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"Now lads, what say you; shall we make for the head of Finke
Creek or turn back?"

"Push on of course. We will never get a more favorable season.
There is plenty of grass and water, and what more do we want. Old
Mills would never forgive us if we failed now after the expense he
has gone to in fitting us out."

"I am with you Ted," broke in a third man, addressing the last
speaker. "Let us make a name for ourselves and no doubt a fortune
also when we have the chance. Twice we have been beaten back by
unfavorable seasons, and now that we are this far and the country
looking so splendid, why should we retreat without seeing what is
beyond this salt delta."

"I am quite ready to go on, but I wanted your opinions on the
point. We all know what a strange country this is. Twenty four
hours brings the most extraordinary changes sometimes, and almost a
step leads from an oasis to a desert. We are four hundred miles
from the station now and it must be some hundreds of miles to the
place we want to reach," answered the first man who was apparently
the leader.

This conversation look place on the 5th of September, 1870, in
one of the most desolate regions it is possible to conceive. The
locality was about thirty miles north of Lake Eyre[1] and in the
western portion of that terrible stony desert in which the
explorer, Stuart, and his party nearly perished in 1846. There were
four men in the temporary camp, and their object was to seek out
new pastures for squatter Mills in that practically unknown
district lying about four hundred miles to the north-west of the
Great Salt Lake region of which Eyre was the centre. Finke Creek
took its rise almost in the centre of Australia, and it was
surmised that at its source would be found fertile uplands or
valleyed ranges with perpetual fresh water. That the season was
favorable for such a quest could be noted even in that sterile
desert in which the camp was pitched. In spots small patches of
green vegetation were discernable which the six horses of the party
were busy cropping. This in itself was evidence that the rainfall
had been unusually heavy but further confirmation was given by
numerous small hollows which were partly filled with fresh water.
This being found in the desert was presumptive proof that further
on the natural surroundings would be still more suitable for the
exploration intended.

The leader of the pastoral expedition was named Edward Strangway
and those with him were Michael O'Halloran, William, Daniel, and
Thomas Stanley. It was Strangway who put the question of proceeding
to his companions, and his surroundings were discouraging enough to
excuse his query. Towards every point of the compass stony
desolation stretched which even the tiny spots of green shrubs
could not relieve. At midsummer, and during seasons of drought the
prospect would be appalling and, as an experienced bushman
Strangway well knew that the return journey would probably be
exceptionally severe. Even the beneficient rainfall had failed to
attract animal life to the basaltic waste, and the genius of
silence seemed to brood over all.

The voices of the men as they engaged in conversation sounded
unearthly on the solemn evening air. In that cemetery of nature
hilarity or enjoyment appeared to be as much out of place as
revelry in a village churchyard, and even the hardy explorers were
impressed with their surroundings. They had no fire, for that
barren district did not yield wood, and as they sat or lounged at
the cheerless camp they spoke in low tones. Twice before they had
made expeditions into the unsettled districts, and on the last
occasion they nearly perished with thirst. No expense had been
spared in fitting the party out, and so far as food and a few
luxuries were concerned they were amply provided.

It will be readily understood, however, that with such land
expeditions where the difficulties of transport are so great it is
practically impossible to take along a large supply of water. The
travellers must be dependent to a great extent on the country they
traverse for that necessary of life. Consequently Strangway and his
companions, from the indications presented to them of a good water
supply were quite justified in their determination to push on.
Finke Creek itself when reached would furnish abundance of water.
This continental water-course ran into the Diamentina or Warburton
river which emptied itself into Lake Eyre.

By a continental river or creek is meant a stream that does not
reach the sea, and all those of Central Australia are of that
class. Some of them are at certain seasons of the year swollen to
enormous dimensions, and something of a mystery is attached to the
gigantic volumes of water which are thus thrown into the lakes or
marshes of the interior. Lake Eyre has a score of these streams
running into it, and some of them, such as Cooper's Creek and the
Diamentina Diver pour incredible quantities of water into that
great basin. At Cooper's Creek, for instance, a flow of water two
miles wide and twenty feet deep has been seen for weeks at a time
going to the lake.

No doubt a great deal of this is taken up by evaporation under a
torrid sun, but assuredly nine-tenths of it soaks into the
earth.

Geologists are now convinced that Central Australia holds a vast
underground sea at a considerable depth below the surface. Artesian
borings along the route of the overland telegraph line, and at
outlying stations prove this, and furthermore it has been
discovered that at a certain depth the water is perfectly
fresh.

