Off the beaten track

a journey across the nation

Excerpts from reports of Dutton and Aunger’s journey from contemporary newspapers

First attempt: November 1907-January 1908

The Express and Telegraph 
5 November 1907

Mr HH Dutton, son of Mr Henry Dutton, accompanied by Mr HM Aunger, one of the best Chauffeurs and mechanics in the State has resolved to journey from south to north across South Australia in a 20-24 hp Clement-Talbot car, specially constructed to carry sufficient provisions and petrol to take the motorists through the country that must be traversed.

Many difficulties will have to be surmounted in the way of sand and thick scrub, to say nothing of the tropical rains, but Mr Dutton and his companion are confident that the car will meet any reasonable demands on its capabilities.

The Northern Territory Times and Gazette
22 November 1907

We understand a considerable quantity of petrol arrived by the streamer “Aldenham” and that arrangements have been made locally for the transfer of this motor fuel to different points along the line, as far as Powell’s Creek, and no doubt similar arrangements for the provision of relays of fuel along the other end of the track are also being made in Adelaide.

The Northern Territory Times and Gazette
16 December 1907

The transcontinental motorists reached Alice Springs on Saturday evening. The progress from Horseshoe Bend to Alice Springs was very slow, on account of the ridges of loose sand which had to be negotiated. On Thursday they only covered 15 miles.

The Northern Territory Times and Gazette
28 December 1907

The transcontinental motorists have reached Tennant’s Creek, but on account of the heavy rains which have fallen all along the route, and the risk of being stuck up between two water courses at a distance from any habitation, they have decided to leave the car at Tennant’s Creek until after the Wet season when they will make a fresh start and complete the journey.

The Northern Territory Times and Gazette
1 January 1908

The transcontinental motorists are making a prosaic return to civilisation on pack-horses and have already returned to Barrow’s Creek.

Second attempt: 30 June-20 August 1908

The Advertiser
1 July 1908

Shortly after noon the grey-painted 25 hp Talbot car, shod with metal studded Michelin tires made its appearance in from of the General Post Office and was immediately surrounded by a throng of enthusiastic onlookers. The car presented an appearance of stability, and had been specially constructed and fitted up for the arduous and remarkable journey it will be called upon to undergo.

The Register 
1 July 1908

The fine 25-hp Talbot car, fitted with is specially constructed box body and Michelin steel-studded tires attracted considerable attention as it drew up outside the Post Office. Apart from its uncommon design the presence of shovels, axes, rifles, waterbags, spare tires and other necessary equipment strapped in convenient places invested the car with a businesslike appearance and showed that the occupants were well equipped to meet the difficulties which will beset them,

The motorists are hopeful that they will be able to cover the 2000 miles journey from sea to sea in a month.

The Register 
2 July 1908

BURRA July 1

Messrs Dutton and Aunger arrived at 1 o’clock today from Anlaby, which they had left at 10.50. A crowd of residents came to see the car during the time it was here.


The Register
3 July 1908

CARRIETON July 2

Messrs Dutton and Aunger arrived this morning having come from Petersburg. After a few minutes rest they proceeded on their journey. A motor car of the size of theirs is a great novelty in these parts.

The Register

4 July 1908

LEIGH’S CREEK July 3

We arrived Leigh’s Creek at 5 o’clock. The car went well all the way although it was heavy work getting over the range.

The Register
5 July 1908

COWARD SPRINGS July 6

We crossed five sandhills and Finniss Creek was much easier than on the previous trip. Stuart’s Creek crossing was impassable, being water and soft mud. We were compelled to go higher up to find a crossing. This occupied several hours. The car is going splendidly.


The Register
13 July 1908

OODNADATTA July 12

We had to cross a dry salt lake, which was heavy going. Halfway over the car became bogged but we were able to reverse on the same tracks. We had to apply every possible means, including double wheels and could then cross. We traversed heavy gibber country with soft soil for several miles till the banks of the creek were reached. The day’s run was 42 miles, the last 12 of which took seven and a half hours.

On Wednesday morning we had to cross the Warrina, salt water running over quicksand, and spent much time finding a suitable crossing, which we prepared with boughs and cane grass to keep the car from sinking. This crossing taxed the motor severely but it proved equal to the terrible strain.

The Register
23 July 1908

ALICE SPRINGS 22 July

Leaving Alice Well, we kept westward of last year’s course, which necessitated crossing the Hugh River nine times instead of seven, thereby missing a few sandhills.

Mr Ern Allchurch, of the Alice Springs Telegraph Station, who is on leave of absence will accompany us from there for the rest of the trip.

The Express and Telegraph

23 July 1908

ALICE SPRINGS 23 July

Mr Dutton said that he understood that the Oodnadatta correspondent had reported certain breakages to the car during the journey to that place and wishes to emphatically contradict the same as entirely without foundation. The car has sustained no damage whatsoever and working parts show no trace, so far, of wear.

The Register
27 July 1908

BARROW CREEK, July 26

Mulga stumps and anthills with high grass extended to within 30 miles of Barrow Creek and made motoring troublesome as well as slow. The grass was much higher than on our previous trip.

The Register
1 August 1908

TENNANT CREEK July 31

On Wednesday afternoon we reached the car which was abandoned on our first trip. The old car was much weatherbeaten and dirty, as birds had been roosting on it. The tires were still inflated from November last, and seemed little worse for the exposure. When the battery was connected with the engine, although after a lapse of seven months, the engine started immediately and ran splendidly.

The Register

10 August 1908

DALY WATERS August 9

We struck Sturt’s Plan, 17 miles across, which is bumpy with thick high grass and ruts about 2 ft deep for the whole distance. The ground was much cracked and was severe on the springs and wheels. We covered only five miles in three hours and the steering was difficult, as the wheels got into cracks. Then 14 miles of thick forest was penetrated, the leading car having to force its way through small trees and bushes, which fell like hay before a scythe. Four miles of a dry swamp, thick grass, cracks and bums worse than Sturt’s Plain were next negotiated. It was sometimes impossible to sit on the seat.

On Saturday we ran through thick timber to Daly Waters. About 10 miles from the station the natives had set fire to the forest and the country was in flames for miles. The long grass caused the fire to spread rapidly. Our only chance was to make a dash through three miles of the burning country with flames leaping feet high on both sides.
The Register
14 August 1908

KATHERINE August 13

On Wednesday we arrived at Katherine at 7 pm. The country is much washed out. The crossings of the King and Roper Rivers were bad. The grade of both these creeks prevented the petrol from running into the carburetter of the old car, which necessitated the new machine hauling it out in both cases.

The Register
24 August 1908

PORT DARWIN 23 August

Approaching [Pine Creek] the motorists encountered a bad crossing at the Edith in which there were 4 ft of strongly running water. A tarpaulin was secured over the front of the car which was driven full speed through the stream carrying by its impetus a sheet of water some 20 to 30 ft up the opposite bank.

The worst crossing was Bridge Creek, where there was a sheer drop of 30 ft on the south bank while the bed of the creek was a mass of boulders, with the opposite bank covered with thick scrub and creeping vines. A rough cutting was made down the south bank, and once in the bed of the creek the car was sent full-speed ahead across the boulder-strewn bed of the creek in a shower of sparks from the steel-studded tires and forced up the steep bank on the opposite side.

The car and its occupants were literally covered on several occasions by showers of green ants and other insects dislodged from their nests overhead.

The Register
21 August 1908

PORT DARWIN 20 AUGUST

Hurrah for the overland motorists! Port Darwin was reached on Thursday. Every true sportsman will give them a cheer on the successful culmination of their long and difficult trip.
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