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THE FORGOTTEN EXPEDITION – 1885: THE STRICKLAND RIVER, NEW GUINEA 
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The A. S. N. Company’s S. S. Gunya arrived here [Cooktown] today. She brings news that it was 
reported at Thursday Island by two black-fellows, that the whole of the party despatched by the 
Geographical Society of Australasia for the exploration of New Guinea had been murdered by 
the natives of the Fly River.
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It might almost be called a forgotten expedition for with the exception of Captain Everill’s Official 
Report read before the members of the Geographical Society in 1886 and a small pamphlet ‘The 
Voyage of the Bonito’ published by William Bauerlin, botanical collector in the Expedition, the 
inner life of the party was never previously written. Even the zoological & botanical specimens 
brought to Sydney were never fully described because they were distributed among the 
museums of the States which had financed the expedition. The large ethnological collection was 
as far as I am aware ... never listed.
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The Geographical Society of Australasia was established in 1883 initially in New South Wales 
and, a year later, with a branch in Victoria.3 On 2 April of that year “a meeting of gentlemen 
interested in geographical science took place ... for the purpose of taking into consideration 
the propriety of either reorganizing the Geographical Section of the Royal Society [of New 
South Wales], or forming a new and entirely independent organization on a co-operative 
basis to apply to all the Australasian Colonies”.4 That meeting favoured formation of a new 
organization that would “foster knowledge of the Geography of Australasia” and undertake 
exploration to further this end, promote geographical knowledge within the community at 
large, elevate the “aboriginal races of the Southern Hemisphere” and contribute to the 
development of commerce both within and beyond Australasia.5 E. Marin La Meslèe argued 
that “the formation of a Society with such a programme might be called a national work, as 
it is intended that it should be to all that is Australian what the Royal Geographical Society 
of London is to all that is English, and that of Paris to all that is French”. “With us in 
Australia,” he said, “geography is a science that cannot wait, as our very future depends 
upon the more or less perfect acquaintance which is gained of the natural resources of the 
country”.6 

 The stated aims of the Constitution of the newly formed society were “scientific, 
commercial and educational” and, with reference to the first, stressed the importance of 
completing “the geographical exploration of unknown and imperfectly known parts of 
Australia”.7 With this aim in mind, at the inaugural meeting of the Society, held in Sydney on 
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22 June 1883, La Meslèe, now Honorary Secretary of the Exploratory Committee, read a 
paper which he opened by noting that ‘the Colony of Queensland had a few weeks ago 
annexed part of the great island of New Guinea to the Colonial Empire of Great Britain’.8 He 
argued forcefully for ‘the necessity of an expedition on a large scale’ with a party ‘of 
sufficient strength, properly equipped and armed, whose object should be the geographical 
exploration of New Guinea’.9 

 La Meslèe’s proposal was accepted but the expedition that ensued was not a 
success. Before, during and afterwards it generated negative reports to the effect, for 
example, that it was inadequately equipped, that it failed to go where it was supposed to 
go, that the leader was an incompetent navigator, that the explorers has been killed and 
that many native New Guineans had been shot.10 There were uncomfortable disputes 
between branches of the society – South Australia and Queensland had formed additional 
branches – each of which wanted a share of the limited ethnological material that had been 
collected. There was uncertainty concerning the veracity of the expedition leader and 
uncertainty about the extent of their travels. The outcome was that no detailed report by 
expedition members was ever published. Indeed, the only formal reports are published talks 
presented to the Geographical Society of Australasia by Henry C. Everill,11 leader of the 
expedition, and to the Agricultural Society of Shoalhaven by William Bäuerlen,12 botanist to 
the expedition. With the exception of a detailed manuscript by Roy Mackay the expedition 
has received only brief comment in accounts of New Guinea exploration.13 It seemed, in 
fact, that the expedition had been an embarrassment to its sponsors and that they were 
content to let it be forgotten. The present contribution seeks to resolve just one of many 
unknowns associated with the expedition by showing where the explorers reached in their 
journey up what Everill named as the Strickland River. Uncertainty with respect to this 
particular matter resulted in missed economic possibilities, and concerns about the overall 
success of the expedition had implications for the institutional development of the 
geographical sciences in Australia. First, however, some background is needed. 

