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In 1863 less than 30 years after the founding of South Australia when the Colony was 

growing slowly it took on an immense challenge by acquiring the huge tract of land 

beyond its northern border known as the Northern Territory. 

 South Australia was established by idealists who sought perfection in new ways of 

arranging settlement and society, an attitude that strengthened as the Colony evolved. 

The opportunity presented by the Northern Territory to further apply this approach 

seemed too good to miss. Some also saw it as a chance to link the Colony to ‘The 

unlimited Asian Market’ including the Dutch East Indies and the Malay States. This 

drive to expand frontiers was characteristic of the English-speaking world in the 19th 

Century, what James Belich has recently called the ‘Settler Revolution’.1 But perhaps 

within that context, the way that South Australians went about opening up the 

Northern Territory was unique.  

Jack Cross has written a fascinating and thoroughly researched (mainly from primary 

sources) story of the Great Central State, a name that would have been applied to the 

whole vast area from Cape Northumberland in the south to Bathurst Island in the 

north: thankfully a sound geographic descriptor rather than some of the other fanciful 

names mooted, ‘Adelaide’, Albert’, ‘Alexander’, and ‘Adel-land’.  

The principle of survey before settlement was the fundamental premise for South 

Australia’s outward expansion from Adelaide as a central place. It was to be applied 

on the north coast of the continent. B.T. Finniss originally of Colonel Light’s survey 

party was dispatched, with a 36 member expedition, to choose a practicable site for a 

foundation town which would set the scheme in ‘perpetual motion’. He chose Escape 

Cliffs near the mouth of the Adelaide River. It would prove unsuitable. Later, the man 

who is now recognized as equal to Light in the planning and survey of South 

Australia, G.W.Goyder, set out an urban grid on a prominent peninsula overlooking 

Port Darwin. Then called Palmerston, it became the nucleus for another attempt at 

controlled outward expansion (and the nucleus for the present day city of Darwin).  
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From these beginnings, things did not go according to plan. The country did not lend 

itself to step-by-step outward growth; the lines of communication by long ship 

journeys around either the continental east or west coasts impeded administration.  

The decision making chain of command was fraught and Captain William Douglas 

R.N.R, the Harbor Master at Port Adelaide, appointed as the first Government 

Resident, had to balance instructions from the Government in Adelaide and the 

demands of the agents of those who had purchased land-orders in their selection of the 

first land parcels in the areas between Port Darwin and the Adelaide River. The agents 

‘stumped across the surveyed country with the air of a picnic party … never dreaming 

they were being shadowed by the Adelaide River Aborigines … who had taken it into 

their heads to kill them’. The hostility between the settlers and the Aborigines was 

marked and Cross records many clashes and skirmishes not just in the early days but 

also throughout the 19th Century. 

The take up of land was slow. The application of the South Australian system was 

cumbersome and in the mid 1870s, Government Resident Scott urged his Minister to 

adopt the American Homestead system whereby occupying and improving land could 

lead to ownership. Migration was sought from the Indies, the Malay States, India and 

China but it was only people from the latter who showed interest. 

 In 1870, the British Australia Telegraph Company decided that Port Darwin was the 

landing place for their undersea cable. To run from there to Adelaide, it galvanized 

interest in the Territory. Given that its route was through unsurveyed and often 

unexplored country, its construction under Charles Todd, superintendent of 

telegraphs, was rapid. However, it did not lead to a boost in growth; albeit having 

‘opened up’ the land in the Continent’s centre, it did spark interest in settlement in 

stages from the south as well as from Port Darwin. This settlement would have been 

by southern pastoral interests but ironically, in the end, it was cattle drovers from 

Queensland who came from the east across the Daly River area. 

 In the late 19th Century, echoing the early days of South Australia when religious 

dissidents were encouraged to settle, somewhat desperate attempts were made to 

attract similar groups to the Territory, including Santals from India and Mennonites 

from Russia. But to no avail. 
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As the Century turned the South Australian Parliament began to concede defeat. In 

1905 as part of a complicated deal including giving the Commonwealth rights to 

construct the east-west railway to Perth over State land, it accepted 3,931,086 pounds 

from the Commonwealth and in 1911 the Territory was transferred pursuant to the 

Northern Territory Surrender Act (SA), 1907 and the Northern Territory Acceptance 

Act (Cmwth), 1910. 

Jack Cross has made an important contribution to both the State’s and the nation’s 

history; showing us how the ‘grand style’ of progress can lead to unintended and 

unfortunate consequences on the one hand but the fulfilment of dreams on the other. 

He concludes with a 2003 map illustrating the completion of the Adelaide to Darwin 

railway with shipping connections from Jakarta in the south, to Seoul in the north and 

all ports in between. 
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