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by  Dav id  Gough  and  B ruce  Macdona ld

I n  1 8 9 6 ,  t h e  G r e a t  S a n d y  D e s e r t  w a s

v i r t u a l l y  u n k n o w n  t o  A u s t r a l i a n s  o f

Eu ropean  descen t .  Bu t  by  the  end  o f  t ha t

y e a r ,  t w o  s e a r c h  p a r t i e s ,  o n e  l e d  b y

W i l l i a m  R u d a l l  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  b y  L a r r y

We l l s ,  we re  scou r ing  an  a rea  cen t red  on

the  Ruda l l  R i ve r  f o r  s igns  o f  two  m iss ing

exp lo re rs .  One  hundred  yea rs  l a te r ,  t he

Grea t  Sandy  Deser t  i s  s t i l l  an  i nc red ib l y

remote ,  vas t ,  a r i d  and  un fo rg i v ing  l and .
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the Fitzroy River. The party struggled
northwards, and on 29 October 1896
arived in the vicinity of Joanna Spring.
Larry almost perished in the heat
searching for the spring and the otner
party, with no sign of either. Rather than
wasting more time, Larry's party left for
the Fitzroy River with the little water they
had. They reached the river on 6
November, without a drop of water left.
With no sign of the other party, Larry
noted in his journal:

My only anxiety now is for my coustn
Charles and Mr Jones.

THE SEARCH BEGINS
A flurry of telegrams exchanged via

Abor ig inal  runners to  the Fi tzroy
Crossing Telegraph Station alerted the
outsideworld to the tragedy. Wth barely
enough time to recover, LarryWells,with
the two Afghans and six of the best
camels,  le f t  Quanbun Stat ion on
15 November 1896 to retrace his steps.
They travelled no more than 30 miles
south of th€ Fitzroy River before the
camels became too weak to tackle rne
sand r idges.  Wel ls  rnade a fur ther
attempt, the first official Search
Expedition, on 24 Novemberwith Police
Trooper Pilmer, four horses and an
Aboriginal tracker They only made 40
miles before the horses knocked up in
the desertand retreated on 27 November.

The second Search Expedition left
Gogo Station on 6 December, this time
with renowned bushman Nathaniel
Buchanan. Larry Wells, Bejah, Buchanan
and a tracker travelled into the desert
with eight fresh camels. 0n Christmas
Eve, two camels died from eating poison
bush at a soak Larry called 'Disaster

Water'. By 27 December, they were g0
miles from the Fitzroy River and down
to the last three gallons of water They
were again forced to retreat. having
found no trace of the lost explorers.

RUDALL
Afewweek earlier, surveyor Wlliam

Rudall left Cossack, a pearling settlement
on the Pi lbara coast ,  and sai led to
Fremantle after surveying the lands
between Cue and Roeboume. Rudall took
over from surveyor Newman, who fell ill
at Peak Hill and later died of typhoid.
Rudal l  ar r ived at  Fremant le  on 18
November. He was told that two men
were missing in the deset country to the

north, and was asked to put together a
search paty. Within a few hours, Rudall
and Hubert Trotman were on the SS
Albany headingback to Cossack.

They arrived at Cossack on Sunday
29 November. The next day they picked
up the camels and stores and, together
with Mr A Crofton and an Aborigine
called Cherry, left for Bneside Station,
the i r  base camp.  They  ar r i ved  on
16 December, and left on 19 December.
Rudall's instructions were to go to a place
90 miles north-west of Separation Well
and try to find Jones and Wells's tracks.

Crofton stayed at Braeside with the
spare camels, while Rudall set off with
ftotman, Cherry and George, another
Aborigine. It was so hot that the heat
burnt through the soles of their boots,
so much ofthe first day was spent in the
shade. Over the next few days they

I fop. The Paterson Range. beneath
I which Rudallfound'a fine pool ofwater'.
I H€ later named it Christmas Pool.

lAboae
lMain: Nthough dry when visited in
I 1996, it is easy to imagine the pool
filled with cool clear water.
lnsef On 15 April 1897, Crofton and
Connoughton left their mark here
during the third search for the lost men.
Photos - David Gough

travelled in the early morning and late
afternoon, resting during the day. On
Christmas Day theyarrived at 'afine pool
ofwater at the foot ofa small waterfall in
a sandstone range'. It was a godsend, as
their water was already running low.
Rudall named the place Christmas Pool.

