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    Editor’s Preface

    NO authoritative or complete history of the Burke and Wills expedition was published in the nineteenth century. The journal of William Wills and statements by other members were published at the time, but due to its failure little more was written by those involved or by the Royal Society’s members. The Society failed to interest a writer in an official history. A historical curiosity, the only substantial account prepared by an expedition member, was, however, to remain in family possession until it was deposited in a local museum in southern Germany in 1967. It is an impassioned account written by a young Bavarian doctor, Hermann Beckler, who had emigrated to Queensland in 1856 and who returned to Germany in 1862. Written by an experienced botanical collector, his account can be read as a carefully constructed narrative in its own right. Beckler tells in detail of the problems which prevented the supply party, of which he was a member, from reaching Coopers Creek; he shows why Burke’s expedition had to end in failure. At the same time he has attempted to describe the vegetation he encountered in the interior of what was a still largely unexplored continent.

    Beckler gave his manuscript the somewhat misleading title Burke’s Expedition: A Journey to Central Australia. He wanted to inform a German readership, ignorant of discussions in the Australian press, of the circumstances surrounding the disastrous outcome. To this end, he supplemented his account with a translation of Wills’s journal and his own drawings, and a copy of the widely distributed map prepared from Wills’s sketches. For Australian readers of the late twentieth century, who have access to the principal English language sources and to valuable recent research, this book, entitled Journey to Cooper’s Creek, concentrates on Beckler’s account itself. The translation should contribute to a more serious assessment of the supply party’s actions. Beckler is able to shed light on important aspects of the planning and leadership of the expedition whilst confronting us with the reality that exploration in the nineteenth century was frequently painstaking and difficult rather than heroic.

    Considerable variation exists in the place names recorded by various members of the expedition parties. Those given by Wills in particular have tended to become accepted. In this translation the place names are left as Beckler recorded them; they represent his attempt to recreate in phonetic German those sounds which he had carefully noted. Thus he writes Mutanié (and also Motuanje, Motwongee) for Mootwingee, Duroadoo for Torowoto, Bulla for Bulloo etc. The map prepared from Wills’s material and included by Beckler is not reproduced here as it gives insufficient detail of the route taken by Wright’s party. Greater detail is to be found in Beckler’s own maps prepared for the Royal Society and in the fine map prepared by the cartographer B. Hassenstein for August Petermann’s geographical journal that was in published in Germany in 1862.

    In his intended publication Beckler had included 35 drawings now held in Germany. Regrettably they cannot be included here as their present condition makes them unsuitable for reproduction. Unquestionably, they warrant further study, but such a project lies outside the scope of this book. The La Trobe Library possesses, in their original condition, a number of Beckler’s drawings and maps which, with the drawings of Ludwig Becker, were deposited there by the Royal Society of Victoria in 1874; it is appropriate to include these in a book sponsored by the La Trobe Library.

    I would like to acknowledge help given by the following institutions and people:

    The text of Beckler’s account is reproduced from the Beckler manuscripts located in the Museum, Höchstàdt a. d. Donau, by permission of the Bürgermeister. The present publication has proceeded with the support and encouragement of the administation of the Stadt Höchstàdt. In particular, Herr Georg Strobel, Heimat- und Archivpfleger der Stadt Höchstàdt a. d. Donau, has provided valuable help in addition to making the manuscripts available for transcription and for microfilm reproduction. A very great debt is owed to Dr Michael Renner of the Bavarian State Archives, Munich. Dr Renner located the Beckler manuscripts in Höchstädt, pursued actively a large number of matters concerning Beckler’s circumstances in Bavaria and undertook the transcription of the expedition account and Beckler’s Australian correspondence for the La Trobe Library.

    Beckler’s readers have cause to be grateful to Dr Marjorie Tipping for identifying the significance of Dr Renner’s find and for pursuing the manuscripts whilst undertaking her own research on Ludwig Becker. Publication of this translation marks the end of a project initiated by the former Principal State Librarian, Margery Ramsay. Without her initiative and interest, publication would not have been possible. Miss Ramsay pursued contacts in Germany and obtained transcriptions of the manuscripts for the collections of the La Trobe Library. The publication of Beckler’s account was also pursued by former Publications Officer, Betty Foord. I have drawn frequently on substantial but unpublished research undertaken by Dr Renner, Miss Ramsay and Miss Foord. The present translation is based on the translation prepared for the La Trobe Library by Dr Michael Kertesz, Zürich.

    I wish to thank the Library Council of the State Library of Victoria and the Publications Committee of the Library and its Executive Officer, Mr Derek Whitehead, for giving me the opportunity to work on Beckler’s manuscripts. Beckler’s correspondence reveals him as one of the most articulate of the German travellers who visited Australia in the nineteenth century. The La Trobe Librarian, Dianne Reilly, and the staff of the Manuscripts Collection, especially Jock Murphy, Margaret Burnett, Ann Cahir and Gerard Hayes, have provided assistance whenever requested.

    Help relating to Beckler’s collections was given by Professor and Mrs Peter Martin, Adelaide. Dr David Symon of the Botanic Gardens and State Herbarium, Adelaide, and Dr J. H. Willis, formerly of the National Herbarium, Melbourne, have given detailed answers to questions concerning Beckler’s specimens. I am especially grateful for assistance given by Dr Willis who, on the occasion of the Burke and Wills centenary, was the first person to undertake a systematic assessment of Beckler’s collections. I also owe thanks to Mrs Doris Sinkora of the National Herbarium for information concerning Beckler and Ferdinand von Mueller and to Helen Cohn, Librarian at the National Herbarium, Melbourne. The photographic portrait of Beckler, taken in September 1861, is reproduced with permission of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne.

    I owe special thanks to Dr Geoffrey Série who read the manuscript and made valuable comments. Professor A. G. L. Shaw made suggestions regarding an early draft of the text. I am grateful to Michael Clyne for drawing my attention to the Beckler manuscripts, to Walter Veit for comments and for verification of detail from German sources, and to Leslie Bodi who gave encouragement as well as reading and making suggestions regarding the translation.

    My task was made easier by Ian McLaren’s bibliographical research. Mrs Henriette Roberts and Mrs Klara Doroszlay answered questions. Dr E. M. Wilkinson provided much needed technical assistance with the preparation of the manuscript. Finally, I owe thanks to Ann Jeffries for her patience and support.

