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A TELECOMMUNICATION HISTORY
The first settlement of any size in the Cairns District was at Cardwell. This centre became the first in the District to be connected to the old colonial telegraph network.
In the 1870's when State rivalry existed about where a cable from Java should land, the Qld Government suggested Normanton. To meet this requirement a telegraph line was built from Cardwell to Normanton. A repeater was established at Junction Creek. This site is on Mt Surprise station and Junction Creek became a key location for telecommunications in the area. Later the site was shifted a few miles and renamed Mt. Surprise. Original buildings from last century exist at Mt Surprise today as the Post Office and the Line Supervisors residence.
Next significant development was the Palmer Gold Rush, This led to the development of Cooktown as a port for the Palmer. A telegraph line was built from Mt Surprise to Cooktown. Repeaters were at Walsh and at Palmerville. At Palmerville a spur was built following the Palmer River to Maytown.
In the 1880's it was decided to build a line north to Somerset on the tip of Cape York and also to Thursday Island which was just starting to be developed. Somerset was to become the "Singapore" of Northern Australia. Unfortunately, it had an anchorage open to the S.E. so was pretty hazardous for sailing ships.
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J.R. Rx.ataf-iPld.(Superintendent of Telegraph, Cooktown) set out from Fairview (the northern most point of the line from Mt Surprise to Cooktown) and surveyed a line up the centre to a place called. Patterson.
Patterson is approx 1/2 way between Bamaga and Cape York and, up until a couple of years ago we had a horse paddock still under691n)ame there. From Patterson a submarine cable was laid to Thursday Island. It failed within a year and was not replaced on the same route.
Repeaters on the overland telegraph up the Peninsula were established at Fairview, Musgrave, Coen, Mein, Moreton, MacDonnell and the terminal at Patterson.
Following failure of the cable from Patterson, a new cable was laid from Thursday Island across Horn island (on aerial) to Cable Bay (now called Puns'and Bay) to the old Cape York Terminal. The open wire was extended from Patterson to Cape York. This remained that way until the 1920's except for a spur line to the Gold Mining Centre of Ebagoolah the remains of which are on Yarraden Station some 50km s0uth of Coen.
At this point every second repeater between Mt Surprise and Cape York was disposed of. Palmerville repeater became a station property, Musgrave became a station homestead, the Mein remained in situ until after the war and McDonnell was pulled down. Of course all the above
repeaters were for telegraph circuits. There was no telephone communication to Thursday Island until the Second World War.
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The Second World War saw the next major change. The war in the Pacific required circuits urgently in the Peninsula. An army team under control of PMG staff erected cross arms and copper wire on the route and the first carrier system was installed.
This was a three channel system from Townsville to Cape York with repeaters at Charters Towers, Mt Surprise, Fairview and Coen. This installation saw Technicians stations being established at Mt Surprise, Fairview, Coen and Cape York. A small exchange existed on Thursday Island for local calls only up to this point. Staff to maintain that exchange consisted of a Lineman, in charge plus a "boat boy".
The Thursday Island Lineman did, in fact, have a boat similar to a ships lifeboat with an inboard motor. Cable extended to many nearby Islands such as Goode Island, Friday Island etc. The boat shed on Thursday Island remains in use for Australia Post to this day.
Circuits were extended by VF cable from Cape York to Thursday Island.
During the war these stations were staffed by 2 army signallers and a PMG Senior Technician. The stations were staffed 24 hours a day. In addition a Lineman was stationed at the old Mein Repeater for the duration. Line staff were normally stationed at Mt Surprise, Walsh, Cooktown, Coen, Moreton and Cape York. A unique "contractor" arrangement existed for years at Fairview. The last "Fairview Contractor" ceased operation only in the last couple of years. A spur was built from the main line at a place called the Pinnacle which is on Wolverton Station to Iron Range and Portland Roads. After the war a telephone office was established at Wenlock on this route.
Following the war the system to Cape York was extended over the cable to Thursday Island and Cape York was made a repeater. In 1950 a Technicians Station was established at Thursday Island. The first Technician on Thursday Island was a bloke called Brian Grace - now PTO Cairns Exchange.
