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1921 

29 June 1921 

FINDING THE POLE 
News Received from Dr. Cope’s 

Expedition  

LETTER FROM CAPT. WILKINS 

MELBOURNE. 

Tuesday. 

A letter that was received in Melbourne 
yesterday from Captain G. H. Wilkins gives 

the latest news of the Cope Antarctic 

Expedition. 
The letter was posted on a whale catcher 

in the Andvord Bay, Antarctic Sea, south of 

Cape Flora last December, and it has taken 
over six months to reach Melbourne, 

coming via Falkland Islands. 

Captain Wilkins states that Dr. Cope’s 
expedition, which has been reduced to a 

party of four men, landed by whale catchers 

in Andvord Bay, latitude 64.50 south and 
longitude 62.40 west, Belgica Strait, 

Graham Land, not far from the first winter 

quarters of the French explorer, Charcot, on 
Wiencke Island. 

Captain Wilkins describes the land as 
mountainous but accessible. A hut had been 

erected in the midst of a penguins’ rockery, 

and the following stores have been landed: 
Eight tons of coal, two hundred gallons of 

kerosene, five tons of edibles, and outfits of 

clothes, scientific equipment, and eight 
dozen dogs. 

The plan of the expedition was to start as 

soon as possible across Graham Land and 
establish a base on the other side, near 

Nordenskjöld’s most southerly point at 

Richtofen Valley, and then next spring, or 

possibly late this winter, to go south 

carrying supplies: returning in the summer, 

and living on seals. 
The party consists of Dr. Cope (leader), 

Captain Wilkins (second-in-command), 

Bagshawe (geologist), and Lister 
(topographer). Lars Christensen, of 

Sandefjord, a Norwegian, who controls 

most of the whalers, has landed the party as 
arranged, and he will call for them between 

February 14 and 23, 1922. 

From this it will be seen that the very 
ambitious undertaking announced by Dr. 

Cope nearly two years ago has finally 

developed into a mere reconnaissance party 
for the exploration of Graham Land. 

Captain Wilkins, who was with 

Stefansson on his Canadian Arctic 
Expedition in 1914, and later was official 

photographer in France to the A.I.F., is the 

only Australian with the party. 
(Sunraysia Daily (Mildura, Vic.), 

Wednesday 29 June 1921, page 3.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
58614317 

21 July 1921 

UNCENSORED WAR FILMS. 

QUEENSLANDERS IN ACTION. 

Early in 1917 the Commonwealth 
Government appointed Captains G. H. 

Wilkins and Frank Hurley as official war 

photographers. Both these officers had 
previously been on expeditions to the South 

Pole. Their instructions were to take 

photographs and cinema pictures of the 
Australians in action in both France and 

Palestine so that the Australian nation 

would, for all time, possess a living record 
of the gallant part played by its troops 

during the war. 

Knowing the adventurous spirit of both 
of these officers and that they would not be 

satisfied to remain in the back areas when 

there was fighting ahead the authorities 
placed no restrictions on them and the trust 

was by no means misplaced. 

They lived in the front line almost 
permanently and were in direct 

communication with headquarters who kept 
them advised as to time and place of each 

likely attack; often it meant a hurried 

aeroplane trip to get within the vicinity and 
after landing a tedious tramp across fields 

of heavy mud and shell-holes filled with 

water half frozen, and then the risk of 
getting through the enemy barrage of shell-

fire. 

 
An advertisement from Queensland Times (Ipswich, Qld), 

Thursday 21 July 1921, page 3.). 

 

To them this was all part of the business 

and the result is that the Commonwealth 

Government now holds perhaps the most 
remarkable record of the war of any of the 

allied forces. 

This is contained in 20,000 photographs 
and 50,000 feet of cinema film which is 

carefully preserved by the Australian War 

Museum. One of the main duties of the War 

Museum is to keep green for ever the 

glorious memory of the A.I.F. and no better 

means could be devised than the exhibition 
of the official war films with accompanying 

lectures by A.I.F. Generals who led the 

A.I.F. and who are, therefore, in a position 
to speak from first-hand knowledge and 

give the public an authentic account of what 

actually did take place during the four years 
the A.I.F. served abroad.  

Seasons were arranged in Melbourne, 

Sydney, and Adelaide, and so great was the 

success that many thousands could not gain 

admission. 
Night after night the theatres were packed 

and it was not uncommon during the 

screening of the films to hear an 
enthusiastic shout as a member of the 

audience recognised himself and his old 

battalion mates in a front-line trench on the 
Somme or elsewhere. Many Queenslanders 

appear in the films and they will have an 

opportunity of seeing themselves in action 
during the coming week. 

The Commonwealth Government has 

taken over West’s Olympia, Brisbane, for 
the purpose of conducting a Brisbane 

season of illustrated battle lectures. This 

season opens on Saturday evening next and 
is for one week only. 

Leading A.I.F. Generals will lecture on 

the various battles in which the A.I.F. took 
part and their story will be illustrated with 

the remarkable pictures and films taken 

during the fighting in both France and 
Palestine. 

It is regretted that no season can be 

arranged for Ipswich so that those who are 
interested in these films will have to make a 

trip to Brisbane. The box plan for the 

Brisbane season is now open at Palings, 
Brisbane, and full particulars of the week’s 

programme will be found in our advertising 

columns. 

All proceeds will be devoted to war 

memorials. Special war film matinees will 

be given on Tuesday, Wednesday and 
Friday of battle picture week. Ipswich 

returned men and their relatives are advised 

to see their remarkable films. 

Queensland Times (Ipswich, Qld), 

Thursday 21 July 1921, page 3. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1
09980324 

29 September 1921 

Bound for Antarctic 
Capt. Wilkins’s Enterprise 

EXPLORER OF UNKNOWN ZONES 

(By Harrison Owen) 

LONDON. Aug. 11. 

If ever there was a person entitled to the 
description “a man of the world” it is  

G. H. Wilkins, who has just returned to 

London after spending four months in the 
Antarctic. 
 

Captain G. H. WILKINS. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/258614317
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/258614317
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/109980324
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/109980324
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In a few weeks he will be leaving again 

for the Antarctic, this time as naturalist with 
the Shackleton-Rowett Expedition. We hear 

much of “men of the world,” and often find 

that their knowledge of the world is 
confined to the West End of London and a 

few fashionable resorts such as Cowes, 

Deauville and Monte Carlo. O. Henry’s 
Man of the World knew the principal 

European cities as well as he knew his own 

home town in America, and addressed the 
porters on the railway stations of Vienna, 

Petrograd and Constantinople by their 

Christian names. 
 

 
Photo from 1921-22 Shackleton Expedition. *OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_11_14]. 

 

Captain Wilkins’s claim to the title is 
based upon a knowledge that is wider and 

more unique. He has friends among the 

Esquimeaux; he has hob-nobbed with the 
Jugo-Slavs. I do not know the name of the 

capital (if any) of Greenland, but I have not 

the slightest doubt that Capt. Wilkins is on 
terms of intimacy with the mayor of that 

place, if such a person exists. 

Nothing could be more demoralising to 
one’s vanity than an hours’ talk with this 

clean-shaven, smooth faced, keen-eyed 

young man, still in his middle thirties. 
If one, having spent a few weeks in 

various European countries and “done” a 

dozen of the principal continental cities, 
imagines one has acquired some slight 

knowledge of the world beyond Australia, 

any tendency toward conceit on this score 

must quickly vanish in the presence of 

George Wilkins. 

One prattles of a mere tourists’ village 
such as Venice, and he tells you it would 

be shared by quite a number of people 

whom imagine that they are possessed of a 
fair average knowledge of geography. It 

was difficult to believe that this quiet-
voiced young man, in his well-cut Bond 

Street suit, eating a highly civilised lunch in 

a West End restaurant, had just arrived 
from Antarctic climes and for months had 

lived with whalers, sharing their fare, and 

not even aware of the material discomforts 
of such a life. 

Nothing more emphatically stamps 

George Wilkins as a “man of the world” 

than the cheerfulness with which he 

“roughs it” when in out-of-the-way corners 

of the globe and his insistence upon having 
the best that is available in the way of food, 

clothes, entertainment and so forth when 

among the fleshpots of London. The much-
abused phrase about having “been 

everywhere and done everything” can be 

more appropriately applied to Captain 
Wilkins than it frequently is to others. 

Born in Australia, he was for a time a 

professional cellist. His friends wanted him 
to devote himself permanently to music, but 

the wander lust was upon him. He studied 

photography and cinema-photography, and 
bought a cinema camera, which he used as 

a passport to the world. 

With it he went through the Balkans war, 
and later to the Arctic. He did not hear of 

the Great War until it was two years old, 

and at once joined the Australian Flying 
Corps. He made many flights, but a failure 

in an eye-test prevented him going to 

France as a member of the Flying Corps. 
He went instead as a military photographer, 

and later was in charge of the photographic 

section of the A.I.F. 

 

Took Part in Great Flight 

All who knew him in France speak of the 
absolute fearlessness which was at all times 

displayed by Captain Wilkins. This did not 

take the form of showy heroism: it was 
simply a calm indifference to any form of 

danger and an equally calm determination 

to go anywhere in pursuit of what he 
wanted. 

The result was that he was able to take a 

number of unique photographs, such as 
were obtained by no other man in any of the 

Allied armies. After the war Captain 

Wilkins was preparing to fly over Mt. 

Everest, but abandoned this idea to take 

part in the competition for the prize offered 

by the Commonwealth Government for a 
flight from England to Australia. He started 

off in a Kangaroo machine, which broke 

down shortly after he had left Suda Bay, 
compelling him to return to Crete. 

 

The ‘Blackburn Kangaroo” after it had landed. *OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_8_26]. 

 
Then came his visit to the Antarctic, for 

which he is now about to leave again. 

About a year hence he expects to be in New 
Zealand. Where he will be a year after that 

Captain Wilkins does not pretend to know; 

but none of his friends will be surprised to 
learn that he has gone to visit some old 

acquaintances in the vicinity of the North 

Pole or is making new friends and enjoying 
new experiences in Tibet. 

Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Thursday 29 

September 1921, page 12. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

42428270 

 
 

 

1923 

15 February 1923 

FLORA AND FAUNA 

THE WILKINS ADVENTURE 

Route of the Expedition  

LONDON, February 14. 
Mr. George Wilkins, the South 

Australian, who is in charge of the 

expedition which is being dispatched by the 
British Museum into tropical Australia, was 

interviewed by the Australian Press 

Association on the eve of his departure. 
He said that the expedition will be called 

the Wilkins Australian Expedition. It would 

be completely staffed by Australians, whom 
he would select in the Commonwealth, for 

which he will leave by the Largs Bay, on 

Tuesday. 
The expedition will have its headquarters in 

Brisbane, whence it will go inland on the 

west side of the Great Dividing Range, to a 
point in the neighbourhood of Roma. 

Thence it will work north to Torres Strait, 

stopping at suitable points en route. 
A complete survey of the flora and fauna, 

with particular attention to freshwater fish 

and mammals, would be made. The 
expedition had been prompted by the fact 

that those particular areas would soon be 

opened to cotton cultivation, and the native 
life would be driven to other areas, or 

exterminated. 

 

 
Weather map from the article in the (Journal (Adelaide, 

SA), Thursday 15 February 1923, page 1.). 

 

Going Over New Ground. 

Continuing, Mr. Wilkins said it is 

important that the British Museum should 

obtain a comprehensive collection of 
specimens of the distinct types south of the 

Wallace line, which divides the Polynesian 

flora and fauna from the Australian. The 
American museums are already engaged in 

efforts to procure such a record. 

The expedition expects to cover areas 
never before travelled by naturalists, 

systematically operating for the museum, 

and will probably obtain entirely new types 
of fish and small mammals, like rodents. 

The expedition’s York Peninsula (Q.) 

station is expected to be at Cape Grenville, 
where the natives have been in contact with 

beche-de-mer collectors, and are not as 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/242428270
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/242428270
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hostile as in other places, although Mr. 

Wilkins was advised recently that two 
missionaries had been eaten by natives in 

that neighbourhood within the last few 

months. 
After an investigation of the mainland the 

smaller islands adjacent to the mainland 

will be explored for the study of mammals 
whose type have undergone a decided 

change during the years of isolation from 

the mainland; marine biological work will 
be carried out on the shores of the islands, 

which are particularly rich in marine life, 

corals, brilliant seaweeds, fish, and 
tortoises. 

Mr. Wilkins will possibly undertake a 

reconnaissance survey of the interior by 
aeroplane before the expedition leaves 

Brisbane. He expects to be able to use 

motor cars over the greater part of the area 
for traveling and for transporting the 

specimens to the railhead. 

While all the specimens will go in the 
first instance to the British Museum, it is 

expected that duplicates will be given to the 

Australian Museums. 
 

  

MR. GEORGE H. WILKINS. M.C. who is shortly to lead 

an expedition of London scientists into tropical Australia. 

 

 
This is from the State Library Collection with Wilkins’s 

grandfather’s name on the passenger list of the Lady 

Emma. 

A Wonderful Career. 

Mr. Wilkins is 32 years old, and very few 
at his age have crowded their lives with 

such a wealth and variety of thrilling and 

picturesque experiences. 
He is a brother of Messrs. F. J. S. and T. W. 

Wilkins, of Angas Street, Adelaide, and 

Dulwich, respectively. His parents came to 
this State in the ship Lady Emma. 

It is interesting to note that the young 

explorer’s grandfather built the first bridge 
over the River Torrens, and presented it to 

the South Australian Government. The 

remains of that old wooden structure are 
still to be seen west of the present bridge at 

Hindmarsh. 

Mr. George Wilkins was educated at a 
public school in Adelaide, and later took a 

course in chemistry and electrical 

engineering at the School of Mines. During 
that period, he was employed by the firm of 

Bullock & Fulton, electricians, of 

Hindmarsh square. 
Subsequently Mr. Wilkins went to 

Sydney and identified himself with moving 

pictures. He undertook management duties 
for the Waddington firm, North Shore, and 

in 1912 left Australia for England. He 

secured an important engagement with the 
famous Gaumont Company. He had 

sensational experiences in various parts of 

England, taking pictures from flying 

machines. He so impressed the company by 

his bold and artistic achievements that he 

was commissioned to go through the 
Balkan war as a photographer of battle 

incidents. 

 

In the Arctic Regions. 

There Mr. Wilkins distinguished him not 

only for the bravery of his exploits, but for 
the wonderful series of delineations which 

he obtained of the events of the campaign. 
After that he went to the Trinidad Islands 

on a photographic mission, and on his 

return sailed for America to jean the 
Canadian Arctic Expedition under 

Stefansson. 

He was appointed official photographer 
for the Canadian Government, and also 

represented the Gaumont Company. During 

the Great War Mr. Wilkins distinguished 
himself and was subsequently awarded the 

Military Cross, with bar, for daring work as 

an Australian official photographer. 
His adventurous spirit kept him on the 

move after the conclusion of the war, and 

on November 21, 1919, he left England as 
commander of the crew of a Blackburn 

Kangaroo aeroplane in an attempt to fly to 

Australia. Misfortune dogged their efforts, 
however, and after months of strenuous 

endeavour they were obliged finally to 

abandon the project. 
Subsequently Mr. Wilkins took part in 

Antarctic exploration in the expedition 

under Dr. J. L. Cope. He recently returned 
to London after an extensive tour of 

Switzerland, Austria, Poland, Russia, and 

back home through Germany. 

 Journal (Adelaide, SA), Thursday 15 

February 1923, page 1. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
09312206 

29 March 1923 

FLORA AND FAUNA. 

Australian Expedition. Captain 

Wilkins’s Plans.  

Melbourne. March 28. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., F.R., Met. 
S., M.B.O.U., who is a native of Adelaide, 

returned to Melbourne today after three 

adventurous years in the Antarctic and in 
the famine-stricken regions of Europe. He 

has come to arrange for a comprehensive 

expedition into various parts of Australia, 
the object being to collect specimens of 

Australian flora and fauna for the British 

Museum. 
 

Some of the fish specimens collected during the 

Expedition. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_163]. 

 
Discussing the plans for his Australian 

expedition, Captain Wilkins said that his 

headquarters would be in Brisbane, and a 
series of stations 300 miles apart would be 

established from Seymour, in Victoria, to 

Cape Grenville, near the apex of the Cape 
York Peninsula in Northern Queensland. 

The expedition would keep on the inside of 

the coastal range, and would pay particular 
attention to the head waters of the Mitchell 

River and the islands in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria. 

Most of the collecting previously had been 

done on the rivers which drained to the east. 

He would devote his attention to those 
flowing westwards. 

The members of the expedition would 

need to be either botanists or naturalists, 
and he was hopeful of obtaining the 

services of men who had completed 

university courses and who wished to gain 
field experience. 

Captain Wilkins had an interview with 

the Minister for Home and Territories 
(Senator Pearce) today, and permission was 

granted by the Minister for the collection of 

specimens in the Northern Territory. 
Captain Wilkins will leave for Sydney on 

the S.S. Largs Bay on Saturday, and will go 

thence to Queensland. 

West Australian (Perth, WA), Thursday 29 

March 1923, page 6. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
2629757 

 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/209312206
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/209312206
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22629757
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22629757
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Aboriginal fishermen from the 1923-25 Expedition. *OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_8_26]. 

 

1923 

22 February 1923 

THE WILKINS EXPEDITION. 

There appears to be every indication that 

cotton growing in Queensland and in the 
Northern Territory will shortly prove itself 

to be a distinctly payable proposition, and 

that great stretches of now barren land will 
yield their virgin state to the advancing 

settler. Arrangements are being made to 

send cotton seed to several cattle stations in 
the Northern Territory, where the owners or 

managers have agreed to conduct 

experiments on a small scale. 
Mr. G. E. Allen, the Superintendent of 

Agriculture, who, a few months back, 

toured the country as far south as Alice 

Springs, with Mr. H. F. Urquhart, the 

Administrator of the Northern Territory, 

stated in his report extracts from which we 
published last month, that along the 

Waterhouse River the country appeared 

adaptable to cotton growing, and on the 
banks of the Roper River the country was, 

in many places, white with cotton, growing 
wild. In view of the probability of the early 

opening up of the inland stretches of 

Queensland and the Northern Territory, an 
expedition is being formed under the 

auspices of the trustees of the British 

Museum, to penetrate tropical Australia and 
some of the adjacent islands before the 

opening of large areas of land will drive out 

or cause the extermination of much of the 
native life. It is important that the British 

Museum should possess a comprehensive 

collection of specimens of the distinct types 
south of the Wallace line, which divides 

Polynesian flora and fauna from Australian, 

and operating systematically, the expedition 
expects to obtain entirely new types of fish 

and small mammals from the coast, as well 

as specimens of the flora and fauna of the 
mainland. 

Under the leadership of Captain George 

Wilkins, the party will work their way from 
Roma to Cape York in motor cars, while a 

schooner is to be chartered for purposes of 

marine biological work. About two years 

are to be spent in the expedition, the staff 

including five Australian scientists, with the 

necessary assistants. 
The purpose of the undertaking being to 

collect specimens for the British Museum, 

it is more than likely that duplicates will be 
obtained for at least one of the Australian 

museums. But the interest attaching to the 

expedition will be the concern of professors 
and students of natural history, rather than 

the general populace of either Australia or 

Great Britain. Whatever the educative value 

of our museums, it is at least necessary that 

there should be prescribed a collection 
thoroughly representative of the main types 

of plant and animal life within the 

Commonwealth. Since no such collection at 
present exists, the value from this point of 

view of the results which Captain Wilkins 

is confident of achieving is apparent. The 
indirect results of the expedition in 

investigating systematically a large tract of 

country, the full resources of which are not 
yet definitely known, may also prove a 

decided stimulant to its further exploitation 

or development. The Wilkins expedition, 
when it leaves Brisbane, should have the 

moral support of the whole Australian 

populace. 
Western Mail (Perth, WA), Thursday 22 

February 1923, page 28. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/4
4769679/3524108 

 
Aboriginal people from the 1923-25 Expedition..*OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_26]. 

28 March 1923 

OFF TO THE WILDS. 

Australian Explorers to Search for 

Fauna. 

SPECIMENS FOR MUSEUMS. 

Into the wild north-east of Australia, a 

party of intrepid Australians, led by Mr 
George H. Wilkins, will shortly venture. 

The party will seek specimens of Australian 
fauna and will be known as the British 

Museum Exploration Expedition. 

Mr Wilkins, who is a young South 

Australian, arrived in Melbourne today. He 

emphasised the fact that the expedition will 

be staffed entirely by Australians. Except 
for collecting boxes, the whole equipment 

of the expedition will be procured in 

Australia. All information obtained will be 
placed at the disposal of Australian 

museum authorities, and duplicate 

specimens will he likewise given to them. 
“This expedition can only be possible, of 

course,” Mr. Wilkins explained, “if 

permission is granted by the 
Commonwealth Government for fauna 

specimens taken to be exported to London. 

 

S. S. Largs Bay photo from the Australian National 

Maritime Museum collection. 

I do not expect, however, any difficulty 

in this direction, for the British Museum 
officials communicated with Sir Joseph 

Cook, and he, in turn, has put these requests 

before the Government here. “Moreover, 
this is not an expedition with any 

commercial object. When Sir Sidney 

Harmer, the Director of the British 
Museum, invited me to take charge of the 

project, it was decided that, as we were to 

explore Australia, only Australians should 
be engaged, and that every item of 

equipment that could be secured here 

should be bought locally. I have 40 cases of 
collecting boxes on the Largs Bay, but 

these had to be specially constructed, and 

there was a doubt if they could have been 
made in time here to requirements.” 

 

A Young Leader 

It speaks highly of Mr Wilkins’s 

reputation that he should have been chosen 

to lead this expedition, but, though his years 
number only 34, his life has been full of 

adventure and exploration experience. He 

was second-in-command of the British 
Imperial Antarctic Expedition, 1920-21, 

and was also with the late Sir Ernest 

Shackleton on the Quest. 
He has in addition explored the West 

Indies and North Africa. His war service as 

official photographer was followed by an 

attempt to fly to Australia, and he actually 

proceeded as far as the Mediterranean, 

when his plane crashed on one of the 
islands, thus putting an end to the 

enterprise. He regards this latest venture as 

certain to succeed. “I had advertisements 
put in the Australian papers” he said, 

“calling for scientific volunteers, and when 

I reached Fremantle I received no fewer 
than 130 applications for the posts 

available. I required men to take charge of 
the mammalogy and ornithological 

departments, and an assistant in 

mammalogy having a knowledge of fresh 
water zoology, and an assistant in 

ornithology with a knowledge of 

entomology. I also required an expert camp 
attendant experienced in geology and 

prospecting. These men will form the 

permanent staff of the expedition,” 

A photo taken while in the West Indies. * OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_2t]. 

 

Mr. Wilkins added, “but, when necessary, 
we shall procure local assistance. Out of the 

mass of applications I have found many 

suitable men, and for each post I have 
already interviewed some in Perth and 

Adelaide. Here in Melbourne I shall see a 

few more, and, after visiting Sydney and 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/44769679/3524108
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/44769679/3524108
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Brisbane — which will be our headquarters 

— I shall make my final selection.”  
The British Museum, Mr. Wilkins 

explained, is poorly supplied with 

specimens of Australian fauna, and those 
that they have are from early expeditions, 

when it was not regarded necessary to label 

the exact spot where each was secured, as is 
required at the present time. 

For instance, in those days, anything 

from West Australia was marked merely 
West Australia, yet in a State of that size, 

covering 20 degrees of latitude, certain 

types vary greatly, according to climate. 
Mr. Wilkins believes in natural history 

collections being centralised. He points out 

that type specimens from the whole world, 
particularly from the British Empire, should 

be housed at some central place, and, as the 

British Museum, founded 173 years ago, is 
the oldest museum in the world, no better 

place could he found. 

He also thinks that, in addition to each 
State having its own museum, there should 

be some central Commonwealth Museum, 

where specimens of every Australian 
animal could be housed. He stated today 

that the duplicate specimens that would be 

made available by his expedition would 
form the nucleus of a museum of this nature 

at Canberra, if the Government favoured 

the idea. “At such a central museum,” Mr 

Wilkins remarked, “students from any part 

of the Commonwealth would be enabled to 

study and compare the animals of the whole 
continent. The same applies to Empire 

students at the British Museum.” 

The area to be explored by Mr Wilkins’s 
party lies principally to the north-east of 

Australia. He pointed out today that the 

country between the main mountain ranges 
and the coast, from north to south, had 

already been combed for fauna specimens, 
and his party would explore the country on 

the inland side of the range, from Seymour 

in Victoria to Cape, Grenville at Torres 
Strait. Collecting will begin in the Roma 

district, in Queensland. 

Thence a move by steamer would be 
made to the Gulf of Carpentaria, in the 

neighbourhood of Groote Island, and then 

back by boat to Brisbane. After that a 
survey of the country would follow, work 

being done at a series of stations 300 miles 

apart. From time to time specimens would 
be sent by rail to the Brisbane headquarters. 

Mr Wilkins expects to start from 

Brisbane about April 20. As the stop at each 
of the exploring stations in the series 

planned out will last from 6 to 8 weeks, he 

does not expect to complete his work for 
more than a year. 

Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Wednesday 28 

March 1923, page 1. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

43791614 

2 April 1923  

WILKINS’ SCIENTIFIC 

EXPEDITION. 

Mr G. H. Wilkins, in charge of the 
Wilkins Australia and Islands Expedition, 

which is to collect natural history 

specimens and information for the British 
Museum, will shortly be visiting the 

districts of Roma, Alpha, Hugbenden, 

Chillagoe, and the Cape York Peninsula. 

He would be glad to receive information 
from anyone within these districts as to the 

type, seasonal distribution, and breeding 

season of the birds and mammals and the 
most suitable localities in these districts for 

the study of the flora and fauna. 

All communications should be addressed 
to Mr. Wilkins, c/o Queensland Museum, 

Brisbane 

The Brisbane Courier, (Qld) 2 April 1923 

page 4. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

0611638 

14 April 1923 

ZOOLOGY. 

AUSTRALIAN FAUNA. 

BRITISH MUSEUM’S EXPEDITION. 

CAPTAIN WILKINS IN BRISBANE. 

PROJECT OUTLINED. 

LEADER’S EXTRAORDINARY 

CAREER. 

One of the most distinguished visitors to 
Queensland for a long time, a man of whom 

Australia may well feel proud, and who has 

probably crammed more varied adventures 
and thrilling experiences in his 37 years 

than any other person of his own age 

stepped from the Largs Bay on Sunday 

afternoon. 

An advertisement from the (Queenslander (Brisbane, 

Qld.), Saturday 14 April 1923, page 14.). 

 

He was Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., 

F.R. Met.S., M.B.O.U., who has been 

appointed by the Trustees of the British 
Museum to take charge of an expedition in 

this country in order to collect fauna among 

many other things. 

Captain Wilkins, who was born in South 

Australia in 1888, has been on both Arctic 
and Antarctic Expeditions, was with the 

Australians in every battle after 1917, took 

part in the attempted flight with Lieut. 
Rendle from England to Australia (they 

came to grief at Crete), was with Sir Ernest 

Shackleton on the Quest when he died, and 
investigated, in an official capacity, the 

famine conditions in Central Europe after 

the war. 
A number of those who awaited the 

boat’s arrival at New Farm were attracted 

by the figure of a fine specimen of 
manhood leaning over the rails. He was 

both tall and broad, and a small beard on 

his strong, determined face added to him 
somewhat exceptional appearance. 

They little realised, however, that he was 

one of the rising young men in the scientific 
exploration world, and had come to 

Queensland on a mission of investigation 

for the British Museum. 
It was the work that was done on the 

Quest expedition that first brought Captain 

Wilkins to the notice of Sir Sydney Harmer, 
Director of the British Museum (Natural 

History), and soon after the return of 

Shackleton-Rowett Expedition the Trustees 
of the Museums invited him to take charge 

of an expedition to Australia, in order to 

make collections of Australian fauna. 

It had been recognised for a long time 

that this rapidly dwindling fauna would 

give most interesting additions to 
zoological knowledge if closely observed. 

Interviewed by a representative of their 

journal Captain Wilkins said to attempt to 
decipher the story of the early origin of this 

old and unique fauna by close study of the 

existing type was a task that had not been 
entirely neglected, for the early expeditions, 

under Wills and Burke, Mitchell, 
Leichhardt, McKinley, Macdonald, and 

others of more recent times, had brought 

back specimens and data of great interest 
and value, but with the modern introduction 

of systematic scientific study of natural 

history subjects, it was generally found that 
the data supplied with the specimens from 

early expeditions was not sufficient for 

modern requirements. 