Central Australia is in fact a vast basin much lower than the
coast lines. On the eastern side there is an elevated plateau
averaging two thousand feet above sea level, and comparatively near
the coast. This slopes abruptly towards the centre of the
continent.

On the western side the elevation is not more than one thousand
feet, and the slope to Central Australia is consequently more
gradual, and large streams except in periods of flood are not often
met with.

As civilization extends back from the coast the subterranean sea
of the interior will, no doubt be tapped by artesian wells, and as
an authority on the subject says, the interior of Australia will
not be doomed to perpetual sterility.

On that 5th of September, 1870, the four men who sat round their
cheerless camp in the stony desert did not dream of such a
transformation. At the most they thought that a few squattages
might be formed inland. Waving fields of golden corn, the hum of
industry, and the prattle of children which is now within
measurable distance rising in those solitudes would have seemed to
them like the fevered dream of a prophetic enthusiast. Yet even at
that time, the great overland telegraph line from Adelaide to Port
Darwin was being constructed, and on its course it tapped many
fertile spots.

After a short silence the conversation narrated in the beginning
of the chapter was resumed by Stanley, asking how long it would
take to reach the western edge of the desert.

"Two days at the most if nothing unfavourable happens," replied
the leader. "We should get to 'Big Creek' (Diamentina River)
then."

"We may have some trouble to cross it if the rainfall has been
heavy up north," interjected O'Halloran.

"Not unless it has been very recent," replied Strangway.

"It appears to have been, judging by the indications around
here," broke in Daniels.

"Thunderstorms perhaps. If I don't mistake we will have one
to-night, but they don't as a rule cover a large area," said
Strangway, looking towards the west.

There was every sign that the leader's prediction would be
fulfilled. An ominous looking pall of black clouds shrouded the
western sky, and at times a lurid glow broke through them, but the
storm was far away, as no sound of thunder could be heard.

"That may not come this way," Daniels remarked.

Even as he spoke, the first low growl of the celestial cannon
could be heard, and it was evident the storm was approaching, and
at a rare pace too. The party carried with them two tents and light
frame work, on which to stretch them, and these which had been
erected were more firmly secured.

The horses were caught and brought closer to the camp, where
they were tied to some jutting rocks. Like experienced bushmen as
the party were, the horses were placed at some distance from each
other so that if by chance the lightning might strike one of them,
the remainder would escape.

It was nearly nine o'clock when this was done, and the
electrical storm was fast approaching. The night was extremely
dark, and the sight presented weird and extraordinary in the
extreme.

The desolate level waste with its occasional petrified
projections, afforded a magnificent view of the warring elements,
and allowed the storm clouds to sweep onward with tremendous
speed.

As they got nearer the camp the whole western heavens appeared
to be a sheet of fire, through which darted in serpentine curves
brighter streaks of flame. The roar of the thunder was continuous
and deafening, and it was soon apparent that the camp was right on
the track of the storm. The blue light which illuminated the camp
in ghastly fashion, showed the terrified horses vainly tugging at
their secure fastenings in their attempts at escape.

"I don't like the appearance of this," Strangway cried to
O'Halloran, who was next to him. "We are right in its track, and
these tents may attract the lightning."

"Let us get away from them and lie on the ground some distance
off," O'Halloran replied.

"Yes tell Daniels and Stanley what we are going to do," answered
the leader.

This, O'Halloran did, but Daniels only laughed at the
suggestion.

"No fear, I am going to stop where I am. What is the tent for if
not to keep the rain off. There is not the slightest fear."

Leaving Daniels behind, the three men went about fifty yards
from the tent, and lay flat on the ground, and in a few minutes the
storm was raging over them. The wind was blowing in cyclonic
fashion, but not a drop of rain fell.

A 'dry' thunderstorm is the most terrible and dangerous of all
natural electrical phenomena, and in such a place the danger was
increased.

O'Halloran had taken his position about thirty yards from the
first horse, and the animal was frantic with terror. In the
continual blaze of light he could see that it had almost freed
itself from the rock to which it was tied, and he slowly made his
way towards it. He had scarcely traversed half the distance when a
streak of solid fire seemed to fall in front of him, and half
blinded as he was, he saw the horse smitten to the earth. At the
same moment the fire appeared to gleam past him, and he was thrown
violently backward. For a full minute he lay half stunned, and then
a cry from Strangway, who ran to his aid, caused him to look in the
direction he pointed. The tent where Daniels lay was in flames.
Staggering to his feet he followed the leader to the burning tent,
where Stanley had preceded them. In a few moments they tore down
the burning cover but they knew there was no hope for the inmate.
Almost before they accomplished their task, the rain clouds burst
and a perfect deluge swept upon them. Had it come ten minutes
sooner it might have saved the tragedy. The water fell in sheets,
and almost blinded them, but it soon passed over. As the roar of
the fast departing thunder got lower and lower, the men got a light
after some difficulty, and examined Daniels. He was as dead as the
rocks around. His clothes were burned to a tinder, and his body
charred and blackened to the hue of ebony.

