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Melbourne to
Cooper’s Creek


19 August – 11 November 1860


The Burke and Wills expedition was not originally tasked with crossing the Australian continent from south to north and back again.i Instead, it was charged by the Victorian Royal Society (VRS) to fill in the topographic and scientific blank spaces between several other earlier expeditions that had explored east, west and to the north of the Australian centre. The leader of the expedition would be given free rein to the areas to be explored after completing this key objective. The expedition would have the possibility of pushing north to the Gulf of Carpentaria, or west to the newly established coastal settlements in Western Australia, among several other options.1


With money raised by private subscription and funds made available by the Victorian government in 1859 the VRS established an Exploration Committee to appoint the leader of the expedition and to finalise its aims. Of six final candidates, 41-year-old Castlemaine Police Superintendent Robert O’Hara Burke was chosen, ten votes to five. Burke had no scientific credentials, nor was he recognised as a bushman, but he was known to be an efficient and respected leader of men: ‘He was a wild, eccentric daredevil … Either he did not realise danger or his mind was so unhinged to that extent that he revelled in it’. Perhaps not the best qualities for a leader of an expedition such as this. He was, however, importantly well connected being a ‘well-bred gentleman and quite at home amongst people of the best class’.2 It was assessed that the leader of the expedition did not need to be a scientist, as such men would be part of the expedition; what was needed above all was a leader of men, and the committee believed that Burke was rightly or wrongly the best candidate for the job in what was to become known as the Victorian Exploring Expedition (VEE).3


By all accounts Burke was affected by the ‘glorious’ death of his younger brother James, who, as an officer in the British Army was killed during the Crimean war in 1854. The Melbourne Age newspaper recorded his death at the time in the most heroic terms:


As he leapt ashore, six soldiers charged him. Two he shot with his revolver, one he cut down with his sword, the rest turned and fled. Then he had charged a group of riflemen 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.4


Indeed, many not only accepted the appointment of Burke, on class grounds, but having been weaned on ‘boy’s own’ adventure stories, his inability to barely read a compass was not all that important, but his noble birth and heroism of his brother was more than enough for what then went for the upper class of Melbourne society, with one newspaper recording: We may add here that a brother of Mr Burke’s, an officer in the Royal Engineers, made himself very conspicuous for his gallantry at the beginning of the Crimean War and is celebrated in Russell’s history of the campaign. Such is the man, his qualifications and his antecedents. That these are such as will induce public confidence in Mr Burke there cannot, we think be any doubt.’5


The committee was also responsible for choosing other key members of the expedition. Dr Hermann Beckler, a 31-year-old German physician, would be the expedition’s doctor and botanist, and another German, 53-year-old Ludwig Becker, would be the teams artist and naturalist. The third scientist to be appointed was 25-year-old William John Wills, who was a member of Dr George Neumayer’s staff at the Magnetic Observatory in Melbourne. Wills was appointed as the expedition surveyor. Neumayer was a prominent member of the VRS and was determined that his young protégé should be part of the team as was Wills himself. American Charles Ferguson would later be appointed the expeditions foreman, while German William Brahé and fellow Englishmen Henry Creber, Owen Cowen, John Drakeford, Robert Fletcher, Patrick Langan, Thomas McDonough, William Patton and John King would be appointed as assistants. The important post of second-in-command still remained unfilled. The salaries were fixed at ₤500 per annum for Burke; ₤300 per annum each for Beckler, Becker and Wills; ₤200 for Ferguson; and ₤120 for the assistants.6


On hearing of his appointment, Wills wrote enthusiastically to his mother, Sarah, back in England, on 17 March 1860:


You need not work yourself up to such a state of excitement at the bare idea of my going 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.7


Attention now turned to appointing the second-in-command. Wills was considered too young, and Beckler and Becker were considered inappropriate as they were German. Indeed, Becker’s English was said to be very poor. The successful candidate was George Landells, whose main claim to the position was that he was an Englishman of high standing with experience of camels in India. It had already been decided that the use of camels would be a key component to the success of the expedition, as it was assessed that they would deal best with the temperatures and terrain to be encountered beyond Cooper’s Creek, which would be the final base camp for the expedition. Landells was quickly dispatched to India to purchase the 24 camels required; six had already been purchased in Melbourne from a vaudeville show. It was while in India that Landells recruited 21-year-old John King to the expedition. King had just left the British Army, after the Indian mutiny, and had just recovered from a long-term sickness. He would supervise the four sepoys – Dost Mahomet, Belooch Khan, Esau Khan and Samla,ii – who would be employed to tend to the camels. The cost of purchasing and transporting the camels to Australia was expensive at ₤5500.8


