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To Dave Phoenix, and those like him,
who have laboured long and hard,
driven by an overwhelming passion
to keep this story alive ever since 1860.
We owe them all a great debt.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE



  1. Robert O’Hara Burke, leader of the expedition. An officer and a gentleman, born in a stately ancestral home in Ireland. Served in the Irish constabulary and Austrian army before arriving in Australia and becoming a police inspector and superintendent in Victoria.


  2. William John Wills, surveyor, observer (astronomical). As a precocious teenager, he assisted his doctor father in his surgery, distributing medicines and occasionally helping with minor medical procedures, before deciding his true calling was in the world of science and the continent of Australia.


  3. William Wright, bushman and station overseer; became third in command. Met Burke near his property at Kinchega, one day out from Menindee.


  4. George Landells, in charge of the camels, initial second officer of the expedition. Born in Barbados in 1825, then lived in India from 1842. Arrived in Australia in 1856. A horse trader who became a camel master.


  5. Dr Ludwig Becker, artist. Born in Germany. Officer, official artist and naturalist for the expedition. A doctor of philosophy, his wonderful sketches and drawings of the journey are on display today in the State Library of Victoria.


  6. Dr Hermann Beckler, also born in Germany. Official medical officer and botanist for the expedition, unofficial artist and chronicler.


  7. Charles Ferguson, American adventurer. He had spent two years in the California goldfields before coming to Australia to dig for more gold. Arrested at Eureka Stockade, talked his way out of it, one of his many brushes with the law. The foreman of the expedition as it left Royal Park.


  8. William Brahe, German, arrived in Victoria in 1852, employed as gold digger, drover, storekeeper and wagon driver.


  9. Thomas McDonough, his family knew Burke in Ireland, appointed to the expedition as assistant on Burke’s request.


10. William Patten, Irish blacksmith, submitted by Robert Burke on his list of men to serve on the expedition.


11. John King, Irish, joined the 70th Regiment in 1853 when 14 years old, and was then posted to India. Met Mr Landells while convalescing, sailed from India to Australia with his camels. Of his many attributes, one was that he could speak the language – ‘Indostanee’ – of the camel drivers.


12. William ‘Billy’ Hodgkinson, journalist for the Age who became an expedition assistant after being summoned from Melbourne by Mr Burke while already on the road.


13. Charley Gray, Scottish, runaway sailor, hired at Swan Hill as expedition assistant.


14. Dr John Macadam, polymath, politician, physician, university lecturer, the first VFL umpire and the Hon. Secretary of the Exploration Committee of the Royal Society of Victoria.


15. Sir William Stawell, Chief Justice of Victoria and the Chairman of the Exploration Committee.


16. Julia Matthews, singer and actress. The young rising star of the Victorian stage, acclaimed for her voice, her dramatic gifts and her beauty. Sweetheart of Robert Burke.


17. Richard Birnie, barrister and lecturer, the son of a knight and graduate of Oxford and Cambridge. Friend of Thackeray and Dickens. Lived with and mentored William Wills, his intimate companion and friend.


18. Professor Georg Neumayer, brilliant scientist and head of Melbourne Observatory. Employer and sponsor of his protégé William Wills.


19. Alfred Howitt, explorer, naturalist, social scientist and Victorian adventurer.


20. Edwin Welch, surveyor, wit and writer.


21. Dr William Wills, physician and father of William Wills the explorer.


22. William Lockhart Morton, inventor, member of the Royal Society of Victoria, would-be exploration leader.





BACKGROUND AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



My father, Peter McCloy FitzSimons, gave all of his children a love of stories and storytelling. All seven of us have benefited from it, but by strange happenstance this is the second book I’ve done where the one to inspire me to turn the story into a book was my eldest brother, David. About ten years ago, I sat there transfixed as Davo told me the yarn of Burke and Wills, just as he had done with the story of Mawson a couple of years earlier. Both times he and I agreed, ‘There’s a book in this . . .’ and both times we were right.


I was stunned that there was much more to Burke and Wills than I had imagined, that it was not simply two blokes running out of steam in the desert and wilting, that there was the whole back-story drama of Melbourne, of the Dig Tree, of the Indigenous people, of the rescue attempt and so on . . .


Once embarked with my four brilliant researchers going hard, I was equally amazed at just how much material was available to fulfil my motto to ‘make the skeletons dance’, to bring back to life in these pages not only the people themselves, but accurate renditions of the conversations they had.


The whole thing was, in short, right up my alley, from first to last, and I can honestly say I’ve never enjoyed doing a book more. What a story!


As ever, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 2500 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have put it in strong, though not strict, chronological order of events and, just as I did with my recent Great War trilogy, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a newspaper, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. Equally, every now and then I have assumed generic emotions where it is obvious, even though that emotion is not necessarily recorded in the diary entries, letter, etc.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. For the same reason of remaining faithful to the language of the day, I have stayed with the imperial system of measurement and used the contemporary spelling, with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise.


There are words and terms used by the men in this book to describe Aboriginal people that today are correctly regarded as offensive. It is one of the fascinating aspects of this story to see how the hostile and at best contemptuous attitudes that the explorers had towards this country’s first inhabitants changed when they met reality. Of all the explorers only Ludwig Becker had a consistent attitude of respect, sympathy and fascination with Aboriginal culture and people. To read the 1860s nomenclature used to describe Aboriginal people can still be jolting, as can the attitudes and opinions of the men of the Victorian era, and I hope the reader will understand that their quotation and use in this work in no way reflects my opinions or the language any modern Australian would employ.


All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but here I cite most particularly the late Sarah Murgatroyd’s book The Dig Tree. I frequently came to entirely different conclusions to her as to what actually happened, but found her account wonderfully compelling and an excellent guide.


For the last decade I have relied heavily on a great team of researchers, and this book owes them as great a debt as ever. Mein freund, Sonja Goernitz, a dual German–Australian citizen, was as useful as ever getting to the bottom of the German angle in this book, which is considerable, thanks to the strong German contingent who headed off with Burke.


My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who first started working with me on my book on Gallipoli, and has stayed with me thereafter.


For the first time, my cousin, Angus FitzSimons, worked on the project from first to last, from top to bottom, and there are few parts of this whole saga not stronger for his input. Long after my own intellectual resources were spent, trying to get to the bottom of something from the frequently conflicting primary accounts, Angus worked on into the night and when I woke up in the morning, there it was! (King did put the broken bits of bottle above the stockade!)


Dr Libby Effeney has worked with me on the last five books, and as a researcher and friend is as good as it gets – she is hard-working, and, curiously, as intellectually strict as she is creative in working out how the story can be told better while still remaining within the parameters of what happened. On this one, our common intellectual journey turned into a real-world journey when, in late January 2017, we rented a four-wheel drive and traced the bottom half of the expedition’s course, from Melbourne all the way to Birdsville, something that opened both our eyes as to just how extraordinary the whole expedition was, how wild and fabulous and empty the country was, even to this day. (Trust me, when you blow a tyre on the Birdsville Track in late January, and can’t work out how to get the spare wheel off, you know lonely.)


In all of my books, I like to have whoever the foremost expert in the field is on my side, and in this case I was very lucky to secure the services of Dave Phoenix, President of the Burke and Wills Historical Society, who, time and again, I found to be the last word to beat all last words when it came to knowing and providing documentary proof of what happened.


As ever, I also relied on other specialists in their fields, including Dr Michael Cooper for all matters medical, from scurvy through to syphilis to starvation; while Aaron Paterson, the descendant of two of the characters you will meet, was wonderfully strong on the Indigenous angle of the book.


I am once more indebted to Jane Macaulay for the maps, which you will see throughout.


This time, for the first time, my eldest son Jake did the preliminary sub-editing giving me frank counsel about what worked and what didn’t, where I had to turn the volume up or down, where I had too much dull detail or too little to make the story live and breathe, and I was not only grateful for the astute input, but thrilled at how good he proved to be at it.


My long-time sub-editor meanwhile, Harriet Veitch, took the finetooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my stuff a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my work for three decades now, and I warmly thank her for it.


My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the sometimes odd way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.


I am grateful, as ever, to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, who I have worked with many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.


None, however, has been more supportive than my wife, Lisa. We’ve been married 25 years this year, and for much of that time, I have not only been somewhere in the house, with my ‘head in a book’, but even when I put it down, afterwards, that book has been in my head! It has made me somewhat distracted for the last quarter-century but she understands, and it is one of the many things I love about her.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


19 February 2017





PROLOGUE





He was greatly liked by all classes, and though somewhat of a martinet, he was adored by his men. In truth, although he was a strange and even eccentric man, he was what we may call very loveable. Amiable, though hasty in disposition; brave as a lion; an enthusiast about music; an ardent lover of his native country, a devoted admirer of the fair sex, with whom he was a universal favourite, a gentleman by birth, and a soldier by profession, it was no wonder that with him strangers speedily became acquaintances, acquaintances friends, and friends brothers. Always burning for some great enterprise, yearning for glory and distinction, he yet had the heart of a woman – melting at a tale of distress, or at the story of some heroic deed.1


A Beechworth local recalls Robert O’Hara Burke in the Ovens and Murray Advertiser, 1880


Burke . . . an enthusiastic lover of music, indeed a musician and a devoted admirer of the fair sex, and it [is] known to his intimate friends, that: although . . . a great favourite with women, whatever part the spirit of adventure which burned within him had to do with his final journey, there was something due also to the sadness of an unrequited passion.2


Ovens and Murray Advertiser, 9 July 1874





How very strange.


It is somewhat muffled, but you can still hear it.


Coming from 87 Ford Street in the Victorian town of Beechworth are the strains of ‘Sweet Spirit, Hear My Prayer’, a very popular song in this winter of 1858.


And there, through the window, you can see him, an enormous man with piercing blue eyes and a bushy beard, pounding away at an old piano which, curiously, has heavy blankets draped all over it.


Despite playing violin in the Beechworth band, Liedertafel, at this instrument he is not skilled.


His fingers do not fly lightly over the ivory like a practised pianist and in fact have a relationship to the keys more akin to that of an elephant hunter to his fallen prey . . . they hack and bash, rather than tickle and tinkle; they pound and press, rather than patter and prance.


And look at those fingers! They are not long and delicate, reserved for piano playing only. They are worn and calloused, and bear one or two knobbly knuckles that show they have been broken.


Yes, these are not the hands of a soft man, but a hard man. These fingers are made to hold truncheons, to clench for a fistfight and hit recalcitrant skulls, to pull triggers.


And yes, look closer. It is exactly that man, Police Inspector Robert O’Hara Burke. Originally from Ireland, born into a family of Protestant gentry and landowners, he began his career with the Hungarian Hussars and moved on to a stint in the Irish constabulary. Leaving Europe behind, he came out to Australia to find his fortune and is now the highest-ranking policeman in our northern Victorian town.


The blankets are to try to deaden the sound for the family next door, who have a new baby, for despite his sometimes rough background he is a considerate, likeable man. As to the rough piano playing and dreadful singing, he is a man with a broken heart.


Just a couple of months ago, the burlesque show Aladdin came through town, and after attending every performance on every day and then following it to the next town and the town after that, Burke has become ever more smitten, ever more stricken, ‘falling head over ears in love with the prima donna’,3 Julia Matthews . . .


But could one such as her ever fall for one such as him, a man of modest means, a man with a trail of debts behind him, a man so uncaring of fashion that despite his senior position in the police force he didn’t even possess ‘a dress suit, nor even a white shirt’4, a man who is over two decades her senior?


The answer, she tells him is . . . no.


Which he takes to mean, not yet.


But perhaps, if he proves his love, by learning the songs she sings in Aladdin, that might sway her?


He can only hope, and, as later recounted by a friend, ‘he bought a piano, and took daily lessons from a little German teacher, so that he might learn to play the airs Julia used to sing’.5


He continues to practise, night after night after night, and on his rare days off. Sarah, his very respectable housekeeper, tries to keep herself up the other end of the house, just as she does every morning after Inspector Burke has his bath, and insists on drying his stark naked body in the hallway, while calling for her to get his breakfast.


Ah, but long before he gets to breakfast, he must master his favourite Julia song, ‘Sweet Spirit, Hear My Prayer’.


And again, and again, and again . . .




Oh! thou to whom my thoughts are known,


Calm, oh, calm these trembling fears!


Ah! turn away the world’s cold frown,


And dry these falling tears.


Oh! leave me not alone in grief,


Send this blighted heart relief . . .6





For yes, as another friend of his would ruefully recount, ‘her song of “Sweet Spirit, Hear My Prayer”, in Aladdin, so curled around the susceptible Irish heart of Robert O’Hara Burke, that he wanted to do a Great Deed or Die . . .’7


Which is fine.


But all up, though well regarded in his tiny community of Beechworth, and highly thought of by his family, the truth of it is that in 1858, in the midst of his thirty-seventh cold winter on this earth, Burke is a singularly unlikely character to do any kind of Great Deed, let alone arise within three years to the position of the most famous man on the Australian continent, to have a statue raised in his honour in Melbourne, to have a legendary status that would endure at least most of the next two centuries.


How did that happen?


Ah, friends, therein lies a tale.





CHAPTER ONE



‘A GHASTLY BLANK . . .’




I have played like a child with the pebbles on the shore while the great ocean of truth lies unexplored before me.1


Dr Ferdinand Mueller quotes Isaac Newton in his address to the Philosophical Institute about the history of explorations of Australia, 25 November 1857


A ghastly blank will no longer stare us in the face when we bend our eyes upon the map of this continent, and the track of the explorers, winding over that white plain, may become one of the highways of commerce, dotted with centres of population, and vital with the ebb and flow of a periodical tide of travellers . . .2


The Argus, 1 September 1858





While, famously, a journey of a thousand miles must start with a single step, so too did a famous journey of much longer distance start with a stray thought, at first idly expressed, which soon assumed a momentum of its own . . .


For it is Dr David Wilkie of the venerable Philosophical Institute of Victoria – devoted to the promotion of science and discovery – who, in 1857 in Melbourne Town, after talking it over with friends, first crystallises an idea that has been loosely abroad among the wider public for some time.


Why not, says he, at a meeting of the Philosophical Institute on 21 October, send an expedition to cross our continent? His proposition is well received, and an Exploration Committee is formed on the spot.


Dr Wilkie returns to the subject three weeks later, at the institute’s next meeting.