CAPTAIN G. H. WILKINS 

Who has arrived in Brisbane to complete arrangements 

for his tour in Queensland to collect for the British 

Museum. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243791614
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243791614
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20611638
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20611638
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CAPTAIN WILKINS’S ROUTE. 

Map showing (in black) the portion of Australia to be 

covered by the Wilkins expedition. 

 

 
Butterfly specimens taken during the 1923-25 Expedition. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_41]. 

 

Museums in Great Britain or elsewhere, 

he said, were not well supplied with 
Australian fauna, and most of the 

specimens were labelled so vaguely as to 

area that they were practically useless for 
comparative study until further collections 

were made. A number of skins, for 

instance, would be labelled – 
“Queensland,” or “Western Australia,” 

without indication as to the particular 

district, and, as everyone knew, there was 
room for a great variation in genus over a 

range of twenty degrees of latitude, and 
over conditions that varied from tropical 

jungle to high fertile plateaus and sandy 

below sea-level deserts. 
This broad principle of labelling had led 

to a great deal of confusion, particularly 

when results had been “worked up” from 
small collections actually examined, 

together with notes from other workers on 

other small groups, and without an actual 
comparison of the specimens. 

A great variation might be found in the 

species of one genus, due to a good or a bad 
season, or the time of the year when it was 

collected, particularly in colour and size, 

and a modern collection must be 
accompanied with a great deal of matter 

dealing with those important conditions. 

For many years the naturalists of the 
world had realised that the opening up of 

the fertile areas of Australia for the purpose 

of grazing and agriculture would drive the 
fauna from its native haunts, and in a few 

years it might be impossible to fill the gap 

in the history of the development of 
mammals of the marsupial type. 

A few months ago, the Americans made a 

special effort to secure a representative 
collection and a fund of information, but 

owing to war conditions, and the lack of 

public funds, the British Museum had been 
unable, until recently, to subscribe its share 

to this important work. A great deal might 

be said and done for the preservation of the 
species in their native haunts, but that could 

not be done, and at the same time develop 

the country. 
Game preserves might, and should, be set 

apart, but the fertile areas where the game 

would naturally live were the most 
desirable for other purposes, and the birds 

and mammals must go, as had their more 

highly developed associates, primitive man, 
before the inroads of modern civilisation. 

Wholesale slaughter and capture for export 

in thousands, for sale as pets and to private 
collections, might well be stopped. 

A recent shipment of a thousand birds, of 

which less than twenty reached their 
destination alive, had been, brought to his 

notice. Nobody more than a naturalist 

regretted the killing of any bird or animal, 
but for the progress of science, and the 

actual detailed comparative study, it was 

necessary to have a representative 
collection in hand. 

While it was particularly desired that 

complete collections of Australian flora and 
fauna should be centrally housed in 

Australia for comparative scientific study 

by Australian scientists, that did not alter 

the fact that it would be of great advantage 

to have, in the British Museum, a complete 

set of type specimens from the whole of the 
world, and the British Empire in particular 

for the study of comparative geographical 

distribution. 
Because of its geographical situation, 

Great Britain must remain the centre of the 

greater part of the universe, and the 
established lines of communication now 

made it the most convenient rendezvous for 
Empire scientists and students. 

 

A scorpion specimen taken during the 1923-24 Expedition. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_94]. 

 
The British Museum had always 

encouraged the independent study of local 

conditions in various countries by local 
scientists, as well as contributing to the 

work in the field. Australia had had been 

altogether behind hand in fostering the 
study of its native life, and the result had 

been the accumulation of an extremely 

interesting collection of specimens and 
data. 

In order to obtain the greatest advantage 

from these, and for the broad study of 
geographical distribution, it would be a 

great help to have all the available data 

centralised. 

The British Museum had the advantage of 

housing many international and early 
collections, and it was hoped that the 

Australian authorities would help to 

complete these records. 
Captain Wilkins went on to say that he 

was invited to take charge three months 

ago, and the Museum authorities had 
consented to his proposal that he should 

engage a staff in Australia, and fully equip 

the expedition, with the exception of a few 
items that were Museum stock material. 

The general plan was to make a biological 

survey along the inland side o£ the 
mountain range that existed from Victoria 

to Torres Straits. 

Ten or twelve stations would be 
established and maintained for six or eight 

weeks, and each district would be 

thoroughly investigated for fauna, 
particularly ornithology, and any other 

natural history work that could be 

accomplished in the time. The order of 
visiting the stations would depend on 

seasonal conditions and transport 

conveniences. 
It was not expected that anything 

unknown to Australian scientists, in 

mammals or birds, would be found, but it 
was desired to have a complete collection 

for the British Museum, and those would be 

used for comparative study of geographical 

distribution in relation to the rest of the 

world.  

The expedition would consist of four 
others, selected from 150 applicants. 

Several Queenslanders appeared to be 

suitable, and these would be interviewed 
before the final choice was made. They 

would leave Brisbane in two or three 

weeks, and be expected to work in the 
Roma district for the first few weeks, and 

then proceed to the northern portion of 
Cape York Peninsula. 

 

 
Men on horseback during the1923-24 Expedition. * OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins34_15_116]. 

 
He would spend the winter season in the 

north of Queensland, and during the height 

of the summer he would return to New 
South Wales and Victoria, establish one 

station in each State, and revisit 

Queensland, and probably the Northern 
Territory, next year. 

Special attention would be paid in certain 

districts to fresh water zoology, and 
particularly in the limestone caves around 

the Chillagoe district. They also hoped to 

visit the site of the newly discovered lake. 
The expedition had been assisted by a 

grant from the British Treasury, and it was 
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hoped that Australia would afford help in 

the matter of travel facilities, and in the 
export of the specimens that were to be 

used for scientific purposes only, and not in 

any way to be used commercially. The 
Australian students at the Museum would 

make use of the exhibits. Several were there 

when he left. 
Captain Wilkins observed that he hoped 

the work would help to clear up the 

controversy in regard to the Queensland 
tiger, as, from a knowledge of biological 

conditions, it was not considered 

impossible that such an animal existed in 
the State. 

No special effort to investigate this would 

be made, but every advantage would be 
taken to inquire into marsupial development 

generally. “There is a lot of room in 

Queensland,” he said, “for that type of 
animal to live.” 

In a recent expedition to western Africa 

some most interesting animals and birds 
were discovered in an area that was 

considered to be fairly well populated and 

very well known. Queensland is not so 
thickly populated as the district referred to, 

and it is quite likely, especially in the north 

of the State, that there are animals and birds 
strange to science. 

There is undoubtedly room for 

discoveries in fresh water zoology and 

entomology. “Although we will not have a 

specialist in entomology, considerable 

attention will be paid to economic 
entomology, particularly in the districts 

likely to prove of value for cotton growing. 

I was speaking to Mr. Compton Wood in 
London, and he said there appeared to be a 

great future for cotton growing in 

Queensland. 
At present there seems to be no insects or 

disease likely to seriously attack cotton, and 
throughout our travels we will make every 

investigation possible on this particularly 

interesting subject.” 
One of the four men, said Captain 

Wilkins, would need to possess a fair 

knowledge of Australian ornithology, with 
experience in collecting; another must be 

well versed in mammalogy, and there 

would be an assistant with a knowledge of 
entomology and botany. The camp 

attendant would be acquainted with 

prospecting and geology, and he (the 
leader) would probably look after the 

mammalogical, or ornithological, 

collection. It all depended upon whether he 
could find a more suitable man for either of 

those subjects. 

Whilst Captain Wilkins would talk freely 
about the Queensland enterprise, it was like 

drawing teeth to try and get out of him a 

few details of his own remarkable career. 
 

 
Wilkins Homestead, Mt Bryan. * OSU Polar Archives 

[wilkins35_1_3]. 

It was eventually elicited that he was 

born at Mount Bryan East, in South 
Australia, in 1888, his father being one of 

the first white children (if not the first) to be 

born in that State — 1836. The young 
explorer received his first education at a 

State school, and then went to the Adelaide 

School of Mines. He was four years with 
the Stefansson Canadian Arctic expedition, 

and went with the British Imperial 

Antarctic Expedition to Graham Land. 
He was for a year with the late Sir Ernest 

Shackleton in the Antarctic, and was on the 

Quest when that famous and fearless leader 
of men died. Captain Wilkins’s duties were 

as naturalist. Captain Wilkins said a 

comparison between the Arctic and 
Antarctic was an engrossing study. 

In the Arctic copper mine region, they 

found an Esquimau who was uninitiated 
into Western modern civilisation “even as 

the penguins in the South.” That tribe, 

however, turned out to be the most 
hospitable he over met. 

 

 
Men and their dog-sled team in the Arctic 1913-15 

Expedition. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_4_236]. 

 

Between 1913 and 1915 he was with an 
expedition about 1200 miles north of 

Hudson Bay (about 700 miles from the 

North Pole). In three and a half years they 
averaged 1500 miles a year in sledge travel, 

mostly over rough sea ice, and his schooner 

penetrated further into the Arctic Sea than 
any other ship had done. 

It was 15 months after the Great War 

started before he received the news of the 
upheaval. His informant, who had all sorts 

of fantastic stories as to who were winning 

and what had happened, also told him that 
the expedition of which he (Captain 

Wilkins) was a member had met with 

disaster ten months before, and all had 
perished. When he (the captain) disclosed 

his identity, the surprise was great. 

Returning to civilisation, Captain Wilkins 
completed scientific reports for the 

Geological Survey Department of Canada, 

and then joined the Australian Flying 
Corps. He was next requested to assist 

Captain C. E. W. Bean in the military 

history of the war. From September, 1917, 
he was present at every battle fought by the 

Australians and was awarded the Military 

Cross and bar and was twice mentioned in 
despatches. 

He recalled with pleasure a visit to the 

trenches of the representatives of the 
Australian Press, among who was Mr. J. J. 

Knight, of this city. After the Armistice 

Captain Wilkins accompanied Captain 
Bean to Gallipoli, Palestine, and Egypt, and 

then entered for the Australian flight 

competition as navigator of the Blackburn 
Kangaroo. Lieutenant Rendle, of Brisbane, 

was pilot, and they were eventually forced 

to abandon the flight at Crete. 
 

 
Birdlife photo from the 1921-22 Shackleton Expedition. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_11_28]. 

 

Captain Wilkins was second-in-command 
of the British Imperial Antarctic 

Expedition, which proceeded South in 

September, 1920, and after returning to 
New York the following year he was 

requested by Sir Ernest Shackleton to join 

the Quest. “There was no greater leader of 
men than Sir Ernest,” said Captain Wilkins, 

“or a more sympathetic companion. 

Without his help we were like flint 
without steel — we had no fire.” Although 

the work carried out in the areas visited 

after the leader’s death was fairly 
completely done, it was deemed inadvisable 

to continue the expedition for a second 

year, mostly because of the unsuitability of 

the boat. 

Back from the Antarctic, Captain Wilkins 

was invited by the various relief 
organisations working on behalf of Austria, 

Poland, and Russia to inspect and report on 

the famine conditions in those countries. He 
states that he found the Austrians in a worse 

plight than any others. They had actually 

been starving for years, and were too proud 
to ask for or accept assistance. In both 

Poland and Russia famine conditions 

appeared to be temporary, and would 
probably soon be overcome, but Austria, 

with its limited agricultural territory, was in 

a pitiable plight. 
Captain Wilkins stated that he made it his 

business to inquire into the truth of the 

story that many Russians were reduced to 
eating grass in the fields. He found this to 

be true in the sense that they ate many of 

the well-known edible plants, such as 
geraniums, stalks of potatoes, convolvulus, 

sisymbrium, wild oats, anthemis, artemisia, 
and a species of tea plant. These were 

mixed indiscriminately, pounded into flour, 

and cooked with a little rye flour. That 
formed about 50 per cent of the food in the 

Volga district. 

He had brought to Queensland exhibits of 
the plants in their various stages, before 

reaching the oven, and also a piece of the 

bread. If acceptable to the local museum, 
they would be handed over. 

Captain Wilkins concluded by saying that 

practically all woollen clothing worn in the 
famine areas of Russia and in Poland was 

manufactured from Australian wool, spun 

and woven with hand looms. The finished 
article was distributed by organisations to 

those in need. 

Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld.), Saturday 14 

April 1923, page 14. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

2642251/2538789 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22642251/2538789
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28 April 1923 

ORNITHOLOGY. 

THE WILKINS EXPEDITION 

PERSONNEL OF THE PARTY. 

PROPOSED ROUTE. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, who is making a 

collecting tour in Queensland on behalf of 

the British Museum authorities, has 
definitely arranged the personnel of his 

party, and planned the route of the 

expedition. 
From 150-odd applicants he has selected 

three men of wide experience and ability to 

assist him. These are Mr. J. E. Young, 

Professor R. Kotoff, and Mr. P. Cornwell. 

Mr. J. Edgar Young, of Brisbane, has had a 

great deal of experience in the Queensland 
bush and back country, and is a keen 

collector and student of natural history life. 

He will act as assistant collector to the 
mammalogical section. Mr. Young is well 

known for his voluntary aid to the Boy 

Scout movement, and has acted as honorary 
secretary to the Queensland unit for some 

considerable time. 

 

 
PERSONNEL OF THE WILKINS EXPEDITION TO 

NORTH QUEENSLAND. Professor R. Kotoff, Captain G. 

H. Wilkins (leader), and Mr. J. G. Young. Absent: Mr. 

Cornwall who had not reached Brisbane from Sydney 

when the photograph was taken at the Queensland 

Museum yesterday. T. Whalley photo. (Brisbane Courier 

(Qld.), Saturday 21 April 1923, page 7.). 

 
Professor R. Kotoff, a biologist with an 

international reputation and with a wide 

experience in collecting in all branches of 
natural history work, will be responsible for 

the collection of mammals. He has had 

previous experience in such work in 
Australia, and he has lived in this country 

for some considerable time. 

His experience in the forest and scrub 
areas in various parts of the world should 

enable him to work with success in the 

collection of the arboreal types that are the 
most interesting of the Australian 

mammals. 

Professor Kotoff has spent many months 
collecting along the Amur River, 

Kamchatka, and Japan and joins the British 

Museum expedition upon the strong 
recommendation of Dr. Anderson (director 

of the Australian Museum, Sydney). Mr. P. 

Cornwell, of Tygarah, N.S.W., who has had 
considerable experience in collecting 

natural history specimens, has been 

engaged to assist Captain Wilkins with the 
ornithological work, and his knowledge of 

Australian bird life should be of great 

advantage to the expedition. 
 

THE PROPOSED ROUTE. 

The general plans of the expedition have 
been definitely arranged for several months 

ahead, and the first camp to be established 

will be at Hollymount, Mr. Donald Gunn’s 
cattle station, some 40 miles north of 

Talwood, and near St. George. The 

expedition will return to Brisbane about the 
middle of June, and will leave by steamer 

for Thursday Island, at which place they 

will transfer to a 40ft. motor launch and 
carry out the work along the inshore islands 

of the Barrier Reef, and the coastal areas 

between Cape York and Cape Grenville. 
Towards the end of August, they will 

again go inland and visit the Torrens Creek 

area, near Hughenden, and maintain a camp 
in that district for two months, before 

returning to more southern areas. The 

purchase of stores and supplies for the first 
part of the journey has been complete, and 

the party has been busy arranging and 

packing them in the special room set apart 
in the Queensland Museum by the courtesy 

of the director (Mr. Longman). The party 

left Brisbane by the South-Western mail 
train on Monday afternoon. 

The Department of Agriculture and Stock 

and the Home and Territories Department 
have granted to Captain G. H. Wilkins, 

leader of the British Museum Expedition, 

permission to collect specimens of 

Australian fauna, with certain restrictions in 

relation to the rare species. The British 

Museum authorities and Captain Wilkins 
are in full sympathy with the Act protecting 

these rare birds and mammals, particularly 

the Paradise or “Ant-hill” parrot, the golden 
winged parrot found on the York Peninsula, 

and the exclusively Australian type of 

mammals. 

Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld.), Saturday 28 

April 1923, page 9. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

2642709 

7 June 1923 

RARE AUSTRALIAN FAUNA. 

THE WILKINS EXPEDITION. 

In Search of the Wombat. 

Effect of Drought on Animal and Bird 

Life. 

(By G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S.) 
In a series of articles, of which the 

following is the first, Captain G. H. 
Wilkins, F.R.G.S. will tell the story of his 

expedition into the heart of Australia in 

search of rare Australian fauna. Captain 
Wilkins has been sent out by the British 

Museum, and will make a biological survey 

along the inland side of the coastal range 
which extends from Victoria to Torres 

Strait. He will therefore traverse an 

intensely interesting part of Australia. The 
expedition will also visit the Wesley and 

Groot Islands situated in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria and the Great Barrier Reef. 
Captain Wilkins’s articles will be non-

technical, and will deal with the human 

interest side of the expedition, and will 
recount the incidents, adventures and perils 

which are inseparable from an expedition of 

this sort. It is scarcely necessary to add that 

Captain Wilkins is of world repute as an 

explorer, writer and photographer. 
He was four years with the Stefansson 

Canadian Arctic expedition, with the 

British Imperial Antarctic Expedition to 
Graham Land, and, after serving in the war 

with distinction, he was for a year with the 

late Sir Ernest Shackleton in the Antarctic, 
and was on the Quest when that famous and 

fearless man died. He was also associated 

with Lieut. Val Rendle in the attempt to fly 
from Britain to Australia. 

 

 

A photo of Wilkins at the time of the Shackleton 

Expedition. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins33_2_42]. 

 

White Camp. 

On the Bank of the Boonie River. 

May 5. 

Twenty years ago, when as a small boy 

and totally ignorant of city life or even the 
“feel” of a large town, I left the backblocks 

of Australia. Since then I have visited most 

of the capitals, and have wandered around 
the world from east to west, and from 80 

degrees north to 70 south. 

Today, as I sit beneath a tall blue gum, 
whose wind-stirred leaves seem to whisper 

a friendly greeting, the bridge of years is 

crossed, and from the archives of memory, 

scenes and incidents that have lain dormant 

for years come flooding. The rustling of the 

trees and the crackling of the sticks as they 
burn with bright red flames that lick the 

smoke-blacked “billy,” stirs one more 

deeply than the shouts of welcome that one 
hears from strangers when returning from 

some much talked of expedition. 

Here in the West the tall gum trees and 
the dry red dust beneath cry out for 

moisture, but moving above are the leaves 

still bravely green in spite of drought 
conditions. When I see the stout-hearted 

settler holding grimly on while the grass 

gets dry and withers and the stock get thin 
and die, I cannot but think that he must gain 

some courage and sympathy from the sight 

of these green-leaved trees. 

 

Rare Fauna. 

It is not only the settler that needs 
courage and tenacity of purpose in these 

parts, but also those who look for game. 

When the trustees of the British Museum 
decided that they must have a collection of 

the fast-dwindling fauna of Australia, they 

were not wrong in surmising that it was 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22642709
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22642709
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rare, and in fact, that it is even too late now 

to get some of the species. 
One of the forms desired was the 

wombat, from the south-western plains of 

Queensland. It was known to be rare, but it 
had been found in the district between St. 

George and Talwood. It was decided that 

we should make an attempt to get one for 
the Museum, and at the same time make a 

collection of anything else of interest in the 

district. 
 

CAMP IN PRICKLY PEAR COUNTRY, SOUTH-

WESTERN QUEENSLAND. There are thousands of acres 

much more densely overgrown than the patch shown in 

illustration. (Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 

June 1923, page 7.). * OSU Polar Archives 

[wilkins32_15_25]. 

 

Drought Conditions. 

The South-Western mail train carried our 

party of four keen and experienced 
collectors of natural history specimens, and 

as the train went west the country got drier 

and drier. The very emus and kangaroos 
that fled from the well-grassed but dry and 

protected railway track as we passed 

showed the effect of drought conditions. 
Talwood was to be our railhead, and our 

car was de-trained at the station. In an hour 

we were on our way to Hollymount, a cattle 
station some 40 miles away, where we had 

decided to establish our first camp with the 

kind permission of Mr. Donald Gunn, who 
is himself a keen collector with an interest 

in things pertaining to natural history. 

The way passed along the open scrub 
through which bore drains 3ft. wide and 

about 10in. deep ran like narrow silver 

ribbons from the artesian bores and carried 
streams of water, without which this 

country would be a barren waste in times of 
drought like these. 

 

Boiling Bore Water. 

Our car was doing its first long run, and 

owing to overheating the radiator needed 

filling, so just as dusk was falling, we 
stopped at a drain to get some water. A cry 

of surprise came from the man who dipped 

the bucket, for the water was scalding hot. 
We were crossing the drain within a few 

yards from the bore, and the water, rising at 

almost boiling point, had not had time to 
cool. 

We reached Hollymount by moonlight, 

and next morning set out to investigate the 
country and search for wombat holes. All 

marsupial life except the kangaroo seemed 

to be absent, and even the birds were 
scarce. The opossums have evidently been 

poisoned out long since, and the native 

bears and smaller rodents have gone. 

 
Time for a break during the Northern Australian 1923-24 

Expedition. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_135]. 

 

Bird Life. 

The smart-looking butcher birds with 

their black and white aprons greeted us with 
their rasping call and whetted their beaks on 

a fallen tree in an extremely businesslike 

manner. The friendly soldier birds flew 
from tree to tree as we passed, and 

occasionally gathered together in flocks to 

screech at us as we went by. Now and then 
a brilliant flash of colour against a dark 

green background was seen as a Crimson 

Wing, or Rosella parrot passed with 
undulating flight and “clinking” cries. 

Little red-cupped robins and diamond 
birds flitted roundabout with marked 

curiosity, and the deep-throated call of the 

latter led the strangers to look for some 

other source for the noise, for few small 

birds have such a deep call as these little 

diamond birds, scarce three inches long. 
 

 
FIRST BATCH OF AUSTRALIAN BIRD-SPECIMENS 

TAKEN BY THE WILKINS EXPEDITION. (Daily 

Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 June 1923, page 7.). 

 

The emu’s booming note is more soft and 

low, and is more in keeping with what one 

would expect from such an inoffensive bird. 
We passed through scrub into fairly open 

country, with little or no undergrowth. 

Scattered here and there were a few 
drooping “Wilga” trees that seem to 

maintain a continuous rustling movement, 

and beneath which, the story goes, one 
cannot sleep for eerie noises. Patches of 

Mulga scrub were met with and amongst 

these had once grown some stately pines. 
These pines, for some unknown cause, were 

long since dead, and many of their forms 

were prostrate and half decayed. In the 
evening light their wide-armed trunks 

spread out white against the grey green of 
the other trees, like spectres. 

“Hollymount” must have been named by 

a man with a warmth in his heart for other 
scenes, for there is no semblance of a 

mount for a hundred miles or more, and as 

far as we could see, no holly, but on a 
bright red ridge of powdery soil we 

discovered the ancient tunnellings of many 

wombats. Scores of holes were examined 

without a sign of life being seen, and then 
we came to a hole by the side of which 

there were the footprints of a fair-sized 

wombat. The tracks may have been several 
weeks old or more, and they seemed to be 

all of the same animal. 

The tunnelled ridge ran for miles, but 
there was just a chance that there might be a 

wombat in this neighbourhood, so we 

decided to establish camp by the nearest 
water and try our luck. 

 

 
WHERE BIRDS CONGREGATE—WATERHOLE, 

SOUTH-WESTERN QUEENSLAND. (Daily Telegraph 

(Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 June 1923, page 7.). 

 

Sparing the ’Roos. 

We had no chance for game that day: but 

in the evening I took my gun and strolled to 
a waterhole near to the station. As I 

approached the water two ducks wheeled 

past and it looked as if they would have 
settled had I not been there. I screened 

myself behind a tree and waited: but no 

ducks came. 
Presently a rustling at my side attracted 

my attention, and six beautifully furred 

kangaroos came hopping slowly to the 
water. Sitting perfectly still, I waited until 

they came within twenty yards from where 

I sat. 
Keen to begin my work of collecting 

specimens, I raised my gun, but as I did the 

biggest of the kangaroos turned, and a little 
“Joey” peeped out from his mother’s pouch 

in curiosity. I needed such a one for my 

collection, but anxious as I was to begin my 
work, I lowered my gun. I could not shoot 

these trustful things, and for twenty minutes 

I watched them drink and chase each other 
round the waterhole. The two wood ducks 

came and settled in the water, and some 
plovers screeched and ran around the 

banks; but while the kangaroos still played 

my gun was silent. 
The rattle of our car returning disturbed 

them, and as darkness fell I returned toward 

the station. I had missed a splendid chance 
of starting the collection, but even in the 

cause of science one cannot always over-

ride one’s feelings. 

West Australian (Perth, WA), Thursday 7 

June 1923, page 8. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
2625389 

11 June 1923 

FAUNA SCARCE. 

DESOLATE WEST. 

CAPTAIN WILKINS’ SEARCH. 

There is no doubt as to the wiseness of 
the action of the Queensland authorities in 

placing restrictions on collectors of 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22625389
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/22625389
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Queensland's native fauna in order to 

prevent extermination, but it seems that the 
matter does not lie altogether in the hands 

of human agencies. This is the view of 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., who was 
the head of the British Museum expedition 

which has come to collect fauna in 

Queensland. 
Captain Wilkins arrived in Brisbane last 

night. Captain Wilkins said that from the 

evidence collected in the South, Central, 
and the Western districts, it appears that 

diseases that have not been introduced by 

the settlers have been responsible for the 
extermination of many of the native 

animals in those places. 

“The opossums and native bears were a 
pest a few years ago, an old identity in the 

Talwood-Saint George area told me, but 

now they are practically extinct. The 
trappers and poisoners have no doubt killed 

a great number, for they worked ruthlessly 

with snares and poison; but there were 
times when the bears and the possums 

could be found dead in heaps under the 

trees, and no one knew what had killed 
them. 

The bears were usually found dead in a 

sitting position,” he said, “with their front 
paws resting on the trunk of a tree as if in 

prayer. Part of their trouble seemed to be a 

disease similar to ‘mange’, but this in itself 

was not enough to cause death.” 

 

A Koala photo taken on the 1923-25 Expedition. 

*OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_49]. 

 

Few and Far Between 

“We hunted roughly,” said Captain 

Wilkins, “over an area of fifty miles square, 

and we did not see for certain any fresh 
signs of either opossum or native bear. 

One bear was reported to have been seen 

some thirty miles further on, and a 
boundary rider claimed to know where five 

or six opossums lived a few months ago, 

but no fresh traces were actually found. We 

were told that there were plenty to be found 

further up the Moonee River, but the 
district was too far away for us to visit 

during this trip. 

It is impossible, of course, to cover such 
an area thoroughly in a short time; but a 

very fair knowledge can be gained from the 

local stockmen and by the investigation of 
the most likely places, and it can safely be 

said that bears and opossums are practically 

extinct in the area he visited. 

The drought conditions may have had 

something to do with our failure to see 
signs of these animals; but the dryness of 

the season is not entirely responsible, and 

unless hunters and trappers for trade are 
entirely restricted, it is likely that the 

opossum will soon become extinct in other 

districts also. 

Wombats Scarce 

“The ridge of red soil in which the 

Wombat made their burrows extends for a 
distance of twenty-five miles or more, and 

averages at least a quarter of a mile wide. It 

is for the most part covered with fairly 
heavy timber. 

It is impossible to say that there are no 

wombats living on the ridge at this time; 
but all the evidence collected points to the 

probability of them being extinct. No one 

claims to have seen fresh traces of them for 
at least five years, and it is many more 

years ago since the last one was actually 

seen. The track we found near one of the 
wombat holes proved to be of some other 

animal. 

 

Pests and Others 

Foxes were found to be numerous, and it 

is thought in some quarters that they may at 
times capture a few opossums. There are a 

few rabbits about for them to prey on, and 

the bandicoot, field mice, and marsupial 

mice, are practically gone from this South-

western district also. 

Marsupial mice were apparently never 
more numerous, for a resident of fourteen 

years’ standing had seen but one in his life. 

We found traces of the mice in a few 
scattered places, but were not able to secure 

specimens of these interesting creatures. 

The foxes are no doubt responsible, as 
ground-feeding birds and the brush turkey 

are now seldom found, where at one time 
they were numerous. Birds of all kinds 

were comparatively scarce, but we 

managed to secure a fairly representative 
collection. 