As the storm swept away, Strangway rose to his feet, and looking
after it said, "It has gone, but it carries a human life with
it."
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For a few moments Strangways' companions remained silent, and
then O'Halloran said, "Yes, and a good life too. There never was a
better or a braver comrade. Oh, why didn't he leave here when we
asked him?"

"That wouldn't have saved him. His time had come and he had to
die. There is no use struggling against fate.[1q]" Stanley, who was a
fatalist, interjected.

"Oh, that's nonsense," answered O'Halloran. "If a person
believes that he or she will never make an attempt to save
themselves, we should take all precautions."

The argument was cut short by Strangway saying, "Let us carry
the body into the store tent. It looks as if the night would be
wet."

Wrapping the corpse in the remains of the partly burnt tent the
three men reverently carried their dead comrade to the other tent.
The night was exceedingly dark, and to increase the discomfort rain
fell heavily and persistently until long after daybreak.

None of the party, even if they had been desirous could get any
sleep, as there was no available shelter. Shortly after daylight
they excavated a grave for the unfortunate Daniels and laid his
body in it. There was no time for sentiment, even if the explorers
had been inclined that way, for they wanted to push on and get out
of the horrible desert as soon as possible. They severely felt the
want of a fire, and so far as they could see there was no wood in
the vicinity. After placing a number of stones in a peculiar
position so as to mark the last resting place of their late comrade
they struck the ill-fated camp. The loss of the horse was not of
much consequence though they would rather have had it as an extra
pack. Rain fell heavily throughout the day but it did not interfere
greatly with their progress. Fortunately for them the ground was
not of that rotten nature so often met with in Central Australia
and which during heavy rainfalls is the terror of the explorer or
overlander. Shortly before darkness set in it was seen that
Strangway's estimate of the desert limit was correct.

Away to the west could be seen the dim outlines of a low wooded
range and this could be reached the following day. The best
possible provision was made for the night's comfort, but it was
cheerless enough. During the march a few dried shrubs and small
roots, laid bare by the heavy rain, were found and brought along.
With these a fire was made large enough to prepare tea and this hot
beverage was exceedingly welcome to the travellers. The hope that
next evening they could have as large a fire as they desired was
also consoling. The night was almost as miserable as the preceding
one, and with the first gleam of day the march was resumed.

The western boundary of the desert was reached a couple of hours
before sunset and the party came out on a thinly wooded low range.
A halt was immediately made and the luxury of a huge fire indulged
in. It was the first they had for a week and as the recent heavy
rainfall had soaked nearly everything they possessed, it was a
perfect boon to them.

For two days they remained at this place in order to give the
horses a chance to recover themselves. Food was abundant for the
animals, and their masters also obtained a few birds and small
mamalia.

On the third day a start was made for the Diamantina, and it was
soon found that the route was not an easy one. The great rainfall
had converted some of the open plains into huge quagmires, and in
some cases they were absolutely dangerous to cross. The gaping
rents in the earth, made during seasons of burning drought were
filled with a soft mud, into which the horses plunged at the
imminent risk of breaking their legs. To prevent this long detours
had to be made, and what under ordinary conditions would have been
one day's journey, occupied three. Numerous sheets of water were
met with, and on these were invariably found wildfowl, which were
very acceptable to the members of the party. The fact that the
season had been an unusually wet one was proved by large numbers of
young ducks, swan, and other aquatic birds being met with. In the
arid interior this is not often the case, except where permanent
water exists. As the Diamantina was approached it became apparent
that it must be in flood. Numerous water-courses were met running
towards it, and they were mostly carrying 'bankers[2].' With great
difficulty several of them were crossed, but at last one was
reached that carried an immense torrent. It was not deemed safe to
attempt this, and it was decided to follow it down to its junction
with the river.

About noon on the fourth day, after leaving the edge of the
stony desert, the explorers suddenly came out on a bend of the
river, and then for the first time, a strange sound like the
rushing of wind through a forest fell upon their ears. There was
only the slightest breeze blowing, and the few scattered clumps of
stunted trees ahead were not agitated in the least.

"That sounds like a storm coming up from the west," O'Halloran
said.

