
The purpose of this “Telegram” is to outline biographical
details of Carl Kraegen. I am wri�ng from a personal
perspec�ve – Carl is my great-grandfather – but I want to
highlight aspects that illustrate his prior experience for the
important OTL appointment, plus his ongoing legacy
par�cularly as it relates to telegraphy. I will leave details of
the circumstances of his tragic death to what has been
recorded in a number of ar�cles and books, most recently
in Derek Pugh’s excellent book, Twenty to the Mile.1

Carl Kraegen was the first appointed Sta�onmaster of the
Alice Springs Telegraph Sta�on on the Overland Telegraph
Line (OTL). Unfortunately he never made it to take up this
appointment and died of thirst in December 1871, some
100 km south of Alice. Indeed the first message sent on
the OTL from Alice Springs to Adelaide, on 3 January 1872,
contained the sad news of Kraegen’s death.2

Carl was born in Dresden in 1833. At the age of 21 he
emigrated to Australia, together with a friend and fellow
student Gustavus Kopsch, on the ship Courier, arriving in
Adelaide in October 1853. At first they spent �me in
Adelaide and, with other German immigrants, were
Founda�on Members of the German Club established in
1854.3 Seeking their fortune, they then moved to the
Victorian goldfields. However, with their earlier training in
the use of electricity and/or telegraphy, they were ideally
placed to par�cipate in the fledgling applica�ons in the
Australian colonies. Kraegen was later to describe his
voca�on as “Telegraphic Engineer” while Kopsch describes
his occupa�on on his marriage cer�ficate of 1860 as
“Mathema�cal Instrument Maker”. Both undoubtedly had
an excellent knowledge of electric circuitry and its
applica�ons.
Carl Kraegen’s first employment as a telegraph operator
was in Ballarat. Shortly a�er the Sydney to Melbourne
telegraph line was connected via Albury in 1858.4 Carl
moved to the Albury Telegraph Sta�on. In 1860 he was
appointed Sta�onmaster and was to stay on in this
posi�on un�l the late 1860s. Some interes�ng ac�vi�es
and events are recorded concerning his �me there. In
1861 he was charged with erec�ng a “�me ball” on a pole
outside the telegraph sta�on (see page 2) which was
dropped to indicate one o’clock each day. This ball cost 20
pounds to erect but the Council would only provide half
the cost and Carl had to find the balance.5 In October 1867
Carl laid the founda�on stone for a new Telegraph Sta�on
in a ceremony a�ended by dignitaries from both colonies,
including the NSW Governor Sir John Young and Premier
James Mar�n. The proceedings included burying two
bo�les of wine in a sealed container. Some 40 years later,
when the telegraph sta�on was demolished, the container
was opened and the wine ceremonially drunk.6 Next, Carl

is documented as playing a role in organising a German
torchlight procession and other ac�vi�es on the occasion
of a visit to Albury in July 1868 by the then NSW Governor
Earl Belmore and Lady Belmore. Carl claimed at the �me
that he “ini�ated the first thing of the kind in Australia by
proposing the great torchlight procession given in honor of
Sir Henry Barkly by about two thousand miners at
Ballarat”.7 Factual or not, it illustrates the interest he had
in what is a German tradi�on.
Interes�ngly, in Sydney on 11 June 1863 he joined up with
his old mate Gustavus Kopsch to perform the first public
demonstra�on of ligh�ng by electricity in the Australian
Colonies. This used an electric arc lamp constructed by
Kopsch and was set up on Observatory Hill, the occasion
being to illuminate the city in honour of the marriage of
the Prince of Wales. The Sydney Mail recorded, “What
created the most surprise and admira�on was the electric
light at the Observatory … the ships in the harbour were

Carl Kraegen with eldest daughter Minnie, c1870
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clearly defined by the light.”8 Surely a forerunner of today’s
Sydney “Vivid” displays. As an aside, Kopsch was
appointed Chief Mechanician of the Sydney General Post
Office in 1876 and had an impressive career, including
supervising Sydney’s first telephone service.9 Perhaps he
might have visited Carl in Alice Springs had the la�er
survived. Carl was par�cularly concerned with the task of
long distance transmission of telegraphic messages in the
most reliable and cost-effec�ve way – of obvious relevance
to his later appointment to the OTL. A�er Albury and
before joining the OTL team, he served as Telegraph
Sta�on-master in Deniliquin. A note-worthy event was his
sending, on 31 August 1869, an excep�onally long direct
telegraph message. The Ballarat Star said:
We read of a great feat in Australian telegraphy.
Mr Kraegen, telegraph sta�on-master at Deniliquin,
recently succeeded in sending an uninterrupted
message 2700 miles direct, a distance greater than
the great Atlan�c cable between Great Britain and
America. The message was from Adelaide to Nebo,
a distant sta�on in Queensland. The feat recorded
illustrates the admirable working of our Australian
lines.10

To further illustrate Carl’s interest in long distance
telegraphy, the panel (page 4) contains, in his words, the
Preface of a document on the func�onal design of self-
repea�ng telegraph sta�ons.

