August Newsletter

As advised in an earlier email, OT-150 (Overland Telegraph Line Sesquicentennial) will be emailing you at the
beginning of each month until December
If you wish to withdraw from this email list, please advise by return email… thank-you
www.ot150.net
On this Day in November
In the ot150.net Library – Key dates – November: On the 7th of November 1871, the cable ship Hibernia is
anchored in Port Darwin’s harbour. A team of 100 men assisted by two draught horses drag it ashore. The
Hibernia then sets sail for Java, paying out the cable. On 20 November, the undersea cable is connected at
Bangowangie and the tiny settlement of Palmerston is now in direct telegraphic contact with Great Britain. 150
years later, a print of this photograph is unveiled on Darwin’s foreshore to commemorate the Sesquicentenary
of the Overland Telegraph Line.

The first direct telegram from England
Twelve months after the cable landed at Palmerston, 21st of October 1872, the Overland Telegraph system was
finally operational end-to-end and overseas direct telegrams started arriving. Twenty-five days later, on
November 15th, a banquet was held to celebrate the completion and praise the workers who had competed the
epic feat. The banquet was full of optimism about the potential of the new connection, an “End to Silence” as
OT author Peter Taylor called it. On the 150th anniversary of that event, it would be useful to reflect on the
dividends that it brought to the six colonies of Australia:

So why did they build it?
There is precious little research material to fully answer this
question. There were no (known) Royal Commissions, no
government reports, no public or business surveys, and little
to no discussion in the press about its viability and impacts.
Like the evolution of the Internet, it “happened” because it
was technically feasible, there were entrepreneurs and
financiers willing to give it a go, telegraphy had a practical
and proven domestic user base, it even had spruikers who
were off with the fairies (“World Brotherhood”). It was
inevitable, an idea waiting in the wings for the curtain to
rise. Following below are research ‘scratchings’, many that
point to logical possibilities, rather than hard facts. Scoured
from contemporary 19th century TROVE articles, broader
internet sources and comments made by other authors
(Geoffrey Blainey, Ann Moyal and Peter Taylor), they are
summarised by selected segments of colonial society.
Personal Use
It’s tempting to think that for Australia, with its large number
of migrants, one universal service of the international
telegraph would be telegrams ‘home’ that marked significant
family and personal occasions. This advertisement illustrates
why the Overland Telegraph barely served this purpose.
For ordinary citizens, the cost of a local or interstate telegram
was manageable but inevitably the very high cost of overseas
telegrams excluded the general population from making
casual international contacts. Using the inflation tool of the
Reserve Bank of Australia, the following table illustrates the
impossibility of a 20-word birthday message to “Aunt Bess”
back in the UK. The NSW Government Gazette dated, 10 Feb
1874, details the cost of such a telegram:
To within the state
To United Kingdom
Passenger’s Ticket

Sterling 1874
2 shillings
£9 12 shillings
£1 12 shillings

Dollars now
$16
approx. $1,700
$160

Interestingly, The Passenger's Ticket mentioned in the advert
was a special telegram for people who had completed an
ocean voyage to the UK to advise friends or relatives in
Australia that they had arrived safely. Perhaps, costing $160,
it was one service used by those who travelled.

Commerce
In a speech covering the building of the Overland Telegraph
in 1873, Charles Todd drew on 30 years of experience with
telegraphy, saying:
”The telegraph might check unhealthy speculation, but it
made commerce safer, tended to equalise prices, put farmer,
merchant, and consumer on a footing of fair equality, and by
the more speedy liberation of capital it cheapened all
commodities and the necessaries of daily life”.
It was appropriate, then, that this first direct telegraphic
connection (see left) from England to Melbourne was
business related. Interestingly, the last sentence notes that
the telegram was in cypher, an early version of our end-toend encryption over the Internet