Planning and Departure: Sydney to New Guinea 

 The Geographical Society of Australasia moved rapidly to fulfil La Meslèe’s 
recommendation to send an expedition to New Guinea. The society established an 
Exploration Fund and, by July 1885, had appointed Captain Henry C. Everill as leader 
together with expedition members comprising Johann Wilhelm Haacke (chief scientist), 
Sidney A. Bernays (surgeon), Godfrey Hemsworth (nautical subleader), R. Gethin Creagh 
(subleader on land), James H. Shaw (photographer and general assistant to the leader), 
Kendall Broadbent (general collector, taxidermist), Walter W. Froggatt (special zoological 
collector), Wilhelm Bäuerlen (botanical collector), A. Hastings W. Senior (surveyor), Arthur J. 
Vogan (supernumerary, artist) and William McGechan (engineer of the steam launch).14 
After much discussion it was agreed by both Sydney and Melbourne branches that the 
expedition should proceed ‘up the Aird River, thence inland; and that the inland exploration 
start from the first high land met with up the river, shown on the map as Aird Hill’.15 

 Some members of the expeditionary party left Sydney on June 10, 1885 with the 
chartered steam-launch Bonito under tow to the steamer Egmont; others left on June 13th in 
the steamer Wentworth. By this time Britain had declared the southeast portion of New 
Guinea a protectorate and Germany had annexed the northeast as Kaiser Wilhelmsland. The 
two groups rejoined in Brisbane and proceeded via Rockhampton, Bowen, Townsville and 
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Cooktown to reach Thursday Island on 25 June (Figure 1).  Here Everill was advised that at 
this time of the year entry to the Aird River was difficult and that it would not be safe for the 
Bonito to cross the Gulf of Papua. With the telegraphed agreement of members of the 
Council of the Society plans were changed and the expedition was redirected to the Fly 
River with the aim of entering a large, as yet unnamed, tributary which joined the Fly River 
on the east about 250 km from the coast. Everill was advised to ‘consult with ... competent 
authorities as to the best route to reach high lands in the interior of New Guinea’.16 The 
party left Thursday Island on 17 July – it had been necessary to undertake repairs to the 
Bonito – having added a ‘seaman’ named Peter Waddick, 11 ‘Malays’ and a ‘Cingalese’ cook 
to the group but with the loss of Broadbent who was too ill to continue.17 The Bonito, now 
under tow to the Advance, reached the mouth of the Fly River on 18 July, landed at Kiwai 
Island, engaged three local men from ‘Auti’ village as interpreters and headed up that river 
on 23 July.18 From this date, until 28 November, they had no communication with the 
outside world.  
 

 

Figure 1. Map of New Guinea showing political divisions in 1885. 

 
On the Strickland River 

 The Bonito turned into the eastern branch of the Fly River on 29 July. Everill named 
this the Strickland River after Sir Edward Strickland, president of the New South Wales 
branch of the Society.19 On 2 August they collected many ethnological specimens, including 
a stuffed human head, from a canoe that local people abandoned when they sighted the 
Bonito.20 The next day they had a hostile encounter in which perhaps as many as 100 men 
shot arrows from the shore, expedition members returned fire and, in Vogan’s account, 
some New Guineans were killed.21 Soon after that encounter the Bonito ran aground and 
was stranded for five days. It was stranded again, for 10 days, on the 10th. During this period 
the three interpreters took a canoe and departed at night. The Bonito got away on the 21st 
but was stranded for the third time on the 27th.  At this time the region was in drought and 
the river was low. These conditions, combined with Everill’s failures as a navigator – he cut 
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across shoals of gravel when he should have been on the other side of the river – 
contributed to the strandings. The camp site of 27 August was named Observatory Bend and 
here the Bonito remained until 25 October.  