Additional expenditure was spent on wagons, horses and a purpose built wagon constructed by convicts at Pentridge Prison which could be used as a barge when the wheels were removed to transport supplies across rivers. Experienced bushman and explorers, however, advised that the expedition should travel light and they suggested jettisoning the idea of an expensive and cumbersome supply column given the terrain they would encounter, but the VRS ignored the sensible advice. Instead, they boasted to all in Melbourne and beyond that the VEE was the best ever equipped and funded expedition in Australia. It was expected that the expedition would be away from a year to 18 months, with large stocks of food including dried meat, preserved vegetables, flour, ginger and dried apples, along with barrels of lemon juice to help reduce the effects of scurvy. The 21 tons of supplies and equipment would be carried in wagons and strapped to the camels.9


Dr John Macadam of the VRS presented Burke with instructions outlining his key objectives: to fill in the exploratory gaps between the expeditions conducted previously by Charles Sturt, John Stuart, Ludwig Leichardt and Augustus Charles Gregory:




Sir,


I am directed by the Committee to convey to you the instructions and views which have been adopted in connection with the duties which devolve upon you as Leader of the party now organised to explore the interior of Australia.


The Committee having decided on Cooper’s Creek, of Sturt’s, as the basis of your operations, request that you will proceed thither, form a depot of provisions and stores, and make arrangements for keeping open a communication in your rear to the Darling, if in your opinion advisable; and thence to Melbourne, so that you maybe enabled to keep the Committee informed of your movements, and receive in return the assistance in stores and advice of which you may stand in need. Should you find that a better communication can be made by way of the South Australian Police Station, near Mount Serle, you will avail yourself of that means of writing to the Committee.


In your route to Cooper’s Creek, you will avail Yourself of any opportunity that may present itself for examining and reporting on, the character of the country east and west of the Darling.


You will make arrangements for carrying the stores to a point opposite Mount McPherson, which seems to the Committee to be the best point of departure from this river for Cooper’s Creek; and while the main body of the party is proceeding to that point you may have farther opportunities of examining the country on either side of your route.


In your further progress from Mount McPherson towards Cooper’s Creek, the Committee also desires that you should make further detours to the right and left with the same object.


The object of the Committee in directing you to Cooper’s Creek, is, that you should explore the country intervening between it and Leichhardt’s track, south of the Gulf of Carpentaria, avoiding as far as practicable, Sturt’s route on the west, and Gregory’s, down the Victoria, on the cast.


To this object the Committee wishes you to devote your energies in the first instance; but should you determine the impracticability of this route you are desired to turn west-ward into the country recently discovered by Stuart and connect his farthest point northward with Gregory’s farthest Southern Exploration in 1856 (Mount Wilson).


In proceeding from Cooper’s Creek to Stuart’s Country, you may find the Salt Marshes an obstacle to the progress of the camels; if so, it is supposed you will be able to avoid these marshes by turning to the northward as far as Eyre’s Creek., where there is permanent water, and going then west- ward to Stuart’s Farthest.


Should you, however, fail in connecting the two points of Stuart’s and Gregory’s Farthest, or should you ascertain that this space has been already traversed, you are requested if possible to connect your explorations with those of the younger Gregory, in the vicinity of Mount Gould, and thence you might proceed to Sharks Bay, or down the River Murchison, to the settlements in Western Australia.


This country would afford the means of recruiting the strength of your party, and you might, after a delay of five or six months, be enabled, with the knowledge of the country you shall have previously acquired, to return by a more direct route through South Australia to Melbourne.


If you should, however, have been successful in connecting Stuart’s with Gregory’s farthest point in 1856 (Mount Wilson), and your party should be equal to the task, you would probably find it possible from thence to reach the country discovered by the younger Gregory.


The Committee is fully aware of the difficulty of the country you are called on to traverse; and in giving you these instructions has placed these routes before you more as an indication of what it has been deemed desirable to have accomplished than as indicating any exact course for you to pursue.


The Committee considers you will find a better and a safer guide in the natural features of the country through which you will have to pass. For all useful and practical purposes, it will ‘be better for you and the object of future settlement that you should follow the watercourses and the country yielding herbage, than pursue any route which the Committee might be able to sketch out from an imperfect map of Australia.


