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Introduction


Among the annals of British explorers during the last 200 years, no name perhaps ranks higher than that of Robert Falcon Scott, leader of the ill-fated expedition to the Antarctic in 1911–12, who perished with his companions. By curious coincidence, another man born in South Devon in the nineteenth century was similarly destined to play a major role in important exploration. Like Scott, he (and his leader) came tantalisingly near to success just fifty years earlier, but a combination of errors and severe misfortune meant that he too perished on the journey.


His name was William John Wills, a tragic hero of his time. Initially appointed as the surveyor, he was later promoted to second-in-command, and is rightly remembered as the first person to navigate a route across Australia from Melbourne in the south, to the Gulf of Carpentaria on the north coast. Again, like Scott, it is ironic that Wills might not be remembered so well by successive generations if he had returned from the expedition alive and well.


The story of the ‘Burke and Wills’ expedition – or as the people of Totnes declared at a public meeting after his fate was known, the ‘Wills and Burke’ expedition – has been told by several authors, notably Alan Moorehead, Tim Bonyhady and Sarah Murgatroyd, whose invaluable studies are cited in the bibliography. Posterity has been grateful to Wills for his conscientiously kept journal of the expedition, without which only meagre records and recollections of the venture would exist. However, despite this, until now no individual biography has sought to portray the short life of Wills in full. It is the aim of this book to redress the balance.


The four seasons of the year are different in Britain and Australia. As a rule, summer in Australia is considered to last from December to February, autumn from March to May, winter from June to August and spring from September to November. The Victorian exploring expedition, which departed from Melbourne in August 1860, therefore set off in winter.
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A Devon Childhood


The surname Wills comes from the Anglo-Saxon atte wille, meaning ‘living by the water’. In the tax returns for 1332, there were twenty-eight men named Wills listed as living in south Devon, each one a potential source of a different Wills lineage. Most of them were born and lived in southeast Devon, in or near the towns and villages of Totnes, Ilsington, Lustleigh, Bovey Tracey and Bickington. They chose their wives from the neighbouring areas and sometimes there were marriages between cousins in order to merge their holdings of land. In due course there were more male members of the family than farms available, and some either adopted other occupations or immigrated to America, Canada or Australia.


By the beginning of the nineteenth century, therefore, the Wills family had been farming in Devon for several generations. John Wills, born in 1760, had farms firstly at Smallacombe, Dawlish, then at Compton Barton, near Marldon – close to Compton Castle and Torquay. In 1787 he married Sally Rendell at Combe-in-Teignhead, and between 1788 and 1804 they had nine children. The eldest, Sarah, married Commander Henry Le Vesconte of Jersey and they settled in Canada in the 1830s. Their son, also called Henry, was a member of the polar expedition led by Sir John Franklin in 1845 to search for the Northwest Passage, and perished with the rest of his men when their ship became icebound in the Canadian Arctic. Over a century later, his bones were found and buried at Greenwich. Exploration, it seems, was in the family’s blood.


The youngest of their nine children, William, was born at Ilsington, according to different sources in 1800 or 1804. After studying medicine he married Sarah Mary Elizabeth Calley in 1830, and they settled at No 3 The Plains, in Totnes. It was here he established his own practice and their seven children were born. A daughter, Elizabeth Rose, who was born on 18 September 1831 and died in 1852, was the first. She was followed by William John on 5 January 1834; the short-lived Thomas was born in 1835 but died a year later; another son who took the same first name, Thomas James, was born in 1837; a third son, Charles Henry, was born on 23 September 1839; and finally two more daughters, Elizabeth Margaret, born on 30 January 1843, and Hannah, born on 24 March 1845.


It was their second child and eldest son who ensured that the family name would be long remembered. As a child William John showed early signs of great intelligence, not to say precociousness, and according to his father he could speak and walk without help before his first birthday. His younger brothers teasingly called him ‘Old Jack’, or ‘Gentleman Jack’, because of his serious outlook on life, while his father called him ‘Gentleman John’, or ‘my Royal Boy’. He was sometimes known in the family, and later at school, as John. However, he is generally known to posterity as William John Wills, and throughout this biography he will be referred to as William or Wills.


