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Arrival in Australia
In May 1827 British Captain, Charles Sturt, first set

foot on Australian soil. Sturt was initially intrigued

at the vast mass of land that had been untouched.

This opportunity, ‘a wish to contribute to the public

good, the love or adventure, and ambition to better

his career’ motivated Sturt.

Sturt’s 1828
expedition
In 1828 Lieutenant General Ralph Darling appointed

Sturt to command an expedition to determine

the nature and extent of the Macquarie marshes.

The severe drought brought relief and hardship

to the party. Although the now-dry swamp land

allowed the party to successfully navigate through

land that had previously prevented exploration,

the sweltering heat and lack of drinking water

restricted and delayed the party.

On 1 February 1829 the party stumbled upon the

banks of an unknown river:

“We suddenly found ourselves on the banks of a

noble river.....The channel of the river was from

seventy to eighty yards broad, and enclosed an

unbroken sheet of water, evidently very deep, and

literally covered with pelicans and other wild fowl.

Our surprise and delight may better be imagined

than described. Our difficulties seemed to be at an

end, for here was a river that promised to reward all

our exertions, and which appeared every moment to

increase in importance to our imagination….

Its banks were too precipitous to allow of our

watering of cattle, but the men eagerly descended

to quench their thirst, which a powerful sun had

contributed to increase; nor shall I ever forget the

cry of amazement that followed their doing so, or

the looks or terror and disappointment with which

they called out to inform me that the water was so
salt as to be unfit to drink!”

Sturt named the river in honour of
Governor Darling.

Sturt’s 1829
expedition
Sturt did not remain home for long before
Governor Darling commissioned him to lead a
second expedition. Sturt’s purpose was to trace
the Murrumbidgee, and whatever rivers it might
connect with, as far as practicable, or, failing that,
to relocate the Darling River.

The party of 14, including George Macleay (in place
of Hume, who was unable to join the party) and
Harris, Hopkins, Fraser and Clayton (who had all
been on the first expedition), set off on horseback
from Sydney on 3 November 1829. A whaleboat
built in sections was carried with them, which when
put together formed 27 feet (8.2m) in length.

The light weight of the whaleboat proved to be
invaluable for the first leg of the overland trip and
provided easy navigation when launched into the
Murrumbidgee on the 7 January 1830. However,
on the second day on the river the whaleboat
struck a sunken log and sank, contaminating the
expedition’s case of salted meat and throwing other
items into the river. The head of the still and the
carpenter’s tools, all considered essential to the
expedition’s success, were recovered with difficulty
but the boat did not sustain serious damage.

On 14 January 1830 the whaleboat was ‘shot out’
into a ‘broad and noble river’. Sturt suspected that
this was the same river that Hume and Hovell
had crossed 5 years earlier. The party continued
downstream with Sturt meticulously noting heights
of banks, evidence of past floodings, and where
visible, the type of flora growing along the banks.
Nine days later and some 410 river kilometres
downstream Sturt’s party came across the junction

with what he correctly deduced to be the Darling
at the present town of Wentworth. On 23 January
1830, Sturt named the river Murray in honour of Sir
George Murray, British Secretary of State for
the Colonies.

Sturt provides the first description of the junction
of these two great rivers: “At the confluence, the

angle formed by the two rivers, is, therefore, so

small that both may be considered to preserve

their proper course, and neither can be said to be

tributary to the other. At their junction, the Murray

spreads its waters over the broad and sandy shore,

upon which our boat grounded, while its more

impetuous neighbour flows through the deep but

narrow channel it has worked out for itself, under

the right bank. The strength of their currents must

have been equal, since there was as distinct a line

between their respective waters, to a considerable

distance below the junction, as if a thin board

alone separated them. The one half of the channel

contained the turbid waters of the northern stream,

the other still preserved the original transparency.”

The distinction between these waters remains today.