"There isn't a cloud on the sky. Perhaps there is a waterfall
along this creek," returned Strangway.

"A waterfall?" broke in Stanley. "May be it's the river in
flood."

"Of course, of course. That's what it must be. I have been told
that such a sound as this accompanies these great floods inland,"
the leader said.

"We hav'nt had a chance to see any of them yet," was
O'Halloran's reply.

"No, we would have been pleased to come on one last year,"
Strangway answered with a slight shudder, as the memory of his
sufferings from thirst recurred to him.

As they proceeded there was no doubt left on their minds, that
the sound they heard was made by water, and not by wind. It was not
like the roar made by a cataract, but rather the steady
irresistible flow of an immense volume of water with a very slight
fall. It was near sunset when they came in view of the river, and
the sight was truly grand and awe inspiring. They had struck a spot
where the great Finke Creek junctioned with the river on the
western side, and the huge water-course down which they had
skirted, entered on the eastern bank almost opposite. A perfect sea
of yellow waters rolled onwards before them. Waves rose and fell
with rhythmical monotony, and masses of debris could be seen swept
downwards. Far almost as the eyes could reach on the wide expanse,
the centre of the current was noticeable, and where it met the two
great streams which flowed in, cones of froth, caused by the fierce
whirlpools were formed.

The water had encroached beyond the limits of the natural bed,
and the gradual receding of shrubs or bushes marked its invasion.
Finke Creek, on the opposite side, appeared to be at least a mile
wide, and this gave the river an appearance of enormous breadth. To
the explorers the sight was astounding, for previously they had not
witnessed anything more than a swollen creek. The comparatively
calm, irresistible flow of this gigantic volume of water, miles
wide, and of great depth impressed them with a feeling of solemnity
at the power it indicated.

"Where does it all go to?" Stanley asked.

"Into Lake Eyre, according to all accounts," replied
Strangway.

"Yes, and several other great streams empty into the same lake,
which has no outlet. That is the curious part of it," interjected
O'Halloran.

"Most of it is surely stored up somewhere, and I dare say will
one day be turned to use," answered the leader.

There was silence for a few minutes whilst the men contemplated
the moving waters, and it was broken by Strangway saying, "We are
in a fix here. I don't see how we can go any further. We are hemmed
in on all sides except one, and that is the way back."

"This flood cannot last many days you may depend, and when it
goes down we may be able to get across," suggested Stanley.

"We will camp then for a time where we are. That big stream
yonder must be Finke Creek, the one we want to go along," Strangway
said.

Stanley's suggestion was a good one, and it was at once acted
on. On a low ridge near the confluence of the two streams, a site
for the camp was selected, and it proved to be a very suitable one.
There was plenty of timber about, and a rough hut was soon built.
The logs and debris brought down by the two streams, some of which
was stranded, was also a help to the party, and in a couple of days
they had comfortably located themselves. The worst trouble they had
was from the snakes, for even at that early season of the year they
had been washed out of their winter quarters by the flood. Their
extreme tenacity of life was shown in a marked manner, by the fact
that some of them, which had probably been swept along for hundreds
of miles yet showed considerable activity. For a week the party
watched the flood, and each day it receded to a considerable
extent. A thick deposit of mud was left behind, but though the sun
shone out warmly no offensive exhalations arose. Settlement along
the Diamantina in those days was practically nil, and animal life
was scarce, so that few carcasses were left behind. On the tenth
day the waters were flowing within their normal banks, and the
steady flood compressed to those limits gave promise of lasting for
a long time.

"We will have to cross by some means as soon as we can. If we
wait for the water to lower enough for us to swim the horses we may
be blocked here for months," Strangway said to his comrades.

"There is timber enough about here to build a ship. Could we not
make a raft that would float us across. The horses could swim
behind it," answered O'Halloran.

"Yes the attempt is worth making. If we stay here much longer we
will have midsummer on us and we will not be able to push ahead. We
have some rope and with those rushes we could easily bind the logs
together. What do you think of it Stanley. You are an old seafaring
man, are you not?" asked the leader.

"We ought to be able to make the south bank of the creek down
there. The current does not seem very strong," replied the
latter.

"If another flood comes down we will simply have to turn back
after all our work," went on O'Halloran. "If it were not for the
stores I would swim the stream myself."