Hear him now, as he rises to speak.


‘The geographical exploration of the interior,’ says the bow-tie wearing 42-year-old medico from Edinburgh, ‘is a subject of great national importance. On scientific grounds it is the province of the Institute to promote this great object. The proposed search for [the missing explorer, Ludwig] Leichhardt would, I am sure, command the warmest sympathy of the members and the public. In no part of the world is there so wide an extent of available country for the future settlement of the surplus population of the Old World. The exploration of the interior is, therefore, fraught with the most important results.’3


Intriguing! There is even, that rarest of all things at such meetings, a rustle of genuine excitement around the room at his remarks. This is not dull discussion of arcane concepts, this is nothing less than a call to action to the great and good of the day, who are quite capable of making it happen. Sir William Stawell, the Chief Justice of Victoria, leans in close, as does Dr John Macadam, the political powerhouse and polymath, who, everyone knows, will soon be premier if they can’t work out how to stop him first. Dr Ferdinand Mueller, the explorer and botanist, is particularly fascinated – this is his field. One of the newest members of the institute, Mr William Lockhart Morton, is entranced. Hanging on every word, his eyes sparkle, his soul sings. Oh, how he has long dreamt of leading just such an expedition! Yes, he already has a certain measure of renown and respect as the inventor of the sheep dip and the swing gate. But what are they, compared to what this would be, the glory of a grand exploration! An expedition into the heart of the country, into the unknown, into . . . eternal fame.


Continue, Dr Wilkie, we are all listening.


Yes, well, Dr Wilkie’s idea is to start the proposed expedition from Curtis Bay on the east coast of the continent, some 300 miles north of Brisbane, and to then push directly west, staying broadly on the line of the Tropic of Capricorn all the way to Shark Bay, 500 miles north of Perth, while ‘embracing at the same time, any fitting opportunity of exploring the interior both to the north and south of this line’4.


Dr Wilkie refers to the valuable results of previous exploring expeditions under Charles Sturt, who plunged deeper into Australia’s interior than any other, discovering rivers and deserts, but no inland sea, as he had always hoped. And the successes of Ludwig Leichhardt, the Prussian explorer who travelled north-west from the Darling Downs in Queensland’s south-east to Port Essington in the country’s northwest, discovering pastoral lands along the way, before going missing in the Queensland wilderness with all hands. And who can forget the great Sir Thomas Mitchell, one of the earliest explorers and surveyors of south-eastern Australia? Dr Wilkie speaks most warmly, though, of the great Augustus Gregory, who has explored the north of Australia, and who, even as we speak, is about to bravely set out to search for the lost Leichhardt, at the request of the New South Wales government.


[image: illustration]


The projected expense, Wilkie insists, is manageable.


‘Six thousand pounds,’ he estimates, ‘would be necessary to organise and maintain a suitable exploring party for a period of two years, which would suffice for the proposed objects.’5


After all, he notes, New South Wales had fitted out many exploring parties, as had the Royal Geographic Society of London and the Home Government. So why not Victoria?


‘[Our colony],’ he says, ‘from her unexampled wealth, and her large and rapidly increasing population, ought to take the lead in geographical discovery. The present is the most auspicious occasion for Victoria to contribute her share in this honourable work . . .’6


It is a strong argument, and well received.


Gentlemen, I put the motion:


‘That a Committee be appointed to consider and report on the practicability of fitting out, in Victoria, a geographical expedition for the purpose of . . . exploring the vast interior of Australia from east to west, and for the purpose, if possible, of gathering some tidings of the fate of Leichhardt and his party.’7


All those in favour say ‘Aye’.


Aye. Aye. Aye.


I ask that the record show, it is passed by acclamation.


No matter that the Philosophical Institute is rich in philosophy alone and cannot actually fund such a trip themselves. Surely, such a prosperous colony as ours can raise the money so long as the right people come to believe in the project?


It is with this in mind that the Exploration Committee – consisting of 32 leading members of the scientific, mercantile, professional, academic and political worlds – is given its first task: to explore just how such an expedition might be mounted.


At the Committee’s first meeting, on 14 November 1857, at the famed Mechanics’ Institute in Collins Street, Melbourne, the enthusiasm is palpable as different segments of the community embrace the idea, each for their own reasons.


The scientific community, of whom the leaders are mostly Germanborn and raised, are led on this Committee by Professor Georg Neumayer – the brilliant scientist and astronomer who has a particular passion for studying the earth’s magnetic fields. The scientists are eager to penetrate the interior and so expand the frontiers of science. At this time, more is known about what lies on the moon than what lies in the centre of this continent, and for that reason the centre is widely referred to as a ‘ghastly blank’8 and ‘terra incognita’. A well-equipped expedition would undoubtedly return with maps of mountains, rivers, deserts, perhaps an inland sea, not to mention hundreds of new species of animal, bird and plant life, together with precious meteorological and magnetic data.


Science is fine, but the mercantile and political worlds represented on the Committee have an eye on land – both that which is fertile, and that which might contain gold. Back in the 1830s, the first settlers in the lush central land of Victoria had become ‘squatters’, establishing ‘runs’ where they and their cattle grew fat off the bounty of the land. In the 1850s, the first men to find gold at Ballarat had become many times richer even than the squatters. The gold had been pretty much lying around! Perhaps another rival to El Dorado lies in the interior? Just how much more rich and powerful might that make us all?


For the wealth from that Ballarat gold has built Melbourne – funding the construction of such venerable institutions as the parliament, the State Library and the University of Melbourne – and made it one of the finest, grandest cities on earth. What was wilderness just 30 years ago is now, as the Geelong Advertiser proudly notes of its big brother, ‘transformed into a great city, as comfortable, as elegant, as luxurious . . . as any place out of London or Paris’.9


Why, in the space of less than a decade since the discovery of gold, our city’s population has gone from 30,000 to four times that number! Melbourne now outstrips even Sydney in size to have become the fastest growing city in the British Empire. We Victorians, meanwhile, boast everything from the first telegraph lines to the first railway tracks, and are the continent’s most powerful colony.


Or are we? South Australia and New South Wales have launched many expeditions and discovered many things, but neither has managed anything so grand as crossing the entire continent. We must do this for civic pride!


A final bonus is that such an expedition could lead to the establishment of a telegraph line across the continent, linked to London, that would come straight to Melbourne. It would make our fair city the most modern metropolis on the continent, instantly aware of news and market prices for our export industry, instead of waiting three months for often out-of-date information to arrive here by ship.


And so it is that another key decision taken in early meetings is to agree to the motion, ‘That this Committee, as representing Victoria, do not seek the co-operation of other colonies, but act alone . . .’10


This is to be a solely Victorian expedition. It is a matter of pride.


But what direction should the expedition head?


The original suggestion from Dr Wilkie, that it head east to west, is quickly countered by influential Committee member Ferdinand Mueller.


‘It seems inadvisable,’ the government’s brilliant botanist explains, ‘to send a simultaneous expedition from Victoria to the subtropical east coast, whilst the New South Wales Government has already entrusted to Mr Gregory the command of an expedition in search of Dr Leichhardt . . . By adopting the Darling as a starting point,’ he goes on, ‘a new and large portion of country in close proximity to the northern goldfields of the colony of Victoria, and probably in part available for pastures, would be opened.’11


Mueller would know, as he has just presented his paper on the history of explorations of Australia to the institute. It is his strong feeling that the Darling would make the finest starting point. The transit of stores could then be furnished by the Murray steamers, almost to the point of unexplored country.


At the next meeting, on 7 December 1857, the entire agenda is consumed with arguments about direction, with the only resolution being a rough agreement to send a small party to the Darling, basing themselves up around Menindee, and leave to them the decision as to which direction a larger party should go.


That can, perhaps, be resolved at the next meeting. So it goes. Resolutions are passed, motions debated, more meetings called, with little progress made to an actual expedition being launched, until . . . nearly a year later, on 18 August 1858, a significant breakthrough is made.


•


The Antarctic winds that whistle over Port Phillip Bay this morning first knock the tops off the ‘white horses’ that canter across the dark waters, and then career and careen up the streets, around the buildings, along cobbled laneways of the city centre, before doing their most dastardly work of all – lashing the residents’ ruddy faces, their hands clenching into icy fists.


An interesting character – as odd, as earnest, as he is curious – is ushered into the presence of the second most esteemed man in the colony, after His Excellency the Governor, and that is Sir William Stawell, Chief Justice and President of the Philosophical Institute.


With the smooth assurance of one who is used to being greeted warmly wherever he goes, the visitor unbuttons his overcoat, doffs his hat, and reveals himself as, hulloa!, Ambrose Kyte, the Irish merchant, businessman, theatre owner and property speculator, who after starting his illustrious career selling hay, currently has an annual income of £15,000 from rents alone.


He has an interesting offer to make. He will commit, he tells Sir William, £1000 towards the cost of the expedition, so long as ‘a sum of £2000 should be raised within a year from the present time by public subscription’.12


With, thus, £3000 raised the Philosophical Institute could have a great start to getting the funds they need to get the expedition off the ground!


‘The idea was given to me from above,’ the devout Anglican tells Sir William. ‘I believe that I am an instrument in God’s hand.’13


Despite such a glorious inspiration for his generosity, Kyte also makes clear that, for the moment at least, he wishes to remain anonymous. For, should he put his name to the donation all sorts of charges may be levelled at him, besmirching his motivation.


No, better this way, and the Age soon simply announces on page one:




EXPLORATION OF AUSTRALIA.


A citizen of Melbourne having signified to Sir W. Stawell, President of the Philosophical Institute, his intention of subscribing £1000 to the purpose of the exploration of Australia, on condition of a certain further sum being subscribed by the public towards the same object, a Public Meeting will be held at the Mechanics’ Institute, on Tuesday, August 31st, at four o’clock p.m., to consider the above proposal. Sir William Stawell will be present.14





And so Chief Justice Stawell is present, together with 50 others, and an ‘Exploration Fund Committee’ is quickly established, setting itself the first task of raising matching funds. It is decided that once that has been accomplished, an application could be made to the Colonial Legislature (which contains more than a few members of the institute) for a further £6000, at which point planning proper for the expedition could get underway. As easily as that, an anonymous £1000 offer has now turned into the hope of a £9000 expedition, the largest and most expensive in Australia’s history.


In order to get the word out to the public, John Macadam, the honorary secretary of the fundraising committee, as well as of the Philosophical Institute, puts out a note to possible donors, making his plea, which encompasses all the major reasons for the expedition in one paragraph:


‘To open up a communication with the northern shores of this Continent, is an enterprise which should engage the sympathies and command the support of the merchant, the squatter and the miner, no less than those of the man of science; for such an enterprise promises to abridge the distance which separates us from the old world; to bring us, at an early date, in telegraphic communication with India and Europe; to open new avenues of commerce; to indicate how we may obtain access to vast areas of pastoral land, from which we are at present cut off, owing to our ignorance of the intervening country; and to solve a geological problem, which is as important as it is interesting.’15


Another point brought up at the public meeting of 31 August is the desirability of importing camels with a view to future explorations, as it seems the arid heat of the interior proper will be entirely unsuitable for horses.


Victorian MP Thomas Embling – long determined to solve the problem of the ‘Australian Sahara’16 by using camels to establish an overland trade route with Asia – had put it rather well back in March, in a letter to the editor of the Argus:


‘Our desert could be crossed in 10 days, north to south, and all we need is to leave in Europe that curse of our race – namely, doing only as our fathers have done, from wearing a black hat and black woollen garments, to trying to travel a desert with a horse.’17


The Argus broadly agrees: ‘The camel, with a load of five to six hundred pounds upon its back, will, with the greatest facility proceed at a rate of forty or fifty miles a day, and, if necessary, will go without water for a period of from ten to fourteen days . . . What might not be expected from an exploring party provided with these “ships of the desert?”’18


Make no mistake, Embling says in a follow-up letter: the camel, too, is part of God’s rich plan.


‘Civilised man tests his puny powers on horseback against the desert in its aridity, and perishes on its threshold . . . Would we cross the Southern Ocean in a cockle-boat? Why then, attempt to find our way across a desert except on a desert-ship – the gift of Heaven for that undertaking?’19


This is not just any letter writer, this is a member of the Victorian government, and he is happy to put his views to all the key decisionmakers. In fact, his argument is so compelling that the Victorian Parliament agrees to accept the offer of the well-known local horsetrader George Landells, who will shortly be heading to India – with a contingent of 150 Victorian brumbies (specially bred cavalry and artillery horses, not the wild kind) to sell to the British military stationed in India – to buy 24 camels while there, and bring them back as his return cargo.


Rising proudly in the manner of one who has just been knighted by Queen Victoria herself, Dr Embling addresses the public meeting of 31 August – held in the august halls of the Mechanics’ Institute on Collins Street, in a room lined by rich mahogany, grand portraits and esteemed gentlemen – to reveal the welcome, if tentative, news from the government. Either the camels can be used for the expedition, or as part of a breeding program so that Victoria can have the finest camels in all Australia, and be set up for future explorations. Landells, who stands in the crowd looking very tanned next to the pinkish scientists – more brawn than brain – claims to have no fewer than 14 years experience in handling camels, and so should be perfect for the task. In fact, they even ask him to hire some sepoys, Indian soldiers serving under the British Empire and past masters of handling camels.
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Mr Landells leaves for India in October 1858.


Although the camels are to be bought by the Government of Victoria for future exploration in general, the men of the Philosophical Institute can’t help but think what a boon it would be if they were able to use the new desert fleet on their great venture to cross the continent. Alas, the camels are not expected to arrive in Melbourne until early in 1860 – more than a year away – and surely the Exploration Committee will have raised the funds and started, well, exploring, long before then.


In the meantime, how to raise the £2000 required to match Kyte’s offer?


Exactly.


It is one thing for the community as a whole, led by the newspapers, to agree it is a good idea. It is quite another for people to actually reach into their wallets and purses to provide the money.


Late 1858, Melbourne, the Committee explores the explorers


Now, as is the way of such things, the best way of finding a worthy leader for the expedition is to start by asking the most obvious candidate of the lot, and that is Augustus Gregory.


Perhaps the most accomplished explorer in the country, Augustus Gregory, a noted inventor, surveyor and expert in bushcraft – not to mention fine leader of men – may just be available, too. Recently returned from his unsuccessful attempt to find the remains of Leichhardt, he is first approached by Mueller, with an invitation to become the leader.


