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Amidst the ardour with which
geographical research has been patronized and prosecuted in
almost every other portion of the globe, it is a subject of
surprise and regret that so little anxiety should have been shown
by geographers, and even by men of science in general, to
increase our knowledge of the interior of the Australian
continent. But so it is,—that land of anomalies may still
be said to be almost a terra incognita; and, limited as
may be the information which we possess of its internal features,
yet, with the conviction that some concise notice of the way in
which that knowledge has been progressively acquired will not
prove altogether uninteresting to the Geographical Society, I beg
to lay before it, in a brief view, the results of the several
expeditions, which have been employed in inland discovery since
the first settlement was formed at Port Jackson; to which I have
added, a few occasional remarks on the different routes which
have been pursued, and which will be further illustrated by the
accompanying map.

To that fine settlement, in whose internal prosperity and
advancement I have, during my long residence among its
inhabitants, ever felt a lively interest, I shall consider myself
as having rendered no small service, if what may appear in the
following pages should induce this society to promote, by such
means as it may have at command, the more extensive examination
of the interior of New South Wales. We possess colonies, on its
eastern and western shores, which are daily exciting more and
more interest in this country; and, should the tide of emigration
continue to flow, as it has done for some years past, new land
must be thrown open to meet the wants of the settlers.

It would appear that, from the earliest periods of the
settlement at Port Jackson, there were not wanting individuals of
skill and enterprise to undertake the task of inland
discovery,—of whom it may suffice to mention the names of
Bass, Caley, and Barrallier. But their utmost endeavours to
penetrate beyond the Blue Mountains were entirely defeated by the
difficulties with which they had to contend, and which,
ultimately, obliged each party, after suffering great fatigue and
privation, to return with the full conviction of the utter
impossibility of passing to the westward of so formidable a
barrier,—an opinion, which appeared, at that period, not a
little supported by the fact, that such of the aborigines as had
become known to the colonists, were totally ignorant of any pass
to the interior, through that elevated chain of mountains.

A period of twenty-five years thus passed away without any
information being gained as to the breadth of the Blue
Mountain-ranges westerly, or the aspect of the country beyond
them. At length, in 1813, the colonists were visited by a most
distressing season of drought, in which the country, from the
sea-coast to the base of the hills, was burnt up—the
secondary water-courses entirely failed, and the cattle of the
colonists, hemmed in on all sides, died in great numbers for want
of pasturage. Out of evil how often does good arise!—for
these most distressing circumstances were the means of opening
the country, and saving the colonists. Three enterprising
individuals, Messrs. Blaxland, Wentworth, and Lawson, were
induced, at this period, to unite and employ their best exertions
and experience, in making one other attempt to penetrate through
that chain of mountains, which had been considered, for so many
years, an impregnable barrier. With this determination they
ascended the mountains near the Grose River (a tributary to the
Hawkesbury), and by keeping steadily in view, that, which no
preceding explorer had ever once thought of, namely, the fall of
the waters into the Warragumba on the one side, and into the
Grose on the other, they maintained their position on a main
range, which although, from its intricate windings, it oftentimes
obliged them to follow a course opposite to that which they had
intended to pursue, nevertheless enabled them, by adhering to it
closely, eventually to penetrate to a distance of twenty-five
geographical miles, due west, from the Nepean River, to a
terminating point in those mountains. After having
traversed a bleak and dreary waste, by a route exceeding fifty
miles in length, it may be readily conceived with what joy these
laborious travellers beheld, from the rugged brow of this
precipice, a grassy, well-watered vale, which appeared to extend
some miles to the westward,—a failure of provisions,
however, obliged the party to retrace their steps back to the
colony. On this occasion, their example being followed up by Mr.
W. Evans, Assistant Surveyor, by order of the Government, that
fine pastoral country, the Downs of Bathurst, and the rivers
Macquarie and Lachlan, were shortly afterwards discovered. During
the following year (1814) a practicable line of road was
constructed, by convict labour, over mountain-ridges, which in
some parts have been since ascertained to be three thousand four
hundred feet above the level of the sea; and thus was thrown open
that extensive range of sheep and cattle pasturage, which has
since been of such immense value to the colony.

The encouraging results which attended this enterprise,
naturally suggested the propriety of sending an expedition to
explore the newly-discovered streams, which, although they were
nearly eighty miles asunder at the points where they were first
met, it was nevertheless expected would be found to unite in the
interior, and become a river of considerable magnitude, running
to the sea. The late Surveyor-General, Mr. Oxley, was accordingly
dispatched, in the winter of 1817, to trace, in the first place,
the course of the Lachlan; and, having myself just arrived in the
colony, I most gladly accepted an invitation to join, under so
able and intelligent an officer, the first expedition which was
undertaken for the purpose of exploring the interior of the
Australian continent.