Commercial activity was the prime beneficiary of the
Overland's capacity to communicate overseas events as they
developed. Thirteen years before the construction of the
Line, there was speculation on the positive impacts it would
have on economic development. In 1859, the South
Australian Advertiser editorialised on the eventual prospect
of direct telegraphic news from overseas, stating:
If the import and export trade of the Australias is of
importance to the mother country, what shipper, banker, or
manufacturer at home will not hail the arrangement under
which the present ruinous intervals between advices may be
bridged across?
They were correct, as OT telegram traffic in 1872 and beyond
was top heavy with commercial news accompanied by scant

one liners on overseas political and social events. The flow of
instant commercial news was a technology "disrupter", a
current topic in the Internet of the 21st century. Ann Moyal
describes its 19th C version:
"Occasionally for business, the overseas Telegraph link proved
to be something of a two edged sword. While the cable
enabled Australian firms, including importers, to call up
supplies more rapidly, it also allowed British manufacturers,
directly or through their offices in London, to respond more
quickly to notices for tender that had formally favoured local
companies. As a result, swift competition from British firms
pierced the isolation that in one sense had succoured local
manufacturers and meant that Australian business lost their
lead time of several weeks gained by sea communication for
preparing plant and training workers for effective tendering.

Agricultural Commodities
The last sentence of the Geelong Advertiser article above mentions "The sale of Australian meats at high
prices". At the time of the OT's commissioning, the rural sector accounted for approximately 60% of Australia's
exports. This fact placed it in the box seat to benefit from close and immediate telegraphic contact with the
agricultural exchanges of England, the US and Europe. In the table below, the sector is inclusive of wool,
wheat, flour, butter, meat and fruit.

In an oft quoted statement by CharlesTodd less than a year after the inauguration of the OTL, he stated that,
With the telegraph, the wants and prices of all the markets of the world were known to them without
delay. And beyond that, they possessed the means of securing ships from every quarter, till their ports were
crowded with the finest fleet ever seen in South Australian waters, ready to carry away their golden grain
to the millions who were eager to consume it. He (Todd) was assured by merchants, most competent to
form an opinion, that the telegraph had realised for the colony at least £150,000 ($26 million) in the
advanced price it had enabled us to obtain for our wheat.
Todd gives no firm basis for this claim for the first post OT wheat crop. But his estimates receive support from
a widely quoted London School of Economics paper that analysed in detail the effects the trans-Atlantic cable
had on the cotton trade between the US and England. The author, Helena Viera concluded that, "I estimate the
efficiency gains from the telegraph to have been around 8 per cent of the annual export value of cotton".

The OT isn’t just an export story. Closer to home, pastoralist
Sydney Kidman was an enthusiast of the telegraph and especially
the new OT Line which firmed part of the infrastructure that
allowed him to develop his work in the vast Outback. In his book
"The Cattle King" biographer Ion Idress quotes Kidman as saying:
More than all the silver in the world, if they build a telegraph to
this wilderness, it means that a man can get in touch with city
markets from here, and also to outback stations wherever the
telegraph runs . . . . Kidman could calculate the dates on which
various mobs should reach their respective markets. More, he
could do this months ahead. When he saw a scarcity coming he
would, by telegraph if possible, supply the deficiency, or ride
night and day to any stations in closest proximity to that market.
And his mob would arrive at that market to the very day of the
scarcity. <clip> Kidman now had a huge telegraph business. Wires
came daily from all over Australia; from his managers and
drovers; from pastoralists and agents, and from drovers with
stock for sale.
Thus, the growth of the OT network within Australia enabled the
growth of large and efficient pastoral enterprises in the Outback.