As the three men were of the same mind no delay was made in
making a start with the construction of the rude raft. There were a
large number of dry logs about quite suitable for the purpose. Most
of them had been washed down by former and higher floods, and they
were very light. A quantity of hide thongs, and rope were amongst
the stores, and with the additional aid of strips of tough green
bark taken from a sort of eucalypti and some long rushes which grew
close at hand, forty of the legs were bound together parallel with
each other. A similar number were then placed across them at right
angles, and underneath the whole four others were placed in diamond
shape so as roughly to resemble the shape of a boat. The top was
covered with kangaroo skins, after the interstices had been
carefully filled with a composition made from grass, clay, and a
gum which exuded from a mimosa thicket near the camp. Two broad
rough oars were made and a couple of poles over twenty feet in
length also placed on board. On being launched the raft was found
to float beautifully, and a fortnight after the bank of the
Diamantina was reached the camp was struck. About half the stores
were placed on the raft and the remainder were carefully secured on
the backs of the fine horses.

As the undivided efforts of the three men would be needed to
guide the clumsy craft across it was decided to tie the horses to
the end of the raft and let them swim after it. The place where
they wished to land was about half a mile down the stream, and in
that distance it was confidently expected that making full
allowance for the inevitable drift they would be able to reach the
opposite bank. Finke Creek was still throwing a considerable volume
of water into the main course, but the latter was not now more than
six hundred yards across.

The launch was made with little difficulty, but the horses did
not take kindly to the passage, and they had to be almost dragged
into the water. For some distance out the raft behaved beautifully
and those on it were delighted at the apparent success of their
idea. By the aid of the poles and one of the oars the eastern bank
was soon left behind and the centre of the stream approached. The
water there swept along with majestic force, and it seized on the
raft as if it had been a cork. For a few minutes Strangway and his
comrades did not notice that they were making little or no heading.
Each man was too busily occupied with his particular duties to
observe that the current was stronger by far than their united
efforts and it was the more experienced Stanley who first gave the
alarm.

"By heavens," he cried, "We are being swept away."
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The unpleasant fact that the torrent was sweeping them down the
stream was immediately apparent to them all. They were absolutely
powerless to cross the centre of the current and they were
astonished at the speed with which the water was running.

"Keep at it lads," shouted Strangway. "We may meet a break
directly."

"There is no fear of that," answered Stanley. "The current will
be stronger directly we meet the Finke Creek waters."

This prediction was soon fulfilled, for in a few minutes when
they came into the additional flood of the tributary they were
caught with irresistible force, and the speed accelerated.

"We must do something with the horses or they will be drowned,"
O'Halloran remarked.

"Let us cut them adrift," suggested Stanley.

"Then we will lose both them and the stores," objected the
leader.

"They may reach the shore and we can afterwards pick them up,"
replied O'Halloran.

"Small chance of that I think," returned Strangway gloomily.

An effort was then made to get the horses close up to the raft
but it proved futile, and after swimming for over two miles they
were at length released. The first one cut loose at once headed for
the west bank and made some slight progress towards it. This animal
was followed by the others, but for a long time it seemed as if the
current would overpower them. Gradually, however, they got out of
its centre and at last reached the stiller water, and managed to
get to the bank. For some time they remained motionless as if
exhausted with their long struggle, and then they started along the
river after the raft.

It is a remarkable fact which has often been proved by
explorers, that in the solitudes of Central Australia horses will
not voluntarily leave the presence of man. On numberless occasions
this has been verified, and it shows how the barren, lonely
wastes—want of food and precariousness of water supply affect
these animals. The men on the raft noticed that the horses were
following them, and it afforded a gleam of hope in their desperate
condition.

"Our only chance," Stanley at length said, "Is that the river
may run into some lagoon, or broaden out, so that the current will
be lessened, and if so, we will be able to make for the bank and
perhaps pick up the horses again."

"I am afraid the first place we will meet is the Great Lake
Eyre, and goodness knows how we will get out of that place,"
responded Strangway.

"How far do you think Eyre is away from here?" asked
O'Halloran.

"I believe it is nearly a hundred miles distant," was the
reply.

"We must be travelling nearly ten miles an hour, so that we
should reach it before to-morrow morning," broke in Stanley.

"The raft seems to be holding up, that is one consolation at any
rate," said the leader.

It was now a couple of hours after noon, and the men being
hungry, had their dinner. Fortunately they had placed the
provisions on the raft, and if the latter held together they need
have no fear of starving. The driftwood and debris had been washed
down when the flood was at its height so that there was nothing in
the shape of floating wreckage to interfere with them. When night
fell they could still see the horses on the bank of the river
following them down, and during the earlier part of the evening
their neighing was heard. As the night crept on this ceased and
they naturally concluded that the animals were exhausted. This was
little to be wondered at when it is remembered that in addition to
their terrible battle with the stream they must have followed the
raft for about fifty miles.
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