“The snakes and lizards had practically 

all gone to rest for the winter, but a few 
specimens of each were obtained. Insect life 

was generally restricted to very few 

varieties, and mosquitoes were scarce, but 
the absence of these pests was more than 

made up for by the presence of numerous 

huge scorpions that came out at night to 
prey on the nocturnal beetles. 

The Daily Telegraph header for the following article. 

 

“The water in the rivers and streams was 
exceptionally low, and this gave us an 

opportunity to secure some interesting 

specimens of fish and Crustacea, and many 
of the forms collected are likely to prove 

extremely interesting, because of their 

natural habitat being changed by the 
introduction of the elements in bore water.” 

Adventures 

When asked about adventure, Captain 
Wilkins said; “There is a great deal in the 

theory held by Stefansson, the man with 

whom I first served on an expedition. He 

told me that adventures were usually the 
outcome of either inexperience or 

incompetence. 

Most of us on this expedition have had 
sufficient experience to know something 

about the Australian “bush”, but cannot 

claim to have entirely avoided adventure. 
We had several bouts with “old man” 

kangaroos, and once we narrowly escaped 

being lost in the bush. There are dense 
patches of timber in the districts we visited, 

and when these are still farther covered 

with a thick undergrowth of prickly pear it 
is impossible to walk anywhere except 

along the tracks made by the cattle. 

These tracks criss-cross in the manner of a 
most complicated maze, and they turn in 

every direction. 

“We were hunting one evening in such an 
area, and failed to notice a bank of clouds 

that arose and obscured the sun. Darkness 

fell with a suddenness equalled only by that 
in the tropics or that which inspired Robert 

W. Service to write of ‘Valleys That Gulp 

the Sun.’ 
Expecting the glow of sunset to guide us 

on our way home we had failed to take 

particular notice of the route we had taken, 
and in the darkness we circled round and 

round, following one track, and then 

another, being startled every now and then 

by the half-wild cattle that we met face to 

face on the narrow truck, in the daylight 

those would have bolted without hesitation, 
but in the darkness they came on until close 

enough to know by their sense of smell that 

we were not of their kind. 
Kangaroos thumped and emus scattered 

as we stumbled along, and our legs and 

hands were soon smarting with the sting of 
many prickly pear thorns, the pear was too 

thick for us to light a fire, even if we had 
fallen across some dry timber on the track, 

so we had to persevere until by chance we 

found a winding road. We did not know 
which direction to take; our camp was not 

on a road, and it was probably thirty miles 

or more to the nearest house that this road 
might lead us. 

Daily Mail (Brisbane, Qld), Monday 11 
June 1923, page 7. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

18230493  

 

16 June 1923 

FAILURE OF OUR FAUNA 

British Expedition Finds Evidence 

The unique nature of the fauna of 
Australia, notably the marsupials and 

certain birds, and the fact that many of our 

birds and animals are rapidly disappearing, 
have caused other countries to send 

expeditions to Australia in order to secure 

specimens for scientific purposes before it 
is too late. Two American expeditions have 

operated in Australia recently. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/218230493?
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/218230493?
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At present one from Britain is in the field 

in Queensland. In each case the Queensland 
Government, acting on the advice of 

naturalists, placed restrictions on the 

collectors. To some students, however, it 
seems that the matter is not altogether 

within the control of human agencies. This 

is the view of Captain G. H. Wilkins, 
F.R.G.S., head of the British Museum 

expedition which has come to collect fauna 

in Queensland. 
The dryness of the season no doubt 

accounts for the absence of many birds that 

are usually, found in the district, and even 
some of those that are here, and that usually 

build nests and rear their young, have not 

commenced to mate, as yet this year. 
Animals, however, are much more 

plentiful here than at any other inland 

district we had visited, and it did not take us 
long to get a fair collection of the 

commoner species, such as red, grey, and 

blue kangaroos, wallaroos, opossums, and 
native bears, although the latter, were, by 

no means plentiful. 

We were pleased to capture several 
native cats in this district, and one of them 

was found to have eight young ones in its 

pouch. It is seldom that this number are 
found together with a mother. 

 

Local wildlife up a tree, photo taken on the 1923-25 

Expedition. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_86]. 

 
Captain Wilkins arrived in Brisbane from 

the south-west of Queensland a few days 

ago, and is shortly to go north. Captain 
Wilkins said that from the evidence 

collected in the south, central, and the 

western districts, it appears that diseases 
that have not been introduced by the settlers 

have been responsible for the extermination 

of many of the native animals in those 
places. 

“The opossums and native bears were a 

pest a few years ago, an old identity, in the 

Talwood-Saint George area told me,” he 

said, “but now they are practically extinct. 

The trappers and poisoners have, no doubt, 
killed a great number, for they worked 

ruthlessly with snares and poison; but there 

were times when the bears and the possums 
could be found dead in heaps under the 

trees, and no one knew what had killed 

them”. 
The bears were usually found dead in a 

sitting position, he said, with their front 

paws resting on the trunk of a tree, as if in 

prayer. Part of their trouble seemed to be a 
disease similar to ‘mange’, but this in itself 

was not enough to cause death. 

 

FEW AND FAR BETWEEN. 

“We hunted, roughly,” said Captain 

Wilkins, “over an area of fifty miles square, 
and we did not see for certain any fresh 

signs of either opossum or native bear. One 

bear was reported to have been seen some 
thirty miles further on, and a boundary rider 

claimed to know where five or six 

opossums lived a few months ago, but no 
fresh traces were actually found. We were 

told that there were plenty to be found 

further up the Moonie River, but the district 
was too far away for us to visit during this 

trip. 

It is impossible, of course, to cover such 
an area thoroughly in a short time, but a 

very fair knowledge can be gained from the 

local stockmen and by the investigation of 
the most likely places, and it can safely be 

said that bears and opossums are practically 

extinct in the area we visited. The drought 
conditions may have had something to do 

with our failure to see signs of these 

animals; but the dryness of the season is not 
entirely responsible, and unless hunters and 

trappers for trade are entirely restricted, it is 

likely that the opossum will soon become 

extinct in other districts also. 

The ridge of red soil in which the 

wombats make their burrows extends for a 
distance of 25 miles or more, and averages 

at least a quarter of a mile wide. It is for the 

most part covered with fairly heavy timber. 
It is impossible to say that there are no 

wombats living on the ridge at this time, but 

all the evidence collected points to the 
probability of their being extinct. 

No one claims to have seen fresh traces 
of them for at least five years, and it is 

many more years ago since the last one was 

actually seen. The track we found near one 
of the wombat holes proved, to be of some 

other animal”. 

 

BUSHMAN'S QUEER DWELLING, WEST 

QUEENSLAND. 

— Photo; by Sid W. Jackson. (Photo in article.) 

 

PESTS AND OTHERS. 

“Foxes were found to be numerous and it 
is thought in some quarters that they may at 

times capture a few opossums. There are 

few rabbits about for them to prey on, and 
the bandicoots, field mice, and marsupial 

mice are practically gone from this south-

western district also. Marsupial mice were, 
apparently, never more numerous, for a 

resident of 14 years’ standing had seen but 

one in his life. We found traces of the mice 

in a few scattered places, but were not able 

to secure specimens of these interesting 
creatures. 

The foxes are no doubt responsible, as 

ground-feeding birds and the brush turkey 
are now seldom found where at one time 

they were numerous; birds of all kinds were 

comparatively scarce, but we managed to 
secure a fairly representative collection. 

The snakes and lizards had practically all 

gone to rest for the winter, but a few 
specimens of each were obtained”. 

Insect life was generally restricted to very 

few varieties, and mosquitoes were scarce, 
but the absence of these pests was more 

than made up for by the presence of 

numerous huge scorpions that came out at 
night to prey on the nocturnal beetles. “The 

water in the rivers and streams was 

exceptionally low, and this gave us an 
opportunity to secure some interesting 

specimens of fish and crustacea. Many of 

the forms collected are likely to prove 
extremely interesting, because of their, 

natural habitat being changed by the 

introduction of the elements in bore water.” 

 

ADVENTURES. 

When asked about adventure, Captain 
Wilkins said: “There is a great deal in a 

certain theory held by Stefansson, the man 

with whom I first served on an expedition. 

He told me that adventures were usually the 

outcome of either inexperience or 

incompetence. 
Most of us on this expedition have had 

sufficient experience to know something 

about the Australian bush, but we cannot 
claim to have entirely avoided adventure. 

We had several bouts with ‘old man’ 

kangaroos, and once we narrowly escaped 
being lost in the bush. There are dense 

patches of timber in the districts we visited, 
and when these are still further covered 

with a thick undergrowth of prickly pear it 

is impossible to walk anywhere except 
along the tracks made by the cattle. These 

tracks criss-cross in the manner of a most 

complicated maze, and turn in every 
direction”. 

“We were hunting one evening in such an 

area, and failed to notice a bank of clouds 
that arose and obscured the sun. Darkness 

fell with a suddenness equalled only by that 

in the tropics, or that which inspired Robert 
W. Service to write of ‘Valleys That Gulp 

the Sun.’ Expecting the glow of sunset to 

guide us on our way home we had failed to 
take particular notice of the route we had 

taken, and in the darkness we circled round 

and round, following one track, and then 
another, being startled every now and then 

by the half-wild cattle that we met face to 

face on the narrow track. 
In the daylight those would have bolted 

without hesitation, but in the darkness, they 

came on until close enough to know by 
their sense of smell that we were not of 

their kind. Kangaroos thumped, and emus 

scattered as we stumbled along, and our 
legs and hands were soon smarting with the 

sting of many prickly pear thorns. The pear 

was too thick for us to light a fire, even if 
we had fallen across some dry timber on the 

track, so we had to persevere until by 

chance we found a winding road. 
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We did not know which direction to take; 

our camp was not on a road, and it was 
probably thirty miles or more to the nearest 

house that this road might lead us”. 

 
Holding one of the Lizard specimens, photo taken on the 

1923-25 Expedition. *OSU Polar Archives 

[wilkins32_14_99]. 

 

TABBY RUN WILD. 

“We were parched with thirst, and 

although we knew there was water in the 

holes in the river nearby, we did not know 

in which direction they lay. We tramped a 

few miles in one direction, and decided to 
turn back. Then, not far from where we had 

come to the road, we found a spot that we 

recognised, and at last found our way back 
to camp. 

At the camp they had had their share of 

adventure too, for they had been 
successfully stalked by a large striped 

animal that had frequented the place for 

several nights past, and which had been 
reported as many things — from the 

offspring of the Tantanoola tiger to the 

marsupial feline that Kendall is looking for 
in the north. It had sneaked on them 

unawares as they were preparing a huge 

bonfire to guide us home. 
Mr. Young, one of our best hunters, 

seized his gun and fired. The dreaded beast 
proved to be nothing but a huge grey tabby 

cat that had run wild. His skin was 

beautifully marked, and he was the largest 
cat I ever saw.” 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Saturday 

16 June 1923, page 13. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

45806241 

2 July 1923  

QUEST FOR FAUNA. 

ELUSIVE WESTERN DISTRICTS. 

BRITISH MUSEUM EXPEDITION. 

MORE HARD WORK THAN 

ADVENTURE. 

(SPECIAL TO “THE EXAMINER” 

RIGHTS RESERVED.) 

The Examiner has secured the Tasmanian 

newspaper rights over the articles by 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, the famous Arctic 
explorer and head of the scientific 

expedition sent by the British Museum to 

collect specimens in Queensland. 

In this article Captain Wilkins details his 

experiences of the elusive West, which 
beckoned him on and on in quest of 

specimens. He chats interestingly on birds. 

 

TALWOOD STATION. 

“Go West, young man, go West!” seems 

to be the advice that has been given and 
followed throughout the ages since early 

civilisation moved from Palestine to 

Greece, and then to Rome, and on to that 
little group of islands on the fringe of the 

Atlantic. Even in Australia we gatherers of 

specimens for the British Museum of 
Natural History hear the same advice. ‘It is 

no use looking here for specimens,’ we 

were told in several districts. ‘You should 
go about 25 or 30 miles further west, and 

there you will find all sorts of interesting 

things.’ We had followed this advice for 
three stages, and came to a stop at Thomby 

station, near St. George, and where a bore 

drain fills a natural watercourse and 
maintains small lagoons the whole year 

through”. 

 
An advertisement from the (Examiner (Launceston, Tas.), 

Monday 2 July 1923, page 7.). 

 

RARE SPECIMENS. 

“At the Moonie River we had found that 

birds and fish were fairly plentiful, but not a 

trace of animal life could we find, except 
the mysterious midnight visitor and the 

kangaroos. The mystery of the late, visitor 

was solved when Young shot it by the 
firelight, and it proved to be a huge great 

cat that had run wild. These cats have 

become an addition to Australia’s native 
fauna, for they are found in numbers in 

many districts, and no doubt they prey 

heavily on the small birds and rodents. 
Our collection was swelling, and we had 

been able to add to it a rare specimen in the 

beautiful Turquoisine, or chestnut-
shouldered parrot (Euphema pulchella). So 

far as we have been able to find out this is 

the only one of its type that has been 
collected for museum purposes for the last 

60 years, and it was thought to be extinct 

until last year a small group was reported to 
have been seen in New South Wales”. 

THE TWELVE APOSTLES. 

“At Thomby the few types of common 
birds were much more numerous than in 

most districts, and soon after we had 

established our camp two groups, one of 
grey-crowned babblers and the other of 

Apostle birds, came and made their home 

with us. The babblers showed very little 
breeding, for when their gizzards were full 

of foodstuff from our table they screeched 

and fought with vigour, and as long as they 
had an appetite they gulped and swallowed 

rapidly, without a sound. No time was lost 

in talking when the food was there. 
The Apostle birds were much better 

mannered, and they chirped and chattered at 

their meals, and sometimes one would take 
a crumb or a scrap of meat and give it to a 

smaller bird. When their meal was over, 

they would fly to a long slim branch and 
snuggle up to one another and preen each 

other’s feathers. Sometimes the twelve of 

them would sit in a row and nestle up 
together. They took no thought of the 

morrow, for there was One higher that 

would provide; but the grey-crowned 
babblers stole out tufts of cotton wool and 

built themselves a nest nearby. 

A photo of the Grey-crowned Babblers from ebird.com 

 

’ROOS AND EMUS. 

“There were scores of kangaroos and 
emus on Thomby station, and a ’roo-

shooter and his son had sold over 500 skins 

during the first five months of this year. It 
seems a shame that so many of these great 

marsupials should be killed, but when there 

are so many, they become a serious menace 

to the station owner, and soon deplete the 

food in the home paddock that is needed for 

the boundary riders’ horses. The emus 
made several visits to our camp, and some 

of them paid dearly for their 
inquisitiveness, for we needed them for 

specimens”. 

 
ONE OF THE CAPTURES An emu taken and held as a 

specimen? *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_22]. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245806241
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245806241
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SCRUB SEARCHES. 

“In the scrub country, a few miles from 
the watercourse, there were several kinds of 

birds that were not found in the open 

timber, so a party of six of us and four dogs 
set out one day to hunt for them. The brush 

turkey was one of the birds we were 

looking for, and at one time they were 
plentiful in the district, but the raids of the 

foxes and the cats have no doubt been 

responsible for the almost total absence of 
these birds at the present time. 

We saw only two brush turkeys, and one 

of these we secured for a specimen. Besides 
its plumage, making an addition to our 

collection, we found that cold roast turkey 

was a welcome addition to the fare that we 
consumed beneath the shelter of a tent fly”.  

 

HARD WORK & ADVENTURE. 
“We managed, with much labour, to 

secure a few specimens each day. The days 

are warm, but the nights and early mornings 
are very frosty. We get up at sunrise and 

pay a visit to the traps and snares before 

breakfast, and then we hunt for a couple of 
hours again in the morning. The middle of 

the day is spent in preparing the specimens 

we have brought in, and for three or four 
hours in the afternoon we are out in the 

field again. 

After dinner we prepare the specimens 

we have collected in the afternoon, and it is 

nearly always 11 p.m. before we are ready 

to go to bed. There is much more hard work 
than adventure on this, as well as other 

expeditions. We drove 30 miles to secure 

specimens of wallabies, and had to walk 
many miles through the thick low scrub 

before we found them. 

Late in the evening, when we were 
turning homeward very disappointed, we 

discovered a group of them, the first we had 
seen, and from these we managed to secure 

a number. Kangaroos, wallaby, and water 

rats were the only animals we had found in 
these more westerly districts, so we retraced 

our steps to Talwood to try to get some 

opossums. On the way we were overtaken 
by a general downpour of rain that started 

early one morning, and continued 

throughout the day. 

The party at their lunch of cold Roast Turkey. *OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_14_142]. 

 

Rain always makes camp life 

uncomfortable, and the cook has an 
unusually bad time, but wrapped in a piece 

of waterproof canvas, Cornwall managed to 

serve us with a satisfactory breakfast. The 
rain held us up for three days, and the black 

soil patches became impassable for cars. 

Even in a Ford the wheels spun round and 
buried themselves in less than no time, and 

with chains on they soon became so big that 

they would not turn beneath the mudguards. 
However, the roads dried just in time for 

us to catch the train for Brisbane on the 

appointed day. In a few days we should be 
on our way to York Peninsula, where we 

expect to find bird and animal life much 

more plentiful, and the nights much less 
frosty”. 

Examiner (Launceston, Tas.), Monday 2 

July 1923, page 7. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

1235233  

Captain Wilkins with a grey kangaroo from the (Daily 

Mail (Brisbane, Qld), Monday 2 July 1923, page 9.).  *OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_141]. 

18 August 1923 

SCIENTISTS’ ADVENTURES. 

Boat Nearly Founders; Spider Bites 

Leader. 

BRISBANE, Saturday. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, leader of the 
British Museum Scientific Expedition, 

telegraphed news yesterday from Moreton, 

North Queensland. The expedition has 
reached the Moreton telegraph station from 

Thursday Island, by way of Temple Bay, 

overland, skirting the Richardson Range, 
and then crossing The Great Dividing 

Range to the Batavia River. “I was partially 

blind during the trip owing to a nocturnal 
spider biting my eye during sleep,” says the 

leader. 
“Our vessel grounded on the bar at the 

river mouth, and narrowly escaped 

foundering. She bumped and listed, waves 
sweeping the deck, but she survived the 

ordeal, reaching deeper water safely. Our 

equipment was wet, but not spoiled. 
Crocodiles were numerous in the river. 

We shot one a few yards from the camp. 

The coastal district and territory we 
traversed until reaching the Great Dividing 

Range, is sandy. It is practically barren of 

mammals, but birds were fairly numerous. 
Some rare specimens, including red-

cheeked black cockatoos and rifle birds, 

were secured. Fauna was more numerous 
on the range and on the western side, but 

was not too plentiful even there. The few 

natives hereabouts exist on roots and wild 
bees’ honey. 

Part of the expedition is returning to 

Townsville via Thursday Island; I myself 
am travelling overland to Cooktown.”  

Moreton is a lonely telegraph station right 

in the centre of the far north of York 
Peninsula. Temple Bay is on the east coast. 

So, Captain Wilkins appears to have 

entered a small river, which he does not 
name, flowing into the bay, and to have 

sailed up it as far as possible, then 

proceeding overland to the centre of the 
peninsula. 

Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Saturday 18 

August 1923, page 1. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

43813629 
 

An advertisement from the (Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), 

Saturday 18 August 1923, page 1.). 

10 September 1923 

WILKINS IN THE NORTH 

Sea-sickness in Acute Form 

NATIVES WHO DREADED 

MISSIONARIES. 

(Written for The Daily Telegraph by 

Captain G. H. Wilkins. — Australasian 

Rights Reserved.) 

The following article reveals Captain G. 

H. Wilkins fairly embarked upon his 
adventures in search of Australian fauna. 

He left Thursday Island in a fast motor 

launch for Cape Grenville, which was 
reached, after some vicissitudes —

unfortunately only to find that birds and 

animals were remarkably scarce. 
The next point visited was Hicks Island, 

where the explorer met some aborigines 

who were quite friendly once they 
discovered that Captain Wilkins was merely 

an explorer, and not a missionary, of whom 

they said they were in dread, although, in 
justice to missionaries, it must be added 

that the natives had never met one. 

“During the two months we spent in 
Western Queensland collecting specimens 

for the British Museum, we worked from 

early morning till late at night: long hours 
that would have shamed us had we 

belonged to any trade union or workers’ 

guild. 
The long hours were necessary, because 

of the scarcity of native bird and animal 

life, and hardly a day passed but one of us 
would say to the other, ‘Just wait until we 

get to York Peninsula, where the game is 

plentiful, and then we will have an easier 
time and have more to show tor our labour’. 

But here we have been disappointed; the 
game is just as scarce as it was in the west, 

even scarcer”. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/51235233
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/51235233
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243813629
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243813629
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The St. Albans from a photo in the article from (Sydney 

Mail and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW), Wednesday 

12 October 1910, page 34.). 

 
“We travelled by the extremely comfortable 

steamer St. Albans to Thursday Island, and 

then set out on board a fast motor launch 
for Cape Grenville, some 120 miles south 

from Cape York, on the eastern coast. The 

south-east wind blew strong, and after 
going through Albany Pass, we met with 

rain and wind that amounted to half a gale. 

The little launch clipped her nose into the 
sea and shipped green water that came 

racing aft, and swirled about our feet as we 

sat beside the coxswain at the tiller. The 
coxswain and his crew were seasoned 

sailors, and two of our party were 
unaffected by the wavy motion, but the two 

others were soon prostrate, with feelings 

that I cannot well describe, for I have never 
suffered from the pangs of mal-de-mer. 

Judging from the appearance of the two 

they were not to be envied, and as night 
came on, and the waves got higher, they 

were so dangerously ill that we decided to 

run for shelter, and put in behind Turtle’s 
Head Island. There, in the stiller water, the 

men soon recovered and slept a restless 

sleep on the deck, or in any corner that 
offered shelter from the wind”. 

 

A WELCOME CALM. 

“At daylight we were off again, and 

passed by several islands. The sea had 

calmed, and all hands were eagerly 
scanning the sandy beaches for birds or 

signs of turtle. At Bird Island we went 

ashore, but were just too late to capture a 
small green turtle that paddled its way 

through the snow-white sand and out 

through the water to beyond the reef. This 
island was the first real coral island that 

some of us had visited. A few dwarfed 

palms were scattered beneath the taller trees 
that were festooned with ferns and creepers. 

The foliage met overhead, obscuring not 

only the sun, but—what was more 
important to us—the birds that sat on the 

uppermost branches, from our view. 

Beyond the island proper, shallow water 
lies to the edge of the reef 100 yards or so 

distant, and the reef itself was composed of 

volcanic ash, mostly overgrown with weedy 
sea-growths. Bunches of various coloured 

coral were scattered here and there, and 

striped and coloured fishes dived for safety 
as we splashed the water. An occasional 

one misjudged his aim for safety and lay 

stranded on the sand. A beautiful ‘rainbow’ 
fish was captured and examined, but as we 

had no accessible preserving material, it 

was released in deeper water, and it dashed 
off in speedy flight, glad, no doubt, to 

escape from our attention”. 

 

CAPTAIN WILKINS’S CAMP ON YORK PENINSULA. 

*OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_9]. 

 

WATER, BUT LITTLE FOOD. 

“A few more hours of travel brought us 
to Margaret Bay, on the north side of Cape 

Grenville, where we had intended making 

camp, but not finding a convenient place 
for getting water, we went on to Cape 

Grenville, where a seepage from the hillside 

assured a constant supply near at hand. We 
found many such seepages on this part of 

York Peninsula, and water may be obtained 

every few miles, even in the driest season. 
It is not so with regard to food. In order to 

lighten our load, we had brought very little 

food with us, expecting to live for the most 
part on the bodies of the game secured, 

saving the skins for specimens. 

 

“Billy,” Captain Wilkin’s Native Guide at Cape York. 

 

We reached our camping place at dusk, and, 

unloading, took but a very short time. 
Our friends on the launch returned to 

Thursday Island, and we were left on the 

beach, surrounded with boxes of collecting 
gear, guns, hammocks, land blankets, and 

flour, tea, and sugar, enough to last for two 

months. Tired from a day full of interest, 
we did not trouble to sling our hammocks 

that night, but after a hasty meal, threw 

ourselves on the sand, glad to feel the solid 
earth again beneath us after the tossing of 

the small boat”. 

 

 
Map from the article from (Daily Mail (Brisbane, Qld.), 

Monday 10 September 1923, page 9.). 

 
“We had been prepared for mosquitoes, 

sand flies, and gnats, and almost every 

other tropical pest, but the strong south-east 
wind blew directly on the beach, and we 

were not worried at all by insects. 

We were up with the lark — or whatever 
its Australian equivalent may be — and all 

hands scouted round to see what sort of 

country we were in. Cape Grenville is 
formed by a group of sandy-sided hills with 

rocky summits, and the slopes were covered 

with patches of thick bush and glades with 
long, thick grass, some of it six feet high. 

A few patches of heavier timber made 
more or less ‘open’ country and barring the 

sand, it seemed an ideal place for game. 

The vegetation was by no means tropical, 
but more like that found on Stradbroke and 

other islands nearer Brisbane. We saw very 

little game, however, and birds as well were 
scarce”. 

 

COULD NOT BLAME THE WAR. 

“We returned and fixed our camp, rather 

depressed and disappointed. We had 

expected to find dense tropical jungle with 
wild life in abundance. We had been told 

that there were many natives, and while 

they were friendly, they were treacherous, 
and one murderer, who had escaped from 

gaol, was supposed to be in that vicinity. 

We saw the remains of many native camps 
but they were old, and the only signs about 

them were oyster shells. Not a bone of an 

animal was found, and, although dingoes 
and native dogs would eat most of these, 

some of the larger would have remained if 

there had been much game about. 
One applicant for a post with the 

expedition had assured me that there were 

many wild cattle and pigs about this area, 
and he declared he had shot cattle for their 

hides, and made a good living here before 

the war. War conditions have been made 
the excuse for much, but they can hardly be 

blamed for the total absence of large game 

in this area today. We hunted with 
indifferent success for a fortnight. One 

large wallaby was seen and a few tracks of 

a smaller variety. 
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A native cat investigated one of our traps, 

but it was too sharp in action for the 
mechanism, and left only its whiskers to tell 

us of its visit. Fish could be caught by 

drawing a net in a small bight near the cape, 
and oysters were in abundance on the rocks 

uncovered by the tide, which, falls about 

eight feet at times”. 
 

 
Captain Wilkins and “Johnnie” setting out on a tramp.  

 

DREW A BLANK. 

“This place was impossible as a 

collecting camp, so we set out in our small 

boat across the strait to Hicks Island, where 
Mr. Turnbull has established a plantation, 

in which cotton and tropical fruits grow 

luxuriously. In all our wanderings on the 
mainland there was hardly an edible growth 

to be found except, the yams, on which the 

natives seem to have depended for a living. 
We saw many discarded ‘yam-sticks’ and 

excavations from which the yams had been 

extracted. On the island, after the scrub has 
been cleared away, all kinds of tropical 

vegetation seem to thrive. Mr. Turnbull 

kindly offered to transport us in his cutter to 

Temple Bay, where, according to the 

mainland natives that he had working for 

him, we would find game more plentiful. 
About this time the first natives visited 

our camp. They were two and a half 

families — if old Mary Ann, a half-caste 
Singhalese and aboriginal, and an adopted 

daughter could be counted as the half. Two 

old men, their young wives and a son of 
about seven years of age, were the others. 

Each of them could speak a little English, 

and they were respectfully friendly. They 
were rather concerned at first, and thought 

that we might be missionaries. They had a 

dread of missionaries, they said, although 
they had not actually come in contact with 

any. 

They brought us crabs, in return for flour, 

tea and sugar, and Johnnie — one of the 

men who had once accompanied a survey 
party for a time — volunteered to come 

with us to Temple Bay and show us where 

‘plenty too much wallaby he walkabout”. 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Monday 

10 September 1923, page 4. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
46057479 

 
OLIVER RIVER, NORTH QUEENSLAND. There are 

many broad and pretty, yet little-known, streams in the 

north of our east coast. *OSU Polar Archives 

[wilkins32_14_101]. 

 

12 September 1923 

NEARLY SHIPWRECKED 

Wilkins in Temple Bay 

NATIVE FAUNA FAST 

DISAPPEARING 

(Written for “The Daily Telegraph” by 

Captain G. H. Wilkins. — Australasian 

Rights Reserved.) 

In this article Captain Wilkins describes 

the continuation of his travels from Hicks 
Island to the mainland. The party made for 

the Olive River in a cutter, and in crossing 

the bar, nearly came to grief, the small craft 
being buffeted about till it appeared as if 

she would break up. 