    Stephen Jeffries

  


  
    Introduction

    ROBERT O’HARA BURKE, in October 1860, split his exploration party at Menindee, and not at Cooper’s Creek as directed by the Exploration Committee. After the fate of the explorers became known, their ‘successful but fatal feat’ was widely praised,1 but the activities of the supply party and its leader, William Wright, were criticized. The Royal Commission of Inquiry censured Wright severely for failing to give an adequate explanation of the delays which prevented him from reaching Cooper’s Creek.2 Hermann Beckler (1828–1914), botanical collector and doctor on the expedition, was not criticized directly by the Commission. But he too was censured on the grounds that he had resigned from the expedition without sufficient cause. The Victorian press claimed that he had not given the expedition his full support and that his courage had given way before the awe-inspiring solitude of the wilderness’.3 A revision of this attitude towards Beckler has occurred only with the recent appearance of Marjorie Tipping’s study of Ludwig Becker (1979) and Tim Bonyhady’s work, Burke and Wills: From Melbourne to Myth (1991).4

    Hermann Beckler left Australia to return to Germany in January 1862 in order to pursue a career in medicine. But the publication in London in 1863 of Dr William Wills’s work, A Successful Exploration through the Interior of Australia, from Melbourne to the Gulf of Carpentaria, provoked him to anger. In that scurrilous account, Dr Wills, father of the explorer, vilified those who criticized Burke. He attacked Beckler as ‘neither a man of courage, energy, nor of medical experience’. Wills wrote disparagingly: ‘Now there is no mistake, Dr Beckler is an honest little fellow, and well-intentioned enough, but he is nothing of a bushman, although he had had so much travelling’.5 Beckler felt the charges deeply—believing he had been made a scapegoat. Dr Wills referred to his son’s statement of 16 October I860: ‘but that Dr Beckler had been foolish enough to follow his [Landells’s] example, for no better reason than that he did not like the way in which Mr Burke spoke to Mr Landells, will I think rather astonish you’.6 As Beckler recognized, he had been subjected to ‘accusations of a lack of courage, of ignorance and a passion for intrigues’, not to mention ‘even more serious but ill-defined charges’.7 He believed that Dr Wills had failed to address the reasons enumerated in his letter of resignation to Burke and repeated before the Royal Commission of Inquiry in December 1861.

    If Beckler was unable to refute directly the charges of Dr Wills, whom he regarded as an unreliable witness, another avenue was open to him. He had long wanted to describe to a German readership what he saw as unique about the Australian interior. By narrating the story of the supply party’s and his own actions he could set the record straight. As Dr Wills had noted, Beckler’s given reason for his resignation—an objection to Burke’s misuse of his authority—did not in itself give an adequate explanation for his behaviour. In order to show that Dr Wills’s charge that he resigned ‘for a poor reason’ was unjustified, Beckler needed to state why he wanted to make botanical collections in central Australia and to give his account of the difficulties which prevented the supply party from reaching Cooper’s Creek.

    Beckler intended to supplement his account with a translation of the journal of the explorer William Wills, which had been published in J. H. Francke’s Melbourne German-language newspaper, Germania in November 1861.8 However, Beckler’s report was not published in the nineteenth century. Some accounts of the expedition’s progress were available to German-language readers in authoritative geographical periodicals, but they do not mention Beckler’s report. Its existence was first revealed in 1954 with the publication in Germany of Josef Heider’s biographical article about Beckler and his part in the expedition.9 It was only when Marjorie Tipping’s Ludwig Becker: Artist and Naturalist with the Burke and Wills Expedition appeared in 1979 that information about the fate of Beckler or the existence of his report became known in Australia.10

    In the context of German participation in scientific exploration in Australia, Beckler’s activity cannot be compared with the outstanding achievements of either the explorer Ludwig Leichhardt or collectors like Ludwig Preiss or Amalie Dietrich. His opportunities to undertake serious botanical collecting were few and he never travelled into uncharted territory. But throughout his stay in Australia from 1856 to 1862 he was an enthusiastic and careful observer. His expedition report is far from being a story of cowardice. Rather, it tells of someone who showed great bravery when confronted with adverse circumstances. An articulate writer on Australian matters, he wanted to communicate his fascination with Australia as well as to vindicate the actions of his leader William Wright and his fellow countryman William Brahe, who had had the misfortune to depart from Cooper’s Creek on the very day that Burke and Wills had returned there from the Gulf of Carpentaria. Underlying Beckler’s report is reproach of the Exploration Committee that greater scientific gains might have followed if the expedition had proceeded slowly and systematically.

    Hermann Beckler was born on 28 September 1828 in the southern German market town of Höchstädt on the Danube in Bavarian Swabia. His father, Kaspar Beckler, was cantor and second teacher at the local elementary school; his mother, Franziska Speth, was the daughter of a medical practitioner from nearby Günzburg. Together with his brother Carl, born on 19 December 1829, he attended the classical Gymnasium in neighbouring Dillingen, site of the very influential Jesuit university which had been dissolved in 1804. He obtained excellent passes on matriculation. After a period of military service in 1848 he studied medicine in Munich. Simultaneously, he pursued extensive scientific studies, concentrating on botany, zoology and mineralogy as well as mathematics. He completed his medical degree with honours in May 1855, and his dissertation was published under the title Über die Uterinblennorrhoe by J. G. Weiss in Munich in the same year.

    Of liberal and democratic but not revolutionary political sympathies, he never intended to practise medicine: ‘am I to be allocated some miserable place in Swabia after 2–3 years. . . a practice amongst beggars?’ [PA 260: Letter 1]. He had studied medicine to make a living and to satisfy family expectations, but he wanted to become a collector. For a ‘restless son’, as he described himself, the prospect of working as a country doctor in a remote location in Bavaria or Swabia was stifling. Without independent means, restricted by the political conditions in post-revolutionary Munich, and unable to find acceptable employment in early 1855, he sought to emigrate from Germany to the fifth continent. Australia, he believed, was a land not yet explored scientifically, a place which offered new phenomena for observation, new data to be written up. During the 1850s the exploration of Australia and Oceania was the frequent subject of scientific publications in Germany as in England.11 In those years leading up to the publication of Darwin’s major work on evolution, ‘the exploration of the unknown interior was not only essential but irresistible. It was seen to hold the key to knowledge of the origins of the universe’.12 Fascinated by the possibility of identifying new species in a largely uncharted continent, Beckler applied to the Godeffroy Line in Hamburg for free passage to Australia as a ships doctor. At the end of September 1855 he left Hamburg on the Johann Cäsar for the new settlement of Moreton Bay, arriving in February 1856. Determined to concentrate on collecting, he planned to support himself by working as a doctor. As soon as he was established he would forward specimens he had located to Carl who would either refer them to the university in Munich for assessment or sell them. Before leaving Hamburg, Beckler stated that if he did not succeed in Australia he would apply again to the Godeffroy Line for free passage and travel further, possibly to China, India or the South Pacific, in order to satisfy his all-consuming interest.

    Correspondence with his brother Carl testifies to a character both contradictory and determined. Well built, moderate in his personal habits and capable of great endurance, the qualities of self-control and sense of purpose which would characterize his activity in Australia were formed early in youth. As a student, he was attracted to the tradition of enlightened scientific discovery that had been initiated in Germany by Alexander von Humboldt. Following Humboldt, whose pioneering work of 1845 on physical geography Kosmos he had studied in detail, Beckler’s scientific approach was characterized by the attempt to arrive at a holistic understanding of nature. Accumulation of an arsenal of new facts mattered less than establishing connections between individual facts or sets of facts. In order to locate living and natural phenomena in their environment, Beckler understood that the observer must account for climatic, geographical and geological conditions. Adequate characterization of their significance required correlation of comprehensive botanical, zoological, mineralogical and ethnological data.