Mining
From an overseas perspective, Australia was unfathomably big and barely populated, which led European and
American interest to be focussed on its natural resources comprising agricultural and pastoral products from the
surface, and minerals from underground. An immediate benefit brought by telegraphic connection to the
outside world, was the opportunity to couple production and sale of our mining output with international
demand. Mineral prices were notoriously volatile and in times before the OT, when mail took months to
communicate with overseas markets, local producers were forced to use crystal ball speculation on the best
time to produce, sell and ship their products. With the arrival of the OT, communication delays were slashed,
bringing immediate news of overseas demand. Local miners could respond to demand by offering supply at
lucrative points, with contracts quickly drawn up through overseas telegrams. Like the farmers and pastoralists,
they gained significant commercial benefits.
Moyal points out that not only was the developed world wanting to consume this bounty, they also wanted to
participate in the profits of the enterprise by participating in the chain of production. European financiers were
already used to speculative mining investment in North America in the 1860's and by the 1870's they turned to
mineral discoveries in Africa, South America and Australia. Moyal goes on to explain the role the OT Line played
in establishing international capital as an important stimulant of our colonial mining activity. In doing so, it
replaced local ownership of mining entreprises:
The overseas cable connexion would spur foreign investments as the decade of the 1870s advanced. Initially,
distance favoured local ownership of mining in the colonies. By the mid 1880s, Australians owned almost all
the mines in their continent. . . . The Overseas Telegraph evolved as the medium of speculative foreign
investment in the colonies. Successful speculation depended on the quick exchange of information of price
fluctuations. Before the cable era, many South Australian copper mines, acting on postal reports from
London, vigorously produced copper only to find from later intelligence that the metals price was so
unfavourable, their mine was working at a loss. With instant cable connexion, Australian Golden Base metals
became increasingly attractive to British speculators. . . . By the early 1890s, so great was British investment
interest in Australian minerals, stimulated by the quick exchange of information, that London replaced
Melbourne as the great investing centre for the colonies.
Later in this newsletter we go on to explain how the OT Line initiated mining in the NT at the expense of
dislocation of the First Nation People. Essentially, the track of the Line provided a corridor for the development
on mining in the Territory, with the first mineral discovery being made by workers on the Line.
Shipping
Shipping in the S.W. Pacific region was also a
beneficiary of the OT Line as it made this key
component of the supply chain more efficient.
Shipowners in Europe could telegraph their captains
landing in Australia to alter their schedule to respond
to unexpected, short-term surges or drops in demand.
The ships could be directed to other Australian or Asian
and Pacific ports to service the changing demands of
trading merchants in the region.

'Thermopylae' in Sydney Harbour, 1870
State Library South Australia +[PRG 1373/19/59]

Before the OT, ships, as letter carriers, were the
original bearers of global news and commercial
intelligence. After the OT Line, they ironically they
switched to being consumers of telegraphed news as
they completed long sea voyages without connection
to the outside world.

Science
Communications is an essential part of scientific endeavour. Speeding up communications not only
accelerated the evolutionary processes of science but also it also made possible new scientific endeavour. Two
examples below illustrate this:
Meteorology:
The electric telegraph is to the meteorologist what the telescope is to the astronomer (C. Todd).
In meteorology, the OTL was an enabling technology for the understanding of weather systems on the
continent of Australia. The synoptic charts we see every day on the televised evening weather reports are
constructed using a large number of time-synchronised observations of atmospheric pressure. For those who
follow the TV weather maps, we know that weather travels across the continent, and to forecast even a day
ahead, knowing what’s happening thousands of kilometers away is essential. The telegraph was THE tool in the
19th Century to communication of that daily data. In addition, the people working on the telegraph lines were
trained to observe and record much of the essential data in the many isolated places they inhabited.
The 1879 date is auspicious. The continental telegraph system
had just been completed with the commissioning of the EastWest link to Western Australia in late 1877. On the OT Line, in
1873, Todd started equipping his telegraph staff with the
technology and training required to be reliable weather
observers. By 1879, formalised weather observations were
lodged being lodged by the Observatory on West Terrace
resulting in this, his first known attempt at a national synoptic
chart dated 22 June, 1879.
Without the OT Line and the East West Telegraph, it would have been impossible to create continental synoptic
maps, a tool that was key to understanding and predicting weather systems. For a visual impression of the impact
these telegraph systems had on the understanding of Australian weather systems, CLICK HERE
Spatial Systems:
Determining the exact spatial relationship of any two
places on the globe required time-synchronous
observations made possible by the speed of electrical
communications. In 1883, the closest city with a
longitude that was set using telegraphy was Singapore.
Using the OT Line, Todd and a team of observers were
then able to determine the offset of Adelaide which inturn was used to adjust the exact longitudes of other
places in Australia. The practical results were important
to ocean shipping as maps of safe waters around
Australia were refined. In addition, it allowed ships to
reset their chronometers in Australian ports which fed
into more accurate navigation, both of which led to safer
shipping.
As an example of pre-telegraphy inaccuracy, your
correspondent once used Todd’s early metadata to
determine the location of his West Terrace Observatory.
Over a two year span in the 1860's, the site started out at
a location part way up Port Road and then the next year
mysteriously 'moved' 12 kilomtres to Glen Osmond. All
the time its bricks and mortar were fixed on the northeast corner of West Terrace, the current site of the
Adelaide High School. Such was the possible inaccuracy
of early surveying.