Fortunately, she got into deep water 
without disaster, and the explorers 

proceeded to institute a search for animals 

and birds. As in other places, these were 
found to be scarce, and Captain Wilkins has 

reached the conclusion that Australian 

native life is becoming rare in some of the 
little frequented parts, and extinct in others. 

“Early one morning Mr. Turnbull’s cutter 

arrived, and we bundled our gear aboard, 
and sailed for the Olive River, in Temple 

Bay. The wind was fair, and we soon 

reached the dark green water at the river 
mouth. 

 
Temple Bay. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_31]. 

 

Olive River is unsurveyed, but cutters 

had been along it for several miles in search 
of sandal wood, so we decided to sail right 

in, over the bar. The waves were breaking 

heavily, but our native pilot thought at first 
that we could cross, but changed his mind 

as we reached the breakers, and then he 

shouted from the masthead, ‘Not much 
water. No good. We can’t go.’ 

Willing hands sprang to the falls of the 

sail, and the tiller was shoved hard over, but 
it was too late, and the little cutter brought 

up broadside, and sagged between the 

waves. She lifted with two or three, and 

then bumped heavily on the bar. The 

tumbling water poured over her side, and 
swept her from stem to stern, spilling 

through the open hatchway to the hold. She 

bumped and knocked, and listed to an 
alarming degree, and each wave swept the 

decks. 

It was a nasty situation, and most of us 
wore anxious looks. It seemed that she 

would fill and break up on the bar, leaving 

us to swim through the deeper water to the 
land, half a mile away. The sails were 

strained as best we could from the sloping 

decks, and the tiller kept hard over. 
The only thing to do was to try and bump 

her into deeper water, but each wave placed 

us harder and harder aground, and the list 
became greater and greater still. We were in 

the middle of the breakers, and if she would 

only go a little further, we might get over if 
she held together. We stuck for a minute 

that seemed like an hour, and at each bump 

the vessel shook and rattled almost as the 
death rattle of a man 

 Then a bigger break lifted us and carried 

us a few feet further. Another bump and we 
were on a more even keel; then rapidly we 

bumped our way to safety. The colour came 

again to faces that had been ashen grey; 
short, quick breaths were drawn, and some 

smiled, despite that pent-up drawn feeling 

that follows keen anxiety. We looked back 

at the angry rollers, and seemed, sub-

consciously, to mock them, and offered up 

a prayer of thankfulness to the honest 
makers of the sturdy craft. 

No slim-made vessel would have stood 

the strain, and to the vessel’s strength and 
Mr. Turnbull’s coolness and command we 

owe our safety”. 

A FEARSOME GAPE. Mouth of a crocodile shot by the 

Wilkins party. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_87]. 

 

A CROCODILE SHOT. 

“Inside the bar the water was smooth and 

ran swiftly, and we sailed on toward a 

convenient camping place. On a sandy bank 
a crocodile was sleeping, undisturbed by 

the rustle of the water round our bows. I 

levelled my rifle and fired, but either my 
judgment of the distance was faulty or the 

aim was unsteady, owing to unsettled 

nerves, or both. At all events, the bullet was 

not fatal. 

The crocodile wakened hurriedly, and 

scrambled for the water. He was not killed 
that day. Some days later, Cornwell shot it 

as it lay on the river bank, and we found 

that my bullet had lodged in its forearm. It 
was a fairly large one, and measured over 

16ft. He must have been quite old, for 

several of his teeth were gone, and others 
were in such a state that would have made a 

commotion even in a New York dental 

parlour. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057479
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057479
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We landed on the river bank, and found 

that a forest fire had swept the place a few 
days previously. We had seen the smoke far 

inland, and wondered why the natives were 

burning timber there, but we did not expect 
to find the whole countryside blackened 

and free from grass. It seemed that it was 

useless to stay in this locality; but, as we 
landed many birds were heard twittering in 

the tree-tops, and parrots and cockatoos 

were screeching on the hills. 
The aborigines all agreed that the fire was 

a good thing for us, for they said that in a 

few days the grass would spring up afresh, 
and the animals would come out from the 

thick scrub and be easily seen. 

Anyway, there was nothing to do but stay 
here, and we put our gear ashore and fixed 

our camp”. 

 

EACH TO HIS FANCY. 

“The temperature was pleasant, so we 

fixed our hammocks in the open, each one 
to his fancy. Young, an experienced 

bushman, preferred to make use of any 

local material handy for his shelter and 
found the ruins of the native ‘gunyahs’ 

serviceable, but Cornwell with great 

ingenuity managed to use up all the 
‘civilised’ material he could lay his hands 

on. 

Kotoff and myself, with experience in the 

more rigorous climate of the Arctic, were 

content with simpler means. It did not take 

us long to reconnoitre the neighbourhood, 
but all we saw were some signs of some 

small rodents, and the two varieties of 

wallaby. 
A few of the tea-trees were well 

advanced in bud, so we expected to find 

some nocturnal arboreal animals some time 
or other. Hauling the net for fish was 

fruitless at the river mouth, and we only 
succeeded in getting a good haul of sea fish 

on one occasion. 

There were many varieties of small birds 
in the bush, but when hunting for larger 

game we could not risk a shot at birds for 

fear of disturbing the animals. After a few 
days Johnnie sorrowfully took his leave, 

saying that he must go back to his wife and 

clothes, for he had been wearing his Sunday 
best in honour of his service with the white 

men. He was much concerned at not being 

able to show us more game, but said that in 
a few days more the kangaroos and 

wallabies would return. I ferried him across 

the river and, in addition to his ration, gave 
him a liberal quantity of flour, tea, sugar, 

and tobacco. 

When he looked at the parcel his eyes lit 
up and he exclaimed, ‘By cripes, you plenty 

too much good to me. Me tinkit me come 

back stop longa you. No mindem wife and 
clothes.’ An aboriginal’s idea of his wife is 

as a food provider, and in this respect most 

of the white men can usually take their 
place. I had no use for Johnnie’s immediate 

services, so he wandered off to his better 

half”. 
 

SURVEYING THE RIVER. 

“Later, we made a trip and roughly 
surveyed the river, and discovered a 

swampy plain that led to the hills some 

distance inland. On this plain were huge 

great ‘ant hills’ scattered like the ruins of a 

city. Some of them were 16ft. high and 8ft. 
in diameter at the base. 

 

A giant ant hill. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_61]. 

 

Most of them were fluted on the sides, 

but they were not of the ‘directional’ type 

found in some parts of the Northern 

Territory. 

In the neighbouring scrubs many nests of 

scrub fowls and scrub turkeys were seen, 
and some of these were much steeper sided 

and larger than those further south. 

Young had shot an opossum in a tree on 
the river bank — the only opossum we saw 

—and a few magpie geese were obtained, 

but our food ran out, and we returned to 
camp. The natives had told us that there 

was emu here, and we saw one in the 

distance near the river bank, but it 
disappeared too quickly for us to get a shot. 

An echidna and a dingo pup that I 

disturbed at an abandoned native camp 
were added to our bag, but our collection 

was growing very, very slowly. We 

tramped along the beach to the bottom of 
Temple Bay and inland several miles, and 

caught a glimpse of one or two small 

marsupials in the dense bushes, but the only 
prizes of note were a pair of black, red-

cheeked cockatoos and several rifle birds, 
the most handsome of the bird of paradise 

family represented in Australia. 

Nothing succeeds like success, but it 
takes a stout heart and lots of energy to 

persist in evil times. Each of the men stuck 

cheerfully at his job, and hunted early and 
late, but with practically no success, near 

the coast. They crawled through tangled 

bush that scratched their faces, arms, and 
legs, and hunted through the thick scrub 

where large green ants dropped in hundreds 

to their huts and shoulders. These green 
ants bite and sting like wasps, and often as 

we approached a likely spot for game, or 

someplace where we had heard a suspicious 
noise, we would strike a tree with an ant’s 

nest it in, and then spend the next five 

minutes in frantic agony, scraping the 
crawling insects from our faces, hair, and 

necks, and sometimes it was necessary to 

shake our shirt to dislodge the pest”. 

A SPORTIVE CROCODILE. 

“We decided to try the ranges inland and 
as we rowed along the river we came to a 

place where a crocodile had made a 

landing, and beat down the grass. The tide 
was low, and the water was several feet 

below the bank, so we did not expect the 

crocodile to be there still, and took 
advantage of his pathway to land and 

examine the country. 

We returned to the boat and went on, 
keeping close to the bank. We had not gone 

far when a streak of brown shot out from 

the bank like a torpedo from a tube, and, 
passing through some bushes on the way, 

struck the water with a tremendous splash 

beside the boat. 
The crocodile had probably been 

watching and decided as we passed that it 

would be safer in the water. If he had come 
out on his other track as we approached 

there would have been a scatter in the boat, 

but as it was, we narrowly missed an 
adventure. 

We made a long trip inland, carrying our 

blankets and provisions to the hills, but we 
found them even more barren of game than 

the coast. The longer we hunt and the more 

reports we hear, the greater is the evidence 
that Australian native life is becoming rare 

in many places, and extinct in parts.” 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), 

Wednesday 12 September 1923, page 4. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

46057729 

 
 

An advertisement from the (Daily Mercury (Mackay, 

Qld.), Wednesday 31 October 1923, page 7.). 

31 October 1923 

CAPE YORK EXPEDITION. 

MORETON TELEGRAPH STATION 

ARSENAL. 

CAMP INVADED BY FROGS. 

(Special to Daily Mercury.) 

In his second article on his journey in 

York Peninsula, Captain Wilkins recalls 
conditions in the early days of the telegraph 

station, when protective means had to be 

taken against hostile natives. He describes 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057729
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057729
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057729
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246057729
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the peninsula as a place for the white man, 

with very great economic possibilities. 
“Most of the telegraph stations on the 

Cape York — Laura line are built on 

similar lines to the Moreton station, where I 
had arrived with ‘Johnnie’ — a seven-

roomed house, in the form of a hollow 

square. A veranda runs completely round 
the inside and on two sides of the outer and 

on the corners are iron battlements with 

loopholes. 
 

Location map of Moreton Telegraph Station.(Drawn by 

Andrew Dawe) 

 
On the walls hang old Martini-Henry 

rifles and heavy revolvers, but these 

weapons are not needed in the service now, 
and are only moved for periodical 

cleanings. 

The natives are more easily and 
successfully subdued today by the threat to 

cut off their supply of tobacco, than by the 

use of firearms or force. The little telegraph 
instrument is set in one of the rooms 

through which the single wire runs and 
passes out and along the centre of a narrow 

clearing that reaches as far as the eye can 

see — a ribbon of dry, brown grass between 

the dark green tree tops. 

This clearing, the handiwork of man, is 

strikingly impressive when it is met with 
after spending several months in virgin 

scrubs. For several days, with natives as 

companions, I hunted in the vicinity of 
Moreton, but failed to discover any 

animals, and then, through the kindness of 

one known as ‘Friday,’ I was able to put my 
pack on a horse and ride another on my way 

to Merluna State station. 

Moreton telegraph station is on the north 
bank of the Batavia River, so we crossed 

the stream that is now not more than waist-

deep, but which in flood times spills over 
the banks some 50 odd feet high, and 

swamps the neighbouring country. 

The country south of the Batavia River 
carries much better feed for stock than any 

we had seen in the North, and the 

conditions improved as we went south. 
The action of burning the grasses 

annually, as practised in the far north, 

produces course, hard food for the greater 
part of the year, and it seems that a great 

deal might be done by the introduction of 

finer herbs and grasses suited to the soil and 

climate”. 

Frog-Infested. 

“We camped at the crossing at Lydia 

Creek. Frog Swamp would be a suitable 
name for the place, for in the evening, as 

we sat by the fire at supper, small green 

frogs hopped in countless numbers all about 
us. Scores went into the fire and our 

billycan and cups of tea received their 

share. It would have been useless to throw 
the tea away, since the next boiling would 

have been served in a similar manner, so we 

sipped our soupy beverage as stoically as 
possible. I have eaten frogs’ legs in France, 

and found them tasty, but the thought of 

drinking frog was certainly not pleasant, 
and we went to bed rather thirsty that night. 

Even under our blankets we were not free 

from the pests, and several times I was 
awakened by a slimy body alighting heavily 

on my face. I had left my mosquito net 

covering on the coast, and on a later 
occasion suffered because of its absence. 

A nocturnal spider bit me on the eyelid as 

I lay asleep one night, and by the morning 
my eye was so swollen that I could not see. 

It remained like this for two days, but the 

swelling eventually went down, and I 
suffered no other ill effects”. 

 

Native Diffidence. 

“From Lydia Creek we went to several 

other water courses, but in no place were 

mammals plentiful. A few tracks could be 
seen, and an occasional marsupial, but they 

were all exceptionally timid. It was not 

until we reached the home paddocks of the 
station that we found the animals and birds 

more plentiful. 

A creek scene. *OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_51]. 

 

At Merluna Station we received every 
kindness, and I was able to collect a few 

specimens. I procured two horses and a 

native guide at Merluna, and expected to be 
able to induce the other natives to hunt and 

bring in specimens to the camp. This they 

failed to do, and the fact that I had not been 
able to get a single specimen from the 

natives puzzled me, until one day, towards 

the end of my trip, my guide confessed that 

the ‘bush’ natives would not hunt for me 

because, although I had offered them any 

amount of money and tobacco, they had 
heard that I wanted the skins and skeletons 

of everything, and when I had secured all 

the wallabies and opossums I wanted, I 
would take the skin and bones of several 

natives. ‘By cripes,’ he said, ‘me pfeller no 

want’em skin and bones be-langa me go 
long that place England, too muchem cold 

that country!’” 

Indifferent Mining. 
“From Merluna we passed through Mein 

to the goldfields. The ‘diggings’ at this 

place are no doubt typical of many others in 

Australia — a few old prospectors sink 
their shafts working alone and zealously 

guarding the secret of their wealth. They 

live fairly well for ‘bush’ conditions, and 
are extremely hospitable and confiding to 

strangers, but before one is allowed to view 

their ‘dust’ bags that are concealed in 
various corners of their humpies or descend 

their shafts, one is sworn to secrecy It was 

under these conditions that I was allowed to 
inspect several workings and the most that I 

can say is that the men are satisfied to work 

them. 
In recrossing the Batavia River, I had 

reached the granite country that stretches to 

the coast, and extends south from the 
Pascoe River. The hills and ranges from 

there through Tin Creek to Coen offered 

more pleasing aspects than did the sandy 
ridges further north. 

Coen is now a sorry-looking township, 

with few inhabitants, and few signs of even 
remote prosperity. The one hotel, kept by 

most obliging people, has been constructed 

from the ruins of iron houses. Paint has 
covered most of the rust, but in the walls of 

the room I occupied, many holes are 

visible. These nail holes were the means of 

giving me a shock in the early hours of the 

morning, and had it not been for the fact 

that I am an abstainer, I might have 
attributed the phenomenon I saw to other 

sources. 

I wakened just after daylight, and before 
me on the wall I saw ten shadowy witches 

leaping wildly, and brandishing a broom, 

while an elongated mammal streaked in 
front. My sleep-lulled brain was startled 

until I heard the shouts, and realised that the 
nail-holes in the wall had converted the 

room into a camera obscura, and by the pin-

hole photographic method I was seeing an 
animated shadowgraph, multiplied by the 

number of holes, of an old native woman 

chasing a dog that had stolen the breakfast 
steak from the kitchen table”. 

 

Days on the Coast. 

“At Coen I was faced with the long and 

somewhat uninteresting ride to Laura, and 

then to Cooktown by train, but by good 
fortune I heard that it might be possible to 

catch a boat passing Flinders Island, and 

decided to ride to Port Stewart, and by 
arrangement with the owner of a fleet of 

beche-de-mer ‘fishing’ boats, get put on 

board. I hurried towards the coast, crossing 
the Great Dividing Range again with its 

granite outcrops and round-topped hills, 

and then, across the broad flat plain to Port 
Stewart. 

At Port Stewart 1 saw more marsupials in 

a two hours’ ride than I had seen in the two 
and a half months spent in the districts 

further north. I reached the coast just in 

time to board a ketch in charge of ‘Hughie’ 
Giblet, an old identity, who has been along 

that coast and on the peninsula for over 20 

years. I had two days to wait for the 
steamer, and as the guest of Mr. Giblet I 

spent them profitably in sailing along the 

coast and hunting. We camped ashore one 
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night, and received an official visit from 

King Fred (aborigine), of Lloyd’s Bay, and 
several neighbouring districts. 

King Fred was dressed in khaki shirt, 

trousers, and wore on his head a towel 
rolled and twisted to form a crown. 

Suspended from a chain slung round his 

neck was a crescent-shaped brass plate 
proclaiming the area of his dominions and 

his native name and totem. He introduced 

me to his followers, and suggested that I 
reward them with tobacco. He granted me 

permission to hunt through all his country, 

and offered to send his retinue to hunt with 
me next day, and that day’s hunting was the 

most successful I had during my stay on 

York Peninsula”. 

 

North for the Whites. 

“The conditions, as I found them on York 
Peninsula, are most surprising. The 

vegetation on the mainland does not in any 

way resemble that found in other tropical 
lands in similar latitudes; in fact, it can 

hardly be called a ‘tropical’, condition at 

all. Few tropical fruits were found, and very 
few brilliant flowers or birds were seen, but 

otherwise there are all the delights of the 

tropics without the ‘muggy’ weather, 
fevers, and evils that the word ‘tropical’ 

suggests to those who have travelled in 

some older countries. 

Dense scrubs are confined to small areas, 

and cannot be compared with the jungles of 

other countries as obstacles in the way of 
travel. Disease and pests, and especially 

troublesome insect life, are, by comparison, 

extremely rare, and the climate, at least 
during June, July, and August, is as 

delightful as the best of seasons on the 

Riviera. Its scenery is, perhaps, not 
sufficiently attractive to justify a tourist’s 

trip, but the country from the Batavia and 
Pascoe Rivers, south, is rich in pastoral 

lands, and is a likely field for mineral 

discoveries. 
Many of the beaches were well suited for 

cocoanut plantations and the growing of 

“catch” crops of vegetables and bananas. In 
the valleys near the coast and on the islands 

such as Hick’s Island, where a plantation is 

already in existence, it is possible to grow 
many of the spices and products that have 

now to be imported to Australia. Rice, 

cotton, tea, coffee, pepper, and dates might 
be grown in abundance, and nutmegs, 

camphor, cinnamon, cocaine, quassia, 

croton, and other valuable things might be 
produced in quantity if the population of 

Australia could support those industries. 

More people with capital are needed, and 
a satisfactory solution of the labour 

problem, whether it lies in the employment 

of white or black. The people who say that 
tropical Australia is not a white man’s 

country have not experienced the delightful 

weather conditions we found on York 
Peninsula”. 

Daily Mercury (Mackay, Qld.), Wednesday 

31 October 1923, page 7. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

69222374 
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27 December 1923 

KINDRED OF THE WILD 

Capt. Wilkins Expedition 

TORRENS CREEK AREA 

Native Carvings and Handprints 

(Written for’ The Daily Telegraph by 

Captain G. H. Wilkins—Australasian 
Rights Reserved.) 

In previous exclusive articles in The 

Daily Telegraph, Captain G. H. Wilkins, 
leader of the British Museum expedition, 

which is searching for rare fauna, described 

his explorations in York Peninsula, where 
he penetrated to the most inaccessible parts. 

In this article the scene shifts to the Torrens 
Creek district. 

“Upon reaching Townsville after 

tramping along York Peninsula I found that 
Young and others, who had preceded me by 

some four weeks or more, had managed to 

collect a very good series of coastal 
mammals to add to our collection for the 

British Museum of Natural History. 

We had secured very few mammals from 
other districts visited, and it looked as If our 

luck had changed at last; but animals are 

much more plentiful in the Townsville area 
and inland from there than they were in the 

other districts 

 Grey kangaroos, wallaroos, scrub, 
swamp, and rock wallabies, opossums, and 

kangaroo rats were plentiful on the 

mainland; and on Magnetic Island, which is 
separated from the mainland by several 

miles of water, there were any number of 

wallabies to be found. These differ only 
very slightly in colour from those of the 

mainland opposite, and it is not likely that 

they are of a different species. Those in the 
Townsville district, however, differ 

markedly from the ones collected near the 

Batavia River, York Peninsula. 
It did not take us long to complete the 

collection of species wanted from the coast, 

for we found that not only was the fauna 
much more plentiful, but it was much less 

shy than that found in more thinly 

populated districts”. 

ROCK CARVINGS DISCOVERED ON TORRENS. 

*OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_42]. 

 

“In Temple Bay, for instance, where a 
house on the mainland could not be found 

for forty miles and native camps were 

scarce, it was difficult to get within rifle 
shot of animals or birds, and especially the 

beautiful Blue Mountain parakeet. 

At Townsville, and in the immediate 
neighbourhood, one could approach to 

within fifty feet of these birds as they fed 

and screeched noisily in the flowering trees. 
This absence of fear of men in numbers has 

been noticed with regard to other species in 

other districts also”. 
 

PARTING OF THE WATERS. 

From Townsville we had decided to 
travel as far as Torrens Creek on the 

Hughenden line by rail and visit Mr. 

Benjamin Hore, a veteran of the South 
African and the recent war, and one who 

takes a keen interest in the natural history 

of the district. He lives on what might well 
be called the apex of North Queensland, 

and from near his place three rivers rise that 
divide the land into three almost 

equiangular parts. 

Torrens Creek flows into the Thompson; 
the latter joins the Barcoo, and this stream, 

lower down, and known as Cooper’s Creek, 

empties into Lake Eyre, and disappears in 
that mystery of South Australia. 

The Flinders River, which rises a few 

miles farther north, flows south, and then 
turns westward through Hughenden before 

emptying into the Gulf of Carpentaria, 

while the most westerly branch of the 
Burdekin rises within a motor car span of 

the Flinders watershed. 

Lunch papers idly scattered here might be 
carried either to the Indian or Pacific 

Oceans, and to shores separated by over 

1000 miles of coastline”. 
 

 
STUDYING THE RIDDLE More mysterious carvings 

done by the natives on the rocks near Torrens Creek.  

 

HOTEL DISTINCTIONS. 

“We arrived at Torrens Creek at 

midnight, and seeking the shelter of a 
nearby hotel. I met for the first time a 

peculiarity confined, I believe, to Australian 
‘bush’ hotels. We knocked at the door and I 

am afraid, rudely awakened the 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/169222374
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/169222374
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proprietress, who came down in a nightcap 

to inquire what it was we wanted. 
 I asked if we might get rooms for the 

night, and she parried by asking: ‘Which 

will you have—coffee-room or dining-
room?’ I answered, ‘Well, if it is all the 

same to you, we would like bedrooms.’ 

‘But,’ she said. ‘I mean, in the morning.’ 
‘We shall be up early,’ I said, ‘and must 

leave shortly after breakfast.’ And at this 

point we narrowly missed our chance of 
getting a bed that night. 

Someone explained that reference to 

coffee and dining rooms concerned the 
scale of charges, just as reference to ‘floors’ 

does in Europe. If you decide to dine in the 

dining-room, you must eat with Jack, Tom, 
and Bill, and the crowd; but if you care to 

have all your meals in the ‘coffee-room,’ 

and expect a clean cloth and clean serviettes 
and a cover to keep the flies from the sugar 

bowl, then you eat in a place partitioned off 

with a few feet of thin lace curtain, and 
space, and pay about 50 per cent, more for 

your, meals and your bed although the food 

and furniture are similar in either case”. 

 

LOOKING FOR SPECIMENS. 

“Mr. Hore’s selection is on the bank of 
Torrens Creek, eight miles from the 

railway, and we reached there next 

morning. The country was looking very 

dry, and all the stock we saw were very thin 

and poor. 

The waterholes in the creek were 
exceptionally low, but while it was almost 

impossible for horses or other big animals 

to get a drink at them, many small rock-
bound pools were found, and at these were 

the traces of many small native animals, 

and at first sight it seemed to be a 
promising field for the hunters. 

Sixteen or seventeen species of mammals 
were known to be in the district, and we 

hoped that we would soon have a varied 

collection, and to get them as they came to 
the water to drink. 

That evening I waited beside a likely 

waterhole for an hour, without seeing 
anything of particular interest, and then, to 

my amazement, something that I had 

thought to be a limb of a tree moved 
towards me, and a yellow surface was 

exposed. 

The sun was just sinking, below the hills, 
and the leaves were tinged with gold, but 

this yellow surface moved more quickly 

than the sunspots and came towards me. It 
was a tree-snake. I watched it steal 

smoothly and silently along the limb to 

within 3ft. of me, and then it raised its head 
and swayed back and forth, its black, forged 

tongue moving rapidly. 

No, it was not a big one. I have a little 
more in common with the famous G.W. 

than initials, and sometimes if there is 

danger of being found out, I tell the truth. 
The snake was only about 4ft. long, and 

fairly thin in proportion, but, as he stealthily 

approached and fixed his gaze on me, he 
looked exceedingly hungry. 

I knew, of course, that it was not a 

poisonous variety, and, with a loop made 
from a lace of my boot, I waited and 

watched, giving stare for stare, for half an 

hour, and then, as it was getting dark, and 

there were no further advances on the part 

of the snake, I looped it up and carried it 
home for a specimen. 

I had not noticed any mammals approach 

the waterhole, and we discovered later that 
it was not possible to get them by waiting, 

for, at the least sign or scent, they would 

move off to some other waterhole higher up 
or lower down the creek”. 

 

 
Hands painted on the rocks. * OSU Polar Archives 

[wilkins32_14_50]. 

 

NATIVE STENCILLING. 

“Torrens Creek cuts through many 

sandstone outcrops, and these surfaces are 
waterworn and weathered to form deeply-

recessed caves, with pillars supporting the 

front ledge. 
In some of these caves were the 

handshapes of natives stencilled on the roof 

with some red-coloured stain. In the dim 

light in the caves these white hands, 

outlined with blood-red stain, resembled 

ghostly apparitions, and it is difficult at this 
date to really judge their meaning or 

significance. 

The outline of one hand that could be 
easily recognised by the absence of the end 

of the third finger was seen in several caves 

at distances of 70 miles apart, which 
indicated that its owner must have travelled 

from place to place 

The natives in the district at present, have 
no knowledge of the meaning of the hands 

or of the other signs, and it may be that 

these stencillings are merely the 
meaningless products of some natives who 

might have used the caves when decorating 

themselves for some ceremonial 

performance. 

In any case, the significance of these 
markings will be lost entirely if facts about 

them are not soon collected, for the 

sandstone surfaces are weathering fast, and 
the markings will disappear within a few 

years’ time. 

Already a number of imprints have been 
destroyed. This also is the case with the 

native sculpture, or carvings, in the 

sandstone boulders in the Torrens Creek. 
On the flat, water-worn surface of the 

sandstone, which is high and dry at normal 

times, but swept with flood waters, there 
are many representations of native life and 

signs, carved deeply in the rock. 

Some of them can be recognised as emu 
and wallaroo tracks, boomerangs, men’s 

hands and feet, snakes, and other things; but 

some of the drawings can hardly be 
construed, and they do not resemble any 

known part of the anatomy of things now 

living. 
One long slab is so covered with signs 

and symbols that it has the appearance of 

some ancient attempt at writing, but the 

aborigines now living in the vicinity will 

not even venture an opinion as to the 
meaning of the signs”. 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Thursday 

27 December 1923, page 4. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

45999348 

 

28 December 1923 

FOSSIL REMAINS 

Their Scientific Value 

AUSTRALIA’S RICH FIELDS 

Will They be Left for Outsiders? 

(Written for The Daily Telegraph by 

Captain G. H. WILKINS. Australasian 

Rights Reserved.) 

A COLLECTION OF FOSSILS FROM THE FLINDERS 

RIVER. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_45]. 

 

Captain Wilkins, in this article, continues 

his description of his visit to the Torrens 
Creek area, which, as he explained in a 

previous article, is the region in which the 

Thompson (also Barcoo and Cooper’s 
Creek), the Flinders, and the Burdekin take 

their rise. 

“It was when returning from an 
inspection of native carvings that I had an 

unexpected encounter with a wedge-tailed 

eagle. In the gathering darkness it flew 
along the sandy river bed, keeping just out 

of gunshot for some considerable distance, 

and then, with a distant shot, I wounded it. 

It could just fly very low for short 

distances, and after following it for a mile 

or so, I was able to catch it on the wing. 
Thinking it was mortally wounded I held it 

by the neck, but it struggled, and fastened 

the talons of one foot in my leg and the 
other in the muscles of my arm”. 