The exhausted Gregory, however – who is set to take up the post as the first Surveyor-General of Queensland – refuses the exhortations of Dr Mueller, writing that ‘even under the most favourable circumstances, the results [of the expedition] must fall far short of public expectation’. He also suggests that it be a Victorian resident who is given lead of the expedition; someone, he explains, who ‘would be more closely identified with the community than a non-resident like myself’.20


Gregory does, however, offer his sage advice on the best route and some of the logistics, based on his recent travels along Cooper’s and Strzelecki creeks on his Leichhardt search expedition:21


‘Taking everything into consideration,’ he writes, ‘the most eligible point [for a depot] is where the Strzelecki Creek branches off from the Cooper [Creek] . . . Here there is a fine reach of water in the River, and sufficient grass for the stock even if detained through the dry season. Were a depot formed at this place the stores and equipment could easily be brought up from Port Augusta, as only 150 miles of desert intervene between the out-stations of South Australia and Cooper River, and, by following the channel of Strzelecki Creek, water would probably be found . . . From this depot, two days’ journey would take a party into the unexplored country, nearer the centre of the Terra Incognita than any other that could be selected, with a due regard to the existing facilities of approach.’22


Now that is interesting. A depot at Cooper’s Creek. Right on the spot where another watercourse, Strzelecki Creek, branches off from it. It makes sense, and the Exploration Committee takes due note. While they are a long way away from discussing routes, let alone the site of depots, advice from a man of Gregory’s experience and expertise carries such weight that, in all the bluster, buffeting and ballyhoo that might come, it is unlikely to be easily shifted. Cooper’s Creek, indeed . . .


For all the excitement of some members, however, at their next meeting, the Exploration Committee can’t help but notice that not only have donations been drying up, but so has attendance, as interest wanes, both inside and outside the Committee room.


In fact, by early May 1859, interest has fallen away so markedly a bare half-a-dozen men make it to the meeting of the Exploration Committee and the Exploration Fund Committee. Among the absentees, most notable, and deplorable, is the Committee’s honorary secretary, who has engagements elsewhere. (Typical. Macadam always has engagements elsewhere, from delivering the inaugural lecture on analytical chemistry at the University of Melbourne to acting as umpire and bouncing the first ball at the first match of the curious new game of Victorian Football. Macadam is like a moth drawn to whichever flame in Melbourne is burning brightest at the time, and his absence from the meeting on this day is a fair indication that its light has dimmed.)


In sum, the project is still alive, but only just. Sir William Stawell cautions if there is not a good turn-up for the next meeting ‘in my opinion it would be far better to abandon the project altogether, than to be constantly putting off action’23.


Somehow, the meetings struggle on, but it is not until two months later that a further prompt is given. On 20 July 1859 the government of the fine colony of South Australia proposes in its House of Assembly ‘that a reward of £1000 might be given to the first person who should penetrate to the north-western or northern shore of this continent’.


It is passed, with an amendment to the effect that the said penetration must be ‘from Port Augusta to between 115 and 143 degrees longitude’24.


(In sum, to claim the prize the explorer must keep his explorations in the area directly above South Australia – ideally suited to positioning the overland telegraph – giving South Australia a financial reward far beyond the mere pittance they’d be paying.)


Beyond merely sponsoring the prize, however, the South Australians already have one of their own nearly ready to get started – none other than John McDouall Stuart, who had learnt his craft at the shoulder of Captain Charles Sturt, and gone on to his own exploring glories since.


The Argus puts it stingingly, in an editorial: ‘By the time the inhabitants of this colony have subscribed the £2,000 necessary to secure the promised donation of £1,000, and by the time the camels ordered from India for exploring purposes have been shipped to this port, the probability is that Mr Stuart will have reached the Gulf of Carpentaria, and secured a lasting reputation as the pioneer of an over-land route to the northern shores of this continent . . .’25


Suddenly, courtesy of the keen rivalry between the two adjacent southern colonies, Victoria stirs. Three notable donations of £100 come in, including one from the man thought to be the richest in the colony, the railway contractor John Bruce.


Soon, the money surging forth into Victorian coffers is enough that the Exploration Committee begins to discuss the composition of the expedition. There is a basic notion from the first that there must be one leader in overall charge, perhaps half-a-dozen officers in charge of specific aspects of the expedition, together with another dozen or so workers to provide the grunt necessary.


One particularly influential Exploration Committee member, Professor Georg Neumayer of Flagstaff Observatory, is insistent that the expedition have a strong scientific quotient. If they are to navigate and map what lies in the middle of Australia, north of the Murray–Darling – that combined tributary that runs 915 miles across New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia like a flowing boundary to European settlement – they must send men of considerable knowledge and expertise.


With this in mind, Neumayer suggests that a position be reserved for his brilliant young offsider, the 25-year-old William Wills, who can take carriage of all scientific matters on the expedition. The suggestion receives a broadly positive response, but not positive enough for young Wills to be officially confirmed.


•


Oh, the thrill of it!


When William Wills hears that the suggestion of his name has been well received by the Committee he is beside himself with joy. In many ways, he feels he was born for just such an expedition. For Wills is a refined fellow, boasting a curious combination of passions not frequently found in the same breast – for physics, chemistry, pathology, astronomy and for art, literature and poetry.


His appetite for knowledge is innate, pure, a defining aspect of his character since early childhood. Ah, yes, Willy had been speaking in clear sentences before turning one, and many of those sentences had been questions.


He was further educated in the grammar school of Ashburton in Devonshire before working for three years in his father’s medical practice, helping out in any manner he could, distributing medicines and occasionally being allowed to extract a tooth or breathe a vein. Wills sailed for Victoria in 1852, in the company of his brother and just ahead of their father, who gravitated to the goldfields and even helped patch together one of those who had been wounded by the Redcoats at the Eureka Stockade.


Nineteen-year-old William Wills, meantime, continued to widen his experience in Australia, doing everything from working as a shepherd on a station near Deniliquin, to trying his own luck as a prospector on the goldfields, before the call of intellectual pursuits became too strong. After studying surveying in Ballarat, and gaining practical experience over three years under the tutelage of a master of the field, Frederick John Byerly, Wills returned to Melbourne and a new challenge. For after taking up an appointment at the new Magnetic Observatory at Flagstaff Hill, he was seduced by astronomy and meteorology while working as an assistant to Government Meteorologist and Observatory Director Professor Neumayer, who admires him greatly. Wills is a quiet, loyal, endlessly methodical young man of an ability that is matched only by his humility.


But beneath such humility – an impression perhaps enhanced by his slight sp-sp-sp-speech impediment – the young man bursts with many, and growing, passions.


Wills is living in a comfortable boarding house in Gertrude Street, Fitzroy, where he has formed a close bond with another remarkable resident, Melbourne barrister, Richard Birnie, the son of an English knight.


‘We gravitated to each other by mutual attraction, though I was double his age,’ Birnie would chronicle. ‘More and more he impressed me with his rare and beautiful character. Seldom, if ever, have I known such a harmony of firmness, gentleness, refinement, application, and ardent desire of knowledge.’26


Closer than close, the two talk for hours, night after night, of anything and everything – theatre, philosophy, gossip, the ancient Greeks, literature, astronomy, religion . . . their learning mixed with laughter, on and on into the wee hours.


Educated at Oxford and Cambridge, Birnie is an impressively learned man, worldly, a brilliant wit with more than a hint of scepticism, a genius in most matters of the mind except the management of money, and the law – the last a particular pity as that is his profession. When still in London, Birnie had been a friend of such literary luminaries as Charles Dickens and William Thackeray. Tellingly, young Wills is particularly enamoured of Dickens’s two sunniest characters – Mr Micawber, who is always hoping ‘something will turn up’27, and Mark Tapley, a character from Martin Chuzzlewit, who is always eager to seek out miserable circumstances so he can prove happiness can exist anywhere, and to show that he can ‘come out strong under circumstances as would keep other men down’28 – and he hangs on Birnie’s every word about what Mr Dickens is really like.


Most wonderfully, Birnie returns Wills’s deep affection in kind, and devotes himself to teaching the young scientist everything he knows, to act as his mentor, guide and loving wise hand on the younger man’s development.


Yes, William’s ‘heart [is] in science, especially in astronomy’, but under the tutelage of Richard Birnie, he thirsts for so much more, don’t you see?


Soon, the thoughts and opinions of Richard Birnie begin to fill William’s letters home to England, back to the mother who remained to take care of his young sisters. Now the Wills women read of the things he and Richard have done together, the excursions they have made, the discussions they have embarked upon (even, worryingly for the devout Mrs Wills, discussions on what faith and religion really mean).


Wills just can’t get enough. He can learn from this man, and though he is more frank with his father than his mother when it comes to his new questioning of faith, Birnie is an intellectual drug that he cannot turn away from.


And nor can Richard Birnie turn from William, later describing him: ‘A clear (perhaps too clear) complexion, an expressive eye that always outstripped his tongue (for he fought with, and partly subdued, a slight stammer), golden hair, a thick, tawny beard, a smile at once intellectual and sympathising, a light, clean, agile frame, prompt spontaneous movements, and a handsomeness such as is often seen in a young girl . . . propriety of dress, an easy geniality, tempered with a becoming self-respect . . . He [has], moreover, a keen and deep sense of the humorous, no less than of the ridiculous; and I used often to contrast his disfiguring bursts of laughter with the intellectual beauty of his smile in repose.’29


Indeed, it is those very wild guffaws of mirth that are among the things Birnie enjoys most about his young admirer.


‘[William],’ says Birnie jocularly many a’time, ‘you have a god-like smile, but a bumpkin laugh.’30


The most thrilling thing is that if William could be accepted on this expedition as the official astronomical and meteorological observer as well as surveyor, so many of his passions could be indulged at once.


To tread where no European has gone before, to witness things never before recorded, to discover new worlds . . . what joy!


This is not a passing whim; this is something he has been yearning to do for the last five years.


‘So long ago as 1855,’ Richard Birnie would attest of his dear friend, ‘[William] frequently spoke . . . of a longing desire to explore the interior of Australia. He also expressed at this time a belief that he should be among the first who ever should succeed in crossing to the Gulf of Carpentaria.’31


Back in 1856, when Wills had first heard tell of such an expedition being mounted, by a Dr Catherwood of Ballarat, he had walked the 90 miles to that city to see if he could join, only to find it a fundraising scam. But this new expedition, clearly, is serious and, as news of the opportunity spreads by way of newspaper stories and word of mouth, he is one of an astonishing number of prospective expedition members to put in his application. And he is quick to write to his brother Charles in England to tell him the wonderful news, when it indeed breaks, that the Committee has raised the money to match the anonymous donation, just in time!




Melbourne, September 15th, 1859.


MY DEAR CHARLEY,


. . . They have just succeeded in raising the two thousand pounds here, by subscription, that was wanted towards an exploration fund, for fitting out an expedition that will probably start for the interior of our continent next March. Camels have been sent for, to be used in places where horses cannot go. You would be astonished at the number of applications that are being made by people anxious to join the expedition. Nine-tenths of them would wish themselves home again before they had been out three months.


Give my love to the two girls,


and believe me,


my dear Charley,


     Your affectionate brother,


       WILLIAM J. WILLS.32
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The press, it must be said, is a little less impressed, with the Argus, for one, noting archly on 15 October 1859:




The Exploration Committee are apparently having a short nap. We may echo the cry, which has been more than once raised in our columns – what are the Committee about? . . . The map of Australia is a curiosity of the nineteenth century. Perhaps nothing approaching nearer to an absolute blank [exists].33





Still, for the moment, the Committee are not particularly fussed, for they are on the edge of announcing the wonderful news, and come 8 November 1859, they can finally break it.


For it is on this momentous day that the Philosophical Institute officially receives its long-sought Royal Charter – the imprimatur of Queen Victoria herself – and will henceforth be known as the ‘Royal Society of Victoria’.


It is serendipitous synchronicity that sees them shortly thereafter move into their new premises at 8 La Trobe Street, an imposing Victorian building, constructed specifically for their purpose. For there it stands, an august red brick building of solid, stately splendour. Inside, the vaulted ceiling rises high above the single-level meeting hall, with imposing arch windows all around. It is a grand building fit for grand men to hatch grand plans.


For the Empire. For Victoria.


For Queen Victoria.


Surely, the now Royal Society will be able to organise and launch what has confounded the mere Philosophical Institute?


Young William Wills is one who thinks so, taking his pen on a quiet night at Melbourne’s Flagstaff Observatory ten days later to tell his beloved sister, Bessy, back in England,




It seems very likely that I shall be leaving Melbourne in March, to accompany the expedition for the exploration of the interior of this continent. It is calculated that we shall be away for about three years. It may be more, but it is not likely to be much less. It is not yet certain that I shall go. In fact, nothing is decided, not even who will be the leader; but I thought it would be as well to mention it to you now, as your answer to this cannot reach me until March . . . It is quite possible that I may not go, but it is more likely that I shall, as Professor Neumayer is very anxious that I should, to make magnetic and meteorological observations, and he is on the Exploration Committee. . .34





And yet, while there really is progress in organising a possible expedition, the process of choosing a leader for it seems to have come to a dead stop.


John McDouall Stuart is surely the most industrious of explorers in Australia at this time, and he is demonstrably worth his salt, having been the right-hand man of the great explorer Charles Sturt. However, he is out in the interior right now, promising to better his teacher’s efforts and reach the centre, if not all the way up to the northern coast of the continent. What’s more, he is a South Australian.


The leader must be a Victorian.


Keep thinking, gentlemen . . .


•


The good news is that with £3000 raised towards the expedition, the Exploration Fund Committee is indeed able to approach the Victorian government for a further £6000, and on 20 January 1860, the money is approved by the Victorian Legislative Assembly! Now, now things start to move. For one, the fundraising committee is promptly dissolved.


25 January ’60, Melbourne, in the beginning


At the first meeting of the new Exploration Committee of the Royal Society of Victoria, Sir William Stawell is voted in as chairman, with the former Mayor of Melbourne, John Hodgson, as vice chair, Dr David Wilkie as treasurer and Dr John Macadam as secretary. It is true that in the whole 18-man Committee there are just three members – Ferdinand Mueller, the government botanist and director of the Botanical Gardens; Clement Hodgkinson, the Victorian deputy surveyor-general; and Angus McMillan, a pioneer pastoralist – who have any background that touches on exploration, but that is simply the nature of a rich urban society – explorers are not thick on the ground.


