had a relapse, and is very bad
again.”

Crowder, 23 August: “Mr King too bad
to move yesterday.”

Herbert, early September 1872: “S.
King now an invalid ... we hardly
recognized our old friend and hero,
for he had altered so much after his
long illness.” 7

Robert Patterson
Commander, second northern
expedition

On 17 November 1871 at the
Katherine River, Patterson was very
unwell all day, and fainted in the
evening and had to be carried into
the tent. Advice was sought from
Dr Millner in Port Darwin over the
telegraph. Brandy was prescribed,
but there was none. Next an enema,
but again none in store, so in the
end the doctor ordered perfect rest
and enjoined Inspector Foelsche®
to do the best he could. The rest

of the party caught up on the 18th
when “Rix administered 3 doses of
chloroform and ether which did me
good at time but effect soon passed
off and it was dangerous to give me
more.”

Patterson was in bed all the next
morning. This incident was probably
an early episode of the malaria that
Patterson suffered repeatedly over
the dry months of 1872. It seems the
supply of quinine was spasmodic.

Patterson, 11 July 1872, at Burton’s
Depot in the Ashburton Ranges:

... | felt very faint and before |
could do more than stretch out
my hands gropingly to Mr. Todd

| fell heavily to the ground ... Mr
Todd was horribly alarmed as

he could not feel the slightest
pulsation and he shouted out
for help, calling for the doctor,
before many minutes both the
doctor and the water arrived and
| was borne into the camp on the
shoulders of six stalwart fellows,
placed in my hammock, ether
and chloroform administered

internally and mustard poultice
on my chest externally.

Patterson, 20 August 1872, on the way
to Frew Ponds:

... rode in the express wagon
being driven by Mitchell ...
travelled 27 miles today ... when
within ten miles of the camp,
ague and fever set in and | was
obliged to be laid in bottom of the
trap and covered with blankets.
The road was horribly rough and |
suffered great agony.

Injuries

Injuries on the other hand were not
as common, considering the heavy
physical work and the prevalence of
firearms, axes and the like, not to
mention saltwater crocodiles. One of
those relatively rare events was:

Fred Mole (or Moles or Moule)

Patterson, 10July 1872, at Burton’s
Depot in the Ashburton Ranges:

Learnt that Moule had met with a
serious accident at Attack Creek,
an Enfield rifle in a bullock dray
went off accidentally and the ball
went through the shoulder and
came out at the back.

Herbert: “This accident occurred near
Newcastle Waters, and was caused by
the contact of the rifle trigger with a
bush.”?

Dr Renner was kept busy, particularly
as he had to move long distances
between his patients.!?

Crowder, 30June 1872:

Dr. Renner with buggy and
Newton arrived, and attended

at once to Mr. King, he reported
Stretton very bad, he brought the
buggy to take King back but now,
he is going on to Attack Creek
tomorrow to attend to Moles ...

Deaths

Nine deaths were reported during
the OTL project, not including
others that occurred after August
1872. Strangely, Charles Todd only
reported five to the Parliament and
only three of those (Kraegen, Palmer
and Harcus) by name.!! Although
there were numerous confrontations
with Aboriginal people during

the construction, none of these
deaths was attributed to attacks by
Aboriginal people.

Dr Frederick Renner, c 1868,
appointed medical officer for the
Overland Telegraph
[State Library SA, B6147]

Jack Reed
Died on the Roper River, December
1870

Reed’s death occurred during voyage
of the Gulnare to the Roper River to
investigate the possibility of using it
as a supply route for the Darwent and
Dalwood expedition.

Herbert, recounting the
circumstances in his memoir:

From 15 to 20 miles above the
jetty, there is a splendid reach of
water, which bears the name of
Reed’s Reach, as a melancholy
tribute to the memory of Mr. John
Reed, who one night was sleeping
there in his mosquito netting on
the ship’s boat, from which he
was dragged by an alligator.”

Alphonse Nienaber
Died at No 2 Depot near Pine Creek,
20 June 1871

Herbert, shortly after leaving Adelaide
on the Omeo in August 1870:

It was acknowledged that | was
the youngest member of the
expedition. There were three
others from two to three years
older, viz William M. Edwards,
Robert Carruthers, and Alphonse
Nienaber all sons of influential
people about Adelaide. We were
well known on board as the four
youngsters. !
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Herbert, after Nienaber’s death:

Alphonse Nienaber the second youngest member

of the Darwent and Dalwood’s expedition had been

ill with fever, followed by epilepsy. He died at No. 2
Depot 30th June 1871 [other sources say 20 June] and
was buried there.™

Alfred Giles:

The police troopers dug a grave and made the coffin.
We buried poor Nienaber on some rising ground
across the creek on the north side, under a beautiful
fern palmtree. The funeral service was read over the
grave by Mr. J. MclLachlan.’