    Throughout his stay in Australia, Beckler made scientific observations whenever possible, but was frustrated in the endeavour to achieve worthwhile results. At the suggestion of Johann Christian Heussler, German Consul in Brisbane, he moved to Ipswich eight days after his arrival. He stayed until December 1856, but was unable to make a living as a doctor. Beckler lacked patronage and the appropriate introductions, either medical or social, to give him a proper start, and was hampered by a lack of medical instruments. Unable to pursue his collecting interests, he decided to leave after what he saw as a period of unproductive inactivity. At the end of 1856 he passed through the small settlement of Warwick where he contacted some local German settlers. Following discussions with them he resolved to move to Tenterfield in New England where he was assured he would find work as a doctor. He would be located in unexplored surroundings and be able to follow up an invitation to visit the German settler, Friedrich Bracker, in Warroo. The explorer Ludwig Leichhardt, revered by Beckler, had departed from Brackers station Rosenthal on his final journey into the interior in 1848.

    There was no opposition in Tenterfield, but even less medical work. Again the need to meet day-to-day living expenses meant that Beckler accumulated debts. Living in a state of continuing inactivity while waiting for patients, he lacked the companionship of friends with whom to discuss the scientific issues that interested him, and was unable to collect or make observations. In July 1857 a medical incident occurred which led him to reconsider his future plans in Australia. For a considerable period he had treated a woman suffering from terminal cancer. Following her death, her husband not only refused to pay Beckler for his services but threatened to sue him for malpractice. From his arrival in Australia, Beckler had noted the lack of respect paid to the integrity of medical practitioners. Threats to sue doctors for malpractice were, he believed, a commonplace. He knew that he was vulnerable as a ‘foreigner’ and because his professional qualifications, not yet officially recognized, could only be validated in Sydney. Knowing he could not afford to pay the necessary registration fee of £25, Beckler wound up his commitments in Tenterfield.

    Returning to Warwick in October 1857, Beckler determined to give up his medical career. He made plans to open a pharmacy with financial assistance provided by a German-Jewish friend, Birkmann, stating that if it proved unsuccessful he would follow up one or other of the travel plans he had formulated. His wish to travel into the interior was heightened by the announcement that the explorer Augustus Charles Gregory was putting together an expedition party to locate traces of Leichhardt. If he were unable to travel inland, he would accompany an overland droving expedition from Western Queensland down to Melbourne. As it turned out, the pharmacy was unprofitable. He persisted until January 1859 when an offer to buy out his share in the business meant he was free to travel overland. He could claim that he had attempted to work as a doctor, but now he would pursue the real interests which had led him to the New World. Tired of leading a ‘beggar’s life’, he wrote enthusiastically on 11 January 1859 about the forthcoming journey to Victoria: ‘I will see 1200 miles of the Australian interior, I will see rivers, rocks, mountains, plains and lakes, I will see some of the Australian gold-fields, Melbourne, and I will have enough money in my pocket so that I can wait happily for a few weeks for a suitable ship’ [PA 260: Letter 24].

    Before disembarking at Moreton Bay, Beckler stated: ‘Australia is to be the place where I shall make comprehensive studies and assess them. Someone who resides for years in foreign lands without having something new or valuable to report does not deserve the gift of life’.13 This attitude recurs throughout his stay in Australia. On 13 December 1858 he wrote: ‘without having studied anything practical, I am driven and driven to achieve something’ [PA 260: Letter 13]. Beckler turned thirty in September 1859, and the occasion precipitated a crisis. The awareness that he had failed to achieve any worthwhile results tormented him. In early 1856 he had not been prepared to accept employment as a station overseer as he felt the position would not challenge him intellectually, but between 1856 and 1859 he had remained in a ‘no-man’s land’, effectively living on credit and with support given by friends. To Carl he drew the obvious conclusion when he wrote in October 1856: ‘Nothing is actually keeping me in Australia other than the wish to get to know the land better and, if possible, to make collections and observations’. From the beginning he felt compelled by the wish to travel into the interior. He continued: ‘Only God knows—there is nothing I want more than to travel on an expedition into the interior’ [PA 260: Letter 4]. A few months later, in February 1857, he wrote: ‘Just how the magical prospect of a miserable, hard life in the wilderness can affect one’s whole being—this you can hardly comprehend’ [PA 260: Letter 13].

    Beckler’s attitude towards collecting was characterized by a deep-seated ambivalence. Indeed, he was very much driven by contradictory aims. Continually torn between ambition and inclination, his ambition had been shaped by family expectations. Although clear in his mind that he should prove himself through collecting, he also believed he should justify himself by succeeding in a medical career. He felt he should maintain an appropriate social standing and was continually worried by the thought of losing the status he felt should be accorded him as a doctor. The contradiction was certainly the result of a debt he wished to repay to his parents following his unsettled years as a student; he felt loyalty towards them, but his sense of moral responsibility conflicted with the repeated statement that he did not want to live in Bavaria, a state which could not guarantee ‘civil’ freedom. By the end of his stay in Warwick he knew that his attempt at a medical career had failed. Equally, he had failed to make any of the scientifically informed contacts he sought. An outsider by nature, his only close contact was with his brother Carl, at that time working as a teacher in an asylum at Irrsee near Kaufbeuren. In Queensland, Beckler had learnt that he could count on the support of a number of friends, but he never regarded them as people with whom he could converse about the subjects that motivated him—botany, mineralogy, exploration and mathematics. But if his attempt to establish a medical career had failed, he also strove actively to overcome his increasing sense of frustration. Whenever possible, he continued to make observations and to forward collections to Munich. At various times he sent Carl consignments of insects, minerals and, later—from Melbourne, and with support from Mueller—botanical specimens.

    In the middle of 1859 Beckler took a further step when he wrote to the botanical collector William Woolls in Parramatta in response to a series of articles on Australian botany which Woolls had published in the Sydney Morning Herald. Encouraged by the reply, Beckler sent him a number of specimens from Queensland. More importantly, he also wrote to Dr Ferdinand Mueller, director of the Botanical and Zoological Gardens in Melbourne. Uncertain of his ability as a collector, he was unsure how to answer Mueller’s initial reply, but a second positive letter received in December 1858 gave him the confidence to consider collecting seriously in southeastern Queensland. Although in the process of winding up his affairs in Warwick and unsure whether to accept Mueller’s invitation, he knew that he had finally made contact with the most knowledgeable authority on Australian vegetation.