“With great strength it sank its powerful 

claws deep into the flesh, and, handicapped 
with a bag of specimens, I tried to hold both 

its wings and its bill, and was having a 

desperate struggle until Mr. Young, who 
was coming to meet me, arrived and helped 

to despatch the bird. My clothes were badly 

torn, and my muscles cut so deeply that 
they have only just now healed completely 

— some six weeks after the adventure. 

Kangaroo shooters have told me that they 
have seen wedge-tail eagles kill a half-

grown kangaroo, and many remains of 

smaller mammals are found beneath their 
nests. There is no doubt that they 

sometimes kill lambs also, in sheep-
breeding districts; but, from the evidence 

collected, it seems that the birds prefer to 

get other food than lambs if possible, and it 
is only under exceptional circumstances 

that they are a pest”. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245999348
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245999348
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COLLECTING FOSSILS FROM NEAR THE HEAD OF 

THE FLINDERS RIVER. 

 

“The dryness of the season no doubt 

accounts for the absence of many birds that 

are usually found in the district, and even 
some of those that are here, and that usually 

build nests and rear their young, have not 

commenced to mate as yet this year. 
Animals, however, are much more 

plentiful here than at any other inland 

district we had visited, and it did not take us 
long to get a fair collection of the 

commoner species, such as red, grey, and 

blue kangaroos, wallaroos, opossums, and 
native bears, although the latter, were by no 

means plentiful. 
We were pleased to capture several 

native cats in this district, and one of them 

was found to have eight young ones in its 
pouch. It is seldom that this number are 

found together with a mother”. 

 

 
ROCK CARVINGS AT TORRENS CREEK. * OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_14_177]. 

 

RARE SPECIMENS. 

“One of the rare animals in the district is 

the curious-looking, spectacled hare-

wallaby, an animal slightly bigger than a rat 
kangaroo, and with fur very similar in 

appearance to the English hare. 

The variety found here have rings of 
lighter-coloured fur, like spectacle rims, 

about their eyes and across their foreheads, 

hence the name. We were also fortunate in 
obtaining in the Flinders River area an 

echidna with a young one in its pouch. 

The young one was about five inches in 
diameter when rolled, and its spines were 

just beginning to show. It was very heavy, 

and quite a load for its parent, and if it had 
been carried a few weeks longer, and until 

the sharp spines hardened, it would have 

been, as one of the men remarked, “a 

ticklish proposition” for its mother. 
After hunting for some time about 

Torrens Creek, and spending a few days 

farther west with the Hedges brothers, up-
to-date kangaroo shooters, from whom I 

was able to obtain a fine series of marsupial 

embryo that would prove to the satisfaction 
of even the most sceptical that marsupials 

are born as are other animals, we decided to 

cross the range to the Flinders River, and 
what is locally, known as the ‘Basalt 

Country’.” 

 

A GEOLOGICAL SURVEY. 

“Between Torrens Creek and the Flinders 

there is a much-eroded sandstone plateau, 
the surface of which has been many feet 

higher than it is today. With the passage of 

time the surface has been worn away, 
leaving huge conspicuous boulders of 

stratified material of a slightly harder nature 

than its surroundings, and these now stand 
as sentinels, towering above the 

countryside. 

These conditions seem to extend for 
many miles along the Great Dividing 

Range, and as far to the north and south as 

we could see these sentinels could be 
noticed. They are also found on the main 

range some three hundred miles farther 

south. From this plateau the country drops 

abruptly for two or three hundred feet, and 

then slopes gradually to a straight-lined 

horizon on either side. Near the Great 
Divide the forest timbers cover the soil, and 

nothing but a waving mass of green is seen; 

but farther out to the westward one can see 
the patches of open country showing 

through the timber. 

Approaching the basalt country, one 
meets with the black soil, in patches at first, 

and later on huge fields of this between the 
sandy ridges. We came to the Flinders 

River just where the ‘basalt wall,’ like a 

dyke of huge proportions, blocks the stream 
from going south, and turns it to the 

westward, through Hughenden. Like most 

Australian rivers, the Flinders is dry for the 
greater part of the year in the upper reaches. 

We had heard of fossils being found lower 

down on the Flinders, and knew that they 
could be collected in numbers farther west, 

near Hughenden, but none had been found 

as high up the river as our camp until one 
day Young discovered some on the 

rounded, stony, and gravelly hills, about a 

mile from the bank. These low rounded 
hills have the appearance of a gigantic 

moraine from some tremendous stream, 

and, in fact, the whole country gives one 
the impression of great things. 

We had noticed some perfectly rounded 

boulders like those that sometimes contain 
fossils, and had smashed many of them 

before we came across the fossilised 

remains of some huge sea shells, 15 to 18 
inches in diameter. 

Further search revealed numbers of shells 

of various types and sizes. Scattered here 
and there were odd sections of vertebrae 

lying completely on the surface, and, in 

some cases, the outline of a huge 
ichthyosaur, about 35ft, hidden in the 

ground. The tail bones of one projected 

from a hillock, and had fallen with the  

Large fossil bones found on the expedition. * OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_15_46]. 

 

gradual erosion of the soil until about 20 

feet of vertebra was exposed”. 

“On another hillock we traced the outline 

of a huge ichthyosaur, about 35 feet long, 
its head and shoulders, hips, and body 

distinctly visible. In other cases, the head 

and shoulders only were exposed, but 
excavation would probably disclose some 

interesting and complete remains. 

These larger fossils weigh many tons, and 
it would be difficult to remove them; but it 

is a field that richly deserves investigation 

by skilled petrologists and other scientists. 
Americans have recently wrested from the 

Chinese desert specimens of huge fossilised 

saurians, valued at many thousand dollars, 
and from the sale of which they expect to 

pay for their expedition. 

The fossil fields in the Flinders River 
area might prove of equal interest and 

value, and one wonders if it will be left for 

the Americans to exploit them. 
Australia is the land of ‘big things,’ and 

these huge fossils, ejected from their 

original stony bed, and carried, no one 
knows how far, by the flood waters of a 

tremendous stream, and deposited in the 

spoil as it changed its course, might furnish 
an abundance of information of extreme 

scientific value. 

Surely there is some ‘big’ Australian in 
‘big’ Australia who will take up this study, 

or make it possible”. 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Friday 28 

December 1923, page 4. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

46004730 
 

1924 

9 January 1924 

RARE SPECIMENS 

Wilkins’s Expedition 

LEADER IN SYDNEY. 

Good Collection Exported. 

The little-known country of far northern 

Queensland is one of the things that Mr. G. 
H. Wilkins. F.R.G.S., now in Sydney, can 

talk about intimately, for he has just 

returned after a lengthy tour at the head of 
an expedition engaged in collecting fauna 

for the British Museum. 
His articles in The Daily Telegraph from 

time to time have aroused wide interest. Mr. 

Wilkins stated yesterday that the drought 
conditions in the north seriously hampered 

the work; but a fairly large collection of 

specimens had been despatched to London, 
where they will be compared and examined 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246004730
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/246004730
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before duplicates of the rare species and the 

types or para-types of new species are 
returned to Australia. 

 

ACROSS CAPE YORK PENINSULA. 

In the pursuit of rare species, Mr. Wilkins 

tramped across and then along Cape York 

Peninsula, passing over an area that has 
been descriptively named the “wet desert.” 

Judging from his experiences, he said, it 

was really a desert from a zoologist’s point 
of view. 

Some of the country was sandy and well 

timbered, with patches of low scrub here 
and there; but the greater part of it consisted 

of “pitcher plant” swamps and bogs. In 

places it was necessary to pave the way 
with blady grass and shrubs before the party 

could cross the mud flats. 

Very little animal life was seen in the 
north of the peninsula, and it was not until 

reaching Port Stewart that many marsupials 

were come across. 
After leaving Cape York Peninsula, the 

expedition went inland to Townsville, and 

worked along the western and central plains 
of Queensland from Hughenden to 

Blackall, collecting many interesting 

specimens including fossilised remains of 
the ichthyosaurus order. 

 

STATION IN THE WEST. 

Mr. Wilkins intends to remain in Sydney 

for the next few days, and will then visit the 

State forest between Dubbo and Narromine. 
He hoped to establish a camp there for the 

collection of species or to station a 

collector. 
A second camp will be set up in some 

other district in the north, but nearer the 

coast; Mr. Wilkins will then return to 
Queensland till the middle of the year, 

when probably he will set out in 
continuation of the work in the Northern 

Territory and north-west of Australia, 

before returning to England. 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), 

Wednesday 9 January 1924, page 8. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
45904128. 

11 February 1924 

AUSTRALIAN FAUNA. 

FOR BRITISH MUSEUM. 

ARRIVAL OF CAPTAIN WILKINS. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, who has spent the 
last nine months in North Queensland 

making a collection of foreign fauna for the 

British Museum of Natural History, arrived 
in Rockhampton on Saturday evening for 

the purpose of continuing his investigations 

in the Central District. 
Captain Wilkins went through Cape York 

down to Coen, then inland from Townsville 

to the Torrens Creek-Hughenden area, and 
then drove south to Blackall. Lately he has 

been in New South Wales arranging 

collecting stations in that State. He returned 
to Townsville on a hurried visit and then 

came straight to Rockhampton, by rail. 

It is Captain Wilkins’s intention to work 
inland from Rockhampton, and he will be 

in the Central district for about two or three 

months. After the rainy season is over, he 
will work in the neighbourhood of Cairns. 

So far, the expedition has been successful, 

but Captain Wilkins found, like other 
naturalists, that the fauna of Australia, 

particularly the mammals, were confined to 

limited area within certain districts and that 
the most interesting ones, the phascogales 

and the nocturnal arboreal animals, were 

difficult to collect, except in certain coastal 
districts, where they were common. In most 

districts visited, birds were fairly plentiful 

and offered little difficulties to the 
collectors compared to the mammals. 

The conditions in North Queensland are 

very different to those to which Captain 
Wilkins has been accustomed in previous 

work of this nature. Captain Wilkins spent 

six years in the Polar Regions — four years 
in the Arctic with Stefansson, the Canadian 

explorer, and two years in the Antarctic, 

including the voyage with the late Sir 
Ernest Shackleton. 

Life is much more plentiful during the 

summer season in both the Arctic and 
Antarctic than he has found in Australia, 

particularly in the Arctic, where the 

conditions are much more congenial than 
one is led to believe from the reading of 

most books on Polar travel. For two months 

of the year, as far north as 75 deg., the 
countryside is a blaze of colour with 

flowers, such as poppies, primroses, and 

heather, while bird life and animal life are 

found in hundreds of thousands. 

Before completing his investigations, 

Captain Wilkins proposes to visit North-
western Australia and the Northern 

Territory. He is anxious to complete the 

work in Australia in order to continue his 
investigations in the Antarctic, where the 

establishment of meteorological stations 

may lead to great economic advantages for 
Australia, Africa, and the Argentine. 

Modern scientific developments in relation 
to wireless telegraphy and aeroplanes have 

now made it possible to carry out Polar 

investigations with much greater economic 
advantages than has hitherto been the case. 

(Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld), 

Monday 11 February 1924, page 8.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

4111400 

9 April 1924 

“NOT A DESERT” 

Central Australia 

STEFANSSON TO EXPLORE 

OTTAWA  

April 7. 

The Polar explorer, M. Vilhjalmur 
Stefansson, who sails by the Sonoma on 

May 6 on a lecture tour of Australia, when 

interviewed in New York, said that he 
intended to make a special study of Central 

Australia. He would make the journey 

thither with Captain George Wilkins, of 
Sydney, a former Polar associate. 

His purpose was to obtain data for a 

series of lectures in Canada upon his return 
in October. He expressed the belief that 

Australia’s so-called “desert” is nothing of 

the sort, probably possessing unimagined 
potential fertility. M. Stefansson said: — “I 

believe that any land’s reputed aridity is 

inversely proportionate to our knowledge of 
It. Explorers suffer from the rather human 

tendency to heroise themselves by 

exaggerating a new land’s dangers and 
inaccessibility. 

The world has been steadily trenching 

upon fertile areas, until now we are faced 
with a demand for new territory for 

expansion, and this can be met only by 

reclaiming so-called deserts. 
 

M. V.  STEFANSSON 

 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), 

Wednesday 9 April 1924, page 9. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/ 

article/245719110 

 

9 April 1924 

THE EXPLORERS. 

Captain Vilhjalmur Stefansson, the son of 
Icelandic parents, Johann Stefansson and 

Ingibjorg Johannesdotter, was born at 

Arnes, Manitoba, on November 3, 1879. 
Then as his parents removed to America, he 

graduated at the University of Iowa. He has 

been a reporter for various papers, 
including the Evening Transcript (Boston). 

He was city editor of the Daily Plain-dealer 

(Grand Forks). He was Assistant Instructor 
in Anthropology at Harvard University. 

Captain Stefansson, in 1906, conducted a 

private expedition to Iceland for Harvard 
University; and in 1906-7 an ethnological 

expedition to the Eskimo of the mouth of 

Mackenzie River and Northern Alaska, for 
Harvard University and University of 

Toronto. 
 

Local Eskimo family with one of their dogs. * OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_4_88]. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245904128.
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245904128.
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/54111400
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/54111400
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/%20article/245719110
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/%20article/245719110
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In 1908-12 he led an Arctic Expedition 

under the auspices of the American 
Museum of National History and 

Geological Survey of Canada. He visited 

several tribes whose ancestors had never 
and who themselves had never seen a white 

man. 

Captain Stefansson was the Commander 
of a Canadian Arctic Expedition, which 

sailed from Victoria (B.C.) in June, 1913 

for six years’ exploration of the north of 
Canada and Alaska. With two companions 

he crossed Beaufort Sea on moving ice 

from Martin Point, Alaska, to the N.W. 
corner of Banks Island. 

He explored with three companions the 

sea west of Prince Patrick Island, and 
discovered a new land north of that island. 

In 1916 he explored land discovered in 

1915 and discovered new land west of Axel 
Heiberg Island. In 1917 he made a journey 

N.W. over moving ice from the land 

discovered in 1915 to N. lat. 80 deg. 
30min.; W. long. 112 deg. 

In 1918 he made an exploration of 

Beaufort Sea, disproving the existence of 
Keenan Land. Captain Stefansson holds the 

Founder’s Medal of the Royal Geographical 

Society and several other gold medals and 
honours from learned societies for Arctic 

discoveries and geographical and 

anthropological writings. 

The thanks of the Canadian Government 

were voted by the Privy Council of Canada 

in 1921. 
His many publications include, “My Life 

with the Eskimo,” “Anthropological 

Report,” “The Friendly Arctic,” “The 
Northward Course of Empire,” “Hunters of 

the Great North” and many scientific 

articles. 
Captain George Hubert Wilkins, M.C., 

F.R.G.S., F.R. Met. Soc. M.B.O.U. was 
born at Mt. Bryan East, South Australia, on 

October 31, 1888. He is the leader of the 

Wilkins Australia and Islands Expedition 
for the British Museum (Natural History). 

In 1912-13, Captain Wilkins was 

photographic correspondent with the 
Turkish troops in the Balkan War. 

He was second-in-command of Captain 

Stefansson’s party on its Canadian Arctic 
Expedition. Captain Wilkins was granted a 

commission with the Australian Flying 

Corps, A.I.F., May, 1917. He was with the 
Military History Department as official 

photographer in 1917 to the close of the 

war. Captain Wilkins was mentioned in 
despatches twice, M.C. and bar. 

Captain Wilkins was navigator of the 

Blackburn Kangaroo aeroplane Britain to 
Australia Flight, 1919, second-in-command 

of the British Imperial Antarctic 

Expedition, 1920-21; was naturalist with 
the Shackleton-Rowett Expedition of 1921-

22. 

Captain Wilkins has also many 
publications to his credit, including 

“Naturalist’s Reports,” “Proceedings of 

Linnean Society,” “Ibis,” etc. He has also 
contributed many articles to the press and 

magazines. 

Advocate (Burnie, Tas.), Wednesday 9 
April 1924, page 1.                                                                                        

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/6

7133831  

 
An advertisement from the (Northern Star (Lismore, 

NSW), Tuesday 20 May 1924, page 3.). 

20 May 1924 

BRITISH MUSEUM. 

QUEENSLAND SPECIMENS 

COLLECTED. 

WORK OF CAPTAIN WILKINS. 

MELBOURNE, Monday. — 

Captain G. H. Wilkins M.C., the 
explorer, has arrived in Melbourne. He 

served with the Canadian Arctic Expedition 

under Commander Stefansson, and with Sir 

Ernest Shackleton on his last voyage. He 

was the only Australian with the Cope 

Antarctic expedition, an ambitious project 
for the exploration of the Antarctic regions. 

After his last voyage southward. Captain 

Wilkins spent six months in central Europe, 
including Russia, and for the last 12 months 

he has been in Queensland, making 

collections for the British Museum. 
He said that during the first few months 

of his last undertaking, seasonal conditions 

interfered with the collecting, particularly 
on the inland side of the Great Divide, 

where it was expected to find interesting 

specimens, although in less numbers than 
on the coast. 

From the beginning of this year, the 

collections had been very satisfactory, 
partly due to the plentiful rainfall, and 

partly to the fact that the investigations had 
been conducted nearer to the coastal areas. 

Several new species of mammals and birds, 

and a large number of new and interesting 
entomological specimens had been 

gathered, as well as some fossils which 

would create a great deal of interest in 
scientific circles. 

Captain Wilkins proposes to continue the 

work in Australia for the next few months, 
and for this purpose will go to Central 

Queensland, and afterwards, to the Gulf of 

Carpentaria, the Northern Territory, and the 
north-west portions of the Continent. “I am 

hoping to meet Commander Stefansson 

upon his arrival,” he said, “Commander 
Stefansson will see something of the 

conditions of the outback of Australia. I do 

not think that he has any intention of doing 
any work of an exploratory nature, but 

hopes to familiarise himself with the actual 

conditions. I shall not be accompanying 
him on his excursion.” 

In addition to making a tour in the 

interior, Commander Stefansson will 
lecture on his experiences in Arctic regions 

in all the principal cities of Australia. While 

at Melbourne he will compile a geography 
book of Australia for use in American and 

Australian schools. 

Northern Star (Lismore, NSW), Tuesday 20 

May 1924, page 3. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/9

3440657 

 

 
An advertisement (Register (Adelaide, SA), Wednesday 21 

May 1924, page 9.). 

 

21 May 1924 

FLYING IN THE ANTARCTIC. 

Captain Wilkins’s Next Adventure. 

No one loves the out-of-the-way corners 
of the earth more than Capt. G. H. Wilkins, 

M.C., F.R.G.S., who will leave Adelaide 

tomorrow for Queensland and the Northern 
Territory, to continue his mission of 

collecting specimens of Australian flora and 

fauna for the British Museum. 
Next year he hopes to fly in the Antarctic. 

In Sydney Capt. Wilkins will meet the 

celebrated explorer Stefansson, who is 
undertaking a lecturing tour of the 

Commonwealth. It will be recalled that this 

gallant young South Australian traveller 
accompanied Stefansson on his great 

expedition to the arctic regions, and it is 

two years since he has seen him. 
Captain Wilkins says Stefansson is a man 

of striking personality, with a fluent and 

descriptive tongue, and a sense of humour 
which gives a relish to his lectures. It may 

be questioned whether there are many 

world wanderers who have been into more 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/67133831
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/67133831
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/93440657
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/93440657


The Wilkins Chronicle 
A selection of Wilkins-related Trove articles, incorporating advertisements and cartoons from the day 

 

23 

 

remarkable places than Capt. Wilkins, who 

is full of the zest of adventure and has an 
unquenchable passion for scientific enquiry 

 Capt. Wilkins’s next big enterprise will 

be to take a small expedition to the 
Antarctic, and to use an aeroplane to make 

meteorological reconnaissance’s. His idea 

is to establish a ring of stations around the 
Antarctic Continent, and a second ring in 

the sub-Antarctic among the islands. 

These stations are to be inter-
communicating, and in contact with the 

chief information-collecting centres in 

Australia, South America, and South 
Africa. All this meteorological data will be 

focussed, say, in Melbourne, and then sent 

to London, the whole method of 
transmission, of course, being by wireless. 

In London these important particulars 

regarding weather matters will be collated 
with similar information affecting the 

northern hemisphere. 

Capt. Wilkins attaches enormous value to 
the consummation of this scheme, which 

will be similar to that now being carried out 

so far as the northern hemisphere is 
concerned. 

Nothing of a final character can be done 

until the international wireless position has 
been settled. By maintaining these 

meteorological stations for a period of years 

not less than 10, most important data will 

be obtained concerning seasonal conditions. 

 

 
Local Eskimos curing fish. One of Stefansson’ Polar 

Expeditions. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_6_53]. 

 

Aeroplane Will Be Employed. 
Instruments will be used for upper air 

observation, and aeroplanes will be 
employed to note the distribution of the ice. 

The field of study in the southern 

hemisphere will embrace largely the 
influences exercised by ocean surface on 

the atmosphere, rather than topographical 
conditions relating to mountain ranges and 

islands. 

Captain Wilkins was asked whether the 
use of aeroplanes in the Antarctic would not 

be a hazardous adventure. “Not at all.” he 

replied, “although there is a popular belief 
that it would be so. Aeroplanes can be used 

only in the summer months, when the ice is 

in motion, and it would not be necessary to 
fly in the dark days of winter, when the ice 

is stationary, and, as if were, conditions are 

stable. There would be practically nothing 
to record in the winter season. 

The time for observation is when the ice 

breaks up and moves to the northward, 
influencing the temperature of the ocean 

currents that spread to the coast of Australia 

and South America, and in a measure affect 

seasonal conditions. In the winter there are 

practically no changes in the Antarctic, but 
in the summer, there is something new 

almost every day. This is a scheme of vital, 

interest to Australia which ought to 
recognise its obligations”. 

 

Plans for Antarctic Flight. 

“The international wireless position is 

uncertain at the moment, and while it is 

being cleared up, I hope to take a small 
expedition to the Antarctic to demonstrate 

the fact that aeroplanes can be usefully 

employed during the summer months. I 
want to get a start next year. My intention is 

to set out from the Ross Sea area, and fly 

along the bottom end of the pacific to 
Graham Land, directly south from Cape 

Horn, where we would meet the Norwegian 

whaling fleet. I propose to take two men 
with me. 

Apart from demonstrating the feasibility 

of using aeroplanes, we would do some 
geographical work not accomplished by any 

other expedition since the time of Ross. In 

those circumstances we would use part of 
the aeroplane as a temporary boat. Nobody 

has ever flown to the Antarctic, and I have 

always been anxious to do it, particularly as 
people insist that it cannot be done. Why, 

more difficult work is carried out by air 

machines in the north of America, and I am 

confident that the aeroplane will be very 

effective in the Antarctic Region. We could 

leave Australia in September and return the 
following May. 

Two points between which I would 

operate on the Antarctic Continent would 
involve about 15 hours’ flying, so that you 

see how feasible the enterprise is. 

Continuous photographs will be taken 
during the whole of the trip by means of a 

camera (already being constructed in 
America), and used by the United States 

Photograph General Survey. As a matter of 

fact, it embodies some of my ideas.” 
Register (Adelaide, SA), Wednesday 21 

May 1924, page 9.  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5
7390094 
 

A cartoon from the (News (Adelaide, SA Wednesday 21 

May 1924, page 6.). 

21 May 1924 

DISTINGUISHED GUEST. 

Captain Wilkins Entertained. 

Members of the Commonwealth Club 
entertained Capt. G. H. Wilkins at luncheon 

in the Victoria Hall today. Mr. S. H. 

Skipper (president) introduced the 
distinguished guest. 

Captain Wilkins was given a great 

reception. “I am more interested in doing 
things than speaking about them,” he said. 

“I am pleased to be in my own State. I am 
going to Central Queensland shortly and 

later on to the north-eastern side of the 

Northern Territory. Then will follow an 

excursion round the coast of Australia to 

Perth, and from there to England.” 

News (Adelaide, SA), Wednesday 21 May 
1924, page 6. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

29720228 

22 May 1924 

FAREWELL TO CAPT. WILKINS. 
Commonwealth Club Dinner.  

Assistance Sought for Antarctic Trip. 

About 150 members of the 

Commonwealth Club attended a luncheon 
given at the Adelaide Town Hall on 

Tuesday in honour of Captain G. H. 

Wilkins, M.C., F.R.G.S., in connection with 
his departure on a scientific expedition into 

Northern Queensland. 

On the completion of that trip Capt. 
Wilkins, who is a South Australian, will 

make a survey by aeroplane of the 

Antarctic, with a view to fixing 
meteorological stations there. 

The President of the Club (Mr. S. H. 

Skipper) presided. Among others present 
were Dr. F. W. Richards (Past President), 

Messrs. W. B. Carr (Chairman of the Stock 

Exchange), G. F. Dodwell (Government 
Astronomer), S. Price Weir (Public Service 

Commissioner), and the Hon. P. McM. 

Glynn.  

 

The Spirit of Adventure. 

The President, in welcoming the guest, 
said that he was a great traveller. In his 

wanderings the explorer had discovered a 

monster half-fish and half-lizard, which 
was neither fish, fowl, nor good red herring. 

Captain Wilkins was full of the spirit of 

adventure, and was always contemplating 
fresh expeditions. Although his motto was 

“The world is mine oyster,” he did not set 
out to open it merely to suck its juices, but 

in order to benefit science and for the 

betterment of the world in general. 
He was of the Spartan breed, and he had 

won many coveted distinctions. He had 

made many scientific expeditions, and they 

hoped that his future wanderings would be 

as successful as the previous ones. 

(Applause.) 

 

Specimens for British Museum. 

 Captain Wilkins, who was most heartily 
received, said that, as the President had 

stated, he had been fairly busy travelling 

about the world doing things. Life was 
much more interesting to him when doing 

things than when he had to say them. It 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/57390094
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/57390094
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/129720228
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/129720228


The Wilkins Chronicle 
A selection of Wilkins-related Trove articles, incorporating advertisements and cartoons from the day 

 

24 

 

gave him great pleasure to be there, in his 

own State, and to see present so many 
prominent citizens. 

The President had not been correct when 

he said that Mr. Wilkins had discovered a 
great fish-lizard. It was discovered some 

time ago. His job was to locate it, and to put 

it under the notice of the various scientific 
workers. 

He had come to Australia in behalf of the 

British Museum to investigate certain 
matters for it so that the people of Great 

Britain and Europe might have an 

opportunity of seeing natural specimens 
from the Commonwealth. 

 Naturally, he would like to see the 

greatest collection of Australian natural 
history exhibited in Australia, and he 

looked forward to the time when the 

greatest scientific workers from other parts 
of the world would visit the 

Commonwealth and continue the 

investigations. 
 

 
An advertisement from the (Register (Adelaide, SA), 

Thursday 22 May 1924, page 9.) 

 

As 90 per cent of the scientific specimens 
of the world were centred in the British 

Museum, however, it was to be expected 

that they would go to London to carry on 
studies. It was to augment the exhibit that 

the British Museum had asked him to make 

the trip to the States. He had already 
collected wonderful specimens in different 

places. 

He was now about to excavate the saurian 
reptile in the Flinders River district. He 

expected to get an interesting collection in 

the north-eastern part of the Northern 
Territory, and he would then travel around 

the northern coast collecting specimens, 

and he would ship them from Perth to 
England.  

 

About Droughts. 
Captain Wilkins added that in his travels 

in Australia he had been particularly 

impressed with the tremendous areas of 
fertile land near to the existing lines of 

communication which, with a permanent 

water supply, would be equal to anything in 
the world. Last year was the end of a three 

years’ drought in Queensland. He never 

again wished to see similar conditions. 
Thousands of sheep were kept alive by 

artesian water and boughs of trees, which 

latter had to be cut for them. It was a most 
pathetic sight. If they realized some of the 

conditions that produced droughts, disaster 

could be avoided by making preparations in 
times of plenty. 

Primary production was the most 

important thing in Australia, and it 
depended on meteorological conditions. It 

was known through the efforts of those 

great explorers, Shackleton and Stefansson 
and others, that by careful study of the 

meteorological conditions of the Arctic and 

the Antarctic the seasons in the warmer 
parts of the world could be anticipated. The 

time was ripe for the people in the Southern 

Hemisphere to continue the investigations 

of the Antarctic. 

It had been proved that there was a direct 

relationship between a high pressure in the 
south of South America and the height of 

the Nile floods in Africa. In order to 

anticipate the meteorological conditions, it 
was necessary to have complete data, and 

that could be done only by wireless and 

aeroplanes. 