The chief object of the discussion, and it goes for two hours on this alone, is who should lead the expedition, with Mueller being quick to suggest that Major Peter Warburton, the Police Commissioner of South Australia, with a strong record of exploration in that state, be interviewed as leader.


Ferdinand Mueller notes that Major Warburton is the obvious candidate because of his demonstrated ‘zeal, untiring energy, and past experience in Australian exploration’ and points out that, ‘as Chief Commissioner of Police, and as a soldier, he is accustomed to direct and see his orders carried out’35. All that, and he has experience in travelling with camels in India, with no disasters. To top it all off, Augustus Gregory himself has ‘given Warburton his warmest recommendation for the post’36.


Now, it is true that Major Warburton – like Stuart – is not from the right colony, but does the Committee have any choice? No other particular candidates have emerged from Victoria and they must find someone. Warburton is, at least, a competent explorer – not to mention a man of impeccable pedigree, from an old aristocratic English family, the second son of a lord, with a fine Parisian education and good grasp of scientific matters. But a little too sure of himself? And more than a tad on the born-to-rule side of things? The Committee is aware of that.


After Warburton had rescued the lost explorer Benjamin Babbage in 1858, he had been more than free with his views – which had quickly reached the newspapers – that Babbage had brought water tanks that were ‘rubbish’ and ‘utterly useless’, that he was ‘incurring great danger without the smallest real benefit’, was ‘erratic’, ‘injudicious’, and he had left his own camp which was ‘an act of insanity’ and didn’t care about ‘the men he had deserted’37. In case the reader hadn’t decided how Warburton felt about Babbage, he further explained, ‘I am amazed when I consider Mr Babbage’s ignorance, indifference and rashness.’38


Herein lies a possible problem. The Committee are after a ‘gentleman’ in the tradition of British exploration and, though Major Warburton has that pedigree by birth, his comments about Babbage show he does not quite make the grade in person. Still, Ferdinand Mueller, at least, is insistent that Commissioner Warburton is the best man for the job and – strongly supported by the great river explorer and society member, Captain Francis Cadell – Dr John Macadam, the ambitious young politician, seconds the motion ‘with much pleasure’39.


Motion carried.


Commissioner Warburton will be invited to ‘an interview’, from which point his appointment, everyone understands, will be a mere formality and the expedition can soon be on its way!


25 January ’60, St Kilda, Mr Bruce makes up Macadam’s mind


John Macadam?


Mr Bruce is here.


Well, show him in!


When politicians meet men whose wealth is at least a match for their own influence – and both sides want something from the other – crate-loads of courtesy may be counted on. Both men fit the part. John Macadam, the recently elected Member for Castlemaine, is a huge Scot, whose barrel chest is only marginally more impressive than his full-flowing red beard and mane – and slightly less imposing than the rich cadence of his always eloquent words. Rare is the man of deep scientific background – the Scot is a chemist by training – whose skill in language at least matches it, but Macadam is that man. No matter that at just 32 he is younger than many of his Royal Society colleagues. As huge in physical stature as in vocabulary and ambitious energy, Macadam comes across as one who could out-debate most men in his big booming voice, while also beating them in an arm-wrestle, even while using his other hand to write out a dissertation on the finer points of analytical chemistry, which is his field of specialty. A force of nature, he has recently become a rising force in politics, courtesy, in no small way, beyond his undoubted talents, to the patronage of one of the most influential, and certainly the richest, men in Victoria . . .


For John Bruce, the well-known railway contractor from Castlemaine, as well as being a constant donor to great public causes such as the expedition fund, also happens to be the chief financial backer for Macadam’s political career. (Now as financial backers go, they don’t come much stronger than Mr Bruce, as he holds a contract for just under £3.5 million to construct the first leg of the Melbourne to Bendigo40 railway – the biggest contract in the history of the Australian continent. It is true that Mr Bruce often courts controversy, as he is regularly accused of bribing politicians to get such contracts, and then bribing officials to turn a blind eye when his constructions might not technically fulfil every particular of them, but . . . powerful? Yes. And interested in opening up new lands, to which railways may well be built? Definitely!)


Mr Bruce – who is a member of the Royal Society and privy to most of the deliberations about the expedition – presents an idea to John Macadam, who is quickly convinced of its genius. Leave it with me, Mr Bruce, leave it with me.41


Yes, not for nothing is it Mr Bruce’s boast to intimates that ‘any man might be bought for money’42, and it is for equally good reason that it will be said of him in the Victorian Parliament that he ‘circulated more money and more patronage than the government or any individual in the colony’43.


Mr Bruce is a man used to getting what he wants.


What he wants is the role of leader to be given to his ‘personal friend’44, Robert O’Hara Burke. Nobody else. Not even Major Warburton, the experienced explorer. Put simply, Burke is Bruce’s kind of man. Well-born, but a man’s man, he is charming and garrulous all at once, supremely well connected and a dreamer of dreams – all descriptions Mr Bruce answers to himself.


‘If an angel from heaven had come down and volunteered to be leader,’ the Yeoman and Australian Acclimatiser would later remark, ‘he, too, would have been objected to.’45


Yes, it is quite true that Mr Burke has no experience in exploration and is a little on the eccentric side, a strange mix of otherwise contrary parts . . . Though a gentleman, he dresses like a peasant as a point of pride. Though careful with the safety of his men, he seems to delight in putting his own life in careless danger. Though he longs for family and stability, he is still a hopeless, impractical romantic when it comes to women, mooning over an actress half his age and beneath his station. While well educated and voraciously intelligent, he cannot discipline his mind to pass any practical exam. Though mostly loved by his men, he can be ruthless. Though he has travelled the world and speaks four languages, he now commands a provincial police force in an Antipodean backwater. Though the key upholder of the law in his region, one of his favourite activities is to travel to Benalla, for the sole purpose of swinging on the gate of a police magistrate who once displeased him. This magistrate, known as ‘Pompous Piper’46, is eccentric in himself, and it is known that while ‘you might cut his flowers, pull his fruit, and run your dog through the grape vines, and he would hardly, even by look, express his displeasure, but if any one swung on his gate the whole concentrated indignation of his system burst forth’47. Ah, then, how many times would Pompous Piper look out from his front door to see Inspector Burke swinging steadily back and forth, staring straight at him!


‘Actions of this sort in a grown man,’ a colleague would note, ‘can only indicate that there is something wrong with the brain.’48


But, you know what? Perhaps that is precisely what is required? After all, is it not mad in itself to think you could walk across a continent? Confronted with obstacles north of Cooper’s Creek, hadn’t Thomas Mitchell, Charles Sturt, John McDouall Stuart and Augustus Gregory decided to a man, rationally, that it couldn’t be done, and so had turned around? Perhaps, this time, what is needed is one who just refuses to bow to anyone or anything. Perhaps mad Mr Burke might be that very man?


And let’s not forget his pedigree! Despite his, let’s face it, rather devil-may-care slovenly appearance, he is of a fine family, and he is a gentleman with the courage we need and . . . maybe the madness.


•


It is the most remarkable thing, is it not?


At the meeting of the Exploration Committee on 30 January, John Macadam appears to have had a complete change of heart. No matter that he had championed the cause of Major Warburton just five days earlier, now he wants applications from new candidates for the post to be considered. What? New candidates? Applications for a filled position? ‘Have you received any applications for the leadership?’49 asks a startled Dr Mueller.


‘I have received many applications for every department in the expedition,’50 replies Dr Macadam smoothly.


Privately, Dr Macadam has already begun his campaigning to secure the role for Mr Bruce’s favourite. Between ourselves – Mr Bruce considers Mr Burke no less than ‘a personal friend’ and I can tell you, any friend of Mr Bruce should be a friend to us all. Mr Bruce would very much appreciate Committee members – no pressure, you understand? – supporting his friend, and just the other day Mr Bruce said to Dr Macadam that, ‘No other man living should lead the Victorian Expedition.’51


Dr Macadam, now that he comes to think of it, could not agree more! Mr Burke is the only man living who is fit for the job, and – no matter that just a few days ago they were robustly supporting Mr Warburton – other Committee members are soon equally enthusiastic.


How to get around the fact that Warburton has already been proposed?


Simple! Dr Macadam has thought of that, and now reveals it to all, including an alarmed Dr Mueller, shocked at how quickly everything is moving.


We will, Dr Macadam says, advertise the position in Victorian papers – but certainly not in South Australia or New South Wales. Yes, we will write to Major Warburton, inviting him to apply, but our advertisements will hopefully generate applications allowing us to go through a whole selection process. (At that point, the best man for the job, by which I mean the worthy Mr Burke – You understand? We have your support? I shall personally inform Mr Bruce of your excellent judgement – shall rise to the post.)


But now, Dr Macadam is careful, and as cunning as a digger on the Eureka with a 10-pound nugget hidden in his swag. What he says in the hallways of the Royal Society is not what he says in the meeting hall itself.


At meeting’s end, a motion is passed: ‘That public intimation be given to gentlemen desirous to offer their services for leadership of the Victorian Exploration, to put themselves in communication with the Secretary to the Exploration Committee on or before the first day of March of the present year.’52


It is agreed also ‘that a special communication be forwarded to Major Warburton on the same subject’.53


To some of the press watching, whatever John Macadam’s desire to be discreet about it all, it is quite strange that the same man who at the meeting on 25 January had seconded the nomination of Major Warburton ‘with much pleasure’54, is now backing an advertisement for a leader. As the Age comments:




They are in a strange position . . . They have invited Major Warburton to accept the appointment, and they have also asked others to apply for it. It remains to be seen whether this does not turn out to be a very characteristic blunder. Will Major Warburton not hesitate to accept under those circumstances, and may not other persons fully competent be prevented from offering themselves while the invitation to the Major remains open?55





For its part, the Melbourne Herald is outraged, sniffing at the very notion.


‘Men of science, of enterprise, and with some knowledge of the ways of the world,’ it thunders, ‘do not relish the notion of being advertised for, as the keeper of a registry office advertises for a butler, housemaid or a cook.’56


That, dear friends, is the point, as far as Dr Macadam is concerned. Hopefully, Major Warburton will take precisely the same view and regard answering an ad, just like a washerwoman, as well beneath his dignity. And the problem will be solved. Major Warburton will step back, Mr Burke will step forward, and Mr Bruce will be happy. Yes, though it is not obvious at the time, it will later become clear:




A powerful clique, embracing a few members of the Committee and some persons outside of it, entered into something like a conspiracy that one man, and he only, should obtain the appointment as leader.57





That clique is indeed led by Dr John Macadam, the Member for Castlemaine, and soon has such influential backers as Sir William Stawell himself. As to the one man they want, he is the new toast of the Melbourne Club. Gentlemen, please lift your glasses to . . . Robert O’Hara Burke!





CHAPTER TWO



A HERD OF CAMELS, A WINNOWING OF EXPLORERS




I have only one ambition, which is to do some deed before I die, that shall entitle me to have my name honourably inscribed on the page of history. If I succeed in that I care not what death, or when I die.1


Robert O’Hara Burke to a friend, 1860


Let any man lay the map of Australia before him, and regard the blank upon its surface, and then let me ask him if it would not be an honourable achievement to be the first to place foot in its centre. Men of undoubted perseverance and energy in vain had tried to work their way to that distant and shrouded spot. A veil hung over Central Australia that could neither be pierced or raised. Girt round about by deserts, it almost appeared as if Nature had intentionally closed it upon civilized man, that she might have one domain on the earth’s wide field over which the savage might roam in freedom.2


Charles Sturt reflecting on his previous expeditions to the interior in 1844–46 in his Narrative of an Expedition into Central Australia, 1849





Beechworth and Castlemaine, early ’60, the writing on the wall


Perhaps you can tell something of a man by what he chooses to put on his walls?


Fine art bespeaks a certain sophistication.


Books, a desire for learning.


Other shelving, a utilitarianism.


Blank walls, either poverty, a certain spartan nature, or both.


Robert O’Hara Burke has on his walls something no one has ever seen before.


They are pasted scraps of paper, filled with ‘quotations from Byron, Heine, Berger, and other poets, forage accounts, musical scores of mild and touching airs, brands of lost cattle, sketches of friends and foes, designs for a service boot or a camp kettle . . .’3 Right in the middle of them all hangs a sign, in large black letters:


Visitors are requested not to read the memoranda on these walls. I cannot keep any record in a systematic manner, so I jot things down like this.4


As strange as that is, stranger still is that every month all the notices are taken down, the walls are whitewashed, and then, bit by bit a fresh slew of signs goes up, with fresh quotations, followed soon enough, by the sign.


The only thing besides the sign that doesn’t change is an article published in 1854, written by the war correspondent of the Times and faithfully reprinted by Australian papers, including Castlemaine’s Mount Alexander Mail, of what had happened to Burke’s beloved brother, James, in the Crimean War.




When he first leapt on shore: from the boat six soldiers charged him. Two he shot with his revolver, one he cut down with his sword – the rest turned and fled. [Next] a number of riflemen advanced from behind a ditch, and took deliberate aim at him. Poor Burke charged them with headlong gallantry. As he got near he was struck by a ball, which broke his jawbone, but he rushed on, shot three men dead at close quarters with his revolver and cleft two men through helmet and all into the brain with his sword.


He was then surrounded, and while engaged in cutting his way with heroic courage through the ranks of the enemy, a sabre cut from behind, given by a dragoon as he went by, nearly severed his head from his body; and he fell dead covered with bayonet wounds, sabre gashes, and marked with lance thrusts and bullet holes. Mr Burke’s body was found after the action in which he had lost his life, with no less than 33 wounds upon it.5





When first apprised of the news of his brother’s death – the first British officer killed in the Crimean War – Burke had been found, clutching the letter, still in tears.


‘I have just learned the particulars of my brother’s fate,’ he told the policeman who happened upon him, ‘but it is not his dying that moves me in this way, but the glory of his death.’6


Burke can only dream of such a glorious end. His own attempt to join the British war effort in the Crimea, sailing from Australia in March 1856 to share in his brother’s glory, was abruptly aborted – he had arrived just that little bit too late. There had been nothing for it but to return to Australia and resume where he had left off.