 Everill was anxious to fulfil his brief to the Society and reach the mountains but there 
were none within reach at Observatory Bend. On 16 September he headed up the river in 
the whaleboat. He took five of the white men and six of the Malays. Senior, the expedition 
surveyor, was very ill and could not travel. In fact, seven of the 12 who remained with the 
Bonito were sick or injured; one of the Malays later died. It was hard work in the whaleboat. 
The men – except Everill – were often in the water, pushing and hauling. There was little 
time for collecting, though Haacke and Froggatt did what they could. There were many signs 
of people; dugout canoes, houses, recently abandoned hearths, fish traps and other 
artefacts. On 22 September they 

dropped upon a recent camp of natives on a gravel spit where the river makes a junction and 
receives a large tributary apparently directly from the mountains. ... This tributary goes to the 
north-north-east, while the main river takes a westerly bend.

22
 

Everill named this tributary Cecilia River and its confluence with the Strickland Carrington 
Junction.23 The latter was named for Lord Carrington, then Governor of New South Wales; 
the river was named for Lord Carrington’s wife. In an unpublished manuscript, dated 1936, 
Froggatt stated that the river had been named Carrington.24  

 On 27 September they reached their northernmost point and named their last camp 
site Fossil Camp. From here Everill, Haacke, Shaw, three Malays and two expedition dogs 
climbed a ridge to the north to a measured altitude of 750 feet (228.60 m) ‘but to our great 
disgust we found that other [sic] hill still higher obscured our view to the N.W. and N.N.E.’.25 
Froggatt noted that there was now little food left and that 

we could not take the boat further up this gorge with such a rapid current. Without a base camp 
supplied with food, it was hopeless to think of cutting a track through scrub to the mountain 
range: so, we reluctantly decided to start back next morning.

26
  

Fossil Camp 

 Everill read his official report to the New South Wales branch of the Society on 4 
February 1886. 27 In the published report he wrote: ‘I estimated the highest position reached 
to be latitude 5’ 30” S, longitude 142o 22’ E’. That estimate was made on 27 September 
1885. Everill continued: ‘Unfortunately we had very heavy thunder-storms at night while up 
here, which prevented good observations being taken; but I have a fair position ... taken on 
Monday, September 28th, on our homeward journey’.  

 The published version of Everill’s report recorded the latitude of the ‘highest 
position’ in minutes and seconds; degrees were not stated. Nor did Everill provide details of 
the ‘fair position’ recorded on 28 September. Everill’s misreporting of latitude has received 
no comment in subsequent literature. Rather, it has been assumed that ‘latitude 5’ 30” S’ 
was a misprint for ‘latitude 5o 30’ S’ and that, as implied by Everill, his party reached the 
border with German territory.28 This implication is reinforced by the inset map that 
accompanies one of the available expedition maps.29 The inset sketches the Fly and 
Strickland Rivers to show the ‘relative position of Strickland Rr. to British Territorial 
Boundary’ (Figure 2A). The Strickland River is shown as reaching approximately latitude 5o 
30’ S and as intruding slightly beyond British Territory into German Territory. The inset also 
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shows a river joining the Strickland from the west slightly south of latitude 7o S. The 
expedition did not enter or map this river but Everill named it the Service River and thought 
that it would ‘be found to connect with the river Fly at Snake Point, opposite the junction of 
the Alice River’ (p. 177). The Alice River, named by Luigi D’Albertis in 1876,30 is now known 
as the Ok Tedi and the Service River, which drains Lake Murray and is not connected to the 
Fly River, is now known as the Herbert River. Further, on the expedition inset map, the 
middle reaches of the Fly River are shown as approximately 13’ (24 km) west of their actual 
position (Figure 2B) and expedition members were under the mistaken impression that the 
west bank of the Fly River opposite the Strickland junction was in Dutch territory.31  

 

Figure 2. A, inset map redrawn from an expedition map with then current names of places and 
rivers added. B, the area shown in map A correcting the position of the Fly River relative to 
longitude and the location of the Strickland River, and using modern names for places and rivers. 