 

Weather Stations in the Antarctic.  
Information regarding conditions in the 

Ross Sea had been obtained by Sir Douglas 

Mawson and the Norwegian Whaling Fleet. 
It had been thought, added Captain Wilkins 

that the conditions there were so severe that 

everyone going there risked his life. Those 
regions were not more severe, however, to 

the people of experience who knew how to 

overcome them than were the conditions of 
city life to others. 

Knowledge of the meteorological 

conditions that could be expected would 
save Australia and the Argentine 

considerable money and suffering. He 

hoped to finish his work for the British 
Museum, and next year to proceed to the 

Antarctic and establish meteorological 

stations. 
He trusted that the great benefit that would 

be conferred on Australia by the expedition 

would be realized by the people and that 
they would give financial assistance. It 

would depend on the help received in the 

Commonwealth whether he would have 
also to seek assistance from private 

interests and personal friends in the old 

country. 
He recognised that the spirit of adventure 

was the motive that took people away on 

expeditions, but that spirit wore off with the 
hard work attached to expeditions. 

Stefansson had said that adventure was 

merely the outcome of inexperience, 

incompetence, and ignorance. 
He thanked the Chairman for his kind 

remarks, and the company for the cordial 

way in which it had received them. 
(Applause.) 

At the instance of the Chairman, a vote of 

appreciation was accorded to Capt. Wilkins. 
Register (Adelaide, SA), Thursday 22 May 

1924, page 9. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5
7386256 

 

 
An article from the (Register (Adelaide, SA), Thursday 22 

May 1924, page 9.). It mentions King George and Queen 

Mary inspecting displays in the Australian and New 

Zealand Pavilion and a Model of the “Largs Bay”.  

 

24 May 1924 

EXPLORER AND SCIENTIST. 

Capt. G. H. Wilkins in Adelaide. 

Interesting Australian Fauna. 

Capt. G. H. Wilkins, M.C., F.R.G.S., 

F.R., Met. Soc., M.B.A.U., of Adelaide, a 

young man who has already gained a wide 
reputation as an explorer in the arctic 

regions and Central Australia, and as a 

scientist and war photographer, returned to 
Adelaide on Thursday, May 15, after 

having spent 14 months in Northern 

Australia, collecting specimens of 
Australian flora and fauna for the British 

Museum. 

The captain has returned to Adelaide as 
he left it many months ago—the same 

courteous and unassuming young explorer 

whose strong beard gives him, in the eyes 
of the casual observer, an older importance 

than is the case. But there is comparative 

youth in his expression, and in his step — 
he is only 35 years of age. 

He has an attractive personality, and a 

slow, well-undulated voice. “Roughing it” 
has not caused Captain Wilkins to lose any 

of that gentle refinement that is associated 

more with the city than with the bush, and 
behind his quiet and retiring manner there 

stands strength of character and tenacity of 

purpose. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/57386256
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Captain Wilkins will spend a few days 

with his mother, Mrs. L. Wilkins, of 
Parkside. 

Subsequently he will return to North 

Queensland, which State he expects to 
leave for the Northern Territory next 

August. He hopes to return to England early 

next year. 

 

Students Not Interested. 

Captain Wilkins has been commissioned 
by the authorities of the British Museum in 

London, to collect specimens and data in 

relation to the flora and fauna of northern 
Central Australia, and his activities have 

been centred in North Central Queensland, 

and the Northern Territory. 
He has returned to Adelaide via Sydney 

for a brief respite, and was greeted at the 

Adelaide Railway Station by two of his 
brothers. 

In the course of an interview he 

mentioned that he had been assisted in his 
explorations by three enthusiastic amateurs 

from Queensland, and one from New South 

Wales. He deplored the fact that not any of 
the research students at the Australian 

Universities had asked to join the 

expedition. They would not have been put 
to any expense, as all their expenses would 

have been paid, as well as wages; and the 

experience would have been invaluable. It 

seemed that very few students were 

interested in that branch of science, and that 

they were in search of more remunerative 
positions. 

In his younger days he would have been 

only too eager to have been included in 
such an expedition, and would have been 

satisfied if his expenses only had been paid, 

as he would have received the experience 
and adventure. Today there were not the 

dangers which had confronted the early 
explorers, and the difficulties met with were 

not so great. 

 

Varied Fauna Discoveries. 

Continuing, Capt. Wilkins said part of his 

task was to locate the specimens in definite 
localities. Numbers of Australian specimens 

were already included in the natural history 

section of the British Museum, but they had 
been collected before Australia had been 

divided into States, and they were merely 

labelled as having come from the north, 
south, east, and west of Australia. 

“We found that Australian fauna differs 

considerably in neighbouring areas,” he 
said. “Certain specimens will be inclined to 

a district 20 or 30 miles in area, and there is 

also a great difference between the coast 
land and that in the interior. The 

exploration in the north has resulted in the 

description — not the discovery — of 
several new types of mammals. It is likely 

that a description of several of the types 

which have disappeared entirely, and many 
of the rare species, will be difficult to 

obtain, but there is still a great deal of 

interesting material to he collected, 
especially in regard to those mammals of 

nocturnal and arboreal habits. During the 

first few months of the visit seasonal 
conditions interfered with our work, but 

since the rain fell at the beginning of the 

year our collection of data and specimens 

has increased greatly, and I expect that the 

work to be carried on in Central 
Queensland and along the western shore of 

the gulf of Carpentaria will furnish some 

interesting results.” 

 

An Interesting Find. 

“One of the most interesting specimens 
which I have so far sent back to England,” 

continued the Captain, “was that of a large 

fish lizard from the Flinders River district, 
and my next job will be to attempt to 

excavate a complete skeleton (which has 

been located), measuring about 35 ft. in 
length, and weighing several tons. It is a 

type well known to geologists, but only 

fragments of its remains have been 
collected hitherto.” 

In reply to a question, Captain Wilkins 

said he found conditions in the tropics very 
different from those that prevailed in the 

polar regions — to which he had made two 

journeys, one with Dr. V. Stefansson and 
the other with Mr. J. L. Cope — for, 

whereas one could work at full pressure for 

from 12 to 14 hours a day for several 
months in the polar regions, this was 

impossible in Northern Queensland. 

 

 
CAPT. G. H. WILKINS, of Adelaide, who is conducting 

important research work in behalf of the British Museum. 

 

Specimens for Australia. 

He had already forwarded to the British 

Museum a great many of the specimens he 
had discovered, concluded he explorer, and 

several of the more valuable specimens had 

been presented to the Museums of the 
States in which those specimens were 

collected. 

This principal would be adhered to, and 
all the State Museums would also be 

presented with replicas of everything found, 

wherever that was possible. 
Observer (Adelaide, SA), Saturday 24 May 

1924, page 19. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1
64841525 

12 June 1924 

STRIPPING THE ARCTIC OF 

ILLUSION. 

“Aeroplanes Will Dispel Polar Myths” 

STEFANSSON CHATS ON 

EXPLORATION 

SYDNEY EXPRESS, Thursday Morning. 

A huge man, with a tremendous 
personality, who looks out on the world 

from eyes deep-sunken, and with that far-

away look characteristic of seamen and 
airmen — a gaze that is always bent on the 

horizon. Such was my impression of Dr. 

Vilhjalmur Stefansson, who is travelling to 

Melbourne to lecture. Like Mark Twain, the 

explorer has undertaken a lecture tour to 

pay his debts. 
These were contracted by him in his last 

Polar Expedition, which was financed 

wholly by himself. When this is done, he 
will be free to turn his attention to Central 

Australia, whose problems interest him 

profoundly, as part of the life’s task he has 
set himself. 

“The so-called useless lands of the world 

have always, fascinated me,” he told me. 
“They are of three kinds, the cold lands, 

such as the Arctic wastes; the fever lands, 

as you find in Brazil and parts of Africa; 
and the dry lands, like your Central 

Australia “My temperament is optimistic. 

Where a pessimist recognises a problem as 
insoluble; where he himself can find no 

answer, an optimist tells himself that the 

solution is there for wiser minds than his 
own to find.” 

In that sentence is the whole Stefansson 

philosophy. He has never explored for 
“stunts.” He has a definite, practical aim, 

designed to benefit the world by something 

more substantial than academic knowledge. 
“Arctic exploration has been exaggerated 

into a sort of heroism,” he said. 

“At first, I played the modest hero 
myself, but 11½ years of it have convinced 

me that it is no more dangerous than the ill-

paid job of a cod fisherman. “Indeed,” he 

smiled, “I was able to convince one of the 

greatest insurance companies in the world 

that this was true, and now Polar explorers 
have the mortification of finding that they 

may insure their lives without extra 

premium.” “They have heretofore set out, 
convinced in their own minds that they 

were heroes, and the public have followed 
their lead.” 

 

POLAR AIRWAYS 

By means of a map, Stefansson showed 

me how the Arctic Ocean, which is really a 

Gulf, can be spanned by airways, bringing 
about something like world unity. One 

route proposed, safer than many present 

routes, will bring England within 4000 
miles of Japan, instead of about 10,000. 

Stefansson will elaborate his plans in this 

connection at a later date. Stefansson talks 
in a matter-of-fact way, which has the 

effect of stripping the Arctic of illusions. 

“Myths have grown up round the Polar 
regions,” he said, “similar to the 

superstitions that peopled the Atlantic with 

dragons, till Columbus dispelled them. 
In like manner will Polar myths die, 

when aeroplanes fly over the country as a 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/164841525
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matter of course. “When this is a fact, 

people will look on a map of the world in a 
different light. They will no longer think of 

infinity existing, to the North and South. 

Things will fall into their proper 
proportions.” 

There are really four Poles, according to 

the explorer. The geographical Pole, that 
Peary, reached, is not by any means the 

coldest, or even the most inaccessible, spot 

in the Arctic. The Ice Pole, about 360 miles 
further north-west, has never been reached, 

though Stefansson has come nearer than 

anyone else. He could have reached it, had 
he been “stunting,” but his job was to map 

out the nearer points. 

 

WORLDS COLDEST SPOT 

“The coldest spot in the world, where it is 

93 degrees below zero in winter and 93 
above in summer, is not in the Arctic at all, 

but in Canada. They grow magnificent 

wheat there. Seriously, I can demonstrate 
that the Arctic regions are not snowy 

wastes, but are capable of supporting 

animal life of practical importance to 
commerce. Twelve hundred reindeer put 

there some years ago have now increased to 

300,000. Is that not an inducement to meat-
growers?  

Flowers, birds and animals thrive there, 

and for six years I maintained myself and 

party on what the land produced. The sad 

fate of Polar, explorers has been 

demonstrated to be useless sacrifice, which, 
in the light of later knowledge could have 

been avoided”. 

Mr. Stefansson paid a great tribute to Mr 
George H. Wilkins, the Australian who is 

now exploring in the north of Australia, 

Wilkins was second-in-command to 
Stefansson in the last expedition, when it 

was reported that the explorer had perished 
with his two companions. 

 

The famous Arctic explorer, (left), arrived by the Sydney 

express today to lecture in Melbourne. Sir George Knibbs 

is seen on the right. — Photo from the (Herald. 12 June 

1924, page 5.). 

 

GREETINGS AT STATION. 

“If I had to choose,” declared Stefansson, 
“I should say that Wilkins was the best man 

I had. He saved my life when the rest of the 

party gave me up for lost and wished to 
return. Wilkins maintained his faith in my 

safety, and kept the expedition waiting, 

pushing his ship on to where he supposed I 
should make my way out.” 

On arrival at Spencer Street, the explorer 

was met by a large number of scientific 
men, notably Sir Baldwin Spencer, whose 

book on Central Australia first called 

Stefansson’s attention to the possibilities of 
the so-called desert there, and set him 

working on a line of study that ultimately 

brought him to Arctic exploration. 
Sir John Monash, Sir Thomas Lyle, Sir 

James Barrett, and others were also present. 

Mr Stefansson’s first lecture will be given 
at the Town Hall on Saturday next. Mr G. 

S. Maclean, Secretary to the Premier’s 

Department, welcomed Mr. Stefansson on 
behalf of the Premier. 

 Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Thursday 12 

June 1924, page 5. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

46171585 

2 July 1924 

World’s Bravest Man 

Tribute to Mt Bryan East Explorer  

Born at Mt Bryan East 36 years ago, 

Capt. George H. Wilkins ranks as the 

bravest man in the world in the 

estimation of Dr. Vilhjalmur Stefansson. 

Captain Wilkins is the son of a farmer 

who 20 years ago sold his property at Mt 

Bryan and came to Adelaide to live. He 
died 10 years ago, but Mrs Wilkins, his 

widow, survives him and lives at Parkside. 

Capt. Wilkins, official photographer in 

the Great War, went over the top on 

innumerable occasions in search of real 

battle scenes, and was known to thousands 
of diggers. He was wounded nine times. 

He was also a photographer in the Balkan 

wars and acted as second-in-command of 
two of Stefansson’s expeditions. “The 

bravest of the brave! Australia does not yet 

know what a wonderful man she has 
produced in Captain Wilkins. 

The world is ringing with the fame of 

lesser men.” This was how Dr. Stefansson 
described to The Sun, Melbourne, Captain 

Wilkins, the hero of the rescue party which 

saved the expedition on Banks Island in 
1914. 

“It is not correct to say that Captain 

Wilkins is merely modest,” said Dr. 
Stefansson. “He is aggressively modest. He 

does not like to be called even Captain. He 

combines with this extraordinary reticence 
about his achievements the most 

consummate fearlessness and daring. I had 

many good men with me, but if I were 
compelled to pick out the best I would say 

unhesitatingly: The Australian George 

Wilkins! He is a man who has won lasting 
distinction in two great fields of human 

endeavour.”  

 

MONASH’S TRIBUTE. 

“Sir John Monash has the same has the 

same good reason to admire Wilkins as I 

have. I said to Sir John the other night: 

‘Why is it that Australia does not know one 

of her greatest heroes? Why haven’t you 
told them what he is?’ Sir John’s reply was: 

‘I notice that you have said that he was one 
of your mainstays in the Arctic. I can say 

the same about him in France.’ 

Sir John was tremendously enthusiastic 
about him. “Sir John pointed out to me.” 

proceeded Dr. Stefansson, “that he had 

mentioned Captain Wilkins in the preface 
to his book on Australian campaigns in 

France,” and added: “I would have said 

much more about him if I had known he 
was going to be ignored as he has been.” 

 

WOUNDED NINE TIMES. 

“It is strange that you Australians don’t 

know that you possess in Captain Wilkins 

one of the finest operators in the world. He 
was the first to take real, as distinct from 

faked, battle scenes. 

He went into the thick of it in the Balkan 
War in 1911 and secured actual battle 

pictures, with bullets flying round him, Sir 

John told me that he did the same thing in 
France in his capacity of official 

photographer to the A.I.F. There was no 

fake, about Wilkins’s pictures. He was 
wounded nine times while getting them. His 

pictures were taken under fire”. 

“Captain Wilkins is a native of South 
Australia. Everybody who knows him is 

proud of him, except apparently his own 

people!” “Has the story of how he saved 
your expedition ever been told?” Dr 

Stefansson was asked. “Yes. It is related in 

my book ‘The Friendly Arctic’. It is a 
wonderful story of discipline, loyalty, and 

devotion. 

I had left Alaska on March 22, 1914, on a 
journey across the ocean ice to Banks 

Island, with only a month’s provisions for 

my two companions, myself, and our dogs. 

No one believed that this could be done. 

Most of the members of the expedition 

held that it was impossible to live on the 
frozen ocean unless food for the full period 

of absence was taken. The Eskimos 

themselves agreed that seals or any kind of 
food could not possibly be found once we 

got away from land.” 

“All the traditions of Polar exploration 
supported that view. I believed otherwise, 

although I was one man against the lot. I 
held that seals would be found out on the 

open ocean, living under the ice, just as 

they were found near the coast, and that 
when our provisions were exhausted, we 

would shoot these and live on their meat 

and blubber. 
I set out with two companions on a 

journey of some hundreds of miles with 

sledges across the frozen ocean, expecting 
not to see my ships again for 12 months. I 

had only two companions, who, without 

themselves believing in the possibility of 
what I was attempting, were willing to give 

it a go. I gave orders before I left for Banks 

Island that two ships were to go to the 
Island when the ice moved in the spring and 

meet me. 

“When the period for which my food 
would last had passed and I had not 

returned, everybody I had left behind, 

including Wilkins himself, believed I was 
dead. I must be dead, they argued, when I 

had not returned in three months. 

Within one month my food must have 
gone; when two months had elapsed. I must 

have eaten my dogs; three months passed 

and there was nothing to them more certain 
under heaven then that I was dead”. 

 

WILKIN’S WONDERFUL 

QUALITIES. 

“Then a difference of opinion arose 

among those I had left behind as to whether 
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the orders I had given ought to be obeyed. 

Some maintained that they were 
automatically cancelled by my death — that 

my death had automatically promoted my 

second-in-command to the leadership. 
“That was where the wonderful qualities of 

Wilkins came in. It is one of the great 

romances of Arctic exploration. 
A minority, headed by him, took the view 

that my orders must be obeyed, alive or 

dead. This minority was not able to control 
all the ships, but it was able to control one, 

and that the worse suited for ice navigation. 

Wilkins and the volunteers, who believed as 
he did, made their way in this ship, through 

very bad ice conditions, for hundreds of 

miles east along the north coast of Canada 
and then north to Banks Island. 

“On the way the propeller was broken, 

and the ship was so injured by the ice that 
the pumps had to be kept going 40 minutes 

in each hour to keep her afloat. Wilkins 

made Bank Island just in time and hauled 
the ship out of the water by means of a 

windlass. I want to emphasise that they 

knew that I was dead. They were simply 
obeying orders”. 
 

Wilkins with the full explorers’ beard circa 1921-22. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_10_22]. 

 

 

STEFANSSON A CORPSE. 

“When Wilkins expressed the view that 

the orders must be obeyed, they said to him: 
—‘Stefansson is a corpse. What’s the good 

of meeting a corpse?’ And in any case the 

corpse won’t be at Banks Island. It will be 
somewhere out on the ocean ice, and in 

September he landed on the south end of 

the island. “In August when the ice opened 
up, summer having come, Wilkins, as I 

have already said, set out for Banks Island. 

We were 200 miles north. We had landed 
there on June 22nd. 

We spent July, August and September 

living by hunting. By that time, we had 
accumulated nearly a ton of meat and fat, 

and skins, enough for clothing for the 

winter should the ships not arrive. We were 
expecting the ships to arrive, but no ships 

appeared. When it began to snow in 

September, we buried our stores for safety 
and started out along the coast searching for 

a possible shipwreck. 
After travelling ever 100 miles we saw 

Wilkin’s ship, the expedition was saved. 

The emotions of that moment can never be 
adequately translated into words. Is it any 

wonder that I have such an opinion of 

Wilkins? An opinion which I found is 
shared by your greatest soldier!” 

Captain Wilkins visited Adelaide last 

month and spent a few days with his mother 
at Oxenbold Street, Parkside. He had come 

here from Northern Australia, where he had 

been searching for specimens of flora and 
fauna for the British Museum. He is now 

engaged in that undertaking in Northern 

Queensland, and expects to leave for Great 
Britain early next year. 

Burra Record (SA), Wednesday 2 July 

1924, page 4. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3

9042175 

 
12 July 1924 

CAPT. G. H. WILKINS. 

Arctic Explorer’s Appreciation. 

By Vilhjalmur Stefansson. 

My first meeting with Sir John Monash 

was a mere handshake in a crowd. The 
chance for conversation came at a dinner 

immediately following my opening lecture 

in Melbourne. It suits my present purpose 
to quote verbatim Gen. Monash’s first 

words: — “You said at the town hall that 
Capt. George Wilkins had been one of your 

mainstays in the arctic. I want to thank you 

for emphasising that point here in Australia 
as you did, for he was one of my mainstays 

also in France.” 

Sir John Monash later told me of his 

association with Wilkins in France. While 

he was a major-general, and not in supreme 

command of the Australian forces, he used 
to hear of some photographer who was 

around occasionally during battles, and at 

other times, quietly taking pictures in the 
most exposed positions, and doing other 

things, the courage and romance of which 

now and then came to the general’s ears 
through definite reports or as topics of 

general conversation. 

Later, when Monash succeeded 
Birdwood in the highest Australian 

command, there began a direct association, 

of which he told me something, although 
none of it more characteristic of Wilkins 

than an Australian incident when the war 

was over. In his first large public address 
after returning Sir John Monash included a 

eulogy of Captain Wilkins, who had been 

wounded nine times in taking the pictures 
which Sir John Monash was then showing. 

The next day Wilkins called on him and 

begged him not to praise him publicly 
again. 

 

“Aggressively Modest.” 

Sir John Monash seems to agree with me 

that Wilkins is so aggressively modest that 

he carries it to a fault. It ought to be enough 
to hide your light under a bushel without 

threatening to knock anybody down who 

wants to take the bushel away. But Wilkins 

seems not to see that there is a happy 

compromise between the violet by a mossy 

stone and such saints as Medard, about 
whom Barham tells us that even by day, 

when he went out to pray, he would light up 

a candle that all might see. It is not easy to 
grasp the importance or romance of the 

things that Wilkins has done when he tells 

you about them himself, unless you are 
familiar with the background. 

Thus, it happens that I do not know much 

about him although we were associated in 
the arctic for three years, where there were 

not many things to talk about. I believe he 

was born in or near Adelaide, and that he 
went through a course of engineering there. 

It must have been in the earliest stages of 

the motion picture business that he took it 
up as a means of seeing the world. There 

were not then the innumerable “movie” 

companies of today, but only two great 
ones in the world — Pathé and Gaumont. 

Wilkins became a “stunt” photographer for 

the Gaumont Company — motor cycle 
races, parachute jumping, and, later, when 

Byrne developed the transfer of acrobats 

from one ‘plane to another, and the views 
that could be taken from ‘planes that were 

looping or diving. This was blood-curdling 

then, for heavier-than-air flying was in its 
infancy, and the percentage of tragedies 

was many times what it is now. 

Next came the Balkan war. I have never 
heard Wilkins say so, but I have been told 

by others that he was the first motion 

picture photographer to get battle pictures 
in the forefront of the fighting. There had 

been such alleged pictures before, but they 

had most, or all of them, been “staged.” 

 

Perils of War and Air. 

Then Wilkins joined my third Polar 

Expedition (1913-18), with the results that 

are the main reason for the writing of this 

article. But we shall pass over that period 
for the moment, and note that he left the 

arctic in 1916, joined the Australian forces 

in France, was rapidly promoted to be 
captain, and decorated for bravery. 

 

An advertisement from the (Register (Adelaide, SA), 

Saturday 12 July 1924, page 10.). 

 

But that is a story such men as Sir John 

Monash can tell better, and do tell from 
time to time. At the end of the war he took 

part in the airplane race from England to 

Australia, but his machine made a forced 
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landing at Crete through leakage of the fuel 

tanks, and was put out of commission. That 
race was won by others, as is well known. 

The next thing of importance was when 

he joined Shackleton’s Quest, and, after the 
death of the commander, made good in the 

new capacity of scientific collector in such 

a way that he was asked by the British 
Museum to take charge of a natural history 

collecting expedition, which has now been 

working in Northern Australia for 13 
months, and which will continue for about 

another year. 

Arctic exploration is usually presented to 
the public as a series of romantic and heroic 

adventures. As in war, this phase is 

obscured to the participants, who see more 
clearly the hard work from day to day and 

the necessity for loyalty, cooperation, and 

the obedience which brings about the 
essential synchronization of movements. 

Thus, it was that the courage which 

Wilkins showed on my polar expedition 
was of the same quiet and unobtrusive kind 

that earned the admiration and gratitude of 

his commanders during the last two years of 
the Australian operations in France. 

It seems to me that the public would be as 

thrilled as the soldier or explorer by this 
type of heroism if the story were only 

adequately told to them. I have attempted to 

do so in the case of Wilkins through a book 

called “The Friendly Arctic”, which has 

never been widely read in Australia. 

Because it seems to me that Australians 
have as much reason to be proud of their 

fellow countryman as I have to be grateful 

to him, I want to tell the story, necessarily 
inadequately because necessarily briefly, 

through the Australian press. 

 

Arctic Adventures. 

In the winter of 1913-14 we found 
ourselves on the north coast of Alaska, with 

an unexplored, ice-covered ocean to the 

north of us, which all our predecessors had 
failed to penetrate. We had sailed with a 

Canadian naval expedition from Victoria. 

B.C. the preceding spring, pledged to 
attempt the exploration of this area by a 

new method. 

Others had been compelled to turn back 
because they ran out of provisions; we 

could not run out of provisions, because we 

were not going to have any. 
In other words, we were going to live by 

hunting in that part of the Polar Ocean, 

which, according to scientific men, 
previous explorers, whalers, and Eskimos 

alike, was entirely devoid of animal life. 

Wilkins was one of nine men who set out 
with us on this attempt to penetrate the 

undiscovered ocean by a new method. 

Through accident, which we have not 
time to describe, he and one other man were 

separated from our party at the very outset, 

being left on the shore-fast ice while the 
rest of us drifted off 50 miles on loose floe. 

According to plan four other men were 

sent back to land a few days later, and 
Stoker Storkerson, Ole Andreasen, and 

myself proceeded towards the centre of the 

Beaufort Sea, with the last word to our 
colleagues ashore that if we did not come 

back to Alaska they were to assume that we 

were either spending a year on a new land 

we had discovered, or else, failing such 

discovery, we had proceeded first north, 
then north east, east, south-east, and south, 

final landing on the north end of Banks 

Island. 
 

 
CAPT. G. H. WILKINS. 

 

The following summer they were to make 
an attempt with two of our ships to follow 

the mainland coast east to Cape Bathurst, 

and then north along the west coast of 

Banks Island until they either met us or 

reached the north-west corner and found we 

were not there. 
In that case they were to remain a year on 

the assumption that we would arrive during 

that time from the north or west to join 
them. We have already said that our theory 

of living by hunting in the open ocean from 

land was equally opposed by scientists and 
Eskimos. 

Those opinions had impressed 

themselves on our men as being sounder 
than mine, and in this Wilkins did not 

differ, for his experiences were entirely 

from the temperate zone and the tropics, 
and he had no reason to disagree with the 

supposed authorities. When we did not 

come back, he, therefore, joined in the 
universal assumption that we were dead. 

Thereupon there arose a difference of 

opinion among our men, some considering 
that because of our death and for other 

reasons my orders should not be obeyed. 

Wilkins now took the lead among those 
who maintained, on the other hand, that the 

commander’s orders must be obeyed, 

irrespective of whether he was alive or 
dead. This minority, although unable to 

control both ships specified by me, were 

able to control the poorer of the two, the 
Mary Sachs, and this only in the face of 

strong opposition from those who 

considered obedience to the orders of a 

dead commander unwarranted, both 

because his death had promoted the second-
in-command to supreme authority and 

because the plans were in any case unwise. 

After adventures which I have told 
elsewhere, they finally got into the sea to 

the south of Banks Island, where they broke 

a propeller by striking it against ice, and 
where the ship was so badly buffeted that 

the engineers had to work the pumps 40 

minutes every hour to keep her afloat. The 

Mary Sachs was practically in a sinking 

condition when they reached southern 
Banks Island, and they were compelled to 

beach her without attempting to follow the 

west coast north. 
 

An advertisement from the (Register (Adelaide, SA), 

Saturday 12 July 1924, page 10.). 

 

Fortunate Reunion. 

Still thinking my companions and myself 

dead, Wilkins now set the men building a 

house while he went into the interior 
hunting, their plan being to make a 500-

mile sledge journey around the island the 

following spring, since they were unable to 
carry out the orders by ship. 

Meantime, our party of three had found 

abundant animal life in the Beaufort Sea, 
where the authorities had “known” it to be 

absent. 

But we had discovered no new land (we 
found several large islands during the 

following four years), and had, therefore, 

made the proposed horseshoe track, and had 
landed near the north-west corner of 

uninhabited Banks Island after prospering 

more than 50 days on seal meat and water 
after our provisions had given out. 

We now lived through the summer by 

hunting caribou, sun-drying the meat and 
preparing skins to clothe ourselves the 

following winter in case no ship arrived. 

During the summer we watched eagerly for 
a ship, for there were land winds and the 

ocean seemed open. 

When autumn came, we made a depot of 

our dried meat and skins, and proceeded 

south along the coast, searching for a ship 

that might have been wrecked there or 
delayed. After a hundred miles, during 

which we became more discouraged every 

day, we finally resolved to turn back on the 
morrow. But that day we came upon 

footprints in the mud, and recognised a 
particular type of boot which we had on the 

expedition. 