The next few days were equally
torturous: temperatures were higher
than 124 'Fahrenhe i t  (51"C ) - the
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24 May, exactly a year after Wells left
Adelaide, they arrived at Joanna Spring.
I\,vo Aborigines were run down with the
horses and'induced'to take the party to
the dead bodies, which were six miles
north-east of Discovery Well and within
Zv mile of Larry and Keartland,s track on
their third search. Wells wrote in his
journal on 27 May 1897:

I could thensee my cousin's iron-grey
beard and we were at last at the scene of
their terrible death, with its horrible
surroundings.

The body ofJones was found nearby,
with his diaryand last letter. The two had
encountered salt lakes and difficult
country. Becoming ill and despairing of
accomplishing the trip to Joanna Spring.
they retraced their steps to Separation
Well. From there, they struggled north
following the tracks ofthe main party to
about 16 miles south-west of Joanna
Spring. They became exhausted, lost
their two remaining camels (one was
abandoned previously) and perished on
or about 21 November 1896. As the
Aborigines were not implicated in the
deaths they were released and given
presents byWells. The mummified bodies
were sewn in sheets and taken to Derby,
where theywere shipped toAdelaide and
given a State Funeral on 18 July 1897.

After searching for three montns,
Rudall's party finally made it back to the
0akover River on 17 June 189?. When
only about 60 miles from Joanna Spring,
their camels had died. Fortunately, local
Aborigines guided them from soak to
soak back to the Oakover, or they too
might have perished. On arriving back
at Braeside they heard that the bodies of
Jones and Wells had been found. Rudall
estimated that if his camels had not been
poisoned, his party would probably have
metupwith Larry Wells close to theplace
where the bodies were found.

1OO YEARS LATER
Members of the Calvert Expedition

and Rudall's search parties suffered
appalling hardships in the desert. There
was little surface water and the sand hills
were difficult to cross in the sumnrer
heat. Little has changed today. To mark
the centenary ofthe original expeditiun,
Bruce Macdonald joined Dave Morton
and Rod Cramer, from Alice Springs, to
retrace the route of the Calvert
Expedition in two four-wheel-drivcs.
Their aim was to accurately follow the
main route and identify significant sites
associated with the expedition and the
searches by Wells.

The sand ridges were just as daunting
as in Wells's day. It took the party 40
minutes to get both vehicles over one
particularly high dune. On their worst

day they encountered 78 ridges. And
there were other problems associated
wi th modern t ravel l ing.  Whi le  the
flowering grevillea andwattle scrub were
picturesque after good rains, there were
up to five punctured tyres a day in the
worst of the scrub. But, unlike Wells,
these modern day explorers had the
advantage of being able to deviare
temporarily from the course to retrieve
fuel or water that had been cached on
earlier planning expeditions.

They also made detours to several
Aboriginal waters used by WeIs during
the search expeditions. All were now dry
and silted up. Dillawuddi Rockhole was
rediscovered for the first time on the trip,
but the position of many others like
Yerniakka Rockhole, Welcome Water and
Tallingurr Rockhole, had already been

lAboue ight: The beautiful Carrawine
I Corge on the oakover River.
I Photo - David Gouqh

I Rigrll Flame grevillea lC.eriostachyo)
I literally drips nectar, and is a favour-itc
I food source of desert Aborigines.
Photo - Jiri Lo(hman
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Shannon National Park is the home of
the Great Forest 'llees Driae, another
nature-based tourist attraction for the
south-wesL Read the story on page lZ.

Therugged Kimbe eu coast uas the
Iocotion of the first maritime
I,ANDSCOPE ErpedrT ion. Read all about
it on page 10.

A huge uolunleer elfort has helped uith
the rmewal of the Montebello Islands
and the eradication of ferol animals-
(See page 47.)

One hundred gears ago, tuo members of
qn expedition lo the Great Sandu Deserl
become lost. Read what happenid to
them in 'Land of the Lost' on page 36.
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kience has long-knonm the relatiorchip
betueen plants and habitats. Nou we
are 'Prospectiw for Plants' using
landforms as o guide. (See page 25.)

The scimtific name of the
lit tle penguin @udyptula
minor) means 'little diaer'.
The wings of these llightless
seabirds haae eoolued into
flippers for underwater
propulsion. The little
pmguin is the smallest of
the 17 penguin species.
Penguin Island hos the largest
colong of little penguins on the
uest coast. See 'The Changing Face
of Pwuin Island' on page 28.
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