The expedition continued down the Murray for
another 11 days. Then, seagulls were sighted and
the party sailed into a lake which Sturt named in
honour of Princess Alexandrina, later to become
Queen Victoria. Sturt described the lower Murray
and lakes region as “land that is of the very

richest kind – soil that is the pure accumulation

of vegetable matter, and is black as ebony. If its

hundreds of thousands of acres were practically

available, I should not hesitate to pronounce it one

of the richest spots of equal extent on earth, and

highly favourable in other respects.”

The party took to the shore and continued along the
sandy hills until reaching the sea and the Murray
mouth. To Sturt’s disappointment the passage from
the lake to the sea did not appear to be safely
navigated. The party started their long journey back
with the knowledge that they had at least solved
one riddle, the westward flowing rivers in New
South Wales led to the sea.

Experience with
Aborigines
From the outset Sturt promoted goodwill and
friendship towards the indigenous tribes, amongst
his men. Like any journey into the unknown,
arms were carried for protection, however, strict
instructions governed usage and possession.
Sturt encouraged the practice of making gifts of
tomahawks and pieces of metal to give to Aboriginal
tribes along the river. Friendships generally
flourished amongst the indigenous people and the
party. One tribe even re-named George Macleay in
honour of their tribesman “Rundi” who met his
unfortunate demise from a spear in his side.

The extent of the newly formed friendship with the
tribes wasn’t realised until 23 January when the
party suddenly came across a hostile and
armed group. The strength of the Murray and
the location of the tribe prevented any retreat by
the party and conflict appeared inevitable. Sturt
prepared his men under strict instructions and
took aim on the closest warrior in the hopes of
minimising bloodshed.

At that precise moment a tribe member “remarkable
for personal strength and stature” who had
previously met the party further down the river,
threw himself into the river and confronted the
hostile tribe and swayed them from conflict.

We were so wholly lost in interest at the scene that
was passing, that the boat was allowed to drift at
pleasure. For my own part I was overwhelmed with
astonishment, and in truth stunned and confused;
so singular, so unexpected, and so strikingly
providential, had been our escape.

Sturt’s gratitude to his saviours was recognised and
the once hostile tribe formed an ambassador system
to accompany the party down the river to meet the
next tribe.

Photo credit: Arthur Mostead
Courtesy Charles Sturt University Bathurst Campus
Acknowledgements: Dr Jeannette Hope, River Junction Research
Charles Sturt University
Content Research: Cheryl Nemeth
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This diagrammatic only map outlines journeys
based on best available information. There may
be variations between published references.
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connect with, as far as practicable, or, failing that,
to relocate the Darling River.

The party of 14, including George Macleay (in place
of Hume, who was unable to join the party) and
Harris, Hopkins, Fraser and Clayton (who had all
been on the first expedition), set off on horseback
from Sydney on 3 November 1829. A whaleboat
built in sections was carried with them, which when
put together formed 27 feet (8.2m) in length.

The light weight of the whaleboat proved to be
invaluable for the first leg of the overland trip and
provided easy navigation when launched into the
Murrumbidgee on the 7 January 1830. However,
on the second day on the river the whaleboat
struck a sunken log and sank, contaminating the
expedition’s case of salted meat and throwing other
items into the river. The head of the still and the
carpenter’s tools, all considered essential to the
expedition’s success, were recovered with difficulty
but the boat did not sustain serious damage.

On 14 January 1830 the whaleboat was ‘shot out’
into a ‘broad and noble river’. Sturt suspected that
this was the same river that Hume and Hovell
had crossed 5 years earlier. The party continued
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the lake to the sea did not appear to be safely
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with the knowledge that they had at least solved
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Experience with
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From the outset Sturt promoted goodwill and
friendship towards the indigenous tribes, amongst
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arms were carried for protection, however, strict
instructions governed usage and possession.
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party. One tribe even re-named George Macleay in
honour of their tribesman “Rundi” who met his
unfortunate demise from a spear in his side.
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the location of the tribe prevented any retreat by
the party and conflict appeared inevitable. Sturt
prepared his men under strict instructions and
took aim on the closest warrior in the hopes of
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threw himself into the river and confronted the
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