According to his father, ‘his lively disposition gave ample employment to his nurses, though I cannot remember that he ever worried one, through peevishness or a fractious temper’. When he began to talk distinctly, ‘he evinced an aptitude to name things after his own fancy; and I may fairly say, that he was never a child in the common acceptation of the term, as he gave early indications of diligence and discretion scarcely compatible with the helplessness and simplicity of such tender years’. Fathers are not necessarily the most objective judges of their own children, particularly if they are uncommonly gifted, and these reminiscences were written not long after his beloved son’s untimely death. A touch of rose-tinted parental exaggeration may therefore be taken for granted. Nevertheless, there is evidence that throughout his short life William John Wills was an extremely intelligent, painstaking young man and this portrait of him in childhood, gilded though it may be, is certainly credible.


When he was aged about 3 or 4, one of their nearby friends, a Mr Benthall, asked for parental permission to take the lad for a walk in his garden. William had just begun attending a school for small children in the district, kept by an elderly lady. Less than an hour later, Mr Benthall returned to ask if William had come home. Nobody had noticed him, and his parents were concerned lest he might have fallen down a well in the garden. With dread in their hearts they went to have a look, but were soon satisfied that nothing of the kind could have happened. Nevertheless, the boy still failed to return, and they became increasingly worried until Sarah Wills suggested he might have made his way back to the school. When they went to look, she was proved right. The boy, so devoted to his studies, was sitting at his desk with a book in his hand. While Mr Benthall had been speaking to the gardener he had managed to give him the slip, returning unnoticed to the schoolroom on the opposite side of the square.


Another characteristic incident took place not long afterwards. Dr Wills’ brother, who lived overseas, came to stay with them in Devon. One day he needed to visit Plymouth and Devonport, and the doctor arranged to take his brother there in a gig. The latter asked Sarah if his little nephew could accompany them; she gave her permission and they spent the night at the Royal Hotel in Devonport, where the landlady and servants were very impressed by the little boy. Next morning the brothers kept separate early business appointments elsewhere, having arranged the previous day that they would sit down to breakfast at ten o’clock. When they returned to do so, young William was missing. They thought that somebody else must have taken him under their wing, but none of the household had seen any sign of him for about an hour. After searching high and low for twenty minutes or so, they found him standing at the window of a nautical instrument maker’s shop, about ten doors down the street from the inn, on the same side of the road, gazing in riveted attention at the fascinating display before him. The proprietor of the shop told Dr Wills that he had noticed him for more than an hour in the same place, examining the instruments with the eye of a connoisseur, as if he completely understood them. William’s thirst for scientific knowledge had proved rather greater than his appetite for breakfast.


During his early years William contracted remittent fever and was so ill that at one point the family feared they might lose him. As he lay in bed, slowly recovering but still very weak, their elderly servant Anne Winter, who had faithfully nursed him and stayed by his side for much of the time, was particularly concerned lest he might have suffered some mental damage as a result. She was delighted when a neighbour’s tame magpie flew in through the window one day and hopped across William’s bed, causing him to roar with laughter. Even so, recalled the doctor, following the illness the appearance of his features altered slightly, giving him a more striking resemblance to the family on his mother’s side than on that of his father. He was also left with a slight speech impediment, which stayed with him for life.


For a time he was considered not strong enough to go to school and he stayed at home, where he received tuition from his father. They discovered in each other a kindred spirit:


Instructing him was no task; his natural diligence relieved me from all trouble in fixing his attention. We were both fond of history. From what I recollect, he took more interest in that of Rome than of Greece or England. Virgil and Pope were his favourite poets. He was very earnest with his mother in studying the principles of the Christian religion. More than once my wife remarked, ‘that boy astonishes me by the shrewdness with which he puts questions on different points of doctrine’. In his readings with me he was never satisfied with bare statements unaccompanied by reasons. He was always for arguing the matter before taking either side. One question, when very young, he would again and again recur to, as a matter on which the truth should be elicited. This was a saying of our old servant … when she broke either glass or earthenware: that ‘it was good for trade’. His ideas of political economy would not permit him to allow that this axiom was a sound one for the benefit of the state; and on this point, I think, Adam Smith and Malthus would scarcely disagree.