But his obsession with his brother’s death certainly worries his colleagues, one of them later noting, ‘Burke’s intellect was unhinged . . . the apparent reason for it a sabre wound and a disappointment in love . . . I think that the insanity was intensified . . . by the illustrated account of the death of Burke’s brother. Burke always kept the picture of the tragic death of his brother in a top drawer, from which I have seen him over and over again take it out, and, placing it on the table before him, sit down and study it closely without speaking a word for perhaps twenty minutes. His elbows would be on the table and his head supported by both hands, whilst his wild-looking eyes bulged and flashed, keeping time to the surging thoughts that crowded through his brain . . . I am satisfied that the constant contemplation of the picture I refer to sensibly aggravated the irritation from which his brain unquestionably suffered.’7


Perhaps driven by such mental aggravation, Burke continues to search for something that will soak up his restless, roving energy.


‘I wish I had something to do that would take the sting out of me,’8 he was often heard to cry.


Yes, a strange man Robert O’Hara Burke, and a shambolic one, in all things bar the way he led his men, where, as one colleague would later recall, ‘to a very large extent [he] was a rigid disciplinarian, bordering on the martinet . . .’9


Not that he is despised, by any means. For Robert O’Hara Burke has long had a way with his men, which means that, on a good day, they love him well.


In a story that would long be told by those there at the time, there had been an occasion a few years ago while he was still at Beechworth, on the morning of St Patrick’s Day when, in jocular homage to him and his well-known passion for the Emerald Isle of his birth, his constables – all of the constables, English, Irish, Welsh and Scotch – had formed up in the courtyard of Beechworth Police Station sporting shamrocks in their caps, and . . .


And here he comes now!


Grinning from ear to ear, proudly bearing their shamrocks, his men had stood to attention, waiting for Inspector Burke to notice. Alas, as he emerges from his bath – shambling and ambling his way back to his quarters – in his shirtsleeves, his braces hanging loose, his hair uncombed, saliva hanging like a spring from his beard, he walks by with his head down and doesn’t even notice! His face is all thunder and lightning, with troubles unknown.


The sergeant, as sergeants have always been wont to do, takes charge.


‘Atten-SHUN!’ he calls.


Burke, sure enough, looks up to see the cause of the fuss and, in an instant, takes it all in, his men are paying him homage in an unexpected and charming fashion. Taking the sergeant aside, he says, ‘Let the man stand easy till I return’, before marching off to his quarters.


Just five minutes later he is back in his regular daily uniform, but this time complete with a shamrock in his cap.


The men cheer, even before he can say ‘Right face, Dismiss . . .’ and in short order the cadets are in his quarters, knocking back whiskey, given by Burke, ‘With his compliments, to drown their shamrocks . . .’10


It is typical of him.


On the occasion of the Buckland riots in the winter of 1857, the first detachment of 24 police to arrive on the scene – to try to quell the violent rising of some 700 European miners against the detested ‘Celestials’, the Chinese miners – was under the command of Inspector Robert O’Hara Burke. He and another mounted man led the two dozen constables in coaches forward. Just as they arrived on the outskirts of Buckland, a man came galloping up to advise, ‘the rioters have shot Constable Duffy!’11 and have set up barricades along the road.


As later recounted by the Ovens and Murray Advertiser, ‘Mr Burke ordered the men to dismount from the coaches, to fall in and load, and then directed the [only other] mounted man to take one side of the road in front while he took the other. The second in command expostulated with him, saying he ought to look to himself for the sake of the men as there were known to be from 400 to 500 rioters. His answer was “forward; if there is any danger my place is in front”.’12


Far from being afraid of death, there is even something a little fatalistic about Burke.


Once, when his duties required him to forge the raging torrent of a river, after extremely heavy overnight rain, one of his fellow officers begged him to wait till the waters subsided, Burke laughed off the very suggestion.


‘No,’ said he, ‘it does not do for a commanding officer to shirk a danger that you are constantly obliged to face in the ordinary course of duty. But . . . you may come with me to the crossing, as should I be drowned, I would like someone to see the last of me.’13


It was almost as if he knew more about the mystical nature of death than most.


‘He had that peculiar far off look,’ it would be said of him, ‘as if he saw something beyond, which the superstitious have attributed to persons who are destined to die a strange death . . .’14


He is a rough, tough, shambolic bastard, but not a bad one. Indeed, when the officers under his command in Beechworth were informed of his transfer to Castlemaine, back in 1858, they had petitioned for him to be able to stay. Their efforts failed, so to show their regard for the departing leader, they presented him with a pair of fine pistols bearing the inscription, ‘Presented to R. O’Hara Burke Esq. Supt. of Police by the Officers of the district on his transfer from Beechworth, November 1858’.


While such respect keeps Burke satiated, it is far from the glory he craves.


But just in the last ten days, he has been focused as rarely before, for the very thing to take that sting out of him might suddenly and propitiously have emerged.


First, he had been approached by his dear friend, Mr John Vans Agnew Bruce, with the idea that he should apply to lead the Victorian Expedition across Australia. The Royal Society’s Honorary Secretary, John Macadam, has agreed to push him, as has none other than the chair of the Exploration Committee, Sir William Stawell, both of whom Burke knows through the Melbourne Club. John Bruce is determined to make this happen, so long as Burke agrees.


(‘With respect to Burke,’ Bruce would later note, ‘I take credit for myself for being the first to invite him to strive for the leadership. I went to town with him, worked hard to get him the appointment . . .’15)


Burke is interested from the first. He had been an early modest donor to the fundraising, contributing 10 shillings, and had subsequently noted the advertisements appearing in the paper, from 1 February on – appearing every day thereafter in the Argus, and twice a week in the Age – just as Mr Bruce had told him there would be. He knows all about the expedition, and is impressed to have such powerful sponsors behind him. It is a worthwhile thing to do, with one enormous bonus.


‘If I get the leadership and come out successful,’ he tells a friend, ‘I have no doubt but that Julia will accept my offer of marriage.’16


Now, at his behest, a friend and colleague from the Victoria Police, Inspecting Superintendent Peter Henry Smithe, is putting forward Burke’s name to lead the expedition across the country! It is for Burke himself to oversee its writing . . .




Castlemaine


7th February 1860


My dear Dr,


My friend and brother Officer Mr Robt O’Hara Burke, Supt. of Police in charge of this district is most anxious to obtain command of the Expln. Party. Sir Wm. Stawell is acquainted with Mr Burke, and I believe will give him his vote and interest. Mr Burke is an honourable man, was for many years Captn. in a Dragoon Regt. in Austria where he distinguished himself, subsequently held a Commission in the Irish Constabulary and is now a Supt. in our own Police.


Mr Burke speaks and writes French, German and Italian. He is a most active man and very strong – most temperate in his habits – and is kind and gentle in his manners, but possessing a strong will – ambitious – and had been accustomed to command from boyhood. Mr Burke is prepared to give up his present appointment to succeed to that of yours.


In conclusion, I am confident from my knowledge of Mr Burke that there is not another Gentleman in this Colony possessing so many of the qualifications necessary to the success of the undertaking in question as my friend Burke.


I remain,
my dear Dr
Yours truly,
P. N. Smithe.17





•


Meantime?


Meantime, even as the plans of the Victorian Exploration Committee twist in the wind, over in South Australia, John McDouall Stuart has smoothly put his plans in place and sets off for the northern coast, using the small depot he has established 400 miles north of Adelaide as his jumping off point. (He is travelling light, with just two companions on horseback and a bare minimum of rations – a little flour, sugar and dried beef – but a maximum capacity to live off the land, carrying guns, ammunition and fishing lines. No luxury tents for them. Why bother, when it is as good to sleep in a swag and spare yourself the colossal weight and time-wasting activity represented by having canvas over your head?)


The news that Stuart is on his way throws the total lack of movement in Victoria into stark relief, a fact that the Argus is quick to point out: ‘The Exploration Fund Committee are in an embarrassing position. Time presses. The season of the year at which the expedition should set out is rapidly passing away; the camels have not yet arrived; and no leader has been appointed.’18


Clearly what the Exploration Committee must do is get moving, just as Stuart is now moving, and within days, a sub-committee convenes in the Royal Society’s hall and begins the process of going through the 14 serious applications for leader that have been winnowed down from the 18 applications received.


•


For the most part, the applications are a depressing mixture of the absurd and the irrelevant, sent by the clearly unqualified. But one application, from a Mr John Frizzell, is of particular interest:




As the ‘Camels’ are now in all probability purchased for the expedition, [I] would have them with keepers (who should be natives or ‘Coolies’ accustomed to manage or drive them) landed, not in Melbourne – but on the North Shore of Australia Say at Port Essington – or at the mouth of the Albert River mentioned by Stokes with the positive instructions to remain there until called upon, I would then ‘Ship’ the Exploring party with the necessary provisions, implements, Boats, &, &, and dispatch them, to the appointed rendezvous. I would follow up the river to its source, and there establish a permanent Depot, and when all would be in readiness I would start on the exploration direct South . . .


[Heading thus, and with the] ‘Northerly Sirocco’ blowing not in their faces as with former explorers starting from the South, but in the backs of the party and assisting them forward, and what would still further stimulate their efforts, would be the consideration that every day would bring them nearer to the Abodes of Civilization, their homes, and the Cities of the South, this idea would stimulate them to go forward over the ‘Sahara Australis’ – if such they would meet with – invigorated minds to the performance of their duties . . .19





Mr Frizzel generously adds in a postscript: ‘I shall write you again on the probable route – you are at liberty to make the best use of this letter. JF’20


Which is as well. Because he does, and they do.


There is, too, an application from Royal Society member and pastoralist William Lockhart Morton, who has a little experience in exploring, having led last year a small expedition north of Rockhampton looking for grazing runs, but no one takes that quite seriously.


Major Warburton maintains a stony silence. He is the Commissioner of the South Australian Police Force and a gentleman. He does not (sniff) answer Positions Vacant ads. He finds the whole idea well beneath him.


February ’60, Melbourne, the best test designed for future failure


What though, of this application from Superintendent Robert Burke, of Castlemaine, the one whose name keeps being pushed by Dr Macadam, our honorary secretary, and Sir William Stawell, our chair?


It is, in truth, as one of the Committee members will later describe it, ‘no application worthy of the name’21, but at least that senior officer of the Victoria Police had bolstered it somewhat with his personal testament that waxes lyrical about Burke’s many desirable attributes. He is, thus, one worth considering – which is something, given there really are so few other applications with anything commending them.


For now, there is much deliberation, much impassioned argument with many meetings and several votes taken with no clear majority for any applicant, as other names, too, have powerful backers on the Committee, with Major Warburton still being strongly pushed by the likes of Ferdinand Mueller and the riverboat captain and explorer Captain Francis Cadell.


Some think Cadell himself could do the job. After all, this is a bloke with a military past, who is used to command, who has taken his own vessel up the Amazon River, who penetrated the River Murray further than any before, opening up steam navigation and commerce with the Riverina squatters. His courage is beyond question, his skill there for all to see, his zeal for adventure precisely what we are looking for?


Whatever else, he looks the part.


‘He wore a prolonged sort of Norfolk jacket’, a contemporary would describe him, ‘gathered in at the waist with a broad leather belt, and continuations of blue dungaree, which partially obscured a pair of dainty patent leather shoes, the whole finished off on top with an irreproachable black bell-topper . . . With pistols in his belt he would have passed muster as a medieval pirate . . . But when he started talking all sense of the incongruous vanished, and he appeared in his true light, as a man who had been almost everywhere, done most things that a man may do and keep his name sweet, and lost large sums of money in doing some of them. But always with a clean record, a light heart, and a smile that held his audience as with a grapnel.’22


So when Cadell speaks, passionately, in favour of Warburton – and he does – he is worth listening to.


But is it all a waste of time? Is the fix already in?


Why, look here, as on 16 February, a most telling article appears in the Bendigo Advertiser:




THE GOVERNMENT EXPLORING EXPEDITION.


We understand that Mr Bourke, Chief Superintendent of Police at Castlemaine, has been appointed to the command of the proposed exploration party. From the recognised ability of the gentleman and his experience of the country, we may augur a successful result to the undertaking.23





Outrageous!


Dr Mueller for one is appalled by the presumption and sincerely trusts that he can stop the manifestly unqualified Mr Burke becoming the leader, but the question is, how?


A close observer of proceedings is the German artist and scientist Dr Ludwig Becker – himself a member of the Royal Society, and noted by his acquaintance Lady Denison, the wife of the Governor of Van Diemen’s Land, as ‘one of those universal geniuses who can do anything; a very good naturalist, geologist, &c., draws and plays and sings, conjures and ventriloquises and imitates the notes of birds so accurately that the wild birds will come to him at the sound of the call’24. Becker is, further, all but confirmed as an officer on the expedition, and in a letter to his friend Dr Mueller, he suggests a solution, one that will get them back to the most obvious candidate all along, Major Warburton:


‘My plan is: No leader has to be elected from among those 14 men as no one can be elected among them: this will become evident in the course of an examination of the candidates.’


A test! One that Burke is sure to fail. Excellent solution. The candidates will all be questioned on




1) Astronomical knowledge, taking the meridian etc.


2) Surveying and map-making.


3) Knowledge about the nature of the country





Ludwig Becker lays out nine separate categories to bedazzle Burke.


‘As I am certain that there is nobody among these 14 who would obtain No 1 in all these 9 points; their claim falls away, time is won, and Warburton will be asked to take command, and so the damaging consequences of the stupid advertising will be avoided . . .’25


Dr Mueller is delighted at this elegant and practical solution to the problem of Mr Burke. It makes sense! Within a week, the Argus reports: ‘We are informed that the Exploration Committee have resolved to defer their proposed expedition into the interior for three months.’ Why? Well, ‘none of the candidates who have applied for the leadership are in all respects suitable, chiefly through their want of astronomical knowledge’. Just as Becker suggested, the Argus notes an impending test. ‘In the course of three months, one or two of the candidates now applying for the leadership, and in all other respects eligible, will have learnt, it is hoped, to take “lunars”.’26


(This grasp of the basics of astronomy, of being able to determine longitude and latitude from the position of the sun and the moon at given times of day, is regarded by many as the sine qua non of being the expedition leader. For without being able to determine precisely where on earth you are, the leader himself will soon become lost. And, frankly, the whole discussion scares Burke a little. If you ask his former officers back in Beechworth, they’ll be quick to remark that ‘he could not tell the north from the south in broad daylight, and the Southern Cross as a guide was a never ending puzzle to him. If he were not closely looked after on a bad track, somebody else had to find him as he would certainly lose himself.’27)


•


‘You will be glad to learn,’ William Wills writes to his worried mother, ‘that the Exploring Expedition is postponed . . . for want of a suitable leader, as none of the candidates who offered their services were thought qualified in a scientific point of view.’28


So, his mother may stay calm for now, as his departure is not as imminent as supposed.