    Beckler knew that taking part in an exploration meant giving up the possibility of security. No expedition could be guaranteed a successful outcome. After reading Leichhardts journal of his trip to Port Essington he realized how much the explorer had suffered during his journey and how much he had owed his success to chance. Of Leichhardts account he wrote: ‘His journey is, I believe, one of the most wonderful things that a person can undertake, and although he had nothing to suffer but privation, misery, hunger, thirst and difficulties of all kinds, nevertheless he had every reason to be thankful to fate for his journey’s success’ [PA 260: Letter 6]. The experience of this contradiction was critical for Beckler. Inspired by Leichhardt’s ‘scientific’ exploration, he made contact with Augustus Gregory, whom he regarded as the most experienced explorer in Australia. He had studied in detail the progress of Gregory’s recent journey through north-western Australia. In late 1857 a Danish friend was delegated on his behalf to approach Gregory in Sydney. Gregory’s response forced Beckler to realise that the explorer saw exploration and scientific investigation as incompatible:

    
      Gregory, who led the last expedition . . . will not take a doctor or naturalist. The means are insufficient, no time for collecting. If I were to go by way of dispensation, I would probably have to cook, clean horses, be prepared to carry. Gregory said to my friend Bosen, ‘it would be a sin to take a scientist only for him to have to do physical work’ [PA 260: Letter 12].

    

    In February 1858 Gregory passed through Warwick at the beginning of his search for Leichhardt. Beckler took the opportunity to speak directly to the explorer about his aims. Once more Gregory repeated that there would be no opportunity for research on his journey: ‘Yes, he said, it will be an interesting trip, but nothing more, nothing more [was said] about a scientific expedition’ [PA 260: Letter 13]. It is probable that Beckler’s reaction indicates an ambivalence which would later influence his response to the problem of Robert O’Hara Burke’s competence as leader. On the one hand Beckler wanted to travel at all costs, on the other he felt that exploration would be futile if it did not yield scientific results. Well aware of the fate of the German collector Ludwig Preiss who had failed in his ambition to make a living in Western Australia, he wrote: ‘One cannot hope for anything, neither wealth, pleasure nor reputation, and yet one is driven to go. If I could regard myself as free, no power on earth would hold me back’ [PA 260: Letter 13].

    As a student in Munich, Beckler had been a careful reader of Alexander von Humboldt, and he wished to validate the scientist’s precepts. Yet Beckler had arrived in Australia without reference material, and when making his first collections had no access to works that would assist classification. This lack remained a cause of continuing frustration, although by April 1858 he was extremely proud of his detailed analysis of the structure of the grass-tree. To Carl he frequently complained that he was unable to make complete determinations. He could never guarantee the time required to locate and examine species when they were in flower. On the occasion of his thirtieth birthday he wrote:

    
      I am unable to proceed very far with botany as it would take me years of concentrated effort to study the local flora or the flora of the district. But the little I do gives me satisfaction, and the reproach cannot be made that I have failed to make careful observations of at least one aspect of nature in a foreign, interesting land [PA 260: Letter 20].

    

    In March 1858 he had asked Carl to enquire about the cost of purchasing the standard reference works by DeCandolle and Robert Brown, and in August 1858 he lamented that he could not afford to purchase John Lindley’s systematic botany. But it was not only botany that interested him. Beckler was especially interested in Aboriginal matters, an interest stimulated when he first attended a corroborée in March 1858. Whenever the opportunity arose, he noted down fragments of Aboriginal music with great care.14

    Beckler left Warwick in February 1859 and travelled overland with a droving party from south-western Queensland along the tributaries of the Darling through New South Wales to Deniliquin, where he left the party. In July 1859 he arrived in Melbourne, which he saw as a ‘free and civilized’ city. On arrival he described himself as a ‘Hercules at the cross-roads’. Having failed to establish himself, his intention was to depart from Australia. First, however, he made direct contact with Dr Ferdinand Mueller. In his correspondence Beckler had often referred to the botanists outstanding achievements, especially to the extensive collections Mueller had made in north-western Australia when accompaning Gregory. Beckler found that he was well received. Specimens he had sent to William Woolls in Parramatta had in turn been forwarded to Mueller in Melbourne for his own collections. Mueller, who required someone to help order his collections of Australian flora, offered him a paid position at £3 per week, barely enough to cover basic living expenses. Despite personal reservations arising from the fact that his German medical qualifications were higher than those of Mueller, he recognized that Mueller had offered him an opportunity which he should not forego. He regarded the ordering as a repetitious activity, but the successful outcome of the work led to another break. Mueller offered to sponsor him on a collecting trip to New England. For Beckler, who was absent from Melbourne from September 1859 to June 1860, his travels through New England allowed him to collect systematically for the first time. Characteristically, he often recorded frustration at the fact that he was unable to locate as many specimens as he would have liked. But even before his return to Melbourne, he wrote to Carl on 1 January I860 that he was especially proud that Mueller had named the species Ozothamnus becklerii after him and that he had collected most of the material recorded in the eighth volume of the Fragmenta Phytographiae Australiae [PA 260: Letter 33]. Mueller again offered him employment—ordering the Herbarium’s overseas collections—while he awaited the outcome of his application to accompany the expedition.

    Shortly after arriving in Melbourne, Beckler was accepted as a member of the Deutscher Verein. Here he spent his spare time reading the contemporary German press and current German scientific and travel literature, especially Cotta’s Allgemeine Zeitung, which aroused unpleasant memories of the political conditions in post-revolutionary Germany, August Petermanns geographical journal and Das Ausland, in which he published a descriptive article about his journey through Victoria to Melbourne. At other times he studied botanical texts in the recently founded public library.15 He examined the scientific collections at the University of Melbourne but did not take part in the activities of the recently formed Royal Society, indeed could not have done so given his relatively short stay in Melbourne.16 Unlike Ludwig Becker, he never mixed widely and was not publicly active. The publisher Hermann Püttmann, a leading member of the German community, simply identified him as ‘the friend of Dr Mueller’.

    In Melbourne, Beckler made his scientific and exploring interests known to both Mueller and Georg von Neumayer, director of the newly established Magnetic Survey. As he had already proved his collecting credentials to Mueller in Queensland and New England, he was encouraged to apply to accompany the expedition as a botanical collector. In order to secure his appointment, Mueller wished him to state his medical qualifications.17 On returning to Melbourne in June 1861 Beckler wrote to Carl that he was confident he would be appointed. The appointment did not, however, proceed smoothly. It was thrown into question by a split in the Exploration Committee concerning the appointment of the expedition’s leader.18 Mueller and Neumayer wanted the Royal Society to support an expedition that would focus on increasing scientific knowledge. But any possibility of a scientific expedition was overriden as a result of growing popular support for an expedition that would overtake the South-Australian-financed expedition of John McDouall Stuart which had nearly reached the Gulf of Carpentaria. Robert O’Hara Burke was appointed expedition leader. The Irish-born policeman, a member of the Anglo-Irish establishment, was able to rely on considerable political patronage. As a Victorian, he was a patriotic choice. Mueller wanted the experienced explorer Egerton Warburton as leader but, as a South Australian, he was regarded as unsuitable. For his part, Augustus Gregory, so much admired by Beckler, voiced direct criticism of the Society’s plans. The newly arrived German explorer Gustav von Tempsky had not yet proved his credentials. On learning of Burke’s appointment Mueller withdrew from active participation in the Society’s planning, an act which threatened Beckler’s appointment. Beckler claimed that his eventual appointment resulted more from support given by Neumayer than by Mueller as only the former was willing to compromise with the Exploration Committee. Even so, the Committee did not immediately accept Beckler’s nomination. His medical qualifications were unrecognized in Victoria and there were no witnesses in Melbourne to testify to his medical experience. His appointment was confirmed only after the matter was referred to Professor Frederick McCoy, director of the recently founded Museum of Natural and Applied Science, and Dr Gilbee, surgeon in charge at the Melbourne Hospital.