First Nations
The Overland Telegraph Line was the first major European settler
incursion through the centre of Australia, becoming a “lightening rod”
for the development of settler enterprise. Todd recognised this in a
public lecture he gave on 28th July 1873 by saying:
The telegraph had already led to the taking up of large tracts of country
in the interior, and had done more than anything else to develop and
make known the rich resources of the Northern Territory.
The principal resources were minerals and agricultural land. With their
exploitation, there was a double impact on the resident First Nations as
mining damaged their land while agriculture excluded them from
hundreds of thousands of square kilometres of their country.
The first mineral discovered was gold, which happened at Yam Creeek
(Rum Jungle) concurrently with the building of the OTL. It was followed
by another discovery at Pine Creek. The news article on the left attests
to this activity, detailing many applications for mining leases. In the
following 15 years, many minerals were discovered or thought to be
present in the NT. In 1886, an observer wrote in the S.A. Jubilee
Handbook
Even the casual and amateur observer cannot fail to see indications of
probable mineral wealth extending well beyond our known metalliferous
area. Granite, slate, quartz, diorite, are conspicuous and the whole
stretch of country up to the tablelands will be diligently prospected, and
carry, I feel sure, a large mining population.
The OT became the first ‘access track’ for mineral exploration in the NT.

For First Nations people, agriculture was the great excluder. It’s
presence was already established in country South Australia before the
OTL was built. But it’s growth in the Northern Territory was spurred
dramatically as pastoralists followed the Line was into the interior.
Rights to lease virtually all parts of the NT were codified in Act no. 28 of
South Australia, 30th November 1872, just as the OTL became fully
operational. Effectively it declared that all N.T. lands not already leased
were available for sale. By 1886, the South Australian Handbook was
able to say, “More than one half of the whole area of the Territory is
now held by pastoralists and 183,883 square miles have been declared
stocked to the extent required by the terms of the lease”. In a mere 14
years, hundreds of thousands of square kilometres were alienated from
use by First Nations peoples.
The OT-150 website has a number of videos and web connections that detail the OT’s impact on First Nations,
a major topic in this Sesquicentennial year.