As the family had already seen, he was evidently an old head on young shoulders. His father considered that although he might be childlike in his habits and manners, William was never a child in intellect. He could be trusted with anything, and Dr Wills was sometimes taken to task by his contemporaries for letting the boy handle a gun when he was only 11 years old. His first practice was on some rooks which he brought down with a steady hand from a rookery in the grounds at their country home.


Though he might not think twice about the ethics of killing wild birds for sport, William was devoted to animals. He once saw a man beating a horse savagely, and the sight disgusted him. As the family did not have a dog, he used to take their cat to accompany him in the fields and hunt in the hedgerows. When his father went for long walks in the countryside, he took William with him, and found he was always asking for information on one subject or another. As soon as he showed an interest in astronomy, his father immediately began to teach him the names and positions of the main constellations, all about the revolutions of the earth on its axis, and the fixity of the polar star. The doctor was sure that they were the first people to notice a comet in 1845, ‘which was only a short time visible here, having a south declination, and which we afterwards knew to have been a fine object in the Southern hemisphere’.


It was no surprise that this extraordinarily clever infant soon became something of a child prodigy. Instead of going out to play with other children, William preferred to spend his spare time helping out at his father’s medical practice. In those days the doctor was often also a dentist and midwife, and living in a small town with the countryside and a large rural community close by involved considerable travel. Dr Wills was therefore very grateful for such a valuable assistant who always seemed very cautious and conscientious in everything he undertook.


From an early age William was also an enthusiastic reader, often to be found engrossed in a book. To his favourite poets he soon added the eighteenth-century man of letters Philip Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield. Yet his first choice always remained Alexander Pope, and throughout his life he would often quote selected lines from Pope’s work in letters to his parents.


In 1845 the family left Totnes and moved about 6 miles north, finding a new home in the village of Ipplepen. It was claimed that Dr Wills employed a coachman by the name of Henry Mathews Baskerville, a man who later showed the writer Arthur Conan Doyle around parts of Dartmoor when he was staying at Princetown in 1901 – inspiring him to write The Hound of the Baskervilles. However, this particular Baskerville was not born until 1871 and the dates, therefore, do not fit the story. He was named after a maternal uncle, Henry Mathews, who had lived at Ipplepen and was described in the census returns as a retired coachman. This may well have been the man who served Dr Wills.


By now, the home tuition of William John Wills with his father was coming to an end. In the autumn of 1845, when he was aged 11, William was enrolled at St Andrews Grammar School, Ashburton, for the next stage of his education. It was part of St Lawrence Chapel, a chantry chapel, where the children of the town and surrounding areas sang the mass in return for an education from the resident priest. Bishop Walter Stapledon had presented the chapel to the town in 1314 when he was Bishop of Exeter and Lord of the Manor of Ashburton. One of the first grammar schools in England run by the Church for the education of boys aged between 11 and 16, it retained this status until its closure due to falling numbers at the end of the summer term in 1938. Other distinguished pupils included three worthies born in the town, namely: John Dunning, later 1st Baron Ashburton, the eighteenth-century lawyer and politician who became solicitor-general; William Gifford, the author, critic and editor of the Quarterly Review; and John Ireland, Dean of Westminster, who carried the crown at the coronations of George IV in 1821 and of William IV ten years later. It held its chief endowments from Gifford and Dr Ireland.


Dr Wills was reluctant to let William go away to school, but he had to agree with friends that to keep the boy isolated at home would only hold back his development; ‘a public seminary where he could mix with other boys was an advantage, even though he might not learn more’. It had the additional advantage that Mr J. Brown Paige, MA, whom Dr Wills had known for some time and whom he regarded as very well qualified, had just been appointed headmaster. William went there as a boarder, staying in one of the dormitories in the headmaster’s residence, Ireland House, in East Street. Dr Wills returned in low spirits after taking his son and leaving him there for the first time. While he had four other surviving children, he was honest enough to admit that his first son was undoubtedly his favourite. Now he deeply missed the boy’s constant companionship, which he said helped him to acquire ‘more knowledge than he imparted’.