The Committee entrusts you with the largest discretion as regards the forming of depots and your movements generally, but request that you will mark your routes as permanently as possible, by leaving records, sowing seeds, building cairns, and marking trees at as many points as possible, consistently with your various other duties.


With reference to financial subjects, you will be furnished with a letter of authority to give orders on the Treasurer for the payment of any stores or their transport cattle, sheep, or horses you may require; and you will not fail to furnish the Treasurer from time to time with detailed accounts of the articles for which you have given such orders in payment …


The Committee also requests that you would address all your communications on subjects connected with the exploration to the Honorary Secretary; and that all persons acting with you should forward their communications on the same subject through you.


You will cause full reports to be furnished by your officers on any subject of interest, and forward them to Melbourne as often as may be practicable without retarding the progress of the expedition.


The Committee has caused the enclosed set of instructions to be drawn up, having relation to each department of science; and you are requested to hand each gentleman a copy of the part more particularly relating to his department.10





Overall Burke had free range to where he should go after reaching Cooper’s Creek to fill in the exploratory gaps. The day after receiving his instruction from Macadam, and among much fanfare in Melbourne, the VEE set out for Cooper’s Creek. Soon after setting out from Melbourne, and hearing rumours that Stuart was planning an expedition to be the first to cross the continent south to north, Burke decided he would beat him to the punch. Burke’s personal objective of being the first to complete a south–north crossing (and back) of the continent would soon take precedent over the scientific goals of the VEE.11


* * *


It was not long before Burke and his second-in-command, George Landells, were locked in bitter dispute. Indeed, the party broke into two factions: those supporting Burke, usually the younger members, including Wills, and those supporting Landells, usually the older members, including the expedition’s physician and botanist, Beckler. The same ‘feud’ was playing itself out in Melbourne with pro-Burke and pro-Landell supporters. The ongoing criticism by Burke by some pro-Landell newspapers did not help matters.12 The Advertiser reported at the time:


Mr Landells is a quiet unassuming man, who improves very much upon acquaintance. He is of course the most capable man of the party, from the extensive experience of travelling in India and his thorough acquaintance of the camels upon whom the success of the expedition greatly depends, and he seems to be the only man of the lot thoroughly at ease. A robust man with a large dark beard and black peaked California hat, and with the air of a leader about him, is pointed out to us as Mr. Burke. He has a large well-shaped head, which is not unlike that of the lamented Leichhardt.13


By the time the party reached their first major objective, Menindie (today spelled Menindee) on the Darling River in central western New South Wales, Landells had resigned and left for Melbourne in mid-October. Beckler had also resigned, but he agreed to stay until a replacement could be sent forward.14 Beckler recorded in his diary: ‘Mr Burke was already making preparations for a speedy departure. He accepted Landells’s and my resignation and departed Menindie on 19 October with Wright and the team he had selected (Burke, Wills, Wright, Brahé, Patton, King, Gray McDonaugh and Dost Mahomed). At Mr Burke’s request I myself remained with the rest of the party at the Darling to take care of the large amount of stores of all kinds and the remaining animals – ten camels and three horses.’15


Burke immediately promoted Wills as his second-in-command, and John King replaced Landell as being in charge of the camels and the two remaining sepoys. William Brahé was now promoted to foreman, replacing Charles Ferguson, who had earlier been dismissed by Burke. Just days before, a new member of the VEE was appointed, William Wright. He had been the manager at Kinchega Station just south of Menindie, but with a change in ownership he found himself unemployed. Burke, on meeting him for the first time, immediately took to the experienced bushman. Wright had also explored north of Menindie so Burke employed him as a temporary guide.16


Although many of the group came to loathe the camels, Wills appreciated them, as they enabled him to work while riding relatively comfortably. He wrote to a friend back in Melbourne: ‘Riding on camels is a much more pleasant process than I anticipated, and for my work I find it much better than riding on horseback. The saddles, as you are aware, are double, so I sit on the back portion behind the hump and pack my instruments in front. I can thus ride on, keeping my journal and making calculations; and need only stop the camel when I want to take any bearings carefully; but the barometers can be read and registered without halting. The animals are very quiet, and easily managed, much more so than horses.’17