The next day we discovered the camp of 
our men, whose arrival may have saved our 

lives, and certainly saved the expedition 

from comparative failure, for they enabled 
us to carry on for four more years. Wilkins 

was absent hunting, but returned that night. 

 

A Heroic Career. 

On May 26 last, when I landed at Sydney 

from the San Francisco steamer, Wilkins 
was there to meet me. He had left for that 

purpose his scientific work in northern 

Queensland, and was at the wharf with Sir 
Edgeworth David, and a number of other 

Australian polar explorers and scientists. 

That week he told the Millions Club how 
certain he had been of our death among the 

floating ice on the Beaufort Sea, and how 
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surprised that, when he saw us after six 

months of assumed privations, we three 
men and all our dogs were fatter and more 

prosperous looking than he had ever seen 

us. 
The Millions Club cheered him, because I 

happened to be there to explain how 

remarkable in reality were the things he had 
told in such an everyday way that they 

seemed as simple as crossing a street; as 

natural and as undeserving of special 
recognition. 

A synopsis of even a thrilling story is 

necessarily bald and uninteresting, and I 
now see that the above statement is no 

exception to the rule. But I hope it will 

nevertheless suggest to Australians that it is 
worthwhile to pry into the career of their 

fellow countryman, George H. Wilkins. 

They will find it as romantic and heroic as 
any career of these present days, the real 

glamour of which is obscured by our being 

too near it. 
It seems to me that anyone who wrote 

that story with all the romance and sober 

truth would be doing a special service to the 
schoolboys and young men of the country. 

They would be the more influenced when 

they come to realise that these things had 
happened to one of their own countrymen 

who, through his courage and ability, had 

been master of his fate among some of the 

most stirring adventures possible either in 

peace or war. 

(Register (Adelaide, SA), Saturday 12 July 

1924, page 10.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

9013779 

 
An advertisement from the (Register (Adelaide, SA), 

Saturday 12 July 1924, page 10.). 

19 July 1924 

“WILKINS’S MOTHER”. 

PIONEER WOMAN’S PROUD 

MEMORIES. 

In a cottage at Parkside, all by herself 

lives a little old lady of over eighty, named 
Mrs. Louisa Wilkins, who has a proper 

pride, as she will tell you herself, in all her 

“good children.” Their pictures hang round 
the walls of her sitting room, framed in oak 

and plush, and living, as she does, alone, 

she spends much of her time day dreaming 
that they are all about her again — coming 

in and out of doors at all hours, playing 

about the veranda, setting off through the 
scrub at Mount Bryan on the long six miles 

walk to school. 

As for Captain George Wilkins, youngest 
of all, it is true that certain snapshots of a 

memorable Arctic expedition hang among 

the family portraits; but I fancy that most of 
the time she likes to think of him, too, as 

one of the children of long ago, and that his 

extraordinarily romantic and strange career 
— the heroic story told, in its different 

parts, by such men as Sir Philip Gibbs. Sir 

John Monash and Vilhjalmur Stefansson —
is all of a piece to her with the never 

forgotten heroism by the help of which, on 

wintry mornings, he walked, as a very small 
boy, those long six miles to school. 

 

Stefansson’s Visit. 

Sometimes indeed Mrs. Wilkins dwells 

more particularly on the later day aspect of 

her son’s gallantry. So, it was on the 
morning last week when Stefansson, 

commander of the expedition in which 

Captain Wilkins took a memorable part, 
called to pay his respects to the mother of 

the man who saved his life and for whose 

remarkable exploits he has everywhere 

expressed the greatest admiration. It was 

my privilege to accompany Stefansson on 

this morning visit, and the picture I shall 
long retain of the explorer is that of him 

introducing himself to Captain Wilkins’s 

mother. 
 

 
Mrs. Wilkins, mother of Captain George Wilkins, with 

Stefansson the explorer, photographed at her house in 

Parkside. 

It was not so much the contrast between 

the arctic background of Stefansson and the 
domesticity of that quiet room for the 

matter of that Stefansson looked perfectly 

at home there — but that it instantly 

recalled another picture — the first site of 
Wilkins’s camp on Banks Island on that 

terrible day which Stefansson and his 

companions, having lost heart at last, had 
believed themselves abandoned — that and 

the return of Wilkins to the camp late at 

night, and his all-night vigil lest he should 
wake the men he had [?] out of what he 

imagined was much needed sleep. 

Stefansson did not introduce himself as 
Captain Wilkins’s old commander come to 

pay tribute, but as a family friend. “I saw 

your son in Sydney,” he said, “a few weeks 
ago, and he was very well, and hoped I 

would see you.” 

Capt. Wilkins naturally became the topic 
for a few moments, and Stefansson 

mentioned that in his lecture he was telling 

a few anecdotes, for which he hoped 
“George’s” forgiveness, that in this his 

native place people should know of that 

extraordinarily romantic, extraordinarily 
gallant, career which Wilkins’s modesty 

had prevented from reaching general 

knowledge. 
Mrs. Wilkins listened to the tribute with 

calm pleasure, and remarked simply that 

her children had always been good, and had 
never given her anything but cause for 

pride; with the divine faith common to 

brothers she had probably found it perfectly 

natural, and not in the least surprising, that 

her son had gone on from these early 

beginnings to become one of the world’s 
famous men. 

 

Old Times in the Bush. 

Mrs. Wilkins, who has an excellent 

memory and a wonderful fund of anecdote, 

told us in turn of those hard early days in 
the bush after her arrival in the colony, at 

the age of 16, at the end of a three-months’ 
voyage, and of how she and her husband 

had broken the stubborn land at Mount 

Bryan. 
I don’t know how it appeared to 

Stefansson, but suddenly it began to seem 

to me, too, not in the least surprising that 
the boy who was born at Mount Bryan 

should have helped to put a girdle round the 

earth—the hardihood, the courage, and 
adventure seemed no more than a logical 

development of the spirit of that stout-

hearted pair. 
After all, what does it matter where we 

face the enemy Nature—in the snowy 

wilderness of the Arctic or in the burning, 
drought-stricken Mallee—so that in the end 

we subdue her and break her to man’s will. 

 

On a Canadian Farm. 

Stefansson told Mrs. Wilkins of his own 

mother in Canada. “She is over 80, too, and 
she hears perfectly, but she is quite blind. 

She lives with my brother on his farm, and 

until lately her great pleasure was to be 
very active about it, and to feel that she was 

helping him. I have persuaded my brother 

now to take just a little farm in the place of 
the big one, so it she can feel that the reins 

are still in her hands. . .” 

Observer (Adelaide, SA), Saturday 19 July 

1924, page 10. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

64846639 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/59013779
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Harry Butler in uniform from the article in the (Pioneer 

(Yorketown, SA), Saturday 2 August 1924, page 2.). 

 

1 August 1924 

FUNERAL OF THE LATE CAPT. 

HARRY BUTLER. 

AN IMPRESSIVE TRIBUTE. 

STREETS THRONGED WITH 

MOURNERS. 

At sunset on Thursday the mortal remains 
of Captain Harry Butler were buried in the 

North Road Cemetery. A dignified and 

impressive military and impressive funeral 
was accorded the distinguished hero. 

The spirit of adventure seems to be a 

basic element in human nature, and perhaps 
it is that more than anything else which has 

been productive of the great honour 

bestowed on pioneer conquerors of the air, 
since the days of experimental flight. Their 

bravery, their daring, and their intrepidity 

seemed to call forth universal admiration, 
and the necessity for cool nerve, 

consummate skill, and splendid daring, 

combined with the adventure of war, which 
was contemporaneous with the infant 

development of the art of flying, appeared 

to obtain for the heroes of that hazardous 
occupation, all the honour and glory which 

they so richly deserved. Adelaide had its 

early representative in the bold young 
birdman, whose mortal remains were 

interred on Thursday afternoon. 

The late Capt. Harry Butler’s popularity 
was unquestioned from the time when he 

returned to Australia after a distinguished 

war service. His monoplane, well known in 

England as “the red devil” soon became a 

familiar sight above the city. Since then the 

name “Harry Butler” has been inseparably 
linked in the mind with the art of flying, 

and has become a household word, 

especially among the children. For although 
they might pass him in the street unknown, 

and unguessed, yet they knew him well, for 

they had seen him in the sky, and had 
thrilled in response to his youthful bravery, 

and his deft handling of his “bird.” 

It was not surprising, therefore, that the 

news of his sudden death spread a pall of 
sorrow over the whole State in which he 

was known and loved so well. That love 

was expressed on Thursday in the mute 
eloquence of the many thousands of people 

who lined the long course which the cortege 

traced from his neat little home in Dixon 
Street, Clarence Park, to the North-East 

Road Cemetery, at Enfield.  

 

Scene of Dignified Solemnity.  

The honour of a military funeral, with its 

ceremonious dignity, was fittingly accorded 
the aviator, and as the impressive 

procession moved slowly down the quiet 

street many lips quivered and eyes grew 
dim when the thought was driven home that 

the happy youth had left on his long last 

flight. 
First came the gun carriage, in charge of 

Lieut. Shalders, bearing its little freight, 

wrapped in the Union Jack, the hero’s cap, 
gloves, and sword laid reverently upon it. 

The riderless steed, with reversed riding 

boots, added a grim note, which 
accentuated the pathos of departure. 

The pallbearers were supported by 

representatives of the Australian Flying 
Corps and other aviators, including 

Lieutenants. W. B. Randell, J. R. Gordon, J. 

Silcock, Harry Kauper, Scott Ingels, H. S. 

Cheesman, Second-Lieut. C. Facey, and 

Sgt.-Major. Crawford. Many beautiful 

floral tributes—two cabs full—came next, 
and included wreaths from the A.I.F. 

Artillery Club, the Returned Soldiers 

League, and a number of sub-branches, the 
48th Battalion, the Motor Cycle Club, the 

returned men from John Martin & Co., the 

Soldier Settlers’ Department, the Keswick 
Hospital patients, Brig.-Gen. Leane, and 

from many friends in the city and Yorke’s 
Peninsula and Minlaton. 

The bereaved relatives and chief 

mourners were followed by a firing party of 
40 drawn from the 43rd Battalion, in charge 

of Lieut. C. M. L. Elliott, marching at slow 

march with reversed arms. Numerous 
officers and men of the hero’s battalion 

(43rd) also joined in the procession. His 

Excellency the Governor was represented 
by Capt. R. J. Dowden, Staff Corps. Major 

Hoad (District Base Commandant) was 

represented by Capt. F. R. Corney, and 
Brig.-Gen. Leane by Capt. R. J. Dowden. 

The State board of the Returned Soldiers’ 

League was also represented by Lieut. A. 
H. Dalziel. Mr. C. B. Nicholson, managing 

director of Butler, Nicholson, Limited, who 

is recovering from a severe attack of 
influenza, was unable to attend. 

Though the cortege was timed to leave 

the house at 3 o’clock, it was not until 
sometime after that hour that a start was 

made; although considering the little time 

available for organization and marshalling 
the arrangements were carried through with 

remarkably little delay, and there was a 

complete absence of any hitch in the 
proceedings.  

 

Sunset and Evening Star. 

The sun was setting as the formation 

turned into the burial ground, where many  

 

Photograph that appeared with the article in the (Burra 

Record (SA), Wednesday 2 July 1924, page 4.). 

 

thousands of admirers of the dead airman 

and sympathisers with his sorrowing  
relatives had gathered. The gun carriage 

drew up in front of the tiny church, and the  

bier was borne within to the accompanying 
recital of the stately Anglican ritual 

commencing, “I am the resurrection and the 

life, saith the Lord. He that believeth in Me, 
though he were dead, yet shall he live. And 

he that liveth and believeth in Me shall 

never die.” Canon E. H. Bleby was assisted 
by the Rev. E. H. Fernie, and during the 

initial ceremony in the church the firing 

party and others moved silently to the 
graveside. Then the bier was borne thence, 

and the service concluded, the benediction, 

pronounced in clear tones by Canon Bleby, 
being followed by a reverent hush. 

The triple volley was then fired, and the 

last post was sounded by Sgt. H. A. Harris 
in the gathering gloom of evening, and the 

solemn assembly quietly dispersed. 

Considering the brief notice there has 
never been a more heartfelt tribute. to a 

public man than that accorded the late 

Captain Harry Butler, whose remains were 
laid to rest in the North Road Cemetery in 

the presence of a tremendous crowd on 

Thursday afternoon. The line of route was 

thronged with those anxious to pay a last 

tribute of respect to the memory of the 

aerial hero, and our photo shows the 
cortege passing down the Millswood 

subway. 

Register (Adelaide, SA), Friday 1 August 
1924, page 10. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

9021803 
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An advertisement from the (Northern Territory Times and 

gazette, (NT), Tuesday 9 September 1924, page 3.) 

9 September 1924  

‘CAPTAIN WILKINS’. 

Captain George Herbert [sic.] Wilkins, 

M.C., who arrived in Darwin on Friday [5th 

Sept], in company with the Rev. James 
Watson, after a tour among the islands, is a 

remarkable man.  

Born at Mount Bryan, SA., 1888. An 
outsize among men, a very modest man 

(who hates newspaper reporters), but whose 
wonderful exploits are well known. 

He was second-in-command in the 

British Antarctic expedition in 1920, was 
Stefansson’s right hand man in the 

Canadian Arctic expedition in 1913, took 

thousands of photographs at the great war 
and was associated with Captain Bean, 

writer of Australian War History; was a 

prisoner of war in Bulgaria, and according 
to ordinary chances should have been killed 

about 50 times, but he had wonderful luck, 

though he was always right in the front 
taking pictures of the various battles, and 

excited the keenest admiration of every 

man who knew him. 
Captain Wilkins is at present staying at 

the Victoria Hotel. He is at present engaged 

with the British Museum as naturalist. 
It can be said of Captain Wilkins, in the 

same way as it was said of Cecil Rhodes, 

that he thinks in continents, especially those 
continents which very few people think 

about, viz., the Arctic and Antarctic. 

He is hoping that next year he will be able 
to prove that the aeroplane is quite 

competent to be used in polar exploration 

and hopes by that means to add another 
1,500 miles of coastline to the known 

territory of the Antarctic. 

Northern Territory Times and gazette, 
(NT), Tuesday 9 September 1924, page 3. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3

372626  

9 September 1924 

THE MISSING WOMEN. 

Stories from Independent Sources. 

Captain Wilkins’s Enquiry. 

BRISBANE. Monday. 

Information drifting in from various 

independent sources lend colour to the 
belief that there is some foundation for the 

story that there are two white women 

among the mainland blacks of the Northern 
Territory. Mr. H. Hockings received a letter 

today from his two sons at Thursday Island, 

in both of which mention was made of the 
supposed survivors from the Douglas 

Mawson. 

Norman Hockings writes: — “Some of 
the other natives (crew of the mission boat 

which was here recently from the Northern 

Territory) seem to confirm the report of two 
white ladies, one young and one old, being 

with an inland tribe at the back of Caledon 

Bay on the mainland north of Groote 
Island. 

The information was gained by Tommy 

and Batchelor, who conversed with these 
boys in the Macassar language, a lingo 

which but few people are aware is well 

known by the natives of the Northern 
Territory, they having been visited by 

Macassar men in search of trepang for 

unknown centuries probably. 
My opinion is that the expedition from 

Darwin will end in failure, and it will not be 

surprising to hear that a few get lost or 
become a target for the blacks’ spears. It 

will be a most difficult job, I think, to win 

these women alive from the natives. 
On the other hand, perhaps it would be 

better for them to be killed in the attempt 

than to live on under the conditions they 
must be experiencing if they are there 

among the blacks. It is an awful tragedy. 

Captain Wilkins. the scientist, only last 
week went across to that part exploring, and 

has been put wise to the report of the native 
crew I have mentioned, and is going to look 

into matters in an unsuspecting sort of 

way.” 
The letter from Frank Hockings, dated 

August 22 — a week earlier than that from 

his brother says: — “You can take it from 
me there is a good deal of fact in the 

statement of the Northern Territory blacks 

about those two poor women. 
The missionary boat arrived here from 

the English company’s islands a few weeks 

ago with a crew of Northern Territory 
natives, who speak Macassar lingo, and 

Batchelor got in touch with them. They told 

him one night that they were anchored 
between Cotton Island and the mainland 

and a canoe with two binghis came out to 

the boat and asked for tobacco. 

They told the boat’s crew there were two 

white females near Cape Gray, at Caledon 

Bay, on the inside of the gulf. I have 
communicated this news to the police 

magistrate here, who is making enquiries.” 

Register (Adelaide, SA), Tuesday 9 
September 1924, page 11. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

7891440 

 
An advertisement from (Register (Adelaide, SA), Tuesday 

9 September 1924, page 11.). 

 

16 September 1924 

THE CAPTURED WOMEN 

News Confirmed by Capt. Wilkins 

STRICTURES ON AUTHORITIES 

Confirmation of the Daily Telegraph 

story that two women—survivors of the 

Douglas Mawson wreck—were in the 
hands of Northern Territory blacks, is 

forthcoming from Captain G. H. Wilkins, 

leader of the British Museum Expedition, 
who, being refused official sanction, led a 

private rescue party from Thursday Island. 

BRISBANE, Monday. 
The following message has been received 

from Captain G. H. Wilkins, leader of the 

British Museum Expedition: — “Having 
been refused permission to travel with the 

rescue party on the Huddersfield  I arranged 

to travel from Thursday Island to Darwin 
by the mission lugger, James McBride.” 

 

SIGNALS SENT UP. 

“At Cunningham Island a smoke signal 

was sent up by some natives, who put out in 

canoes to meet us. When questioned, these 
natives said that they had heard of two 

white women who were now on the 

mainland. One of them, and a white girl 
child was now living in the camp of a man 

named Bokara, and the other was held by a 

man named Majara”. 
“The women, they said, had made an 

attempt to get in touch with a boat that had 
passed last year, but their captors had 

threatened to spear them if they made a 

further effort. These also informed us that a 
small boat had gone east to investigate. We 

proceeded to Elcho Island, where we met 

the Huddersfield.” 
 

 
Picture of the Huddersfield taken by Captain Wilkins in 

the (Advertiser (Adelaide, SA), Saturday 4 October 1924, 

page 15.). 

 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3372626
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THE HUDDERSFIELD. 

“This boat was still at anchor, having 
taken 13 days from Darwin, and had 

remained at anchor at Elcho for another 11 

days. “Their ten horses were still on board, 
and looked wretched and poor after a 

month’s close confinement and some of the 

men were discontented.” 
“One of their party had proceeded east 

with a small boat in charge of Mr. 

Zacharow of the Elcho Island Petroleum 
Company, and the boat was expected to 

return at any moment. 

“We were compelled to hurry on to 
Millingimbi, the mission station at 

Crocodile Island, where our boat was 

several weeks overdue, and food in 
consequence was getting low.” 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Tuesday 

16 September 1924, page 5. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

45212814 

31 October 1924 

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY. 

A WONDERFUL COUNTRY. 

Darwin, October 30. 
The Rev. Mr. Watson, who has just 

returned from a trip overland from the 

Katherine, gives a glowing account of the 
wonderful country passed through. Though 

the season had been very dry the country 

abounded with running streams of beautiful 
fresh water, with a number of large lagoons 

covered with swarms of wild fowl of every 

conceivable description. 
He left Captain Wilkins 380 miles east of 

Darwin alone on the mainland, where the 

captain had discovered a new species of 
kangaroo, which he was securing for his 

museum. 

Advertiser (Adelaide, SA), Friday 31 

October 1924, page 16. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/4

3246789 

 

1925 

31 January 1925 

THE WILD NORTH. 

CAPTAIN WILKINS’ TOUR 

Starting from Katherine River, Captain 

G. H. Wilkins, who is collecting specimens 

for the British Museum, set out in a north-
easterly direction to traverse the 

inhospitable region of Arnhem Land, in the 

Northern Territory, making the mission 
station at Crocodile Island his goal. 

His track lay through or near the region 

in which two women survivors of the ill-
fated Douglas Mawson were reported to be 

held captive by cannibalistic blacks. He had 

been warned, both in England and 

Australia, not to enter this territory, because 

of the savage nature of the natives. 

But feeling that, paradoxically enough, 
there would be safety in solitude and that 

the natives would regard him as a harmless 

idiot, owing to the nature of his work, and 
respect him accordingly, he set out 

accompanied only by a few “black-boys.” 

The story of his travels and adventures, 
told by himself and illustrated by 

photographs, will be published in the Daily 

Mail in two articles, one of which will 

appear on Monday, and the other on 
Tuesday. 

Daily Mail (Brisbane, Qld), Saturday 31 

January 1925, page 6. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

18329343 

 

3 February 1925 

WILDERNESS OF ASHES. 

DEVASTATING FIRE. 

EXPEDITION’S EXPLOITS. 

Appended will be found the concluding 

portion of Captain Wilkins second 

Article:— 

The Start from Katherine. 

A fortnight was spent at Katherine 
waiting for the local traders to recover from 

the effects of the annual races and to 

purchase and arrange our outfit. This was 
collected at last and included some young 

and half-broken horses. Our blackboys 

were from the coast and had had no 
experience with horses, so it was not 

unlikely that there would be some fun. 
Packs and saddles were arranged in the yard 

and everything seemed to be in order, but 

we had not proceeded far on the road before 
something startled one of the horses, and 

soon the packs and the packers were 

scattered around the horizon. 
It was after dark when we had gathered 

most of the outfit together. We camped near 

the telegraph station that night and spent the 
next morning repairing broken saddles and 

girths. The afternoon sun saw us again on 

the way, and this time, as the result of our 
experience, we were able to travel some 

considerable distance. 

 

 
More Aboriginal rock paintings taken during the Wilkins 

Expedition. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_131]. 

 

Lonely Outposts. 

At intervals of about 12 to 16 miles on 

the route we followed there was water, 

either in a spring or a billabong, but several 
of the billabongs were dry this season, and 

at two places we were compelled to dig 

through 5 ft. or 6 ft. of sand to uncover 

enough water for ourselves and the horses. 

Our route lay through Maranboy to the 
old Boolman silver-lead field, near the head 

of the Wilton River, passing through the 

station holding of McNeice and Cobb, both 
a fine stamp of returned men, while 

McNeice is an old Antarctic associate. 

Their station lies on the Flying Fox River, a 
patch of fertile, well-watered soil between 

the barren ranges that reach their highest 

points in Mount Gwydir and Mount 

Marumba. 
Adjoining Flying Fox Station is one held 

by W. Farrar, and this is the most north-

easterly white man’s home in the Territory. 
From Mount Marumba to the Goyder River 

is a little-known country, and as the 

waterholes were few and far between, we 
secured the services of a “boy” who had 

some knowledge of the country. 
. 

Signs of Natives. 

With his help we steered a zigzag course 

through a narrow pass at the foot of Mount 
Marumba and up a sandstone ridge to a 

sandy plateau, estimated at about 200 ft. 

above sea level, extending about 100 miles 
north-west and south-east and about 50 

miles wide at its widest part. It is fairly 
thickly timbered with medium-sized 

stringy-bark and ironwood, with lines of 

cypress pine along the elevated rises; it was 
in the centre of this plateau that we came to 

the dry billabong where we had to dig for 

water. 
Some spinifex and other coarse grasses 

sparsely covered the sand, and animal 

tracks were few. Curiously enough we 
passed a great many sugar bags (hives of 

native bees), and it was on this plateau that 

we first saw signs of “bush” natives. 

 

A Burial Ground. 

Many trees had been hacked down with 
blunt instruments in order to extract the 

honey, and once we came to a native burial 

site. The wooden platform where the body 
had been placed until the flesh had 

disappeared was still standing about 20 

yards from where a hollow tree about 10 in. 
in diameter and 8 ft. high was placed on 

end in the ground. A parcel of bones, 

wrapped in paper bark, was to be seen fast 
in the hollow log. This is apparently the 

customary grave made by the tribes that 

inhabit most of Arnhem Land. 

Blacks Taken by Surprise. 

We crossed the plateau in two days and 

then followed down an uncharted creek that 
joins the Goyder River near where the 

Sheridan enters from the east. The Goyder 

River was, at the point where we reached it, 
a series of waterholes, but a few miles 

further on it developed into a swift-running 

stream. This was due to the fact that several 
creeks, fed by strong running springs, enter 

the Goyder at about the thirteenth parallel, 

and from there to the sea it is a fine stream, 
but is rendered unnavigable for any great 

distance from the coast because of a mud 

flat delta, several gorges, and a slaty 
[salty?] bar not far inland. It was when 

following the banks of the Goyder that we 

first met some natives of the district. 
Because of the sandy nature of the soil 

we approached quite close to them, as they 

took their noonday nap, without being seen. 
At the first sight of our horses they dashed 

for their spears and stood at bay. 
Fortunately, our guide, Bob, called out to 

them in a language they understood and 

soon friendly overtures were made. Those 
we first saw wore but scant clothing of 

native manufacture, but a man approached 

from the distance wearing a khaki shirt and 
a police revolver as his full costume. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245212814
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/245212814
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/43246789
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/43246789
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/218329343
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Men on horseback during the Wilkins Expedition.* OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_46]. 

 

The Lost Black-tracker. 

He was wildly excited and rushed up to 

tell me in very good English that he had 

seen me on board the Huddersfield at Echo 
Island and that he was a black-tracker from 

Darwin. When his excitement had abated 

and he was soothed with the effects of 
tobacco, he told me his story. He had then 

accompanied the Huddersfield to Arnhem 

Land and gone ashore with the police. 
One night when they were sleeping, he 

had “gone crazy” ‘longa head’ and had 

stolen away from the camp. It was 

apparently several days later when he 

recovered his cultivated senses, but by this 

time the police had moved on and he could 
not locate the ship. 

He then wandered for some considerable 

time, killing what game he could with the 
few revolver cartridges he had, and when 

these gave out, he lived as best he could on 

roots and iguana. He must have fared very 
badly for he was [had?], through long 

residence in civilised communities, lost his 

native bushcraft. 
Jimmy, the lost police black-tracker, 

previously mentioned in continuing the 

story of his wanderings while lost in the 
bush, said that he was starved almost to the 

point of exhaustion when he was 

discovered by a “bush” native, and cared 
for until he was strong enough to travel. 

They were on their way to the coast when 

we overtook them, and Jimmy was loud in 
the praises of his rescuer and insisted that I 

write a letter for him to take to the police 

asking that the “bush” native should be 
rewarded. 

Knowing that he could follow our tracks 

to Mr. Farrar’s station and there get 
transport to the Roper River police station, 

Jimmy decided to travel that way, and, 

fitted out with tobacco, matches, and other 
requirements of civilised men, he set out on 

his journey. 

Arrungnarrangnu, the “bush” native, and 
his several lubras decided to accompany us 

to the coast and show us the best watering 

places if we would first go with them to a 
gathering place where a big corroboree was 

in progress. It happened that my particular 
“boy,” Charlie, was an old friend of the 

man with the nasal name, and their feelings 

of delight at an unexpected meeting were 
fully expressed. 

 

Indigenous people getting ready for a Corroboree.* OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_15_46]. 

 

Where Lindsay Camped. 

We camped that night at a billabong 

beside which David Lindsay had camped 

40 years before, and, curiously enough, had 
a similar experience in that we found that 

our horses had wandered back on their 

tracks for several miles in the night and that 
our start was delayed. 

With our numbers reinforced by several 

natives, we started for the scene of the 
corroboree. We left the bank of the Goyder, 

and making in a north-easterly direction, 

followed a tributary, and then crossed a 
sandstone plateau. 

On the banks of a small stream we saw a 

number of natives, some of them in their 
ceremonial dress. They were afraid of the 

horses at first, but, on the assurance of their 

tribesmen that we were friendly, they came 
for a closer inspection. Some of the 

younger ones had not seen a horse before, 

but most of the older ones remembered the 
time when the Florida and Arifuru cattle 

stations were in existence. 

 

A Pathetic Figure. 

Only about 30 natives were left at the 

corroboree, for most of the people 

belonging to the eastern and western tribes 

had returned to their hunting grounds only 

the people from the immediate vicinity of 
the Goyder were present. 

Most of the men and women were 

clothed by the narrowest margin, but a 
young girl that had for a time worked on the 

nearest cattle station was a pathetic figure 

as she approached our outfit. She had saved 
from her earnings a few rags of calico and 

was endeavouring to cover as much of her 

body with these as she could in the 
presence of white men. 