Surprisingly, in view of his love of learning, William did not make remarkable progress once he had started at school. However, his father did not admit to disappointment just because William did not return home at the end of every half-year with the head prize. Indeed, all he had was his ‘six months’ bill’, and:


a letter commending his steady diligence and uniform propriety of conduct. In viva voce examinations he had scarcely an equal chance with one of inferior intellect who might be quicker in expression; for besides the trifling hesitation of speech I have already noticed, he would have been ashamed to give a wrong answer from eagerness. A remark of Mr Page [sic], his tutor, confirmed me in my own previous impression on this point. ‘It vexes me,’ he said, ‘that John does not take a top prize, for I see by his countenance that he understands as much, if not more, than any boy in my school; yet from want of readiness in answering he allows very inferior lads to win the tickets from him.’ On the whole, I think he derived much benefit from Ashburton; for besides his scholastic improvement he became an adept at the usual games, and a social favourite out of school hours.


Apart from the speech impediment, this tutor’s report suggests that he was diffident and a slow thinker. Yet appearances are often deceptive, and beneath the apparently pedestrian exterior lay an extremely shrewd brain.


At the age of 16 William finished school, leaving behind him one small lasting memorial. It had long been a tradition at such institutions for pupils to carve their names on the benches or desks. On the first bench on the right as one enters the schoolroom, the boldly incised letters ‘WILLS’ can still be clearly seen to this day.


Upon leaving Ashburton Grammar, on 30 May 1850, Wills was articled to his father’s surgical practice. Dr Wills had just taken on a partner at Ipplepen, Henry Manly, in order to introduce and hand over to him his practice in the town. As they lived in a country area, where there was no chemist or dispensary, young William readily took to his duties, which in addition to extracting teeth and other routine operations, now included distributing medicines and appliances directed for his father’s patients.


In 1851 his father took him to London for the first time to visit the Great Exhibition. It came as no surprise to the doctor that the 17-year-old should be fascinated by all the scientific instruments and mechanical inventions; he could hardly spend too long in studying them. When they left the exhibition to see something of the rest of the city, if his father ever showed any signs of losing his way in the tangled web of unfamiliar streets, William would instantly put him right. How, he asked, had the boy acquired all this knowledge? ‘On the second day,’ William answered, ‘when you were out, I took the map and studied it for two hours, so that now I am well versed in it.’


It became evident to his father that William had ‘some instinctive power in matters like these, such as horses and carrier-pigeons possess’. When they went to Windsor Castle, young William was told that it was considered a major feat to climb the statue of King George III which stood at the end of the Long Walk in the Great Park. He immediately accepted it as a challenge, and managed to do so in very little time. At Hampton Court he demonstrated his remarkable sense of direction by solving the maze in about ten minutes. Most of those with whom he came into contact were convinced that he was an unusually meticulous, talented young man who would surely have a bright future ahead of him.


In the spring of 1852 his father took him to London again, to study medicine. At this time there was no class dedicated specifically to human anatomy, so young William had to study that branch of science by visiting the museum at Guy’s Hospital. Dr Wills had been a student there himself, and he introduced his son to his old teacher, Charles Aston King, through whom he obtained permission to attend. William witnessed surgical operations at the theatres of several hospitals on a more or less daily basis, but the only class he entered was that of practical chemistry, which he studied under Dr John Stenhouse at the Medical School of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London.


Towards the end of the course, Dr Wills asked Dr Stenhouse if his son was showing any particular talent in the subject. In response, Stenhouse begged him not to take away one of the most promising pupils he had ever had, assuring Dr Wills that on the strength of what he had seen so far, Within two years, ‘in practical chemistry, he will be second to few in England’. At the time Dr Stenhouse had some responsibility for analysing different articles of food sold in the shops, and in the course of his work he always found his young pupil’s suggestions and comments helpful.


While he was a student William stayed in a house near the hospital. The elderly couple and servant who looked after him were impressed when he showed them what he had discovered of the tricks practised by street traders. Whether he actually apprehended any wrongdoers or was responsible for any arrests, history does not relate, but his temporary landlord said that the young man would undoubtedly distinguish himself if he was to find work with the detective department of the London police.