But it will come. There are well over a dozen men who will embark on the expedition and William Wills is insistent that he will be among their number. On that subject he wishes for his beloved mother to understand his reasoning.


‘You need not work yourself up to such a state of excitement at the bare idea of my going,’ he writes, ‘but should rather rejoice that the opportunity presents itself. The actual danger is nothing, and the positive advantages very great. Besides, my dear mother, what avails your faith if you terrify yourself about such trifles? Were we born, think you, to be locked up in comfortable rooms, and never to incur the hazard of a mishap? If things were at the worst, I trust I could meet death with as much resignation as others, even if it came tonight. I am often disgusted at hearing young people I know, declare that they are afraid of doing this or that, because they might be killed. Were I in some of their shoes I should be glad to hail the chance of departing this life fairly in the execution of an honourable duty.’29


10 April ’60, Collins St, Melbourne, His Excellency’s excellent remarks


Sparkles from the chandeliers, sparkle from the wine, sparkles in the eyes, sparkles in the repartee. It is the inaugural annual dinner of the Royal Society of Victoria, if you please, held at the Criterion Hotel in Collins Street, and we are now at the climactic moment, the address to be given by Sir Henry Barkly, the Governor of Victoria who is also the President of our Royal Society, did we mention that Her Majesty has conferred that extraordinary honour upon us?


‘Gentlemen of the Royal Society of Victoria,’ the great man begins, before warming to the virtues of coming together to support, for the purpose of scientific inquiry ‘ . . . the exploration of the interior. I rejoice that this Colony is at length about to take its share in this important National duty. Our very presence here tonight may be said to be attributable to the love of science and of maritime discovery which the Anglo-Saxon race has always displayed, for you will remember that it was to observe the transit of Venus over the Sun that Captain Cook was dispatched on his first voyage to the Southern Ocean, and but for his subsequent exploration of the east coast of Australia, this continent might never have been colonised by the British nation.


‘It seems but right, then, that this, the wealthiest and most civilised of the communities which have hence sprung into existence, should make some effort to advance the cause to which it owes its origin.


‘I trust that every pains will be taken in the spring to organise and equip an expedition worthy of this colony, and that by the commencement of the ensuing summer it will be on its way, under a leader of approved ability, to the Depot selected upon Cooper’s Creek – which marks the northern frontier of the land explored by white men – as the basis of its operations, so as to be ready to take advantage of the first rains that may fall, to prosecute its researches.


‘The precise direction of these must necessarily be left a good deal to the discretion of the leader to be chosen . . . My own opinion has, however, always been in favour of directing the earlier efforts of the expedition to ascertaining the exact eastern limits of the Great Desert, with a view to crossing as directly as possible to the Gulf of Carpentaria.’30


Hear, hear.


Oh, hear, hear!


Still, bemused at such carry-on when the Victorians have no means of transport, no settled plan, no leader, no supplies, all while their own hero is well on his way, South Australia’s leading paper, the South Australian Advertiser, can’t resist firing a friendly jibe:




Only let the Victorian explorers look out for their laurels. It is quite possible and by no means improbable that at this moment the problem of the interior is solved and that John McDouall Stuart will be back in time to show the camels a beaten track through the heart of the Australian mainland.31






14 June ’60, Hobson’s Bay, Melbourne, one hump or two?



They are here! They are here!


It has taken over a year and a half to organise, and 10 weeks on the high seas, but on this fine day, not only are the 25 camels unloaded – by using a steam-driven crane with massive slings – from the good ship Chinsurah onto the Railway Pier at Hobson’s Bay, but now they are led through the streets of Melbourne, the passage kept clear by the constables lining the route! Get back, get back! The population, completely agog, do indeed stand back, cheer, stare, gasp and applaud, even as police continue to press the crowd back.


Just look at those extraordinary creatures! It is said of the Australian platypus, you’ll recall, that it was made of all the pieces that God had left over on the sixth day, and these camels are much the same . . . but it is not until you see them up close that you get any idea of the size of them! The grotesque heads! The wooden pegs through their noses! Their grimaces! The ‘nurrr, nurrr, NURRRRRR’ noise they make!


Some observers notice that any horse within coo-ee suddenly shies away. Apparently Australian horses react the opposite way to Australian people; they are terrified by the camels.


‘The camels marched in procession,’ the Argus reports, ‘each of the swifter kind with its turbaned rider on its back, picturesquely attired in white and red, followed by the burden-bearing-animals . . .’32


They are, in sum, quite the sensation. Melburnians – who had recently been flocking to an exhibition of a stuffed gorilla – thought they had seen it all. But never like this.


And doesn’t Mr Landells know it, as he somehow sits securely upon the single hump of his favourite camel, Golah. Out in front, ‘in his Oriental costume’33, leading the procession triumphantly into Melbourne, surely Napoleon returning to Paris after the successful conquest of Egypt did not muster such sheer élan.


Not long ago a mere horse-trader, this now Emperor of the Exotic and Quixotic, who has even begun signing his official reports ‘Camel Agent to the Government of Victoria’,34 is gracious enough on this day to occasionally offer a languid hand of acknowledgement to the roaring crowds. What does it matter that he has spent double the budget given him by the Committee and is arriving some months later than scheduled, when you get a reception like this?


Following Mr Landells closely – wide-eyed at the roar of the crowd – are the nine Indian sepoys, each on a camel of his own, who are now finding themselves in a mysterious land, and are clearly not at all happy with it. The sepoys, like the camels, have been recruited by Mr Landells from as far afield as deep northern India and Afghanistan, and have never felt so far from home.


And now, who are the three white men coming right up the back, one of whom is much younger, and distinctly wide-eyed? No one knows him, as he has never been in our fair city before, but it is in fact young John King, a 21-year-old Irishman who has seen service with the British Army in India and speaks the same language as the sepoys. King had been discharged by his 70th Regiment after contracting ‘fever of a bad type’35, and Mr Landells had promptly hired him to accompany him to Australia, and look after the sepoys, who had never been to sea before.


The Argus warmly approves of the whole thing.


‘They certainly are magnificent animals,’ the paper notes, and makes a firm prediction. ‘Years hence, Australia will boast of its race of camels as England does now of her horse.’36


As to the Exploration Committee, they are so caught up in the excitement of the camels that on this very day they pass a motion to buy half-a-dozen camels from the local menagerie of George Coppin at £50 a head, to be added to the newly arrived Indian herd. It will give the expedition as many as 30 camels to depart with, bound to cross Australia!


Still, it is not as if everyone is impressed.


As one newspaper correspondent writes, one puzzled gold digger, after having quite a few drinks at a Melbourne pub, strolled down to take a gander at the new arrivals. The old soak gazed upon the famous camels then wondered out loud, in his slurred tones, what all the fuss ish about? Surely, horses would be better anyways?


At this point ‘a kindly old gentleman explained that, as the centre of Australia was an arid, waterless country, they were the more suitable animals as they could go without a drink for a week. The horrified digger replied, “Well, who wants to be a camel, anyway?”’37



20 June ’60, Royal Society of Victoria, a gentlemanly vote: full, fair and fixed



The initial applications have been whittled down to six by a subcommittee, and now a final decision must be made. The Governor of Victoria, His Excellency Sir Henry Barkly, is in attendance for the occasion, while it is Sir William Stawell who presides over the process. Some members of the Committee, Warburton’s strongest backers, are notably not in attendance – no Ferdinand Mueller, no Captain Cadell.


Why not?


For the simple reason that, in their view, the whole affair is a sham, a charade and a shameful corruption all in one. Having observed the machinations of Dr Macadam and his cronies over the last months, they know all too well what the result of the so-called ‘election’ is going to be. With strong feeling abroad that there are ‘base and shameless personal motives at work’38, they have better things to do with their time than take part in a puppet show. It is a disgrace – did they mention? – to reduce science to such politicking and petty games. (Not that Mueller is above such games himself. It was he, after all, who took up Dr Ludwig Becker’s suggestion of an astronomy test, which they knew Mr Burke would fail. In fact, they had simply been out-manoeuvred as Mr Bruce and Dr Macadam are old hands at the science of politics and had neatly bypassed Mueller’s scientific gambit. Mr Burke has learnt nothing of the stars, but he is about to be one.)


The actual vote will be based on the ‘Australian ballot’, sometimes known as ‘a secret ballot’ – a way of voting in private introduced as a result of the political reforms ushered in by the Eureka Stockade. The final list of six nominations is led by Mr Robert O’Hara Burke and Major Peter Warburton, with Herr Gustavus von Tempsky next on the list, along with three more, each with some exploration experience: Mr Samuel Parry, Mr Baldwin Fraser and Mr Lockhart Morton.


Then begins a long discussion. Alas for Major Warburton, without Ferdinand Mueller or Captain Cadell in the room, he has no hope. Even though Macadam reads a letter from the explorer addressing the Committee, the pre-vote discussion tends to remain focused on the relative merits of Robert O’Hara Burke and von Tempsky.


One by one, each man on the Committee writes the name of one of the candidates on a piece of paper, which he then folds and gravely places in the slot of the ballot box.


And the winner is – just as the Bendigo Advertiser had rather peremptorily, but accurately, announced back in February – Superintendent Robert O’Hara Burke!


It is in fact, not even close.


Burke receives 10 votes, and Warburton five, while . . . the number of votes for Gustavus von Tempsky could be counted on the fingers of a double amputee. A thumping triumph for Robert O’Hara Burke! (Oh. And Dr Macadam and Mr Bruce.)


The Mount Alexander Mail, Burke’s local paper, greets the news with proud acclaim that their man – who has spent no time in the Australian bush and has neither scientific nor navigational skills – has been accorded such an honour.




THE LEADER OF THE EXPLORING EXPEDITION.


Mr Burke has been elected in a manner that not only silences all cavil, but that shows conclusively the committee’s conviction of his pre-eminent suitability . . . Mr Burke is a gentleman in the prime of life, a perfect centaur as to horsemanship, they say; and accustomed to command . . . His personal qualities as an officer are thus stated by his commander, Captain Standish: ‘Mr Burke possesses indomitable pluck, energy, great powers of endurance, and the by no means useless talent of making himself beloved by those serving with or under him, without relaxing the rules of discipline.’39





•


For the most part, Burke’s colleagues, while pleased for him, are somewhere between bemused and . . . concerned. Even those who actively love Burke as a man and a leader of men are not always sure it is a wise choice. For, we must face this. There is the very real issue that, beyond merely his eccentricity, some question his . . . sanity. No, not that he is insane, per se, just that he might not be, you know, quite all there.


In reference to the sabre wound he had received in Austria – reportedly in a duel ‘over a Hungarian beauty’, who, not for the first time, had broken his heart – one of his fellow officers would be frank. ‘I believe [it] affected his brain ever afterwards,’ he would note.


‘I was often struck by the fact that Burke was absolutely destitute of fear . . . Either he did not realise danger, or his mind was unhinged to that extent that he revelled in it. [But he] was decidedly eccentric to a degree which caused numbers of his friends to suspect that he was not quite sane – an opinion I share myself . . .’40


Another man, a bank manager who had come to know Burke well over several years, was later to note, ‘I never discovered in him the qualities for such a leadership. He was a careless, daredevil sort of Irishman of very ordinary physique. He wore a long beard, over which he dribbled his saliva. When he was off duty he often wore a slouching sombrero-like hat, and as he did not wear braces his breeches hung in rolls about his heels, and he looked all together untidy . . . It was told of him as a good joke, but true nevertheless, that when he was returning from Yakanandah to Beechworth, he lost his way, although the track was well beaten and frequented, and did not arrive at his destination until many hours after he was due. He was in no sense a bushman.’41


For the cadets who are in on the running joke, which morphs into a new version with every telling – ‘Burke had once lost himself on the main road between Kyneton and Bendigo, and turned up just as an expedition was being organised to search for him’42 – his appointment as leader, though applauded, has a perplexing whiff about it.


To be sure – despite his many charms, however considerable they might be – no one ever said he was organised. Why, look at his erratic wall of notes – apparently the only way he knows how to keep track of things. Just look at the way he presents himself!


One acquaintance is frank, later noting of the man he calls a ‘privileged Bohemian’, that ‘Burke prided himself on slovenliness . . . I have seen him wearing an old worn out slouch felt hat, odd boots, trousers – the legs of which were of different lengths, and a coat which never could have come in its then shape from any sane tailor. Burke was only known to have worn his uniform on one occasion, that being the visit of Governor to the Ovens, and even then he only sported it for half an hour.’43


Systematically shambolic, anything that connotes attention to detail is simply not in Burke’s nature. Witness his attendance at church. Instead of sitting alone, as befits an officer, he usually sits among the men, simply so he can read the prayer book of the constable next to him, ‘for, of course, he had no prayer-book of his own’44.


But, for all that, he has pedigree, and is, most importantly of all, a gentleman. And that counts for a lot!


The Melbourne Herald, previously bitterly critical of the Exploration Committee for its treatment of Major Warburton and its endless dillydallying, now commends the Committee’s selection process, lauding it as ‘exhaustive . . . conducted throughout with strict impartiality’45.


For Burke personally, the news is extremely welcome, even if he is more than a little put out by how forcefully the likes of Captain Cadell have been in speaking of the risks the Committee takes in picking him. Such criticism stings, but it is an irritant with which Mr Burke soon becomes all too familiar.


But, for the moment, that trouble is as nothing to his triumph.


Now, will the delectable Julia Matthews give him the attention, the love, he deserves? Well, perhaps, if he returns as he intends as the conquering hero.


One friend, at least, hopes that the prestigious appointment, the monumental opportunity and challenge that presents itself, will snap Burke out of his generally depressed state due to his ‘monomania’46 over Julia Matthews.


‘Burke was a changed man,’ John Sadleir would record of his colleague’s state over the unrequited romance. ‘He seemed to lose all his interest in life, and his eagerness to lead the expedition to the Gulf of Carpentaria seemed to all who knew his story nothing but the desire of a man suffering severe mental anguish to seek forgetfulness.’47


But looking at him now, striding victoriously around Melbourne Town, onlookers could surely not fathom his former anguish and despair. He seems unstoppable.