With a knowledge, and  

of immodesty and immorality born of 
“civilised” association, she craved for a 

dress and tobacco, and, in understandable 

English, voluntarily offered her all in 
exchange for these things, especially 

tobacco. Such is the condition throughout 

the greater part of the Territory, but, thanks 
to the energetic efforts of the missionary 

forces under the direction of the Rev. J. 
Watson, the coastal natives at least are 

beginning to understand that there are 

different classes of white men. 
 

Like the Western Front. 

The uncivilised group, with no sense of 
shame in their nakedness, eyed our 

transport with considerable curiosity, but, 

as their numbers did not encourage us to 
believe that we should see such a grand 

spectacle in their evening’s performance as 

our “boys” would have us suppose, we 
decided to move on and camp at a billabong 

a few miles further on. Before reaching the 

billabong, we entered what was now a 
huge, treeless plain that extended as far as 

the eye could see to the north and was about 

two miles wide. 
In the wet season it would be a veritable 

bog, but now the thick, coarse reedy grass 

had been fired, and, travelling at express 
speed, the flames were fast turning it into a 

vast wilderness of ashes. We were 

travelling with the wind and over the hot 
ground. 

Here and there a decaying log reeked and 

smoked long after the fiercest flames had 
passed, and as the sunset reddened the 

evening sky and fitful flames leaped up 

over the blackened area, it reminded one 
forcibly of the blackened fields of battle on 

the Western front. 

 

Tortured by March Flies. 

We gathered our water for tea from the 

reed-covered billabong, but the deep 

malodorous mud near its shore prevented 

the horses from approaching near enough to 

drink. We were compelled to rig up a 
tarpaulin trough and carry water to it in 

buckets. The grass nearby had been 

consumed by the fire, so we had to ride 
over the edge of the flames and with bushes 

beat out the fringe of the fire for several 

hundred yards in order that we might safely 
camp and assure our horses a little picking 

of grass. 
Bird life thronged about this plain and, 

had not so much of our time been taken up 

with warding off the attacks of March flies 
and mosquitoes, we might have made a 

considerable collection. This was the first 

time on our trip that we had been 
particularly worried by winged pests, 

although several snakes had entered our 

camp. 
On this blackened swamp and the tea-tree 

belt nearby both ourselves and our horses 

were terribly tormented with hordes of 
vicious March flies that drew blood with 

almost every sting. 

 

An Abandoned Station. 

The next day we skirted the edge of this 

tremendous plain or swamp, depending on 
the presence of moisture for about 20 miles 

before coming to the site of the abandoned 

Arifura Station. Why this station was 
abandoned is difficult to say. 

There are several rumours — domestic 

trouble with “blacks”, cattle speared by the 
natives and the disastrous attacks upon 

stock by the entomological pests such us 

the March flies and other biting insects. 
From old Arifura Station we crossed some 

sandstone ridges and a running stream 

known as Darby Creek, and then, in the 
heart of a tea-tree forest, come to a 

magnificent U-shaped lagoon with an 

expanse of a mile or so of water. 
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Screaming Natives. 

As our leading horse broke through the 
belt of trees a wild screaming arose from a 

group of natives, and they fled along the 

reed-bordered edge of the water. Our 
natives followed in pursuit, calling out 

friendly greetings, but the wild “bush” 

natives outdid them in speed, and their fear 
was no doubt too great for them to 

comprehend our friendly overtures. 

Their wild cries frightened some of our 
young horses, and half our party had to 

engage in a wild round up before they were 

finally mustered and could unpack for 
lunch. The unusual noises had disturbed 

thousands of black and white geese that had 

been peacefully feeding in the lagoon. 
Some geese, ducks, a few seagulls, and 

tern, and some of the fantastic mandarin 

stilts were added to our collection, and we 
moved on around the edge of the lagoon 

towards the coast, which was now less than 

10 miles distant. 

 

Willing Helpers. 

In the afternoon we overtook the natives 
that we had scared so dreadfully; they had 

met with others more sophisticated, and had 

learned of white men and horses, and, as a 
matter of fact, now realised that we, no 

doubt, belonged to the party that the people 

at the mission station expected. When we 

actually joined them, they recognised Mr. 

Watson, and immediately and instantly we 

had a host of willing, if not able, assistants. 
Our course lay through a wide belt of 

thick tea-tree, and wilting hands wielded 

the tomahawks and cleared a passage. 
Packs were carried across a swampy patch 

in which the horses sank to their hocks 

unloaded. We crossed a treeless plain some 
five miles wide and reached the landing 

stage near to the beach at dusk, and here we 
met with the most difficult condition on our 

trip. 

 

Frantic Search for Water. 

We had expected to find some water in a 

native well or at least to be able to obtain 
some by digging deeper in the sand. Our 

numbers had increased far beyond the thirst 

satisfying capacity of our waterbags, and 
night found us without water. The well was 

dry, and dig as deep as we could in the 

darkness, we could get nothing more liquid 
than mud. We spent hours digging in the 

sand. The horses gathered round and 

threatened to step on us or fall into our 
excavations because of the smell of damp 

earth. 

At last we gave up the search, and settled 
as best we could for the remainder of the 

night. Morning brought no relief, and we 

passed on to the sandy beach. From here 
our smoke signals attracted the attention of 

the hands at the mission station on 

Millingimbi Island, some three miles from 
the mainland, and a fast motor boat soon 

reached us, and anticipating our condition, 

came well stocked with supplies of food 
and drink. 

We had covered a distance of about 350 

miles in three weeks travel, and I had 
collected a number of specimens of 

considerable interest. There remained for us 

to take the horses across the stretch of sea 

from the mainland to the mission station on 

the island, a difficult task as it proved, and 
our job was done. 

Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld), 

Tuesday 3 February 1925, page 12. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5

5232598 

 

An advertisement from the (Morning Bulletin 

(Rockhampton, Qld), Tuesday 3 February 1925, page 12.). 

19 March 1925 

ABORIGINES’ ART 

Mysterious Men of Arnhem Land 

KILMIN THE RAINMAKER 

By Captain G. H. Wilkins 

Stencilled rocks, fantastically carved by 

the untaught artist of Arnhem Land are 
described by Captain Wilkins, who is 

exploring the Far North for the British 

Museum, in another article written from 
Goyder River. The explorer tells of snake-

eggs as big as goose-eggs, strange animals 

of the wilds, and other hidden secrets of 
unknown Australia. He met Kilmin, the 

rainmaker, who claims by his magic he 

made thirty inches of rain to fall in a week! 

 

GOYDER RIVER. 

Arnhem Land. 

On the overland trip from Katherine to 

the mouth of the Goyder River, we had 

collected a number of interesting specimens 
for the British Museum of Natural History. 

I decided that I should travel to Goulburn 

Island, and go inland from there to the [?] 
River Range. Just beyond this range there 

rises a peculiarly isolated [rock] known to 

the white men as Torr [r]ock. It is just a 
hard, rocky knob [of] igneous matter that 

has withstood wear and tear of the 

elements, while the surrounding earth has 
been denuded by water action. 

To the native mind, however, the rock 

has a much greater significance. Its rocky 
face is carved with fantastic designs and on 

the roofs of the overhanging ledges are 

stencilled hands and arms and drawings that 
present most of the animals to be found in 

the neighbourhood. The rock shelf is said 

by some natives to be the remains of a great 
spirit that tamed the earth in early days. The 

spirit was changed to rock for the benefit of 
the black man. 

MOSQUITOES AND SNAKES. 

The mosquitoes gave me no rest by day, 
and night-time was a nightmare until one 

was tucked snugly beneath a protecting net. 

Then, with a knowledge of safety from the 
needle-pointed stings one deliberately 

forgot the irritating hum and dozed off 

[and] slept the profound sleep of the weary 
hunter. 

Snakes were plentiful and several times, 

as I went my [ro]und of traps in the early 
morning, [I] would shrink from a rustle in 

the [re]eds or wildly flay the grasses in an 

attempt to kill a snake. Many vicious and 
venomous beasts were added to my 

collection. One day in a warm, dry spot, I 

uncovered a nest containing 18 snakes’ 
eggs; each egg was as large as a goose egg, 

and they hung together in a cluster. I 

reburied them near the camp, and at 
intervals of several days broke an egg and 

watched the development of the embryo. 

The young snakes were fully formed, and 
two to ten inches long when found, and 

they increased in length to almost three feet 

six inches in a fortnight. The snakes were of 
a brown, venomous variety that will 

probably prove by comparison to be new to 

science. 

 

STRANGE NEW WALABIES. 

We set out for the rocky hills some miles 

inland and made camp beside a waterhole, 

now nearly dry and slimy. [Ne]arby a range 

of tumbled rocks, great streams of lava, 
fractured and split in [all] directions, rose 

above the gravelly ??ins, the height of the 

rocks almost coinciding with the tall 
stringy-bark and iron-wood trees that grew 

beside them. About these rocks the 

wallabies played hide-and-seek, and an 
occasional rock kangaroo crept to the shade 

beneath an overhanging ledge. In narrow 
gorges, undercut by the flood [str]eams of 

successive years, bats, both brown and 

yellow, large and small, be[tra]yed their 
presence with a pungent odour. In the early 

morning and the evening shadows the 

denizens of these sky regions are active and 
alert, but [at] high noon all life slumbers in 

the [heat]. There were two kinds of 

wallabies, one type measured about two 
feet high as they sat and sunned themselves. 

Tails were long and thick. The other type 

was smaller and lighter in colour; their tails 
were slim and carried an ermine tuft at the 

end. 

 

AN ABORIGINAL DIET. 

In camp our fare was the game of the 

country, roasted between stones that had 
been heated in the fire. We drank the water 

cupped from beneath the slime, odoriferous 

but harmless. Our farinaceous food was lily 
root, dried in the sun and slightly baked; we 

had an occasional mess of astringent native 

fruits that had been beaten to a pulp 
between two stones. Loaded with 

specimens, we tramped the miles back to 

our coastal camp. 
During our absence the wife of my camp-

keeper had fallen ill. She suffered an acute 

form of influenza, and the kind attention of 
her husband was surprising in a people 

whose men are said to consider their 

women mere chattels. The husband’s care is 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/55232598
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/55232598
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never failing, and he induced a clansman to 

undertake a tiresome canoe journey to the 
nearest mission station, in order to procure 

medicine that I could not supply. 

The messenger returned with the 
medicine, and such delicacies for me as the 

station could afford. Some of these found 

their way to the sick lubra, and one day I 
was genuinely affected when she rose from 

her sick bed, and, scarcely strong enough to 

stand, she hobbled to the door of my tent 
and proffered me a large baked crab that 

had been brought to her by a friendly 

native. She had no command of English. I 
could not speak her tongue, but the sense of 

gratitude was deeply expressed in her eyes 

and actions. 

 

HELD PRISONER BY STORM. 

My mission in that area was completed, 
and we journeyed back to Milingimbi 

which lies in the group known as the 

Crocodile Islands. The dry “south-east” 
season still held sway, although by calendar 

reckoning the wet “north-west” was long 

since due. Then one day an incident 
happened that, according to my assistant 

Olembok, changed the conditions 

completely. Olombek is by comparison a 
coloured, sophisticated, travelled, man-of-

world. 

 

THE MAGIC OF KILMIN. 

A mangy native dog had been spreading 

sickness about the camp, and it was shot by 
a servant of the “white men.” This so 

thoroughly annoyed its owner that he went 

to an old man of his tribe and persuaded 
him to bring disaster on the camp. The old 

man was a rainmaker, so he brought out his 

bamboo tube, and, collecting some seaweed 
from the beach, he went out into the bush. 

There he stuffed the seaweed loosely into 
the bamboo and set fire to it, so that it 

smoked like the funnel of a steamer. 

Meanwhile the old man chanted magic 
words. This ceremony is supposed to be a 

never-failing inducement for high winds 

and rain. At all events rain and wind came 
soon after the shooting of the dog—

boisterous winds and drenching rain such as 

are usual in the tropics, but on this occasion 
the wind lasted for several days, and our 

rain gauge registered over 30 inches during 

the week. This is a most unusual amount in 
such a short time in this area. 

The native population have strengthened 

their belief in Kilmin the rainmaker. For a 
week we were confined to shelter and the 

countryside soon took on an entirely new 

aspect. Grass sprung from invisible roots, 
and trees burst forth in bud and blossom. 

Winged pests increased a thousand-fold, 

and in a few days the butter flies put in an 
appearance. 

There were now new fields to conquer, 

and Olembek and I set out for neighbouring 
islands. Once Olembek had lost his fear of 

ridicule I learned a great deal of native 

folklore. 

(Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Thursday 19 

March 1925, page 13.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

43724249 

 

 

Photo in article of an Arnhem Land Indigenous person. 

 

The original photo taken on the expedition.  

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_48]. 

20 April 1925 

CAPTAIN WILKINS’S EXPEDITION. 

On Thursday last the Home and 
Territories Department wired to Mr. H. A. 

Longman, Director of the Queensland 

Museum, asking for information concerning 

Captain Wilkins’s whereabouts. 

Mr Longman stated last night that he had 

replied promptly to the department’s 
communication, advising that he knew 

nothing further concerning the expedition 

other than he had received from the press. 
(The Brisbane Courier, (Qld), 20 April 

1925, page 8.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

0904705  

23 April 1925 

NOT CAPTAIN WILKINS. 

The Minister for Home and Territories 

(Senator Pearce) has been advised by the 
Secretary of the Church Missionary 

Society, Melbourne, of the arrival of the 

letter from Rev. H. E. Warren. Information 
received by Senator Pearce from official 

sources in Townsville throws light upon the 

alleged appearance of Captain Wilkins in 
that town last month, it having been 

definitely established that the date Captain 
Wilkins was said to have been seen there 

another traveller closely resembling him in 

personal appearance and dress was in 

Townsville seeking a castaway passage. 

(The Brisbane Courier, (Qld), 23 April 

1925, page 7.).  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

0902757 

5 May1925 

CAPTAIN WILKINS SAFE. 

The Department of Home and Territories 

has received a telegram stating that Captain 
Wilkins, the explorer, who was supposed to 

have been lost in the Northern Territory, is 

safe and will arrive at Thursday Island on 
10th May. 

(The Horsham Times, (Vic), 5 May 1925 

page 4.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/7

3035250 

20 June 1925 

CAPTAIN G.H. WILKINS. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins reached 
Melbourne yesterday by the Sydney express 

after a prolonged expedition to the Northern 

Territory and Groote Island. Bearded and 
bronzed, he fitted the popular impression of 

a man just returned from the wilds. 

(caption to bearded photo.) 

(The Argus, 20 June 1925 page 29.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

128524 

 

 
Captain Wilkins 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243724249
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243724249
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20904705
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20904705
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20902757
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/20902757
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/73035250
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/73035250
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2128524
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2128524
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28 June 1925 

CAPTAIN G. H. WILKINS 

INTREPID AUSTRALIAN WHOSE 

HOME IS THE WORLD. 

 
CAPTAIN GEO. HUBERT WILKINS, the 

explorer, who is anxious to raise £15,000 
for an Antarctic expedition, is the strangest 

man in Australia today, and the most 

travelled. 
He has not been longer than six weeks in 

any one place during the last 16 years, and 

never longer than 14 days in any one house 
during the last seven years — and this 

unusual man who has thoroughly explored 

every country in the world, including both 
the North and South Poles, and excluding 

only China and Japan, is only 36 years of 

age. 
He has been six times reported dead, 

once for nine months, but as he says in a 

cultured accent and a soft, melodious voice, 
“My friends don’t really worry very much 

about me now.” And this explorer, to whom 

a map of the world speaks so readily and 
intimately, carries the air of a dapper artist 

who has never left his luxurious studio in 

town — except that he wears a beard that 
has apparently been left to its own devices. 

Shackleton once asked him to join an 

expedition to the South, Pole, and he agreed 
as readily as another man would accept an 

invitation to a drink. While Shackleton was 

making his arrangements, this Australian 
wanderer just took a little trip into a slightly 

known part of South America. Whilst there 
he received a cable inviting him to join a 

polar expedition and so returned to London 

expecting to join Shackleton. 
It transpired that it was Stefansson who 

was going to the North Pole. Wilkins went 

with him as second-in-command — one 
pole is just the same as the other to him and 

both seem to him as remote as Bondi to the 

average Sydney man. 
He now purposes to explore the Antarctic 

Coast with the aid of two aeroplanes for 

meteorological purposes, and to establish 

wireless connection between Bass Sea, 

Graham Land, and Australia, Argentina, 
and South Africa — and he does so as an 

everyday occurrence in a life crammed full 

of the romanticism of scientific exploration. 
As a little boy in South Australia he 

gazed wistfully at the map of the world 

with its chains of mountains practically 
encircling the Pacific Ocean, and longed to 

travel. He has achieved his ambition with a 

vengeance—from Pole to Pole, and for 
three and a half years on the ice near Banks 

Island in the Arctic to the wasting heart of 

unexplored and darkest Africa. 
And he has sandwiched two or three 

wars, including the last, in between—also a 

trip out into the frigid wastes of Siberia and 
another up in the Orinoco River in South 

America. 

In fact, he has made of the world a 
chessboard, and has moved on to every 

square. Wilkins was ready to undertake his 

present trip in 1920, but Shackleton 
particularly requested him to go with Sir 

Ernest’s last fatal trip — and Wilkins went. 

Since then he has been reported lost again 
in the north of Australia, whilst engaged on 

work for the British Museum. He has but 

one recreation — making the world seem 
smaller every day, and growing each day 

more modest about it. 

Truth (Sydney, NSW), Sunday 28 June 

1925, page 8. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

68709731 

7 August 1925 

VICTIM TO CUPID. 

CAPT. G H. WILKINS FALLS. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, the Australian 

explorer, has become engaged to Miss 

Lorna Maitland, says a cable message to 
The Herald, Melbourne. Miss Maitland is a 

daughter of the late Col. Maitland, a doctor 

of the British army, who was stationed at 
Madras, India. 

Capt. George Herbert Wilkins, who is 36 

years of age, was born at Mount Bryan in 

this State. He first came into prominence as 

a photographic correspondent with the 

Turkish troops in 1912-13. Then he joined 
Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s Canadian 

Expedition to the Arctic as second-in-

command and remained with it from 1913 
to 1917. 

In May of 1917 he was given a 

commission in the Australian Flying Corps 
being appointed later to the Military 

History Department of the Australian 

Imperial Force. From the middle of 1917 
until the end of the war he was an official 

photographer with the Australian troops in 

France being twice mentioned in despatches 
and securing the Military Cross (1917) and 

bar (1918). 

Captain Wilkins was the navigator of the 
Blackburn Kangaroo aeroplane which 

unsuccessfully attempted the flight from 

England to Australia in 1919 and in the 
following year was second-in-command of 

the British Imperial Antarctic Expedition. 

(News (Adelaide, SA), Friday 7 August 
1925, page 10). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

29793507 

A cartoon from the (News (Adelaide, SA: 1923 - 1954), 

Friday 7 August 1925, page 10). 

8 September 1925 

To Marry Mr G. H. Wilkins 

 
Photograph of Lorna Maitland (Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), 

Tuesday 8 September 1925, page 7). 

Miss Lorna Maitland, daughter of the late 
Colonel Maitland, a doctor in the British 

Army, who has become engaged to Mr. G. 

H. Wilkins, the Australian explorer. 
Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Tuesday 8 

September 1925, page 7  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
43625577 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/168709731
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/168709731
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/129793507
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/129793507
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243625577
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/243625577
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6 November 1925 

ABORIGINALS WITH TAILS 

CAPTAIN WILKINS’S NORTH-

AUSTRALIAN EXPEDITION. 

Captain George Hubert Wilkins, of Mt. 

Bryan East, S.A., is one of the Australian 
scientists and explorers who have big things 

to their credit. Don’t ask me to mention all 

his titles. I know twelve letters denoting 
degrees and fellowships which I could add 

to his name, but I am afraid the list is not by 

any means complete. A rapid survey of his 
principal achievements will serve our 

purpose better. 

He was second-in-command of 
Stefansson’s Canadian Arctic Expedition 

from 1913 to 1917. On his return he joined 

the A.I.F.’s Flying Corps, rose to the rank 
of captain and received the M.C. 

In 1919 he flew from Europe to Australia 

in a Kangaroo Aeroplane, which he 
navigated. After that he was second-in-

command of the British Imperial Antarctic 

Expedition and naturalist with Shackleton’s 
Quest expedition, from which he returned 

in 1922. 

Small wonder then that he was chosen as 
leader of the “Wilkins’s Australia and 

Islands Expedition,” sent out by the British 

Museum to obtain specimens of the 
Australian fauna which are already very 

rare, and will probably disappear altogether 

before the advance of civilisation. 
The land on both sides of the divide, 

extending from New South Wales to Cape 
York, the Gulf of Carpentaria, and the 

northeast of Arnhem Land, are the principal 

regions which were investigated. 
The party, which began work in April 

1922 in South Queensland, included, 

besides the leader, Professor Kotoff 
(zoologist), Mr. J. Edgar Young (botanist) 

and Mr O. G. Cornwell (ornithologist), all 

Australians, as were all the helpers who 
were engaged in the different districts. A 

Ford car was used at the beginning, but as 

the country became rougher, pack horses 

took its place, and at times even porters. 

When interviewed Captain Wilkins said: 

— “The results of the expedition have been 
satisfactory. 

I have today finished the handing over of 

our collections to the experts of the British 
Museum for classification. There is no 

branch of natural history which is not 

represented, and even the hurried 
preliminary examination has proved that we 

brought home numerous new specimens 

and varieties. 
We collected roughly 3,500 specimens of 

birds, 1,500 mammals, 600 snakes (20 

unknown varieties), and thousands of 
insects. We also brought back a very wide 

collection of botanical and mineralogical 

specimens. 
The most interesting country, because it 

was scientifically unexplored, proved to be 

Arnhem Land and Groot Island “To our 
surprise we found that all the northern areas 

which we traversed were far from tropical, 

from a biological point of view. The one 
exception was a stretch of land 130 miles 

long (north-south) and 30 miles wide, 

behind Cairns and Innisfail. 

This was the only really tropical climate 

and country we met. We traversed a great 
deal of desert country. In this we found 

evidence of mineral wealth, especially tin. 

But no gold. In some of the districts which 
we explored, people have since begun to 

bore for oil. Personally, I don’t believe that 

any will be found, but other scientists differ 
from this view.  

“Yes. We met many tribes of aborigines, 

and by going to them alone and unarmed, 
by refraining from imposing new laws or 

ideas, by seeking their sympathy, advice 

and help, and by making them believe that 
they were my superiors,  

I won the entire confidence of the men. 

They offered me to cohabit with their 
women, but when they discovered that I 

was not inclined to take advantage of this 

offer, they all made up their minds that I 
was neither man nor woman, and from that 

moment the women, too, took me into their 

confidence. 
Thus, I was able to collect a great deal of 

their folklore. 

Here is an example: I found in a camp 
some 400 people of two distinct types—one 

tall, the other small. When I inquired after 

the reason, I was told that before there were 
any men on earth, a race of black men lived 

in the sky. Then a flood came and washed 

them away. The Milky Way still showed 

the track of the flood waters. 

Thus, the black men were washed to 

earth. Those who fell on soft ground (the 
swampy country near the Goyder River) 

remained tall and sound: those who fell on 

hard ground (the rocky country round the 
King River) suffered from the contact. So, 

they are stunted in growth ever since! 

“Another of their stories may solve the 
old question of who came first, the bird or 

the egg. The natives say, the bird: In the 
beginning when there was only one bird of 

each kind, the Emu and the Jabiru (a crane) 

quarrelled. The Jabiru picked up a round 
black stone and threw it at the Emu, who 

was knocked out. When he recovered, he 

said: “I have had enough. No more quarrel 
for me. But I will keep this stone as a 

souvenir, for an egg.” Ever since the birds 

began to lay eggs, and the Emus black 
ones! 

“I found two things which are new to 

science. A tribe, who have short tails 
consisting of one or two vertebrae, and 

another tribe, north of the Roper River, 

who, during the mosquito season, live in 
mud houses. 

Hitherto it was believed that no 

Australian aborigine built houses. 
The native language is rather a stumbling 

block. I found as many as three different 

languages spoken in the same camp. All the 
natives could understand each other, but 

none spoke any but his own language. 

“The coastal natives are of fine physique: 
the further inland we went the poorer in 

body were the natives. There is no doubt 

that the race is dying out, not because of 
civilisation (most of those whom we met 

had never been touched by it), but for 

pathological reasons. This is why it is so 
important to lose no time in gathering all 

the knowledge we can about them.” 

“Did you find difficulty in procuring 

food?” “No. I always found it possible to 
live on native food. It is all a question of 

mental attitude; what keeps a black man 

alive is sufficient for a white man. I know, 
too, that a highly cultured man will take 

easier to aboriginal food than an uncultured 

man. 
During the Arctic exploration with 

Stefansson’s party we had a crew of seven 

rough seafaring men, five of whom were 
murderers who escaped the law by coming 

with us. They objected to the food which 

our French chef provided. It was too good: 
nor would they touch Eskimo food. “In 

conclusion, I wish to say that I am now 

seeking a man with scientific training and 
the gift of languages and who is prepared to 

go and live for two years amongst the 

natives, like a native, and collect their 
folklore. I have failed to find the right type 

of man in Australia. If I can find one, the 

funds are available for this research.”— 
“The B.A. and N.Z.” 

Leader (Perth, WA), Friday 6 November 

1925, page 6. 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

56976330 

 
An advertisement from the (Murchison Times and Day 

Dawn Gazette (Cue, WA), Saturday 14 November 1925, 

page 4.).  

14 November 1925 

AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL. 

INTERESTING INVESTIGATIONS. 

Captain George Hubert Wilkins, the 

intrepid Australian explorer and scientist, 

who a couple of years ago was sent from 
England by the British Museum to obtain 

specimens of Australian fauna, has returned 

to London. 
Interviewed, Captain Wilkins conversed 

very entertainingly of his experiences with 

the aborigines. His party encountered many 
tribes, and he says: “By going to them alone 

and unarmed, by refraining from imposing 

new laws or ideas, by seeking their 
sympathy, advice, and help, and by making 

them believe that they were my superiors, I 

won the entire confidence of the men. 
We were thus able to collect a great deal of 

their folklore. Here is an example. I found 

in a camp some 400 people of two distinct 
types — one tall, and the other small. When 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/256976330
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/256976330
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I inquired after the reason, I was told that 

before there were any men on earth, a race 
of black men lived in the sky. Then a flood 

came and washed them away. 

The Milky Way still showed the track of 
the flood waters. Thus, the black men were 

washed to earth. Those who fell on soft 

ground (the swampy country near the 
Goyder River) remained tall and sound; 

those who fell on hard ground (the rocky 

country round the King River) suffered 
from the impact. 

“So, they are stunted in growth ever 

since!” “I also found two things which are 
new to science,” continued the captain. “A 

tribe, who have short tails consisting of one 

or two vertebrae, and another tribe, north of 
the Roper River, who, during the mosquito 

season, live in mud houses. 

Hitherto it was believed that no 
Australian aborigines-built houses. 

The native language is rather a stumbling 

block. I found as many as three different 
languages spoken in the same camp. All the 

natives could understand each other, but 

none spoke any but his own language. 
The coastal natives are of fine physique; 

the further inland we went the poorer in 

body were the natives. There is no doubt 
the race is dying out.” Captain Wilkins is 

seeking a man with scientific training and 

the gift of languages, who is prepared to go 

and live for two years among the natives, 

like a native, and collect their folklore. In 

conclusion, he states: “I have failed to find 
the right type of man in Australia. If I can 

find one, the funds are available for this 

research.” 

Murchison Times and Day Dawn Gazette 

(Cue, WA), Saturday 14 November 1925, 
page 4.  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
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Untitled photo from Shackleton Artic Expedition, 1921-22. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_10_15]. 

 

 
Untitled photo from Shackleton Artic Expedition, 1921-22. 

* OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_10_33]. 

 

 

 
The Polar landscape. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins 

32_10_3]. 

 

 
Penguins on an ice floe. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins 

32_11_7]. 

 

 
More Aboriginal Artwork. Northern Australia 1923-25. * 

OSU Polar Archives [wilkins32_16_49]. 

 

 
A beach scene. Northern Australia 1923-25. * OSU Polar 

Archives [wilkins32_15_46]. 

 

A strong, proud Local Indigenous man. Northern 

Australia 1923-25. * OSU Polar Archives [wilkins 

32_16_77]. 

 

 

 
A time for reflection and some time back at camp. * OSU 

Polar Archives [wilkins32_14_142]. 
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