    Beckler was elated. Finally, he would travel into the interior: Ί stand on the threshold of great experiences. I am to see the wild, inhospitable Australian interior. I shall see deserts and mountains of sandstone, tropical coasts and natives in their primitive state. I shall travel over great distances on a camel in the full heat of the sun!’ [PA 260: Letter 33]. Before leaving he stated that he would write reports, make sketches and collect botanical specimens. But the appointment of Burke raised serious doubts in his mind. At a personal level he was not unsympathetic to Burke, a fluent German speaker who had served as an officer in the Austrian army until resigning in 1848. To Carl he wrote scathingly:

    
      Burke, with whom I am residing, is an ordinary person, certainly not an unattractive leader for me, but in no way adequate to his office. Leader of an expedition, but completely ignorant of the land, totally blind as to geography and astronomy. And this complete lack is not unknown to the Committee, or the Royal Society, or the Government or even the public . . . A geographical expedition without [scientific] support is to proceed into the Australian interior without an astronomer, without a geologist . . . What will be the result?—Nothing—With these prospects the likelihood of a successful penetration into the interior is diminished, and 1 fear that we will return, covered in shame and without having got far, much sooner than is generally thought. If we do proceed into the interior with our enormous supplies, the scientific results will be few and ambiguous; they will remain questionable [PA 260: Letter 33].

    

    The aims of Burke, who regarded ‘failure’ as ‘ruin’, and Beckler were diametrically opposed. The specific directions for Burke prepared by the Society make no immediate reference to scientific investigation, whereas the Exploration Committee prepared directions for its observers only as the expedition was about to depart.19 They were forwarded after the expedition had left Melbourne. But if the directions for Wills and Beckler were brief, suggesting that they had been carefully instructed in advance by Neumayer and Mueller, both Ludwig Becker and Beckler intended to take them seriously. By way of contrast, Burke’s aim was to reach the Gulf of Carpentaria as quickly as possible. To him, scientific observation was irrelevant, a waste of precious time. Forced to confront the difficulties presented by transporting the excessive supplies and loading the camels, Burke wanted to make the party amenable to his own aim. To this end he defined a role for Beckler. On departure from Melbourne, Burke considered replacing Beckler with a personal acquaintance, Dr John Stuart from Bendigo, to whom he had offered a place on the expedition. Now he directed Beckler to coordinate the transporting of the supplies, a task which had its origins in Melbourne when Burke made Beckler responsible for receiving supplies for the expedition into the Government Stores. On route to the Darling, Beckler was also given responsibility for bringing up the rear-guard; Burke wanted him to learn about the handling and use of the camels.

    By early October the touring party arrived at Bilbarka after a difficult journey with heavy supplies and unfavourable weather. In particular, Burke was impatient with the camels. He quarrelled with his foreman, Charles Ferguson, whom he dismissed. Becker and Beckler were unable to find time to make detailed observations. On Monday 1 October I860 Ludwig Becker wrote of the problems he had encountered:

    
      To Dr. Beckler and to me he said: ‘now Gentlemen from this time you have to give up your scientific investigations but to work like the rest of the men, as long as you are on the road or not free from camp-duties; at the same time you have to limit your materials and other things required for your investigating’.20

    

    Matters came to a head two weeks later in mid-October when George Landells, second in command under Burke and in charge of the camels, was accused by Wills of sedition after disagreement as how best to make use of the animals. Accused of pursuing separatist aims, Landells resigned. He was followed by Beckler, who told Burke that he was dissatisfied with his treatment of Landells. He objected to Burke’s misuse of his authority as leader.

    Despite the provocation of Dr Wills, Beckler gives no direct reasons in the expedition journal for his sudden resignation. He wrote simply that it was no ‘little matter’ for him ‘to draw back from a wish nurtured so ardently and for so long’. Nor does his letter to his brother of 13 November I860 give precise reasons. He sums up his reaction by referring to Burke’s personal failings:

    
      I cannot withhold my news, so encouraging for mother, so disappointing to you. I have resigned. I cannot go into details. It is all over with the expedition for now. You know that the matter was indifferent to me. Afterwards I became very enthusiastic. But with an ignorant, inexperienced leader I will not go across Australia.

    

    His response to the Exploration Committee was specific and detailed. As his principal reason he referred to Burke’s treatment of Landells, but he first drew attention to the fact that he had made no collections. He stated his fear that he would now have no opportunity to collect, and that this would negate his reason for joining the expedition. He felt that his lack of a ‘sanguine’ temperament would result in a clash with Burke, and he claimed that the party was not making the best use of the camels. In the absence of Landells, he feared ‘for the safety of the party’.21 On 30 December 1861 he repeated his reasons in response to the following questions at the Royal Commission of Inquiry:

    
      The Commission would now like to hear the reasons that you gave as your reasons for resignation?—The different reasons were that Mr Burke gave very little hope of my employing much of my time in making collections.

      The fact is you were dissatisfied with your position in the exploration?—No, not with my position, I was quite satisfied with my position, but Mr Burke gave me the charge of all the stores from Melbourne, until he would give other instructions, and there was a very great deal to do with the stores, and at different stages of our journey I could not please Mr Burke as I thought I would, and I gave this as one reason for my resignation. But I state distinctly that I was principally led to resign by his treatment of Mr Landells, the day before we arrived at Menindee.22

    

    At the beginning of October, Beckler had realized that any reconciliation between Burke and himself was impossible. The exploring party was too divided as to its aim and their personal differences were irreconcileable. He reported to the Committee that Burke was impatient at the time lost in making scientific observations and that he wished to throw the instruments into the next creek. In his Fifth Report, Ludwig Becker reported on the difficulties he was experiencing in dealing with Burke as follows: Burke expected him to begin work at 5 a.m., saddling and loading camels, which took six hours; the result was that his nails became split from loading 400 pounds weight to each camel.23 As Burke was preparing to go on ahead to Cooper’s Creek, he ordered Becker and Beckler to give up their investigations, to work like the rest of the men, to walk rather than ride. Landells, too, supported this information in his report to the Exploration Committee. Of Burke’s conduct he wrote:

    
      His inconsiderate conduct may be seen from the order as issued, that Drs. Becker and Beckler were to work as labouring men, doing nothing but attending on their camels. I was particularly requested not to allow Dr. Becker to ride; the Leader observing that: ‘if Becker accompanied the Expedition, and got through, people would say, that it would not be difficult to cross to Carpentaria, and that he was to be walked until he gave in’.24

    