 Latitude 5o 30’ S, longitude 142o 22’ E, is in mountains at approximately 2000 m ASL 
and 33 km east of the Strickland River. If longitude is ignored – in 1885 it was difficult to 
obtain accurate readings of longitude – latitude 5o 30’ S intersects the Strickland River at an 
altitude of approximately 1000 m. As noted above, at Fossil Camp, Everill climbed a ridge to 
an estimated maximum altitude of 228.60 m.32 Thus, he did not reach latitude 5o 30’ S and 
his own account is unreliable. The inset map referred to above appears to have made 
concessions to Everill’s understandings but is not an accurate representation of the facts. 

 Our interpretation of the location of Fossil Camp combines details from a map drawn 
by the expedition surveyor Senior and an unpublished account written by Froggatt 50 years 
later.33 We are concerned here only with that section of the Strickland River traversed in the 
whaleboat. Senior was not a member of the whaleboat party. He prepared the map after 
the men in the whaleboat returned to Observatory Bend. A note on the map reads: ‘That 
portion of the river above Observatory Bend was explored by leader and party in the 
whaleboat, and was plotted and drawn from notes by Mr Froggatt’. The note states that 
bearings were ‘taken from point to point’ (i.e. compass bearings) and that distances were 
estimated. In his unpublished manuscript, Froggatt provided estimates of distances 
travelled each day, reported river conditions and commented on terrain near the river.  

 Figure 3A reproduces Senior’s map from south of Observatory Bend to the 
northernmost camp site, Fossil Camp. It shows the location of camp sites and positions at 
which astronomical observations were recorded. Figure 3B shows the same portion of the 
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Strickland River traced from a combination of Papua New Guinea topographic maps and 
Google Maps. The two maps are drawn such that Observatory Bend is aligned. Everill 
reported the position of Observatory Bend as latitude 6° 38' 30" S, longitude 142° E. A 
Papua New Guinea topographic map gives the position as latitude 6° 39' 00" S, longitude 
142° 06' 00" E.34 These are essentially the same. Senior’s map traces the course of the 
Strickland River as trending virtually due north from Observatory Bend. This is consistent 
with present day maps on which this region of the river is shown as being from 2 to 8 
minutes east of longitude 142o E. On Senior’s map the junction of the Cecilia River with the 
Strickland River corresponds to the position shown on present day maps both with respect 
to latitude and with respect to a major curve in the river immediately north of that junction. 
This gives confidence in Senior’s map.  

 

Figure 3. A, expedition map showing that portion of the Strickland River north of Observatory 
Bend that was traversed in the whaleboat. The drawing has been annotated to clarify the 
location of several sites including all camp sites. The map indicates locations at which six trees 
were blazed. An inserted enlargement shows the ‘anabranch’ (Murray River) reported by 
Froggatt. B, the portion of the Strickland River shown in map A traced from a combination of 
Papua New Guinea topographic maps and Google Maps. 

 Frogatt’s estimates of distances travelled each day are shown in Table 1. With one 
exception, these are river distances not straight line distances. The table also shows 
distances, by river, between camp sites on Senior’s map and corresponding distances 
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measured from a present day map. Froggatt’s aggregated distances are the greatest; those 
on Senior’s map are the least. On three days, in particular, Froggatt appears to have 
overestimated considerably. On these days the explorers were obliged to either turn back 
because a channel of the river was blocked or spend much time in the water hauling the 
boat across rapids and gravel. 