Before anything else, Burke is quick to have a portrait taken of himself with that new-fangled photography thing, then placed in a locket which he offers to young Julia and she accepts, she accepts.


No, it is no testament of her undying love for him, which he still must earn, but it is some sign that her estimation of him has risen since he became the talk of all the colony. Burke’s heart sings with the wonder of it all, no doubt often with Julia’s favourite song that he knows so well, ‘Sweet Spirit, Hear My Prayer’.48


News that his contract with the Exploration Committee will see him on a £500 per annum salary is more than welcome. It is true that the taking of the portrait and the purchase of the locket has left him with just a little over seven shillings in his bank account, hardly enough to meet his pressing debts . . .


(Quietly? Superintendent Burke is a heavy gambler, most particularly playing the card game cribbage at the Melbourne Club, and is in more than a mere spot of financial bother. For all the powerful connections he makes at ‘the club’, and he certainly does, the thing is . . . the promissory notes he has been in the habit of writing can only go so far. His debts currently add up to just a little under £500, meaning that if he can pull off this trip, he could return just about debt free.)


Late June ’60, Melbourne, poison pens, Justinian jibes, anonymous antagonists


The selection of Burke for the important role of expedition leader soon begins to receive its fair share of criticism, with no barbs more pointed than a letter published in the Argus at the end of June, written by ‘Justitia’, but widely believed to be by Major Peter Warburton, whose own qualifications for the role were ample, self-evident, and yet denied.




When the lives of so many men are at stake, placed in the power of an incompetent man – as I shall endeavour to show the gentleman nominated is – it is time that something were done to prevent the destruction, ruin, and disgrace certain to follow . . .





These prove to be merely Justitia’s opening remarks, for he goes on . . .




. . . he has not had the slightest experience as a bush-traveller . . . he knows nothing about exploring, and has never attempted to try anything of the kind; in short, has had no practice whatever as a bushman, never having camped even in the bush, and never been in any part of Australia where there are no roads . . . He cannot construct a map of his course, should he be sent with the party . . . he is altogether ignorant of any of the physical sciences . . . his literary ability is so small that he could not write an intelligent account of the journey . . . he knows nothing whatever of astronomical science – cannot take even the sun’s elevation to find his latitude! Surely a more incompetent man never in the world’s history entered upon an enterprise so great and responsible. With such facts before me, I have, as a citizen of Victoria, fulfilled my duty in thus exposing a shameless transaction, and removed from my door the blood of those that must perish under such leadership . . .


Justitia49





Good heavens! Such an unexpected attack.


And yet, there is more to come, with another letter by ‘Scientia’, appearing in the Melbourne press shortly afterwards, taking specific aim at Burke’s lack of scientific expertise, as well.




THE EXPLORATORY EXPEDITION — IS THE RIGHT MAN IN THE RIGHT PLACE?


TO THE EDITOR OF THE AGE.


Sir,— . . . It is right for us to expect in the person chosen some acquaintance with the natural sciences; for in the course of his operations he will be called upon to make reports upon the botanical, geological, meteorological and kindred phenomena that he may meet with. It is desirable also that he should be in some degree a draftsman; and able to determine his position with tolerable accuracy . . .


If Mr B.’s scientific attainments are equal to the task, let the public know them; if they are not, the public will protest against a piece of cliqueism in which the interests of the country are again sacrificed to please and serve the purposes of an unscrupulous and dangerous party.


Yours, &c.,


    SCIENTIA.50





It seems the editor of the Age agrees! For in an Editor’s PostScript beneath the letter, that learned gentleman notes drolly that ‘Scientia’ must be naive indeed if he does not realise that in Melbourne Town this is simply the way things are done and it is connections, rather than capabilities, which count most when it comes to selecting a leader:




It is an affair of cliquery altogether . . . A certain ex-minister, it is said, and his satellites, to wit a railway contractor, and two doctors . . . have manufactured the business in a way to insure the election of the successful candidates without reference to fitness or unfitness for the arduous post. The appointment may turn out well; but if so, it will be a lucky accident. — ED. AGE.51





Dr John Macadam himself is, make no mistake, outraged at such poison pen letters and is convinced the authors are two disappointed rivals for leadership of the expedition.


Yes, with such unbridled sneering, one is likely Major Warburton, a man talented at attack and invective on paper and in the papers – he, who had never hesitated to savage Babbage – now hiding behind anonymity to pretend to be a sneering Victorian gentleman. The other is more than likely an enemy within, a Victorian gentleman used to being patronised and ignored within the walls of the Royal Society of which he is a member – making it double the treachery – Mr Lockhart Morton himself!


Come hell or high water, Dr Macadam resolves to unveil the two traitors and hold them responsible for this damned perfidy.


Yet, whoever it is, it is clear that, even before beginning, Burke has a growing circle of critics – and a vicious circle at that – only too eager to fall upon any mistake he makes and denounce him at the first opportunity.


Apart from these press attacks, Macadam worries about Burke’s chances of beating John McDouall Stuart across the continent. Stuart, after all, left his base camp at Chambers Creek, in the middle of South Australia, in early March, and is surely nearly to the north coast by now.


In fact, though no one in Melbourne knows it yet, on this very day, Stuart is suffering an enormous setback. Yes, two months earlier, he and his companion William Kekwick had climbed the bump of land Stuart named ‘Mt Sturt’ in honour of his mentor, firmly taken the mighty Union Jack in his hands, and planted it in what he judged to be the middle of Australia, claiming this terra nullius as a new outpost of the British Empire, before heading north. But today, 26 June 1860, the local Aboriginal tribe – fiercely unaware that their terra is nullius – are attacking him and his men in force.


‘They were,’ Stuart would recount, ‘tall, powerful, muscular men – bold, daring and courageous; not at all frightened by either us or the horses, but rushing boldly to the charge . . . The moment we entered the scrub they were upon us. Every bush seemed to have hidden a man, and upwards of thirty attacked us in front, and how many more there were endeavouring to surround us and cut us off from our pack horses I cannot tell. If I proceeded I should leave enemies behind and in all probability meet with enemies in front. Thus would I have to fight my way to the coast and back again. To do that with only two men and myself, and having six pack horses to look after, would be utterly impossible.’52


Feeling he has no choice but to turn back to Adelaide to get more men, more supplies and more weaponry, he gives the orders for exactly that . . .





CHAPTER THREE



HELP WANTED




The Committee and – more so – the subcommittee is that old spinster who has won an elephant in the lottery and does not know now what to do with it.1


Dr Ludwig Becker in a letter to Ferdinand Mueller, 1860


The ‘busy haunts of men’ had no attraction for him. He preferred the society of a few to that of many, but the study of nature was his passion. His love was fixed on animals, plants, and the starry firmament.2


Dr William Wills, on his son William





Late June ’60, Richmond, grand plans and visions splendid


His pale blue eyes flashing at the sheer injustice of it, Robert O’Hara Burke quietly notes the bitter criticism of his appointment, but the saving grace is that he is now too busy to dwell on it. There is an expedition to organise! There are supplies to be purchased, men to be employed and a route to be worked out.


‘I will do it or die,’3 he firmly tells friends, his thick Galway accent somehow managing to add resolution to the strong words. Quickly moving digs to Melbourne, he drops his kit at the barracks of Richmond Police, girds his loins, gathers his scattered thoughts, and begins the tremendous task of preparation; the first task of which is to decide just how to cross the continent.


With police colleagues, he is frank on his intent from the first.


The way he sees it, there are two ways of organising it.


One is ‘the idea of a rapid dash by a light party’.4


The other is ‘the advance of the exploring party in great strength and equipped after the military style of Hannibal or Julius Caesar, or rather that of “Congo” Stanley on his present relieving trip through Central Africa’.5


Perhaps the best method will be to combine the two?


That is, form up a huge expedition party, supplied with everything, get to Cooper’s Creek and then advance at pace from there with a light party.


As to who will join Burke, it is for the Royal Society to now appoint the ‘officers’, who will act as senior members, each assigned specific tasks to do with both science and stewardship of the whole expedition. Meanwhile, it is for Burke himself – albeit in consultation with the Committee – to appoint the common workers.


Quickly proposed as the obvious candidate to be Burke’s second-in-command is the impressive George Landells, who has brought the camels over. He is, obviously, a man of great capacity.


When one of the sepoys had proven insubordinate, Landells had given him what the ‘coolie’ so richly deserved, a damn good thrashing followed by a dismissal. The Age approved: ‘DISORDERLIES. Tuttie Khan, a swarthy son of India, was discharged on a charge of using abusive language and improper conduct to his master, Mr Landells.’6


Yes, on the one hand, George Landells is perfect for the job, able to keep both the camels and the men who mind them in line. But he has no experience in the Australian bush, and wouldn’t know a latitude from a longitude from bacon and eggs for breakfast.


Robert Burke doesn’t care about that. He is convinced, even anxious, that Landells must come along to look after the camels, and the Committee falls into line, resolving to make him an offer.


30 June ’60, Victoria, positions vacant and heroes for hire


The search for the workers to join the expedition, meanwhile, ramps up. On the morning of 30 June, another German man, William Brahe, is one of many men who happen to come across an interesting notice on page seven in the Argus:




VICTORIAN EXPLORATION EXPEDITION. —


Persons desiring to JOIN the EXPEDITION will APPLY PERSONALLY on Wednesday, the 4th of July, at the Hall of the Royal Society, Victoria Street, at 9 o’clock. The leader, Mr Burke, will be in attendance. After that date no further applications will be entertained.


JOHN MACADAM, M.D., Hon. Sec.7





Brahe – who had arrived in Australia eight years earlier, in pursuit of the gold rush – resolves to go to the interview, um sein Glück zu versuchen, well, you never know your luck. After all, it is well known there is a strong German contingent among the organisers of the expedition, and Brahe’s own connections to the highest echelons of that community are strong, thanks to his solicitor brother, who co-founded Melbourne’s Deutschen Verein, or German Club.




Mary Street, Richmond, 2nd July 1860.


R. O’Hara Burke Esq.


Sir,


I beg to tender you my services as labourer in the Victorian Exploring Expedition, which is now being formed under your leadership. I am a Prussian by birth and 25 years of age. I arrived in this Colony in 1852 and was for the first 2 years engaged as carrier and digger. From 1854 up to the present time I have had engagements as stockkeeper at Glenormeston in the Warrnambool district, Mr Neil Black’s station, and at Barwidgee near Beechworth, Mr R. Box’s station, and have had much experience in travelling with stock. With the handling of horses and the management of cattle I deem myself thoroughly acquainted and can do any work which can be required from a bushman.


Professor Neumayer and Mr Kauerau have permitted me to refer you to them as to my general character and habits. I enclose letters from both gentlemen.


I am, Sir, your obedient servant,


William Brahe.8






Early July ’60, Melbourne, all at sea in study time



In the meantime, Burke devotes himself, in whatever spare time he can muster, to what will be described by his earliest biographer, Andrew Jackson, as ‘an active examination of the records of previous explorers’9. William Wills, of far more bookish disposition, though still not confirmed, does the same.


Through reading newspaper accounts, and such works as Sturt’s lucid book, Narrative of an Expedition into Central Australia, which chronicles his trips in 1844–46, they try to grasp the essence of the Australian experience when it comes to exploring.


From the first it is obvious that Charles Sturt – an English gentleman soldier who had fought alongside the Duke of Wellington and then escorted convicts all the way to New South Wales – is the one from whom they can learn most. In the course of Sturt’s travels towards the interior, he had become convinced that right in the middle of Australia ‘there may be a central sea not far from the Darling . . . and I should be prepared to go for a voyage’10.


Determined to find out, in 1844 at the age of 49, Sturt mustered 16 men, 11 horses, 30 bullocks, 200 sheep and two kangaroo dogs (for hunting ’roos), together with a wooden boat on a carriage, and set off for the north.


Leaving from Adelaide, Sturt and his men followed the Murray River until it met the Darling, which they followed northwards until a bend in the river towards the east, at a spot known as Menindee – a corruption of the native Barkindji people’s name for it, Minandichee, meaning many waters.


From there, Sturt and his men needed to keep heading north, and eventually west, if they were to ever hit the centre of the continent, so they left the Darling and pushed north to a large waterhole on a creek. There they built Depot Glen, a manned and defended depot they could use as a base. So began the probe proper, Sturt and his party heading out into a summer so hot that it was nigh on beyond human imagining – 157 degrees Fahrenheit in the sun at its worst and 132 in the shade. It was so hot that Sturt seriously struggled to record their journey, as ink dried up immediately and the lead fell from his pencils as he picked them up. They were driven nearly mad by heat and light, with even the night bringing little respite, as ‘the dazzling brightness of the moon was one of the most distressing things we had to endure. It was impossible indeed to shut out its light whichever way one turned, and its irritating effects were remarkable.’11


Not far from the spot where the three colonies of New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia come together in one junction, Sturt discovered an arid stretch, which he named the Strzelecki Desert after the Polish-born explorer Pawel Strzelecki, who had climbed and named Australia’s highest peak, Mount Koscuiszko. At a rare water source he found therein, a small lake, he established another manned depot – a stockade – which he called ‘Fort Grey’, and then kept pushing broadly north, sure that his inland sea must be close. First up, the closest he found was a sad creek, which he also named the Strzelecki, and followed it until . . . Up ahead!


Not the sea, true, but something even more welcome. Gradually the shimmering horizon of hell gives way to a fleck of green that grew larger as they approached. It was a coolabah tree! And there is another! And another!


Within hours they have discovered an entire chain of waterholes in the desert, linked by a watercourse that runs when there is rain enough; a beautiful if finely balanced river system that lay about 400 miles north of where the key outpost of Menindee now lies. Sturt names it ‘Cooper’s Creek’ after a well-known South Australian lawyer and friend, Charles Cooper.


Leaving Cooper’s Creek and heading north once more, Sturt enters a desert he names the ‘Stony Desert’ because the horses’ hooves are cut up terribly by the endless ‘gibber plains’: sun burned, hard ground covered with purplish-red flint stones so numerous that the men and their beasts leave no tracks that can be followed. It is a strange, otherworldly place. Every now and then Sturt and his party hear ‘explosions as of a distant gun’12, which they work out must be due to ‘gaseous influences’13, most probably caused by chunks of rock being split by the huge differences in temperature between day and night. Exhausted, waterless, desperate to find the inland sea he knows must be here . . .