Menindie was the last European outpost; ahead were no settlements, and for the first time the VEE would be truly isolated from the rest of European Australia. The hot season was now well advanced and many bushmen and settlers warned Burke against advancing further into the extreme summer temperatures of the Australian centre. Cooper’s Creek was located about 650 kilometres further north, and much of the intervening country was thought to be waterless. It was not in Burke’s nature, however, to be idle and he was not prepared to sit around for another four or five months waiting for the ‘cool’ season. He had also been informed by the VRS that he was to press on as quickly as possible and he was undoubtedly concerned that Stuart might beat him to the Gulf. Soon after arriving at Menindie, Burke decided to push on, but he would now do so in two parties.18


Ludwig Becker recorded in his diary his last conversation with Burke: ‘Mr. Burke said to me: “Do you like to stay in the depot, or to go on with me now to Cooper’s Creek? If you like to be with the party, you are welcome, but I must tell you, there is no time for your scientific researches, nor a horse or a camel for you to ride on, you will have to tramp all the way, and must do the work like the other men.’” Becker replied: ‘Sir, I am not afraid of work, although you will find men possessed of greater physical power than I can boast of – but to walk all the way – you see, Mr. Burke, is impossible, in consequence of the accident I met with, I am lame at present and can hardly stand.’19


Clearly, Burke was disingenuous in his offer given that just days before the German naturalist and artist had suffered a painful injury. Becker recorded: ‘I met with a painful accident, my horse trod upon my foot, splitting the nail of the big toe, and forced one half of it through the flesh down to the bone. I rode on in great agony.’20


A small lightly laden party of eight men would push on to Cooper’s Creek while the remainder of the VEE would remain at Menindie, setting up a depot and resting the bulk of the animals, before eventually moving onto the creek with the heavy stores. Burke’s advance party would consist of himself, Wills, Brahé, King, McDonough, Patton, Charles Gray and Dost Mahomet. They would take with them 16 camels and 15 horses. Wright and two local Aboriginal men, one named ‘Dick’, were assigned to guide the party for the first week or so.21 Dr Beckler would command the depot at Menindie until his replacement arrived. Burke at the time wrote to his sister, Hessie, in Ireland: ‘I am confident of success but know that failure is possible; and I feel that failure would, to me, be ruin; but I am determined to succeed, and count on completing my work within a year at farthest.’22 On 19 October 1860, Burke and his small party left Menindie heading north for Cooper’s Creek.
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* * *


Wright was sure that the party could make around 30 kilometres per day, thus they planned to be at Cooper’s Creek by mid-November. With each passing day, the goal was to reach the next waterhole. Given that the VEE naturalist and botanist were not part of this advance party, the focus was not on discovery but reaching their next major objective, Cooper’s Creek, as quickly as possible. Within a week they had left the relatively flat desolate plain, and entered the broken rugged terrain of Mootwingee, a local Aboriginal word meaning ‘green grass’. Here the landscape was defined by jagged hills and gullies, with storm water coursing along gutters of natural rock, where still, silent pools formed.23 Unknown strange trees and plants surrounded them, but soon they were back into the flat country, occupied by hissing snakes, silent lizards, screeching cockatoos and hovering wedge-tailed eagles. Ahead lay the ever-present endless shimmering horizon. As instructed at every camp, where possible they marked the trail by cutting a blaze into a tree, marking it with a ‘B’ as well as a Roman numeral signifying the camp number. Roman numerals were used as it was much easier to carve an X, V or III into a tree trunk as opposed to a 10, 5, or 3.iii 24


At their halfway point, 300 kilometres north, Burke called a halt at Torowoto Swamp; it was here that Wright would head back to Menindie. Before heading back, Burke gave him a letter addressed to the Committee:




Sir,


I have the honour to report, that I left Menindie on the 19th instant with the following party: — Messrs. Burke, Wills, Brahé, Patten, M’Donough, King, Gray, Dost Mahomet, fifteen horses and sixteen camels, and Mr. Wright, who had kindly volunteered to show me a practical route towards Cooper’s Creek, for a distance of a hundred miles [160 kilometres] from the Darling; and he has more than fulfilled his promise, for we have now travelled for upwards of 200 miles, generally through a fine sheep-grazing country; and we have not had any difficulty about water, as we found creeks, or waterholes, many of them having every appearance of permanent water, at distances never exceeding twenty miles [32 kilometres]. Mr. Wills’s report, herewith forwarded, gives all the necessary details. Although travelling at the rate of twenty miles a day, the horses and camels have all improved in condition, and the country improves as we go on. Yesterday, from Wanominta to Paldrumata Creek, we travelled over a splendid grazing country, and today, we are encamped on a creek or swamp, the banks of which are very well grassed, and good feed all the way from our last camp (44), except for two miles, where the ground was barren and swampy. Of course, it is impossible for me to say what effect an unusually dry summer would produce throughout this country, or whether we are now travelling in an unusually favourable season or not. I describe things as I find them.