Date of travel 
Froggatt ms 

Est. distance (km)1 
Expedition map 

Est. distance (km) 
Google Maps 

Est. distance (km) 

16 Sept 1885 12.88 10.64 13.14 

17 Sept 1885 9.672 7.86 5.71 

18 Sept 1885 12.88 12.86 13.36 

19 Sept 1885 12.88 8.64 5.79 

21 Sept 1885 16.09 15.29 18.86 

22 Sept 1885 9.66 11.64 10.79 

Observatory Bend to camp of 22 Sept above junction with Cecilia River: total distance 

 74.06 66.93 67.65 

23 Sept 1885 14.483 4.14 5.07 

24 Sept 1885 11.27 9.71 11.07 

25 Sept 1885 9.66 7.86 8.86 

26 Sept 1885 8.05 6.93 10.36 

27 Sept 1885 3.244 2.93 2.36 

Camp of 22 Sept to camp of 27 Sept: total distance 

 46.66 31.574 37.72 

Observatory Bend to camp of 27 Sept: total distance 

 120.72 98.50 105.37 

Table 1: Distances travelled by whaleboat on the Strickland River as estimated by Froggatt, 
measured by authors from an expedition map and measured by authors from a combination of 
Papua New Guinea topographic maps and Google Maps. 1 Distances recorded by Froggatt have 
been converted from miles to kilometres; 2 ‘straight line’ distance; 3 conversion based on mean 
of Froggatt’s estimate of eight to 10 miles; 4 Froggatt’s estimate was ‘not more than two miles 
from our previous camp’, Haacke judged the distance to be only about ¾ mile.  

September 17: Owing to the twisting and turning of the river, and to the fact that we had taken 
the blocked channel and so had to retrace our steps, we estimated that we had not gone further 
than six miles in a straight line.

35
  

September 19: A long reach of the river ahead to the North east, grassy islands; and then later, 
rapids. ... We were all in the water half our time, pulling the boat up rapids among the boulders, 
or else pushing it into deeper water along the bank.

36
  

September 23: We struck camp early, and leaving Captain Everill with the Javanese to tow the 
boat, we walked ahead. We found that their route was barred by another rapid, we retraced our 
steps, and had a pretty stiff time, all hands pulling and hauling, grating on the gravel between 
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boulders. As the current was very strong, our progress was very slow. ... After a reach of clear 
water, we were again among boulders, wading and pushing.

37
 

 The distances measured from Senior’s map tend to be less than those taken from the 
modern map, particularly north of the Cecilia River. This is likely to be because the 
information available to Senior did not make it possible for him to map all bends in the river. 
One discrepancy, however, stands out. On 23 September Froggatt estimated distance 
travelled as eight to ten miles (mean = 14.48 km) but the distance shown on Senior’s map is 
only 4.14 km. Senior’s map plots positions at which ‘astronomical observations’ were taken 
but there is no record of these measures of latitude and longitude. The discrepancy of 23 
September suggests that either Froggatt misreported this distance in the manuscript he 
wrote in 1936 or Senior had access to measures of latitude. What is clear, however, is that 
both the course of the river and latitudes shown on Senior’s map of the Strickland River 
between Observatory Bend and Fossil Camp are at odds with the impression conveyed by 
the inset map. 

  On 25 September Froggatt noted that there were ‘steep clay banks on either side’ of 
the river which ‘had now contracted to a width of 80 yards across’ and described a rocky 
promontory where they disturbed a man who had been fishing.38 On the 26th he noted that 
‘the banks were getting higher’ and ‘we came to an anabranch of the Strickland River: it was 
barricaded across with a great wall of logs, washed down from the upper reaches and 
forming a huge rampart. We turned back’.39 On the 27th, the last day of northern travel, 
Froggatt noted that ‘the channel was only 40 yards across’40 and, on the 28th, as they left 
Fossil Camp and headed south, ‘our difficulty lay in keeping the boat steady through the first 
whirlpool’.41 Everill noted, similarly, that by the afternoon of 24 September ‘the river ... now 
ran between high steep banks’.42 From Fossil Camp the terrain rose steeply to the north. 