Family Life
Some brief comments on Carl’s family life – again with its
sad side. He married Emma Lassen in Melbourne in 1860
and, while in Albury, they had three children, Minnie,
Edward and Alice. However, Emma was to die from a
ruptured ulcer, aged 29, in Goulburn in June 1871, five
months before Carl’s death in the desert. Thus the three
children, aged 5 to 9, were orphaned. Efforts were made to

get dona�ons for their upbringing,11 the SA Government’s
contribu�on of 150 pounds per annum being regarded as
quite inadequate.12 The children remained in Goulburn
under the care of their maternal grandparents.
Edward Charles Kraegen
Carl probably had a posthumous indirect influence on
telegraphy in Australia via his son Edward Charles Kraegen.
Although only 7 when Carl died, Edward wanted to follow
in his father’s footsteps. In 1878 he became a telegraph
messenger at Parrama�a Post Office and in the following
year was promoted to cadet telegraph operator at the
Sydney General Post Office. As his career advanced, he
was elected inaugural President of the Post and Telegraph
Officers Associa�on of NSW in 1889. In October 1900,
a�er Federa�on, he was elected President of a conference
of delegates from the Post and Telegraph Associa�ons of
the different colonies and Tasmania to consider amalga-
ma�on.13 Edward went on to become a Commonwealth
Public Service Inspector in 1910, serving in SA, NSW, and
briefly in New Guinea.
In another connec�on with telegraphy, also present at the
October 1900 conference as a delegate was a telegraphist,
Louisa Margaret Dunkley. She and Edward were later to
marry in 1903. Louisa, my grandmother, was a strong
advocate for women’s rights and equal pay and, in 1900,
she set up the first all-women union in Australia, the
Victorian Women's Post and Telegraph Associa�on.14
The federal parliamentary seat of Dunkley in Victoria was
named in her memory in 1999.
Edward was anxious to locate his father Carl’s burial site
that had been lost over �me and, in 1926, he made an
a�empt to locate it, travelling by camel north from
Oodnada�a. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful.
However, Carl’s headstone was located in 1962 by my
father Frank Kraegen and brother John with the help of an
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The author with grave constructor Mike Sahariv, 1966
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Aboriginal man fromMaryvale Sta�on who had remembered
seeing a headstone.15 The NT Government then arranged in
1964 for a monument, incorpora�ng the headstone,16 to
be constructed by a surveyor Mike Sahariv, an affable
Bulgarian in their employ. I later visited the site, now
known as “Kraegen’s Grave”, in 1966, together with
Sahariv and the journalist Mungo MacCallum (Mungo
claimed Sahariv was known locally as the “Bulgar from the
Mulga”).17 Although the OTL had long since gone, we were
able to verify that Carl’s last moments were indeed along
the old OTL as we found wire, iron collars and broken
insulators close by. The iron collars from the original long-
gone �mber poles were par�cularly impressive (see image
above), and were s�ll springy a�er over 100 years in the
desert. On a subsequent visit in 2003, with my wife
Rosemary, kindly facilitated by Barry Allwright, a photo-
grapher and historian from Alice Springs, we found several
more collars which we took to the Alice Springs Telegraph
Sta�on.

May Carl Kraegen be remembered on this 150th
Anniversary of the OTL comple�on and of his death.

Note: For consistency I have used Carl Kraegen as his name
throughout: however, it appears for many years that he
used Charles as an alternate first name (including all his
�me in Albury) and the document in the panel is authored
by “Chas Kraegen”. Chas is a common abbrevia�on for
Charles. Perhaps he was trying to “anglicise” himself – who
knows!

1. The restored grave site in the lonely desert 2. An iron collar from a
wooden telegraph pole at the site 3. The gravemarker 4. A camel
train passes the grave in the early 1900s [Kraegen family collec�on]
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Descrip�on of a Self-ac�ng Repeater with
con�nued Main Ba�ery Circuit
Author Chas W I Kraegen

Telegraphic Engineer
Why do Telegraph lines in Australia work o�en
inferior?
Because they are generally worked in too long a
circuit.
Is there no remedy at our disposal to prevent it?
Yes, there is a remedy and it can easily be adapted
at a small expenditure and will cause o�en a great
saving of �me in the dispatch of messages.
If the weather is wet, foggy or other difficul�es arise
to prevent messages being transmi�ed at long
distances, they have to be retransmi�ed at
intermediate Sta�ons, and therefore all the �me is
lost, which is occupied at such a Sta�on in receiving
and retransmi�ng messages to the far distant
sta�on for which they are intended. The remedy to
avoid such delays is by sending the message by a
Self-Ac�ng Repeater, the construc�on of which I will
herea�er describe which causes the instruments
themselves to retransmit without aid and loss of
�me. The benefit gained by such an arrangement is
far greater than the expenses that have to be
incurred to make some addi�ons to the Instruments
at present in use. In re-transmi�ng messages by
hand, errors are liable to be made, as the a�en�on
of the Officer so at work, may be drawn away. But if
the Instruments repeat themselves, errors are
impossible. At Repea�ng Sta�ons where two
officers are required, one only would be necessary
to perform the work, and a saving of salaries would
be effected.
In Europe telegrams are never re-transmi�ed by
hand – not even Submarine Cables would form an
obstacle on their route, but all messages are sent
direct to the Sta�on they are intended for by means
of Self-Ac�ng Repeaters. No Telegraph line should
be worked in con�nued Circuit for longer than two,
at the utmost three hundred miles. Beyond that
distance a Repeater should be in Circuit and as
many as are required even if the line is 2000 miles
long. The benefit of having no longer a distance
than two or three hundred miles in direct circuit is
to avoid much resistance which would be
par�cularly caused by having a great number of
Relays in con�nued Circuit. The Telegraph lines in
the Australian Colonies being worked with
Con�nued Main Ba�ery Circuit, the Repeaters have
to be differently arranged to those of “Working
Circuit”.

Note: The actual descrip�on with diagrams is not
reproduced here – it’s quite technical and deteriorated
but a copy can be made available. If you are interested,

please contact Edward W Kraegen at
ekraegen@me.com
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