    For his part, Burke had identified what was certainly a character weakness of Beckler’s—his botanical collector had shown himself to be inflexible in his attitude towards the management of the camels, an attitude which almost certainly had its origin in Beckler’s response to the difficulties encountered by Leichhardt and Gregory. Beckler did not want to be restricted to physical work and Burke may have sensed that Beckler might not commit himself fully to the task at hand if he were unable to proceed as he had been directed by the Committee. Burke, after a string of disasters and now very much concerned to justify his competence as leader, wrote on 16 October I860 to the Exploration Committee that he believed Beckler was ‘well-intentioned’ but very ‘unfit’ for his present position. He had hoped that Beckler might learn how to handle the camels: ‘I was in hopes that by attaching him to the camels he would be able to gain some knowledge of their habits and how to treat them but he has only been able to discover that they cannot be managed without Mr Landells and I think he is wrong’.25 In a moment of irritation Burke wrote to his uncle in a letter dated 30 October I860: ‘My second in command and the Doctor resigned at Menindee from their cowardice when they saw that I was determined to go as they wanted to pass the summer on the Darling’.26

    Beckler continued with the touring party to Menindee where Burke finally accepted his resignation. Unrepentant, he had destroyed both his reputation and his chance to travel into the interior. Uncertain as to his future, he considered travelling overland to Sydney, but Ludwig Becker urged him to return to Melbourne as he might again undertake collecting with Mueller’s support. Beckler’s response is indicative of the strength of his desire to see the interior. Burke’s request that he remain in charge of the supplies until a replacement was found and the news that Dr Stuart would not replace him caused him to reconsider:

    
      As I was walking along towards Menindee in the evening . . . it suddenly occurred to me to offer to accompany Mr Wright on my own initiative (after weeks of careful consideration had led to the firm decision to go to Sydney). Done immediately . . . Shortly afterwards Mr Hodgkinson brought the news that no doctor would come to accompany the expedition and that I had the choice of going or persisting with my resignation. So in the end everything was as I would have wished it. I left the Darling with Mr Wright’s party to go to Cooper’s Creek and give support to Mr Burke’s party, now perhaps already on the way back [PA 260 Letter 35].

    

    As he states in the journal, Wright’s manner and his knowledge of the bush inspired his confidence. Under the new leadership he expected to find time to fulfill his prescribed duties.

    In his expedition report Beckler, who had prophesied disaster for the party before leaving Melbourne, builds up a detailed case against Burke, but does not criticize him directly. By drawing the readers attention to the consequences that followed from lapses in judgement on Burke’s part, Beckler demonstrates the problematic legacy Burke created both for himself and the supply party. Beckler refers to problems which arose from the moment of departure, not just from the time of Burke’s decision to split the party at Menindee. He begins his journal by drawing attention to Burke’s failure to make good Captain Francis Cadell’s offer to transport the supplies up river to Menindee. As a result of travelling with so much equipment, ‘Burke felt only too strongly the burden of travelling with the hired waggons’. In turn, this put Burke against the camels, whose use was originally suggested to the Royal Society by Ludwig Becker. He refers to Burke’s quarrel with Landells about the handling of the camels, which the latter had wanted to spare until they were needed in drier conditions: ‘Burke was not just impatient with the progress of the expedition in general, but, as he often complained to me, with the camels in particular’. Beckler also notes the problems which ensued as a result of Burke’s wish to follow a straight line on principle rather than take expert local advice as to the most suitable route. By the time the party had passed Balranald ‘Mr Burke became somewhat impatient’, with the result that he split the party for the first time.

    Underlying the difficult progress to Menindee was the problem—substantiated by a close observer, Georg von Neumayer, who briefly joined the party at Balranald—that Burke had failed to formulate any clear plan as to his route.27 His only priority on leaving Melbourne was to reach the Gulf as quickly as possible. As Beckler’s report demonstrates, Burke’s excessive reliance on pragmatism was inappropriate.

    For the advance party and the supply party, terrible consequences followed from Burke’s failure to establish his principal base at Cooper’s Creek. As Beckler emphasizes, Burke, who set out from Menindee on 19 October I860, left the supply party without a recognized leader. He had appointed William Wright, formerly a local station-manager, pending approval by the Committee. Delays at the camp on the Darling thus became inevitable as Wright waited on authorization from the Committee and endeavoured to buy horses necessary to replace the stock Burke had taken. The party was also required to wait for the trooper Myles Lyons to return to the Darling after he had left the camp in early November with despatches for Burke. When the Aboriginal guide, Mountain, arrived back at the camp alone on 19 December, a rescue party under Beckler set out immediately to save Lyons and the saddler, MacPherson, who had become stranded without water or food at Torowoto Swamp. Beckler did not return until 4 January. Whereas the Royal Commission of Inquiry found that Wright had been tardy,28 Beckler claimed that there was no immediate sense of urgency as Burke had taken supplies calculated to last six months. Beckler states that he led a water-supplying trip as soon as the necessary papers had arrived from Melbourne, and that Wright, by now very impatient, set out immediately afterwards, on 26 January 1861.

    For Beckler, the cause of the difficulties experienced by the supply party was straightforward. He makes the clear statement that sickness rather than a lack of water was responsible for the party’s problems as it attempted to proceed northwards from Torowoto Swamp to Bulloo and then to Cooper’s Creek: ‘The two greatest obstacles to a successful and uninterrupted continuation of our journey were sickness and shortage of water; nonetheless, the latter would not have prevented our eventual arrival in Cooper’s Creek’. The delays experienced in Menindee forced the supply party to set out at the worst time of the year, contrary to local advice. The requirement to follow Burke’s track, difficult to identify due to drifting sand, meant that the party travelled through waterless country under conditions of extreme heat. Even so, the party had to make provisions for water, ‘and on the success of these [marches] our lives came to depend’.

    For his part, Wright had not expected to take more than a month to reach Cooper’s Creek after departing from Menindee. Beckler’s report shows that Wright exerted himself very much in the thrust to Bulloo and in his attempts to locate Burke’s track. He refers to the difficulties encountered by Wright in trying to determine his position, as Burke had left him without access to necessary astronomical information. Once in Bulloo, Wright was unsure of his location and could not know if he had already reached Cooper’s Creek. By early March, Wright had arrived at Bulloo, keen to continue further in order to give Burke support. At this time he was supported in his aim by Beckler. He was confident that Becker and the party’s cook, William Purcell, now very ill, would recover. Perhaps Beckler does not make sufficiently clear the consequences of his recognition at the beginning of April that Becker and Purcell were no longer able to move. In his letter to Carl dated 8 April he stated his belief that they would be able to return to Menindee, but his advice to Wright of 19 April that Becker and Purcell were unable to travel meant that Wright became tied down along with Beckler in caring for the sick members, first at Koorliatto Creek and then at Bulloo. In this way, the illnesses of Becker and Purcell, and Beckler’s advice, effectively prevented Wright from proceeding beyond Bulloo.

    Beckler also provides a defence of William Brahe on the grounds that the foreman had been told, but given no written authority by Burke, to wait at Cooper’s Creek for four months after the departure of Burke and Wills. Brahe had remained five weeks longer than required. But if a luckless coincidence’ had led Burke and Wills back to Cooper’s Creek on the day that Brahe had departed, it was equally a lucky chance’ that had brought together Brahe’s and Wright’s parties at the end of April. As Beckler recognized, the meeting with Brahe ensured the survival of the supply party, which was now able to plan its final retreat to the Darling.