 Froggatt’s account of the river and terrain is consistent with the authors’ knowledge 
of the Strickland River in the region of, and to the immediate south of, its junction with what 
is now known as the Murray River. The rocky promontory described by Froggatt matches a 
fishing place known to the local, Kubo-speaking people as Woimotibi and visited often by 
two of the authors in 1991 and later years (Figure  4). North of Woimotibi the river narrows 
and the banks become higher and steeper as the mountains become closer. And the 
junction of the Strickland and Murray Rivers is marked by whirlpools that, when water levels 
are higher than those experienced by Everill’s party, are very dangerous.43 What Froggatt 
reported as an anabranch of the Strickland River was, in fact, the lower reaches of the 
Murray River. Its junction with the Strickland is shown on Senior’s map. In this foothill 
terrain there are no anabranches.  

 The final camp, as shown on Senior’s map and as stated by Haacke, was on the west 
bank a very short distance beyond the junction of the Murray River and the Strickland.44 
Both Froggatt and Haacke reported that the distance travelled on the 27th was short. There 
is no reference to a river entering the Strickland from the east which indicates that they did 
not reach what is now known as the Carrington River.45 This is a substantial river and, given 
that the Strickland River is now relatively narrow, it is extremely unlikely that its junction 
with the Strickland would have been missed. It was certainly noted by Jack Hides in 1937 as 
an eastern river ‘as large as the Murray’.46 This, then, is our judgement of the location of 
Fossil Camp: on the west bank of the Strickland River between the junctions of the Murray 
and Carrington Rivers at approximately latitude 5o 51’ 20” S, longitude 142o 8’ 50” E. This 
understanding is reinforced by Froggatt’s comment that Senior’s map showed Fossil Camp 
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to be ‘about fifty miles [80.5 km] north of the Bonito’s position’ and our own measure of 
that distance as 84 km.47 Froggatt added, however, that ‘with the windings of the river we 
had travelled nearly twice that distance’. The distance from Observatory Bend, using 
Everill’s reported measure of latitude, to latitude 5o 30’ S is 126 km and, hence, even taken 
alone, the expedition map reveals that the whaleboat party did not reach the position 
reported by Everill.  

The Return and Consequences 

 The whaleboat party returned to Observatory Bend on 29 September but it was not 
until 25 October that the river flooded, the Bonito floated free and they could start their 
return journey. There were several delays when Everill again stranded the Bonito. They 
reached Kiwai Island on 12 November, met the three interpreters who had left the party 
many weeks earlier, received a bag of mail, collected a deposit of coal and, under their own 
steam, headed for Thursday Island. At Thursday Island they learned that it had been 
reported that they had been massacred. The three interpreters had spread the rumour, 
missionaries relayed it from Kiwai to Thursday Island and, from there, the story reached the 
Geographical Society in Sydney. A rescue mission had departed Thursday Island to bring 
back the expeditioners’ remains, just before the Bonito arrived.48 The boats had crossed 
paths in Torres Strait but those on board had not seen each other.  

 Mr Senior volunteered to head back to Kiwai and forestall the unnecessary rescue. 
The other men headed south, the Bonito under tow, stopping at Queensland ports on the 
way and reaching Sydney on 3 December. 

Figure 4. Woimotibi, Strickland River, 1991 (aka ‘Fishing Rocks’, Froggatt 1936). In  September 
1885 river level was very low and, just past this point, expedition members were wading and 
guiding the whaleboat between boulders. (Photo: P. D. Dwyer) 
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 In Sydney and Melbourne expedition members were publically welcomed and 
praised at civic receptions. The expedition was declared to be a success and, though senior 
members of the Society made statements to the effect that negative press reports were 
false or greatly exaggerated, they were unable to dispel doubts about the value of the 
expedition, the collections it had made or the competence of Everill.  On 30 November 
1885, for example, the Brisbane Courier reported that ‘the expedition has been a 
lamentable failure. ... But after the long preparations made, the large sums of money 
expended, and the clamorous flourish of trumpets which heralded the enterprise, its results 
are so meagre as to be almost ludicrous’.49 Much of the blame for the perceived failures was 
attributed to the Sydney Branch of the Society. The article disparaged ‘the Council of the 
Sydney Geographical Society’ for doing little more than issuing ‘a pamphlet of instructions 
which must have excited many a smile among those members of the expedition who had 
previous experience of the tropical bush’ and delivering ‘many speeches ... whenever an 
opening presented itself’. It continued: 

