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Exploration of the continent
European explorers in the 19th century 
saw mapping the Australian interior as 
a huge challenge.

Not only was the continent remote 
from Europe, but such issues as 
lack of water, huge distances, vast 
deserts, extreme weather conditions 
and, at times, hostile inhabitants 
meant exploration 
was diffi cult and 
dangerous work.

Until 1835 the 
only areas known 
to Europeans were 
the fringes of the 
southern coast and 
the land between 
Adelaide and 
Brisbane on the 
continent’s eastern 
shore.

       
The expedition
On August 20, 
1860, the Victorian 
Exploring Expedition, 
organised by the 
Royal Society of 
Victoria, left Royal 
Park in Melbourne, 
aiming to be the fi rst 
team to cross the continent from south 
to north.

Robert O’Hara Burke, a Victorian 
policeman who had emigrated from 
Ireland, led the team of 19 men, 23 
horses and 26 camels.

Second-in-command was camel and 
horse trader George Landells. William 
John Wills, a scientist originally from 
Devon in southern England, eventually 
became Burke’s deputy after Landells’ 
withdrawal from the expedition.

During the expedition many left the 
party and new members joined.

       
Indigenous Australia
Early European explorers used 
indigenous guides to assist in 
exploration of Australia. Burke and 
Wills had to hire different Aboriginal 
guides throughout the journey because 

they crossed mutually 
hostile clan territories.

       
Wildlife
Expedition member 
and renowned artist 
Ludwig Becker painted 
and sketched many fi ne 
examples of Australian 
wildlife and plants 
throughout the journey. 
He died on April 29, 
1861.

       
Camel travel
The expedition’s camels 
were from northern 
India and Afghanistan 
and skilled camel-
handlers from India 
called sepoys were 
employed to manage 
the obstinate beasts. 

Burke didn’t realise that camel hooves 
are designed for sandy conditions, not 
wet or muddy areas. Several camels 
perished in boggy swamps and others 
were killed for food.

RESOURCES
Lesson plans at the State Library of 
Victoria’s Dig website: 
www.burkeandwills.slv.vic.gov.au 
www.burkeandwills.net.au

Beverley Cornell’s painting 
is one of 22 Burke and Wills 
paintings gifted by the 
artist to the Royal Society 
of Victoria and currently 
touring Australia. 
www.burkeandwills150.info
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IT is 150 years since Robert O’Hara Burke 
and William John Wills set out on their 
ill-fated scientifi c exploration of the 
Australian interior.

TIMELINE TO TRAGEDY    

1. Melbourne August 20, 
1860: At least 15,000 people 
see the Victorian Exploring 
Expedition leave Royal Park in 
Melbourne.

2. Swan Hill September 
6, 1860: Almost the entire 
population of Swan Hill, about 
300, welcomes the party.

3. Menindee October 
12, 1860: The party arrives 
at Menindee. A four-man supply 
party remains behind, while 
the others continue towards 
Cooper’s Creek, which is known 
as Cooper Creek today.

4. Camp 65 Cooper’s 
Creek November 11, 
1860: The advance party 
reaches Cooper’s Creek. Burke, 
Wills, and general hands John 
King and Charlie Gray leave for 
the Gulf of Carpentaria taking 
enough provisions for three 
months.

5. Camp 119 (last camp) 
February 9, 1861: Burke, 
Wills, King and Gray arrive at 
Camp 119. Burke and Wills push 
northwards, leaving King and 
Gray at the camp, but they fail 
to reach the coast and turn for 
home.

6. April 21, 1861: Burke, 
Wills and King (Gray had died 
from an unknown cause) arrive 
to fi nd that horse-handler 
William Brahe has abandoned 
the camp only hours before. 
Weak from exhaustion and 
starvation, they dig up supplies 
buried by Brahe.

7. June 27, 1861: Wills 
dies (cause unknown), while 
travelling west along Cooper’s 
Creek, trying to reach a cattle 
station. On June 29, King departs 
in search of help but soon after 
Burke also dies. The exact date 
and cause of his death is not 
known. In all, seven died during 
the expedition.

The Burial of Burke 
(1911) William Strutt 
(1825-1915) 
State Library of Victoria.

The “Dig Tree” at Cooper’s 
Creek, where Burke and Wills 
found supplies to temporarily 
relieve their starvation. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (None)
  /CalCMYKProfile (None)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1000
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Newslimited Job Options)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [742.677 1065.827]
>> setpagedevice


