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Map 1: Showing the path of the Overland Telegraph Line and the loca�on of the depots
where the Northern Sec�on par�es were working

The following early excerpt from
Walter Ru�’s 1871-1872 diary is one
of the many illustra�ons of the
complexi�es that were forced on
the Northern construc�on par�es
by the orders that they must all
proceed to Port Darwin, the delayed
arrival of the ships there, and the
heavy, sandy ground and complete
lack of water on the rela�vely short
25 mile sec�on of the route
between the Katherine and King
Rivers. This was where the work
carried out by Darwent & Dalwood,
under the supervision of William
Paqualin, had ground to a halt five
months before, some 200 miles
down the Line.
On 8 September 1871, Robert
Burton’s construc�on party had
been the first to leave from the
Southport jumping-off point, 40 line
miles south of Port Darwin. Some
weeks later, Ru� was s�ll stuck at
Southport, unable to start for his
sec�on because of the shortage of
stock to carry his party and supplies.
A teamster Donolly had gone
missing near Southport some days
before and search par�es including
three Aboriginal men had been sent
out. Four days later, Donolly
returned of his own accord, safe but
disoriented.

October 2nd [1871] – Monday – Mr. Hack went to
Tumbling Waters [2 miles from Southport, on the main
route] to build a stockyard for the loose horses being
brought round by Mr. Bayfield. Sent Barlow to repair line
at angle where Southport branch joins the main line [1
mile away].
S�ll shoeing horses. There being only one smith here now,
only 7 were shod today – One horse, who was fetching
water, injured himself by kicking against the trace hook,
and was brought into camp with a cut in one of the main
arteries of the thigh. Had the artery �ed, and a pitch
plaster applied.
At 4pm, the Larrakeeyah arrived [from Port Darwin/
Palmerston – 7 hours around the coast] with Messrs.

Pa�erson, Murray, Squire and Dr. Millner [the Government
medical officer in Port Darwin], the la�er having come to
enquire into the loss of Donolly – in the evening Glacking
returned accompanied by Sheedy, whomMacLachlan had
sent back in the place of the man returned to him.

Heard from Mr. Pa�erson that Burton has been compelled
to abandon 25 miles [4 tons] of wire at the Catherine, as
his teams are dead beat; also that he has sunk in two
places between the Catherine and the King to a depth of
55 feet [17 metres] without finding water. I am to take on
the wiring party of Sec�on 1 [this Sec�on no�onally
extended from the end of the Darwent & Dalwood poling
at the King River to a point about 40 miles north of Daly
Waters] with me, and leave them to complete the part
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already poled, if possible, before Mr. Hack’s arrival on the
work. This is the result of heavy loading, but in Mr.
Burton’s case we had no op�on, owing to the delay in the
arrival of the vessels from Sydney and Newcastle. [the last
ship, Laju, arrived four weeks a�er the Omeo]
October 3rd – Tuesday – Mr. Hack was out all day a�er
horses lost from the Darwin [River], but in vain.
Some more horse teams arrived at Tumbling Waters, and
the horses were yarded there.
Owing to the delay in my star�ng through non-arrival of
stock, we determined to send on Garcia with his wiring
party at once with horse drays only. He will require 3
horse drays and 1 spring horse dray to carry his wire and 3
weeks’ ra�ons for 11 men when he leaves the Catherine
Depot [160 miles away from Southport] where Burton has
le� the wire and insulators. He therefore takes as far as
the Catherine part of Mr. Hack’s party’s ra�ons and some
addi�onal ra�ons to be le� at the depot.
Mr. Pa�erson returned to Palmerston in the Larrakeeyah,
accompanied by Dr. Millner and Mr. Squire, at 8pm. In
reply to le�er from Dr. Millner, I gave him for the
informa�on of the Government Resident an account of the
loss and recovery of the man Donolly.
October 4th – Wednesday – Started 4 horse drays with 3
horses each under charge of Mr. Garcia to complete the
wiring from the Catherine to the end of the poling [23
miles] - Loaded 3 of his drays with a part of the ra�ons and
tools &c belonging to the party for Sec�on 1, and his
spring dray with spare ra�ons to be le� at the Catherine
Depot. The first 3 dray loads with the excep�on of what
he consumes on the road and what he will require before
Mr. Hack overtakes him, he will leave at the Catherine
consigned to Mr. Hack. The loading of the spring dray will
replace a por�on of what I should otherwise have had to
take to supply the Catherine Depot and Mr. Stapleton’s
Sta�on with ra�ons. Gave Garcia a memo to this effect –
his party numbers 11 all told including Beckwith to be
replaced by Swan or Hawkes when I overtake him.

The Overland Telegraph Construc�on Party at Southport with the dis�nc�ve twin rakedmast
of the schoonerGulnare behind [State Library of SA, B9763]

Mr. Hack came in from stock hun�ng
and reported horses all right, bullocks
seven missing.

October 5th – Started off Mr.
Macaulay, my sub-overseer, to White
Hawk Jungle [ 11 miles down the
Line], with six bullock teams loaded
with wire, in order to get them
separated from the large mob of
ca�le now accumula�ng about the
Darwin [River] and the Tumbling
Waters.

The Larrakeeyah arrived in the
a�ernoon with Mr. Pa�erson and Mr.
Li�le (in charge of Govt. Telegraph
Sta�on at Palmerston) – Mr. Bayfield
having arrived in the morning with
full account of the horses and
bullocks on the road, we held a
consulta�on in the evening which
lasted un�l ½ past 2 at night, and
with much regret came to the

conclusion that it was absolutely necessary to abandon
the immediate construc�on of the line on Sec�on 4 [the
sec�on farthest south, between Renner Springs and
Tennant Creek – star�ng some 480 miles away - that
Burton was a�emp�ng to reach and construct], and to
slightly shorten the remaining sec�ons, as it would
otherwise be impossible with our reduced quan�ty of
transport power to relieve the further sec�ons un�l long
a�er the par�es would be out of provisions.
We have been gradually driven to this conclusion as we
have heard from �me to �me of the con�nual losses
among the stock and the weak condi�ons among the
survivors, and the news from Mr. Burton, who is at the
Catherine, sta�ng that from his being overloaded several
of his teams had broken down, put a final stop to any
hopes that we had entertained of successfully struggling
through the difficulty. It would be madness to push on to
the extreme southern limit of the work with the certainty
of Burton’s party running out of ra�ons, and the high
probability that they would have to fall back before
accomplishing a stroke of work ...
... By abandoning one sec�on Mr. Hack with the spare
teams will be able to reinforce all the par�es with ra�ons,
but only one fortnight before they will have consumed all
that they carry with them – of course this will delay the
final conclusion of the work by some months, and it will
be necessary to send for more supplies from Adelaide –
The gap between Sec�on E and the southern end of our
work must be bridged meanwhile by a horse express,
supplied from the members of Mr. Burton’s party.
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