When William returned to Devon later that year, he brought with him a testimonial from Dr Stenhouse, signed on 1 September 1852:


I have much pleasure in certifying that Mr. W.J. Wills attended a course of practical chemistry at this medical school during the summer season of 1852. He obtained considerable proficiency, and invariably distinguished himself by great propriety of conduct.


If he had stayed in England and sought a career in London, William would have surely risen to the top of his profession, and in a very short time. Opportunities in Devon would have been rather more limited, and had he remained there, he would probably have found little scope for his talents beyond following in his father’s footsteps as a country doctor. In addition, the quiet, conscientious youth of 18 was already yearning for adventure beyond any which a steady life in his home land could ever offer him.
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Early Life in Australia


The circumstances which would ensure the immortality of the name of William John Wills in history, and also, sadly, his untimely death, were gradually unfolding. In 1851 gold was discovered in Victoria, a state in the far south-east of Australia, firstly near Ballarat, then at Bendigo, and subsequently at several other sites. The ensuing gold rush, one of the largest the world had ever seen, led to a huge influx of migrants, particularly from Britain, Ireland, Germany and China. Until then, Australia had been known primarily in Britain as the main destination for transported convicts, a practice which officially ended only in 1840. Now the discovery of the precious metal ‘changed the popular conception of Australia from a place of social sewage to a land of untold opportunity’.1


Victoria grew rapidly in economic power as a result. Within ten years the population had increased sevenfold from 76,000 to 540,000, and the state produced an estimated 20 million ounces of gold, about one-third of the world’s output. There was inevitably a darker side to this success story, for disease flourished in cramped, unsanitary conditions on the gold fields, producing epidemics such as the outbreak of typhoid at Buckland Valley in 1854 which claimed over 1,000 lives. Yet in the nineteenth century, casualties on such a scale were regarded as part of the regrettable price of progress. Victoria revelled in its new-found wealth, and its capital Melbourne grew rapidly to become Australia’s largest city and the second largest of the British Empire. It was the start of a boom which lasted forty years, and the arrival of large numbers of educated gold seekers from abroad contributed to the rapid growth of schools, churches, learned societies, libraries and art galleries. The University of Melbourne was founded in 1855 and the State Library of Victoria in 1856, while the Philosophical Institute of Victoria was founded in 1854 and became the Royal Society of Victoria after receiving a royal charter in 1859.


Among those in England seeking a new life on the other side of the world was the sculptor Thomas Woolner, one of the Pre-Raphaelite artists, whose journey was to be immortalised in Ford Madox Brown’s painting The last of England, though he returned home not long afterwards. The Wills family from Devon stayed rather longer. Dr Wills bought a share in the Melbourne Gold Mining Company in 1852 and made plans to leave for Australia with his two eldest sons, 18-year-old William and 15-year-old Thomas. They would travel on board the Ballarat, With Dr Wills as medical attendant. Sarah was not readily reconciled to him going so far away, and did not want them all to travel on the same ship, partly as she did not wish them all to leave her and go to the other end of the world at once, and partly because if the worst should happen and the vessel was wrecked, she would lose them all at a stroke. William realised how upset she was, although she kept her feelings and her views largely to herself. ‘I see my mother is grieving,’ he told his father, ‘although she says nothing, at our all leaving her together. Let Tom and me go alone. I will pledge myself to take care of him.’2 Dr Wills accordingly cancelled their passage together, and secured an alternative voyage for his sons that autumn.


While the boys were preparing for the journey, Dr Wills found that William had obtained ‘a large quantity of stuff rolled up like balls of black rope-yarn’. It turned out to be pigtail tobacco. ‘In the name of goodness, are you going to chew or smoke all the way to Australia?’ he asked. William smiled and replied, ‘This is to make friends with the sailors. I intend to learn something about a ship by the time we reach our destination.’3


Promising faithfully to keep their parents informed as to their adventures on the other side of the world, the boys took their farewell of England as they sailed from Bayard’s Cove, Dartmouth, on 1 October 1852 aboard the Janet Mitchell. William was fascinated by everything he saw on the journey. He kept a daily log of the weather and sea conditions, learnt the name and use of every rope, the arts of splicing and reefing and of every part of the ship’s tackle from stem to stern. He discovered how to set the sails, and during a storm he was the first to go aloft, lending a hand in taking in topsails. At the same time he also acquired skills; he could catch a 5ft shark, Which he would cut in slices, then add butter, pepper and flour to bake it like a hake.