    The findings of the Royal Commission confirmed the prognostications of Becker and Beckler that the excursion would end tragically. It was only after Burke’s departure for the Gulf of Carpentaria that Beckler’s own bravery became evident. He now committed himself wholeheartedly to the task at hand. Firstly, he led the party which rescued Lyons and MacPherson and then he gave assistance to Wright in the attempted march to Cooper’s Creek. In assessing the contribution of Wright and Beckler it should be remembered that the party was effectively disabled as early as late February, one month after leaving the base at the Darling, as Purcell, Charles Stone and then Becker succumbed to what Beckler, ignorant of the symptoms of beri-beri, diagnosed as scurvy. Given horses that were not broken in sufficiently, the time required to load the camels and the few hands available, the supply party could move only slowly. The life-threatening encounter with the hostile Aborigines at Bulloo which climaxes the second part of the journal testifies to considerable personal bravery on the part of Wright and Beckler. Alone at Koorliatto, Beckler had to withstand daily visitations from a group of hostile Aborigines intent on defending their territorial rights.

    In a characteristic passage dated November 1857, Beckler wrote of his fascination with the Australian landscape on returning to Warwick from Tenterfield:

    
      Again my eyes feast on the beauty of the scenery, so much like a paradise. The same picture, the same impression as last year. How beautiful this earth! How rich the natural life, how fresh the green of the flowers, how ethereal the soft blue colour of the hills and mountains, how overwhelming the dark masses of leaves of the shrubs, how strange and new the plant forms [PA 260: Letter 12].

    

    In the expedition report, Beckler wanted to communicate similar feelings about the Australian interior to a German readership. He wrote it in Bavaria, knowing it was unlikely that he would return to Australia. His journal is thus intended as a record of his fascination with the inland. It is a farewell from someone who had travelled extensively in eastern and central Australia and who had acquired an unusually detailed knowledge of Australian vegetation. As he states in his Introduction, his aim was to convey an understanding of and a feeling for the countryside through which the supply party had travelled: ‘I have attempted to give an account of parts of a continent that is interesting, but not previously depicted’ for, as he put it, ‘no land on earth can be more interesting’ [PA 260: Letter 26}. There were novelties to describe, differences to explain and relationships to explore. In classifying the iron-bark vegetation at Tenterfield he gave a clue to his own motives: ‘in its organization, in its structure lies a mystery which I would like to explain’ [PA 260: Letter 8]. In the report he recalls that ‘contemplating the extraordinary richness of the plant life causes its diverse patterns and exotic scenery to spring to mind’. As a collector trained in the German tradition initiated by Johann Reinhold Forster, Georg Forster and Alexander von Humboldt, he wanted his scientific writing to embrace a visionary aspect that would transcend the purely instrumental and utilitarian approach of much Anglo-Saxon natural science.29

    Beckler narrates the journey from the vantage point of a systematic observer. Up to the time of Burke’s expedition, he believed that most Australian exploration had been concerned with little more than mapping the interior or locating new sheep-runs. By way of contrast, descriptions of the changing soil formations and vegetation are central to his narrative. He builds up carefully differentiated pictures which identify the major transitions from the coast to the interior. At each transition he describes the soil formations peculiar to the area, the relationship between the geological formation and vegetation and the prevailing meteorological conditions. On arriving at Swan Hill on the Murray, for example, he notes how the far-stretching, waterless Mallee was enclosed by the close-meshed nets of the backwaters. On the Darling he notes the unusual geological formations of the river banks. On route to Menindee he mentions the miserable country of a strangely sombre nature with lignum, saltbush and compositae, but without trees or grass. After leaving Menindee Beckler describes the characteristic shrub steppe countryside of the interior where the soil was mainly a hard clay through which rock occasionally protruded and which alternated with sand. For him the interior was characterized by the presence of open bushland with thickets of mallee or mulga; the primary vegetation was saltbush, which tended to become sparser as the party moved north: ‘Where we camped there was light scrub, acacias, quandango, mallee. Bushes of Stenochilus and Dodonaea were common’. On the creek beds, however, he was pleased to encounter better vegetation, as at Koorliatto: ‘On these creeks one commonly encounters rampant bushes of acacia, a dense undergrowth of Rhagodia, shrubs of Pittosporum, Myoporum, Santalum . Beckler confirms that the swamp countryside at Torowoto was overgrown with the characteristic Polygonum lignosum (Mueblenbeckia cunninghamii), Always looking for unusual and different species, he refers to his excitement in finding an example of the ‘leopard’ tree, a beautiful Loranthus or, at the expedition’s end, a flowering acacia.

    The significant moments on the journey were, for Beckler, the first encounter with desert-like conditions, his trip to the gorges of Mootwingee and to the paradisical Scrope’s Range with the cave containing Aboriginal rock-paintings; he undertook the latter as ‘the first European’. Here he collected more plants in flower than elsewhere. At a more general level Beckler digresses to discuss observations made on the expedition. The reader learns how the land was settled up to the Darling and is informed about the westward flowing Murray–Darling river system that was so different from the river systems of central Europe. Beckler tells about the value of the ‘meatcakes’, whose preparation he supervised, as opposed to ‘pemmican’. He refers to the relative merits of different types of waterbags. He repeatedly discusses in detail the contribution of the camels—something Burke had appeared wilfully to misunderstand. Despite the continuing difficulties associated with grazing them, they ‘never failed’ to perform under conditions of duress. Equally, he wished to do justice to the party’s contact with the Aborigines. He acknowledged the assistance provided by the guide Peter, who directed him to Torowoto Swamp. Even when his life was threatened, he recognized the Aborigines’ right to their own land and he admired the skilful diplomacy of Shirt, leader of the Aboriginal attack.

    Beckler has divided his narrative into two parts. The effect of the climax to each part is to emphasize his own most active role. Objectively, the first part of the report leads up to the departure for Cooper’s Creek and the second part describes the party’s attempt to reach its destination. Within this framework the first part culminates in the description of his journey to save Lyons and MacPherson at Torowoto. Almost half of the first part represents only two weeks. At the beginning of the second part, he devotes much space to the description of the journey to Mootwingee, which lasted only a few days. Twice he repeats the statement that he had found a ‘paradise’. At the end of the report he concentrates on describing in detail the dramatic circumstances which led to the attack by Aborigines at Bulloo on 27 April 1861.