Charles Palmer
Died near Central Mt Stuart, 4 July 1871

Thomas Smith, 4 July 1871:

C Palmer our cook died suddenly on the Hanson Creek
Central Mount Stuart, cause of death palpitation of the
heart. He was warming himself over the fire and fell
backwards lifeless. The man that had been unwell so
many times was in the camp otherwise | should have
had suspicion that he had been killed by the natives.

| despatched a messenger to main camp with the sad
news; also along the line work was suspended. The
news of his death cast a gloom over all his mates. We
turned to and sunk a grave along the Line and made a
good coffin and buried him on the 5th of July, 1871. All
hands followed him to his last resting place. Mr Jarvis
read the burial service. He leaves a wife and one child.

Thursday, 6th July. | put a strong substantial post and
rail fence and a bottom wire around the grave. !¢

John Bowman
Died near Collett Creek, 4 November 1871

Patterson, 4 November 1871:

... Inspector Foelsche ... had ridden ... to inform me of
the death of one of Hack’s bullock drivers — Bowman
who had died that afternoon. Bowman was driving his
team up to within an hour of his death. The cause of
death is not known but was | think sunstroke.

Memo from John Little, 15 December 1871:

John Bowman, bullock driver, from Newcastle, died
4th November from sunstroke.!”

Report from Patterson, 26 January 1872:

One of the teamsters named Bowman, from New
South Wales, had died suddenly two days before

[4 November 1872] — sunstroke being supposed cause
of death.'®

Jeremiah Harcus
Died in the vicinity of Birdum Creek, December 1871

Patterson, 20 December 1871:

Was very sorry to learn ... that one of McLachlan’s men
who was looking for some stray horses lost himself,
and although diligent search has been made for him
no trace of him has yet been found. He has now been
lost for ten days and has not been near any of the
known waters ...he has been supporting his mother an
old woman in Sydney ...

Robert Patterson (left) and an unidentified man at the grave of
Daniel Kavanagh near the Roper River
[Taylor, 1980, p138]

Carl Kraegen
Died near the Hugh River December 1871

John Mueller, 20 December 1871:

Young came back about 11 and our worst fears about
Kraegen were realized. He had found the body of
Kraegen ... about 2 miles from the camp ... In the pm 5
or 6 of us went up to the line ... A grave was dug about
15 yards to the west of the line ... We wrapped him in
one of his blankets and Boucaut reading a part out of
the Church of England burial service he was interred,
we afterwards put up a railing and some bushes and
an inscription at the head ..."”

Daniel Kavanagh
Died at the Roper Landing, 5 March 1872

Crowder, 25 February 1872: “One of the men Cavanagh
very bad with fever.”

Tuesday. March 5th. Poor man D. Cavanagh died at

9 o’clock am, | went to see him, & | never saw a man
so fallen away in my life, Tom Lee his mate stuck to
him like a brother during his illness. He came out
here in the same ship that | did the “Antipodes”. | lent
Mason a hand to make the coffin which was got up
very nicely, being properly shaped & covered with a
blue blanket, the lid was lined with zinc ... with which
a very nice zinc breastplate on which Mr Mitchell
printed his name & age. He was buried at 5.30 p.m. All
the camp attended. Johnson read the service being a
Catholic. A large bullock bell was tolled.”

Patterson, 6 March 1872, on return to the Roper Landing:

| learnt with much regret that Kavanagh, one of my
best men died yesterday morning and was buried the
same evening. He had been ailing for some time.

Thomas Hawkins
Died at Union Camp 23 March 1872

Patterson, 6 April 1872, at MclLachlan’s (Union) camp:

| was sorry to learn of the death of Thomas Hawkins
one of Hack’s men — He died on the 23rd March at this
camp.
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Edward Privett
Died at Providence Knoll, 31 March 1872

From Herbert’s memoir:

One of our men Edward Privett died here from
scurvy. He was a tree mate of mine; by this | mean
for companionship sake the head of his hammock
and mine were tied to the bole of the same tree. He
was a grey headed old sailor who often entertained
me with yarns about his voyages and adventures.
Several looked after him during his illness but | was
his chief attendant ...The body of the poor old man
was tenderly sewn up in his hammock as at sea. It
was placed on a telegraph hand barrow, and carried
by four mess-mates to the grave dug at the foot of a
pretty tree within sight of the camp. Mr Rutt read the
burial service. A wooden slab was erected, bearing an
inscription and guarded by a strong fence.

Patterson, 10 April 1872, at Rutt’s camp:

| went to see Edward Privett’s grave who died on the
31st March — 10 days since. He was a great favourite
in the party and the men have started a subscription
for his wife and family. He leaves a large family — His
kit sold for over £20, the men giving fanciful prices for
everything that belonged to him ... a box of matches in
small tin box 15/- and so on ...
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