The River Lachlan, as will be remembered, was followed by the
party through a flat inhospitable country, and so far from its
forming a junction with the Macquarie, it was found not to
receive even a single tributary stream in any part of its long
and tortuous course, which, with great patience and perseverance,
Mr. Oxley explored beyond the westernmost range of hills to an
interior, a dead level, forming a chain of plains, which appeared
alone bounded by the horizon—their ample surface bearing
the very evident proofs of being, in seasons of continued rains,
extensively inundated. Over these Australian steppes,
which were not more than two hundred and fifty feet above the
level of the sea, Mr. Oxley pushed his way westerly, in his
further examination of this river; and, notwithstanding the slimy
nature of their surface, and the distressed condition of his
horses, he was, nevertheless, enabled to continue his journey
upwards of one hundred miles to the westward of the last rise or
hill-like undulation of that part of the interior, before his
progress was arrested by extensive and impassable morasses, the
river (if worthy of the name at that extremity of his journey)
having divided itself into several small channels, and its water
having become perfectly stagnant, and unfit for use. This
termination of the labours of the expedition, westerly, occurred
in longitude 144½° E.; and during the stay of the party at that
remote station, besides the many astronomical observations which
were taken to determine its position, the rising amplitude was
observed, as at sea, which gave 7° 25' easterly variation. Of the
extent of those vast levels the party could form no just idea. In
the direction in which the expedition had proceeded down the
river, namely, from N.E. to S.W., a chain of plains, destitute of
trees, extended for upwards of one hundred and thirty miles; and,
at right angles with that line of bearing, namely, from N.W. to
S.E., the flat country appeared alone terminated by the horizon.
Still, however, it must be observed, that where the mind and the
sight are alike fatigued by the monotonous character of the view
around, the traveller naturally becomes impressed with the idea
that the extent of the open country he is traversing, is far
greater than it is in reality.

With a reduced stock of provisions, and at a distance of more
than four hundred miles inland from the colony, Mr. Oxley
commenced his journey homeward, little thinking, that could he
have penetrated but twenty miles farther to the S.W., he would
have arrived at the Morrumbidgee River, at that time not known in
any part of its course, and only recently ascertained (although
long-supposed) to receive the drainings of the Lachlan Marshes.
It may here be worthy of remark, that, in retracing their steps
over those wet unhealthy levels to the hills which skirted them
on their eastern side, Mr. Oxley and his party repeatedly
witnessed, in the morning before the sun had risen many degrees
above the horizon, the singular appearance of the mirage,
or the extraordinary effect of refraction upon those apparently
unbounded plains. In one direction they beheld, with surprise,
the few straggling trees, the line of which separated one expanse
of plain from another, with their rounded heads suspended in the
air, being apparently separated from their trunks by a watery
medium; whilst in another were distinctly traced, on the verge of
the distant horizon, an outline of hills, with pointed or conical
summits, and bluff precipitous terminations. These, however, had
no actual existence; for, no sooner had the day advanced, than
the cones became truncated—the aërial ridge began to break
and dissolve, and the whole soon afterwards disappeared. After a
severe march of six days, the travellers regained the rising
grounds, and crossing the Lachlan with some difficulty, by means
of a raft, they quitted that turbid stream altogether, which had
become suddenly swollen by floods from the eastward. The party
now shaped a more northern course homewards, than they otherwise
would have done, in hopes of meeting with the long-lost Macquarie
River, which they had not seen since they quitted Bathurst, the
downs of which it waters. All travellers, in exploring new tracts
of country, are subjected more or less to sudden vicissitudes: in
this expedition to trace the source of the Lachlan, these were
numerous, and oftentimes of a distressing character. The simple
mention of one of these changes, arising out of the circumstances
of the country, may here suffice. Five weeks were employed in
traversing those steppes over which the waters of the Lachlan are
dispersed, and on no one occasion, during that period, did the
party meet with a dry spot, on which to encamp at the close of
the day. On the contrary, comfortless as it really was, still,
having been for sometime accustomed to accommodate themselves to
circumstances, they cheerfully sought repose from the fatigues of
the day, upon any part of those wet plains, where exhaustion, and
the approaching night, had obliged them to halt.
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