    Information about other events in which Beckler was directly involved is kept to a minimum. The reader learns little about the dispute between Burke and Landells or of the reasons for Beckler’s hostility towards Ludwig Becker or William Hodgkinson. Beckler’s narrative draws attention to events which give evidence of his endurance and strength. Even after the exhausting effort required to rescue Lyons and MacPherson, he found time to undertake a collecting expedition. He indicates his pride in the collections he made at Scrope’s Range; his record of this trip is a fine example of his persistence when confronted with adverse circumstances, a mark of his resilience. The account emphasizes the reality of travelling on a day-to-day basis, and tells of the circumstances which prevented the party from reaching its goal: the on-going attempts to locate water, the continual searching for the camels and the onset of illness. Regrettably, it became a journey of epic proportions. By April 1861 he was in effect no more than a ‘factotum’. He conveys clearly the frustration encountered by the supply party; their progress was limited by the constant need to continue backwards and forwards from Torowoto Swamp looking for water. At the end of the account he stated regretfully: ‘One can have no idea of the hindrances, concerns and worries associated with an expedition of this sort’. But when forced to consider turning back to Menindee at the end of March 1861, he tells how ‘the endless yearning to push forward’ led him and Wright to discuss the possibility of proceeding to the Gulf.

    After departing from Swan Hill, Beckler undertook botanical collections for Mueller whenever the opportunity arose, especially during the early stages of the journey at Gogirga and Mootwingee. His journal gives no indication of the extent of the meticulous and detailed botanical descriptions he prepared for the Royal Society and for Mueller. Nor does it refer to the extensive medical observations he kept concerning the illnesses of Becker, Stone, Purcell and Patten—mentioning only his attempts to alleviate the suffering of his charges and to locate anti-scorbutica. Very much concerned to justify his competence as a doctor he prepared, immediately following his return to the Darling, exhaustive medical reports for the Exploration Committee about the victims’ deaths.

    Despite the expedition’s failure, one influential critic in Melbourne came to Beckler’s defence. In his publications Hermann Püttmann stated that Beckler was owed more than the shameful reception he had received. In his work on the expedition, Geschichte der Vktorianischen Expedition zur Erforschung Australien’s unter Burke’s Leitung—dedicated to the memory of Ludwig Becker—he wrote that Beckler’s ‘demeanour and services rendered towards the expedition warrant the highest recognition’.30 For Ferdinand Mueller and Georg von Neumayer, who could not break openly with the Royal Society, a more tactful response was in order. Mueller had already exhibited plants collected by Beckler at the Royal Society on 27 May 1861, but now, possibly embarrassed by Beckler’s decision to quit, he wrote to Dr Wills in defence of his son’s bravery.31 Neumayer wrote to John Macadam in a letter dated 2 September 1861 that he was satisfied with the meteorological observations Beckler had made after Becker was unable to continue. When writing to the geographer Ferdinand von Höchstetter in Vienna, however, he echoed a more widely held view when he spoke of the supply party as lacking in courage and self-confidence.32

    Beckler’s work in ordering the Herbarium’s collections for Mueller meant that he had acquired a very precise and detailed knowledge of Australian vegetation before his departure with the supply party for the Gulf. Certainly the listing of species he gives in his journal indicates that he collected his specimens with great awareness and understanding. To the Exploration Committee, Mueller indicated that Beckler had discharged his responsibilities satisfactorily.33 But at the time of Beckler’s return to Melbourne, Mueller was actively engaged in protecting his own position which was, as so often, under threat. Concern to justify himself through a public defence of the actions of the Royal Society may explain why he gave little immediate attention to Beckler’s collections. Unusually for such a prolific writer, Mueller never published a specific paper on the collections made by the various exploration parties. He had honoured Beckler by naming after him a number of specimens he had collected in New England but, despite the extent of Beckler’s collections, no similar honour followed this time. Descriptions of eleven new species based on Beckler’s specimens from the expedition were published in the second volume of the Fragmenta Phytographiae Australiae, but none were named after him.34

    In a lecture dated 1869, The Progress of Botanical Discovery in Australia, William Woolls described Beckler’s contributions to the Herbarium as significant and in 1908 J. H. Maiden, the early historian of Australian botany, testified to the value of the collections Beckler had made in New England.35 No full evaluation of Beckler’s material was published until 1962. According to Dr J. H. Willis, who provided an assessment of the botany of the exploring expedition, Beckler was ‘pre-eminent among the contributors of plant specimens’; his collections were ‘careful’ and ‘painstaking’.36 He made 475 collections which included over three hundred species from between Swan Hill and Koorliatto Creek, although no more than forty specimens were collected from beyond the 30th parallel after Beckler became restricted to tending to the needs of the party’s sick members. For Dr Willis it was regrettable that Beckler was unable to collect beyond the New South Wales border. But if Mueller was curiously silent in public about Beckler’s collections in western New South Wales, a remarkable assessment as to Beckler’s ability was given by the great nineteenth-century English authority on Australian vegetation, George Bentham, principal author of the Flora Australknsis. In the preface to the first volume of 1863, Bentham lists Beckler as the first of those collectors employed by Mueller who ‘have contributed most to the Herbarium’. According to Bentham, Beckler’s specimens were ‘remarkably good and well selected’.37

    Beckler could not know that the age of heroic inland expeditions was now truly over. When the Exploration Committee had drawn up its plans, surprisingly little had been known about central Australia. The greater part of the continent was not yet explored and some doubt remained as to the existence of an inland sea, as is evidenced by the touring party’s provision for a ‘punt-boat’. Given the general euphoria which preceded the expedition, it was not recognized in Victoria that Burke would need to travel cautiously in order to succeed. Greater knowledge of the interior was certainly attained by the members of the five ensuing search parties. As Beckler had anticipated, Australian exploration yielded more information when it proceeded systematically in the manner of Augustus Gregory.38 Heroic expeditions such as Burke’s could not expect to add much to scientific knowledge.

    Hermann Beckler left Australia in January 1862 after giving evidence to the Royal Commission into the failure of the expedition. Throughout his stay, first in Queensland until mid-1859 and then in Victoria, he repeatedly told Carl that he wanted to settle in Australia permanently. He welcomed the freedoms offered by the new land where there were few of the bureaucratic restrictions he had encountered in Bavaria. In the end he admitted defeat; having been afraid of scandal, having failed to establish a sound career, he knew he had no future in Melbourne. Lengthy discussions with Mueller and Neumayer contributed to his decision to leave. Mueller advised him against pursuing a career as a botanist on professional grounds as there were too few openings in Australia or overseas [PA 260: Letter 36]. Neumayer, with whom he began to train as a surveyor, and himself shortly to return to an illustrious career in Germany, said that as a German he could not expect to be accepted in Australian society; he would always remain an outsider liable to experience prejudice [PA 260: Letter 37]. Desperately lonely, he therefore returned to Bavaria in shame, but wanting to be reunited with his family. On 31 December 1861 he wrote of his intention to resolve his uncertain situation once and for all: ‘By God, I will return home. This is my last chance, and in future it must be easier to leave Germany, whatever the circumstances, than it would be for me to return there again’.

    Beckler’s years of adventure had ended in failure. The choice he could not and would not make as a young graduate, to pursue a medical career, was finally made. His biographer of 1954, the archivist Josef Heider, states that during the 1860s Beckler furthered his medical studies in Munich and Berlin before settling down as a practitioner in the Bavarian country town of Hindelang. Later he moved to the remote alpine village of Fischen near Bregenz in the Allgäu where he lived until his death, at first supporting his mother. Beckler, who never married, died on 10 December 1914.
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