There is to be a meeting of the local ‘Council’ [i.e. Queensland branch] of the Geographical 
Society this week, at which an inaugural address is to be delivered by the veteran explorer, Mr. 
Gregory. Let us have the address, by all means, but for the credit of the colony, let it be followed 
by a resolution, winding up the local association as a branch of the Sydney Society. We can do 
better ourselves than in union with Sydney, and if alliances are necessary, they can be found 
elsewhere.  

 The demands from different branches of the Society to receive a share of the 
collections aggravated tensions and, as noted by Froggatt in the quotation that heads this 
article, contributed to the fact that published material is meagre. Everill’s address to the 
Society did not help. Charles Woodford was in the audience. He was a naturalist who was 
soon to depart to the Solomon Islands. He sat next to the Reverend William Wyatt Gill – the 
latter with considerable experience in New Guinea – and, after hearing Everill, they agreed 
that the expedition was a ‘fraud’.50 In his address Everill made brief mention of the hostile 
encounter on the Strickland River reporting that ‘after we were saluted with a perfect 
shower of arrows ... I reluctantly gave the order to fire, and they were dispersed after some 
shots’.51 He made no mention of men being killed but stated that ‘the story of the attack ... 
is fully written in my journal’. Everill’s journal, however, was neither published nor made 
available to the Society. Some Diaries, or parts thereof, kept by members of the expedition 
were lodged with the Society and ‘handed to Mr P.R. Meggy, an experienced journalist, for 
preparation for the public’ but no such publication appeared.52 Of diaries currently held by 
the Mitchell Library, some have been ‘edited’ such that certain sections have been covered 
and cannot be read and other sections have been crossed out to indicate, presumably, that 
they should not be published. In all cases these sections refer to Everill. 

 Behind the scenes, senior members of the Society were very dissatisfied. Sir Edward 
Strickland and Baron Ferdinand von Mueller, respectively presidents of the New South 
Wales and Victorian branches of the Society, exchanged letters. Strickland, for example, 
referred to Everill’s ‘unpardonable delay in furnishing to us his report’ and, with deep 
concern about the public response to the expedition, asked ‘will it be possible to excite a 
scientific spirit into Australians?’53  

 The Geographical Society of Australasia’s expedition to New Guinea, and the manner 
in which it was reported by both Everill and the press and received by the public, 
contributed to the emergence of tensions between the scientific communities of the 
colonies of Australia. Those tensions, and their outcomes, await further investigation. 
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Everill, it seems, constructed his own written and oral reports to maximize the impression 
that he had fulfilled his obligation to reach the mountains. One outcome of this was that it 
was never clear how far north on the Strickland River the whaleboat party had travelled. 
That is the particular matter that we have tried to resolve in this article. Our resolution, 
however, directs attention to a paradox in implying that the expedition had, in fact, 
returned with clues to potential economic resources within British Territory.  

A year after the expedition returned to Australia, C. S. Wilkinson, published a brief 
report on the geological specimens.54 He identified metaliferous cobbles collected from the 
upper Strickland and Cretaceous fossils from Fossil Camp. The former had been washed 
down river from higher up, the latter were in situ. He concluded that because the expedition 
had reached the border of German territory that would be where the wealth was; there was 
little point in further exploration. But the expedition had not reached that far north and the 
fossils hinted at possibilities with respect to oil and gas. It was not until the 1980s that oil 
was found at Juha, east of Fossil Camp and currently the most remote, and as yet 
unproductive, gas field associated with the 19 billion dollar Papua New Guinea Liquefied 
Natural Gas Project.55 The 1885 findings had not contributed to its discovery. 
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