Mr. Wright returns from here to Menindie, I informed him that I should consider him third officer of the expedition, subject to the approval of the committee, from the day of our departure from Menindie, and I hope that they will confirm the appointment. In the meantime I have instructed him to follow me up with the remainder of the camels to Cooper’s Creek, to take steps to procure a supply of jerked meat, and I have written to the doctor [Beckler] to inform him that I have accepted his resignation, as, although I was anxious to await the decision of the committee, the circumstances will not admit of delay, and he has positively refused to leave the settled districts. I am willing to admit that he did his best until his fears for the safety of the party overcame him; but these fears, I think, clearly show how unfit he is for his post. If Mr. Wright is allowed to follow out the instructions, I have given him, I am confident that the result will be satisfactory; and if the committee think proper to make inquiries with regard to him, they will find that he is well qualified for the post, and that he bears the very highest character. I shall proceed on from here to Cooper’s Creek. I may, or may not, be able to send back from there until we are followed up. Perhaps it would not be prudent to divide the party; the natives here have told Mr. Wright that we shall meet with opposition on our way there. Perhaps I might find it advisable to leave a depot at Cooper’s Creek, and to go on with a small party to examine the country beyond it.


Under any circumstances it is desirable that we should soon be followed up. I consider myself very fortunate in having Mr. Wills as my second-in-command. He is a capital officer, zealous and untiring in the performance of his duties, and I trust that he will remain my second as long as I am in charge of the expedition.


The men all conduct themselves admirably, and they are all most anxious to go on; but the committee may rely upon it that I shall go on steadily and carefully, and that I shall endeavour not to lose a chance or to run any unnecessary risk.25





He also enclosed an envelope with a letter addressed to an uncle in Ireland telling him frankly of his views of Landells and Beckler: ‘My second-in-command and doctor resigned at Menindie from sheer cowardice when they saw that I was determined to go on, as they wanted to pass the summer on the Darling [River]. They will of course assign other reasons …’


Burke concludes his letter: ‘However, rely upon it that I shall take care of them [his men] and myself and not run any unnecessary risks. Goodbye. My best love to Hessie, Lady Cloncurry and all. Your aft. Nephew, R. O’Hara Burke’.26


Just before Wright set off on 29 October, Burke called all his men together and asked if any wanted to go back to Menindie with him; all refused the offer.


King recalled this meeting during the Burke and Wills Commission held between 1861 and 1862:


When Mr Wright was about [to] leave, Mr Burke fell all the party in. Mr Burke said he might have occasion to leave a few men behind in a few days or perhaps have to leave them at Cooper’s Creek or Eyre’s Creek, according as he found the country, and that any man who did not choose to be under those orders might return with Mr Wright; and he asked the men had they any desire to return or were satisfied to proceed on further; any man he said, that chose to leave the party might accompany Mr Wright to the darling.27


Wills was then asked by one of the commissioners: ‘No man took advantage of that?’ King replied: ‘No.’28


Before leaving, Wright instructed his own guides to find Aboriginal people from inland groups to help the expedition reach Cooper’s Creek recording: ‘I told Mr Burke before I left him that I would procure guides to take him on to Cooper’s Creek, which I did. I got the natives that were with me to get blacks to take him as far as Bulloo [halfway between Torowoto Swamp and Cooper’s Creek]. They left him there and he crossed to Cooper’s Creek without any guides. Mr Burke had guides with him to Bulloo.’29


Wright, Dick and his other unnamed Aboriginal guide now headed south while Burke and his party of eight marched out of Torowoto Swamp heading north, where the land became increasingly dry and rocky, soon crossing the southern border of Queensland close to the border with South Australia. They finally reached Cooper’s Creek on 11 November at latitude 27.49 and longitude 142.20, having left Menindie 23 days earlier.30





iThis book will only briefly discuss the Burke and Wills expedition up until their return to Cooper’s Creek from the Gulf on 21 April 1861. If the reader wants a more detailed account of the Burke and Wills expedition in full, the author encourages the reader to obtain a copy of The Dig Tree by Sarah Murgatroyd.
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