But the desert – as deserts have been wont to do since the dawn of time – beats the intruders in the end. Sturt must finally accept the inland sea he’d been expecting to discover simply isn’t there, and they head back to Fort Grey – only to find, after a brutal journey of 49 days – that it is abandoned. The men they had left there had not waited!


‘With the bitter feelings of disappointment with which I was returning home,’ Sturt would record, ‘I could calmly have laid my head on that desert, never to raise it again.’14


Digging under a pre-designated cache tree they find a bottle with a note from the man who’d been left in charge of the depot, Harris-Browne, saying that he’d been compelled to move back to the waterhole at Depot Glen 67 miles away due to dysentery, caused by putrid water at Fort Grey. The next day, Sturt and his faithful lieutenant, John McDouall Stuart, following the directions on the note, rode that huge distance in a day, 20 hours of straight riding, and collapsed upon arrival.


Sturt’s muscles were horribly contracted, his skin turned black. He suffered severe lethargy, bleeding gums, shortness of breath and agonisingly sore limbs, signalling the onset of scurvy, that terrible disease known too well to sailors and convicts, that strikes down those who go too long without fruit and vegetables.


Sturt limped slowly for home, reaching Adelaide, strapped to his horse, a year and a half after he had left, more dead than alive.


A slew of other explorations also capture Burke’s attention, including – as Burke scribbles mindlessly on an application letter: ‘Leicherd, Leichard, Leicherd, Leichard’15 . . . the German fellow, who, with a party of six men, including two Aboriginal guides, had left Moreton Bay in October 1844, heading west, only to disappear and then re-appear in December 1845, 3000 miles away through uncharted territory, at Port Essington, 100 miles north-east of Darwin.


In 1847 the intrepid German explorer had again set off, from the Darling Downs in Queensland, intending to cross the entire continent to the west, only to have to turn back due to heavy rain and a malaria outbreak. The next year he started off again, with four Europeans, two Aboriginal guides, seven horses, 20 mules, with 270 goats and 50 bullocks for them to eat on the way . . . and had never been seen since.


Augustus Gregory had, of course, been sent to look for Leichhardt, but found no trace. Of particular interest to Robert Burke is that, while Gregory was out, he had attempted to get north of Cooper’s Creek, but, like Sturt, found the country impenetrable. Once Gregory had found himself at Cooper’s Creek, running short of supplies, and needing to get back to civilisation, he had come up with an interesting solution. Instead of going directly south towards Menindee on the Darling, as Sturt had done, he travelled to the south-west to get to the nearest settlement, which was just 150 miles or so away in the colony of South Australia, a cattle station near Mount Hopeless (a stony rise so named because another explorer, Edward Eyre, had discovered it while fruitlessly trying to conquer the interior himself in 1840 and had recorded of the view from atop the hill, ‘Cheerless and hopeless indeed was the prospect before us. I had now a view before me that would have damped the ardour of the most enthusiastic, or dissipated the doubt of the most sceptical . . .’16)


To Robert O’Hara Burke one thing is becoming obvious: Augustus Gregory’s original advice to the Committee – that the best thing will be to get to Cooper’s Creek and there establish a Depot – is very likely the right plan. Once that Depot is established, the next thing will be to gird their loins and try to get through the searing barren country lying just to the north that had defeated both Gregory and Sturt. Perhaps they can navigate between their courses, to see if there really is a manageable way north.


To get there, Burke will need his own team of first-rate officers and good men, and much of his energies in the latter part of June and early July are spent in selecting them – starting with sending out missives to one or two men he knows he wants . . .


Late June ’60, Kiandra, Eureka, they found him!


At his digs in Kiandra in the Snowy Mountains in late June – ‘the roughest and coldest part of the colony I had yet found’17 – Charles Ferguson, an American goldminer who had been at the heart of the battle of the Eureka Stockade back in December of 1854, noting it as ‘the most exciting time I had ever witnessed’18, is surprised to receive a formal letter, with elegant handwriting on the front.


Opening it, he finds it comes from a ‘Dr John Macadam’, none other than the Secretary of the Royal Society at Melbourne, Victoria. His proposal is simple:




MR. CHARLES D. FERGUSON:


Sir—There is a vacancy in the Victoria Exploring Expedition which will be held open for you up to its leaving Melbourne. If you think favourably of it, come to Melbourne as soon as convenient, as it intends to leave on the first of August.


JOHN MACADAM, Secretary.19





A letter from Robert Burke received in the same batch of mail confirms the offer. Burke knows Ferguson from Beechworth, and has specifically requested that he joins the expedition as foreman, to be in charge of the working men as opposed to the scientists and officers.


‘I am anxious for you to join the expedition,’ Burke writes, ‘and would like you to come to Melbourne at once. Salary is a second consideration.’20


Ferguson, keen from the first, sets off on foot, heading for Albury, the closest major outpost of civilisation . . .


William Patten, meanwhile, an Irishman with a splendid build who is already friendly with Mr Burke from Castlemaine, is hired, first to start collecting the stores, and then appointed blacksmith and armourer, to look after all their firearms. Thomas McDonough, another Burke intimate – for he had known Mr Burke’s family in the old country and is proud to call Burke his ‘particular friend’21 – is also hired, despite being no bushman.


Others though, even when they are one of Burke’s few close friends, and even when he knows them to be capable, and even when they are keen to go . . . are rejected. One of them is Sub-Inspector John Sadleir, Burke’s colleague at Beechworth police. Sadleir would later recount, ‘His answer to my offer [to join the expedition] was short. “You have got to look after your wife and children. You cannot come.”’22


One man, William Hodgkinson, a 25-year-old journalist for the Age who Burke had come to know a little during the time they both spent in Castlemaine – press and police operating in respectful and reciprocal sympathy – is as interested in going as Burke is keen on having him. Mr Hodgkinson is a clever and able, if abrasive, young man, with a noted capacity for finding favour with his superiors which he does not always return with loyalty in kind, but we’ll see . . .


Like Mr Landells, Mr Burke trusts his own instincts on these things and invites the young man to join them to fill an unspecified role, but perhaps to draft the dispatches and diaries that Mr Burke as leader will be expected to produce. As it happens, the journalist cannot extricate himself from his commitment to his paper at this time, but Burke promises to send for him if an opportunity arises.


Truthfully, so many men on the Committee have their own favourites they would like to see taken, regardless of qualifications, that by the time Burke has added his own, there are few positions remaining.


For the sake of form, more than anything, on the morning of 4 July – even as the good Lord blows up a tempest, providing, as the Age puts it, ‘fitting accessories of thunder, lightning, and rain’23 – Burke goes through with the process of nominally interviewing 300 applicants in just three hours at the rooms of the Royal Society, all of them eager to take part in something that will ‘constitute for long years if not ages to come, the highest glory of the colony of Victoria’24.


They are not just the rag-tag itinerants with nothing better to do.


‘Many fine stalwart men were there,’ one journalist notes, ‘evidently inured to the hardships of the bush. Many overlanders modestly solicited employment, speaking with bushy faces and bronzed skin of nights of camping and days of travel.’25


Nearly to a man, those bushies are shown the door only shortly after being interviewed.


In short order, the list of expedition members is compiled. William Brahe, the German wagon driver and horse-handler with the wellconnected brother, is among the lucky men; he has his application accepted.


Names of eminently qualified men who don’t make it onto the growing list, despite having expressed interest, include one Robert Bowman, who has extensive experience exploring with Augustus Gregory; an F. Schmidt, who had explored the interior of Africa between 1847 and 1851; Colour Sergeant Dennis Kenny, who’d accompanied Charles Sturt along the Murray River in 1844; and James Knight, who’d also explored with Gregory in Western Australia. Outstanding, experienced bushmen, all. But with no connection of note to the decision-makers they simply did not make the cut.


6 July ’60, Castlemaine, the toast of the town


Castlemaine can do no better than this, to hold a dinner for their newfound hero, Mr Robert O’Hara Burke, to ‘bid [him] farewell, and wish him God speed’26.


The affair, replete with a three-course dinner of local fare and the finest wines, is held at the town hall, and boasts le tout Castlemaine. All the leading figures of the town are present, the local paper will report, most particularly in the fields of ‘law, physic [medicine], divinity, the leading commercial firms, storekeepers, farmers, and, in fact, every grade found representatives, and the enthusiasm shown by all was unbounded’27 with a waiting list of many other notable figures who would love to come, but just can’t be squeezed in.


It is Chairman William Froomes who has the honour of doing the honours, offering first the loyal toasts – ‘to the Queen and Royal Family . . . and to the Governor, Sir Henry Barkly . . . the best Governor the colony ever had . . .’ – and it is he who proposes the toast to their honoured guest, Robert O’Hara Burke, which is met by enormous cheering from the assembled gathering.


‘I was quite prepared for that burst of cheering,’ Mr Froomes acknowledges happily, ‘for Mr Burke during his residence in Castlemaine, had gained the esteem of all (cheers). I have never heard a syllable breathed against that gentleman, whose cordiality of demeanour, and urbane and frank manner, would ever ensure him the possession of the public respect . . . I could relate many acts performed by Mr Burke alike honourable to his humanity and his understanding, but they had been done privately and unostentatiously, and a public recital of them would give no pleasure to the doer . . . But I cannot allow this opportunity to pass without publicly acknowledging the very valuable services Mr Burke had rendered to the community as superintendent of the police force, which under him has attained the highest degree of efficiency.’28 (Cheers.)


Warming to his task now, the good gentleman feels obliged to raise a delicate subject, knowing that the issue must be aired, and settled, and there will likely never be a better time than before this supportive gathering.


‘It has been said that Mr Burke is the second best man . . .’ he begins, pausing just long enough for the diners to cry, No! No! ‘. . . and as always happens when an individual becomes prominent, some envious people have by anonymous attacks endeavoured to detract from his good name. I have the most implicit confidence in Mr Burke’s ability to answer these detractors, in the best possible way, by carrying the expedition through successfully (cheers), and I call on this company to show their concurrence by drinking this toast.’29 Gentlemen, a toast! To Superintendent Burke!


Superintendent Burke . . .


Superintendent Burke . . .


Superintendent Burke . . .


So tumultuous are the cheers, so long do they go, that it is some time before the great man can respond, noting to begin with that he is about to make the first speech of his life.


Ah, but what a grand job he does, as the room falls completely silent to hang on every word.


‘It is unnecessary for me,’ Mr Burke says in a voice as rich and rolling as the green hills of Ireland, ‘to say how proud, how flattered, I am, by the proofs of warm sympathy with which I have this evening been honoured.’30


The room falls still more silent now, as Burke makes his first and only public answer to his critics, most particularly as it pertains to Major Warburton.


‘As my friend the Chairman has alluded to charges made against me, and he seems to think they require explanation, I will briefly refer to them. In the first place, my conduct in going to town before my election has been contrasted unfavourably with that of the gentleman opposed to me. Well, gentlemen, it was fortunate for me that I did go to town, for upon my arrival there I found that a statement had been made by one of that gentleman’s supporters . . .’31


Name him, name him! cries the gathering.


‘. . . Captain Cadell, that I had informed him that I would accept the second place under Major Warburton. Captain Cadell subsequently explained this statement, by saying that he had mistaken me for another person; but it was a very awkward mistake, at a very critical period, and might have endangered my election if I had not been on the spot to correct it. (Cheers.)’32


Ah, but still he is only warming up!


‘It is also asserted that I belong to a political party or clique,’ Burke says. ‘But the fact is that political disputes have no charm for me. I do not know the difference between one political party and the other; and the only recent attempt I have made to increase my political knowledge was in reading the Land Bill the other day (laughter), and I must confess it was a failure, for I was as wise at the beginning as I was at the end.’33 (Laughter.)


More, Mr Burke, more!


‘It has been stated, too, that I am an illiterate man. Well, gentlemen, if writing cowardly, scurrilous, anonymous letters . . . (Hear! Hear!) . . . is a necessary literary qualification, then I certainly admit that I am most illiterate, and glory in my ignorance. (Cheers.) Gentlemen, I fear I have allowed myself to be carried away by the subject. Upon the whole I have really very little to grumble at, as generally I have received the most kind and generous support. (Cheers.) I now conclude by tendering my heartiest thanks to all, and to the people of Castlemaine particularly, for their courtesy and kindness, assuring you that I will strain every nerve to carry the expedition through successfully.’34


Cheers, and standing ovation!


So wild is the cheering, so sincere are the good wishes, that Superintendent Burke feels obliged to rise, to acknowledge such wonderful warmth. As a special treat, he even gives some insight to his plans.


‘I am not certain whether we will be able to leave Cooper’s Creek, or even the Darling, this year as the season is so advanced . . . I must be guided by circumstances. I won’t go forward for fear of being called a coward, nor remain behind to be called a fool. If I don’t succeed, there will be a good reason for it.’35


As the gathering breaks up, Mr Burke is ‘perfectly overwhelmed with the good wishes of the departing guests’36.


9 July ’60, Melbourne, Burke’s personnel


Do go on, Mr Burke. With little more than a month until the great day of departure, he finds himself addressing the Exploration Committee. The newly appointed leader now reads out the list of people he has chosen to join the expedition, that he would like to be confirmed.


‘Mr G. G. Landells, Mr Ferguson, Mr Fletcher, Mr Cowen, Mr Patten, Mr Langan, Mr Creber, Mr Brahe, and Mr Elliott.’37


Of the men on Burke’s list, few are more pleased than Mr Henry Creber and Mr Robert Fletcher, two Englishmen who are those rarest of all things among the expedition party – men who have genuinely been chosen on their merits! Neither of them knows Mr Burke personally. No, they are simply two of the 700 applicants whose resumes have been as impressive as their face-to-face interview with Mr Burke, and space has been made for them.


A veteran chief officer of steamboats on the Brazilian coast trade, the softly spoken Henry Creber has the useful skill of being able, unlike Mr Burke, to take astronomic observations. Mr Fletcher, on the other hand, is something of a gentleman all-rounder, a former medical student who has found his way to the colonies, and over the last four years spent his time in the bush, riding horses, shooting and living rough – precisely what expedition members will need to be doing in coming months.
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