Media
After business, possibly the second heaviest user was the media sector. It’s importance was recognised by the fact
that a special telegraph rate was set for telegrams containing news items. Interesting issues included:
Copyright

With cable rates for press items at 10shillings per
word, general news was initially VERY brief. In the
first “pony express” messages of October 1872,
the Melbourne Age was moved to say that news
items were not impressive:
Truth to tell, it is rubbish. The Time says "ditto" to
Lord Kimberley; the Java papers have got hold of
the wrong end of the story about the negotiations
between England and America — and that is all in
the way of general news.
With rates so high the news was syndicated, being
sent out by Reuter’s Telegrams for distribution in
Australia through the Australian Associated Press
syndicate. Fearing that non-syndicated press
would copy the news for free, the AAP was
protected by ‘emergency’ legislation in Victoria to
protect its copyright to the news for a suitable time
period. Not to be outdone, The Herald announced
in this news clipping that it would find a way to
publish news even before the AAP was able to get
to print (see image).
Moyal goes on to detail the reductions that
occurred in the press telegram rate. From the 10s
per word in 1877 it dropped to 1s in 1902 with the
result that, “Metropolitan Daily papers were

handling an average of 700 words a day by
century's end”. Still not copious…

Language Problems!
An annoyance that plagued OT messages in its early years was the quality of the transcription by the Dutch
telegraphists in Java. So garbled were some of the messages, interpretations led to several versions of the same
message being printed in different newspapers. Moyal offers an example of what arrived on Australian shores:
Depetris declared Italy cannot abandon the Treaty Paris (read one). All essays approval all referendum
Gatnffs despoleres approving their decision. Kabinck deferred resolution occupation Bulgaria pending
reference Queen. Propose 6,000 Belgians occupancy. Disrealig Fortress Begrade fired Australian monitor.
This wasn’t the only disfiguration of the language. As international telegraphy was demanding of both the
public hip pocket and on the fingers of the telegraphists, the South Australian Advertiser wrote, “Brevity is
studied to the utmost. New words and phrases are coined expressly to put the maximum of information into the
minimum of words”. Nothing is new – in the 21st century, the use of abbreviations and emoticons rapidly
became shorthand in an effort to relieve overtaxed thumbs in modern texting by mobile phone.

Australia in the News
Telegraphy is a two-way street. News wasn’t only sent to Australia but also emanated from the continent. The
opening of the OT was itself the first item that spread around the world, starting with details of the first ‘pony
express’ and finishing with the final details of the completed line in November 1872. Many US papers carried a
syndicated version of the news but the reprint below from the Kirksville, Missouri Weekly Graphic is an interesting
and informed take on Australia’s completion of the Line:

Sports – Telegraph Test Cricket Anyone?
Sports results were eagerly received in the colonies, especially when Australia played cricket in England. Sixty years
after the OT was completed, The Museum of Lost Things relates how that passion for immediate results was used to
combine telegraphy and radio to bring live action into domestic homes:
To provide radio coverage of the 1930 Ashes series,
Melbourne station 3DB came up with an innovative
idea . . . . A local reporter at the test match in
England would summarise the events of each over,
and telegraph this information to the studio in
Melbourne. Local commentators would then recreate
the events ball by ball, effectively role playing the
unfolding match as if they were seeing it live.

Early cricket broadcast studio, 1930s

Sound effects were added to complete the illusion. A
record of crowd sounds would be played at
appropriate moments, a pencil would be thumped
into a rubber mat, or a coconut shell, to simulate the
sound of bat on ball. The ‘Synthetic Tests’ were born.

The Data – How fast did it grow
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An FYI…
Based on data published in the annual Victorian
Parliamentary Reports, comprehensive statistics
are available for the volume and costs of
overseas telegrams, both sent and received over
the OT line.
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Between 1873 and 1890, calculations show that
the average cost of a telegram dropped from £10
to £4, while the graph shows volume had an
almost steady but not dramatic growth in its use,
averaging 12% per annum.