After a ninety-five-day passage they dropped anchor at Williamstown, Melbourne, on 3 January 1853 with 197 fellow passengers, and found themselves accommodation at the Immigrants’ Home in South Melbourne.


Before long the brothers decided they did not care for the city, particularly what they saw as its lawlessness. Intent on getting out of the area, they looked for work elsewhere, and in February they found employment as shepherds at a property owned by the Royal Bank Company on the Edward River near Deniliquin, for £30 per annum. On 12 February 1853 William wrote to their father, a letter which may be quoted in detail:


We are very comfortable, in a hut by ourselves, about four miles from the station. We have between thirteen and fourteen hundred rams, by far the smallest and easiest flock, under our charge. We take the hut-keeping and shepherding in turns. The hut is a very nice one, built of split wood, and roofed with bark. It is close beside a pleasant creek or river, where there are plenty of fish and ducks. I assure you we make ourselves quite snug here. One of us rises almost as soon as it is light, gets some breakfast, and starts off with the sheep; lets them feed about until ten o’clock, then brings them slowly home, where they lie down until four; after that, they go out again until sunset. The other stays within to clean up the hut and prepare the meals. We can kill a sheep when we like. The worst part serves for the dogs, of which we have three – a sheep dog, and two kangaroo dogs. The latter are good, and keep off the native curs at night. The sheep dog was the only one the former owner had last year, to watch a flock of five thousand sheep.


But you will want to hear something of Melbourne and how we came here. The first discovery we made after we got into port was, that we had to take ourselves and things ashore at our own expense … It was four shillings each by steamer to Melbourne, and thirty shillings per ton for goods. It cost us about 2 pounds altogether. At Melbourne we found everything very dear; no lodgings to be had, every place full. At length we were offered lodgings at sixty shillings a week, to be paid in advance, and twenty-five persons sleeping in the same room; but we preferred the Immigrant’s Home, a government affair, just fitted up for the accommodation of new-comers, where you pay one shilling a night, and find yourself. You must not stay more than ten days. We got there on Friday and remained until the Saturday week following. We then obtained this situation, and started on the same afternoon. Twenty-three of us came up together. Drays were provided to carry our luggage, but we ourselves had to walk. We were three weeks on the journey, through the bush, sleeping, of course, in the open air.


Melbourne is situated … on the Yarra Yarra, which has not nearly so large a bed as the Dart, although more navigable. It is narrow but very deep, and so far resembles a canal rather than a river. The town, or city, as they call it, is situated low, but laid out on a good scale. The streets are very wide, and I think when filled with houses it will be a fine place; but what spoils the appearance now is, the number of wooden buildings they are throwing up, as they cannot get workmen for others. When we were there, butter was from two shillings and fourpence to three shillings per pound, bread fourpence, milk eightpence per pint, vegetables enormous, butcher’s meat and sugar, as at home. Fruit very dear; a shilling would not purchase as much as a penny in England. Beer and porter, one shilling per pint in Melbourne, but from two shillings to two and sixpence here. The town of Melbourne is all on one side of the river, but on the opposite bank is Canvas Town, connected with Melbourne by a good bridge of one arch. Canvas Town takes its name from being entirely composed of tents, except a few wooden erections, such as a public-house, and the Immigrant’s Home, where we had lodged. I do not like Melbourne in its present state. You are not safe out after sundown, and in a short time you will not be safe during the day. There were some men taken out of the river drowned, suspected to have been murdered, and several attempts at robbery, while we were there. I sold my box of chemicals, after taking out what I wanted, for 4 pounds, and the soda-water apparatus for 2 pounds 5 shillings. I also sold some books that we could not carry, but got nothing for them. Scientific works do not take. The people who buy everything here are the gold-diggers, and they want story books. A person I know brought out 100 pounds worth of more serious reading, and sold the lot for 16 pounds.
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