“Do I have to?!
To close off, in Clear Across Australia, author Ann Moyal describes a 19th century version of a familiar
phenomenon, technophobia, proving that everything old is new again:
The Australian Agricultural Company, founded under royal charters with headquarters in London in 1824, had
large pastoral and coal mining interests in New South Wales. It cabled frequently from London and used the
cable as a tool of business intelligence and control. The tighter direction and supervision of colliery and pastoral
business that the cable allowed threatened the relative autonomy built up by the AAC’s Australian
superintendents as an outcome of distance and as one of its rewards. Edward Merewether, General
Superintendent of the Newcastle Colliery, clung doggedly to mail communication and shied away from the
expensive but expedient communication the cable afforded. When he did send a message, it was annoyingly
concise. "You really must make up your mind to use the wires more liberally", a letter from head office chided
him in September 1873, “If you had recourse to it for the transmission of important matter”. The rest of the
letter bore testimony to the cable’s new force. “If in your judgement it was essential to get permission to
commence the work at once (and we agree with you in thinking that it was) you should not have starved your
message or shrunk from the cost of repeating it. If your calculations are correct, the profit derivable from this
new pit ought to be 16,000 pounds a year from the month of completion, that is, you will recoup the cost within
the 12 months, and for such an object it would not signify much whether you spent an extra 100 pounds in
sending a full message and repeating it”.

In Summary
Among those who have made assessments of the impact of the OTL, the Year Book of The Australian Bureau of
Statistics possibly has the best quick summary of what it meant to the residents of the Australian Colonies.
Though describing telegraphy in general, it equally fits the OTL:
The effect of the new technology was seen in communication itself. For example, newspapers carried information
transmitted by telegraph. The telegraph also presented intelligence from neighbouring (countries), news of
movements of shipping, the price of goods, and reports from Parliament. The business community rapidly
became the pivotal point for the demand for telegraph services as (local and overseas) offices became
commissioning points for orders and centres of market and banking intelligence. The telegraph can also be seen
as an important element of central government as a medium for issuing instructions and orders and announcing
appointments

Evolution not Revolution
(A personal perspective of the Newsletter’s author developed over the past year of investigating the multitude of
topics associated with the construction of the OTL)
The Overland Telegraph “Story” is at once heroic and also unremarkable. The August newsletter highlighted the
fact that the concept of an overseas telegraph connection was not a flash-in-the-pan idea. It came at a time
when the commercial use of telegraphy already had a 35-year history. The first telegraph lines had been
installed in South Australia 19 years previously and the British colonial telegraph system had already stretched
to India 8 years previously. Detailed and costed proposals for connecting to this developing global network were
discussed in Australian parliaments as early as 1858.
To understand Australia's reaction to being globally connected in 1872, it may help to put it into a modern
perspective that many of us have experienced . Placing the timelines of telegraphy and our Internet experience
side by side reveals an uncanny confluence:
Elapsed
time

date

INTERNET

date

TELEGRAPHY

0 years

1969

First network between
institutions

1837

First commercial telegraph line

15-17
years

1984

Technology that enables
more than 1 community
to network (DNS)

1854

First Australian telegraph line, Victoria

35
years

2004-5

Universal networking –
Facebook, YouTube
Wikipedia

1872

Overland Telegraph Line
Wikipedia

These development timelines, from proven concept to global adoption, speak for evolution, not revolution.
In perspective, the Line was only one of many implementations of electricity-based communication technology that
we have experienced over the past 170 years. For those who attended the Philatelic Society’s commemorative
event in August, the exhibition of dozens of commemorative stamps lauding these changes was instructive. Like the
OTL, many were accompanied by nebulous and lofty claims but proved to be mixed in the practical advantages they
offered to their consumers. However, cumulatively their effects on our society have been immense. Perhaps what
makes the OTL different is the audacity and determination shown by those who conceived and physically built the
3,600 km Line through a challenging environment in such a short time. It’s the story that catches the imagination,
not the result. It’s appropriate this Newsletter lands on your desk 150 years to the day that banquets were held in
Adelaide, Sydney and London to recognise the work of these people.

TO FOLLOW: There will be a last newsletter in a few weeks time catching up with news, events and research of the
last weeks of the Sesquicentenary year.
Mac Benoy, OT-150 Coordinator