The Cape York Carrier Building was built inland from Punsand Bay and was camouflaged amongst the trees. This station was closed in 1955
following the failure of the cable to Thursday Island. Many attempts were made to retrieve the faulty cable for repairs but after repeated failure it was abandoned. Cape York was closed and telephone contact with Thursday Island lost for 12 or 18 months. The last Tech at Cape York was the same Brian Grace. The remains of the old Cape York
Telegraph office and the Cape York carrier building exist still.
In 1956 a radio was established between. Thursday Island and Bamaga and the Carrier System re-organised to suit. The Townsville - Thursday Island system was cut back to Townsville - Mt Surprise. One channel was extended via a single channel system to Coen and another single channel system installed Coen - Bamaga. 2 homemade single channel radio systems were then installed Bamaga - Thursday Island. At this point in time Bamaga was just being developed by the State Government as an aboriginal reserve.
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These radios were hilarious. They had to be lined up each day and occasionally lasted through to the next day. They consumed valves by the dozen and kept the Bamaga bloke fully occupied for years. IPC Bob Carman reckons he ordered the valves by the'hundreds and he replaced thousands in his time there.
The first Tech at Bamaga was surprise!! surprise!! the same Brian Grace we have heard of before.
When the 3 channel system to Thursday Island was cut back the Tech station at Fairview closed. About this time a "two band" single channel system was installed between Cairns and Cooktown with a repeater at Mt Surprise. In 1959 the open wire spur from the Pinnacle to Iron Range and Portland Roads was recovered. The wire was carefully rolled up and many tons of it were put on a boat at Port Stewart for shipment to Cairns. Unfortunately, whilst crossing Princess Charlotte Bay the boat turned turtle and sank. Possibly all our copper wire still rests on the bottom of the sea.
About this time a place called Weipa came into prominence. It started off with a single channel HF system to Atherton which was a total disaster. It was later shifted to 4QY and an enormously expensive log periodic aerial was installed. This improved the system so that it worked most days except in the summer months.
The next change saw the installation of a three channel system to Cooktown and the re-arrangement of the Mt Surprise - Coen System to Cooktown - Coen. At the same time the Cooktown Technicians District was established. The line into Cooktown from Mt Surprise came up via Fairview to Laura and along the railway line to Cooktown.
The early 1960 saw the closure of the Cooktown railway which left us with an access problem. A project was put in hand to rebuild the lines up the Peninsula. A new route was built from Molloy following the road to Lakeland Downs. There was a spur built into Cooktown from Lakeland and the new line continued basically along the road to Laura. From Laura north more wire was put on the existing pole route. A spur was built from near the Mein into Weipa (Weipa paid for this).
On completion of this work a number of J12 systems were installed. Repeaters were established at Lakeland and Laura. Initially the Js had pole mounted repeaters at Musgrave. These were not a great success and as further Js were installed the Musgrave repeater was established.
North of Coen J repeaters were established at Merluna on the Weipa route and at Moreton.
Following the installation of the broadband to Coen additional J12 were installed north of Coen. The O/W bottle neck which prevented more channels being provided in the Peninsula existed between Lakeland and Coen.
Line Depots remained at Walsh River until the early 1960's and at Cape York until 1958 or 1959 when housing was provided at Bamaga. The only
original repeater building left in the Peninsula is at Musgrave. There is also a wooden T.P. at Musgrave dated 1892? 1894 or something like that.
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I can remember original buildings at Fairview, Coen and Moreton all standing and all being used in the 1957 - 1960 perioa. After the war Mein was again closed and the building sold for removal. A house in the main street of Coen was built from the material obtained there. Mein had a bad reputation and a number of suicides occurred there. Graves of some of these are to be seen there to this day.
Many Telecom staff (PMG) here 'spent a life time in the Peninsula. Currently Ken Cox and Tom White are long time stayers. Jim Malone was, of course, quite a legend.
Brian Grace spent many years at Cape York, Bamaga and Thursday Island. Tech L.M. Robinson spent some 17 years at Coen. Lineman J. (Silver) Neil spent years at Walsh. River, Cooktown and Moreton. Fred Taylor was Lineman and Line Foreman at Coen for years before his death. Jack Cupitt, the last lineman at Cape York before the cable failure spent in excess of 10 years there. "Scotty" Laurenson was another old time "Liney" who spent years at Moreton and other Peninsula spots.
Many staff in the Cairns District have spent time in the Peninsula.
IPM - Don Sheehy had 3 years at Coen.
IPC Bob Carman had 3 years at Bamaga.
TO2 W. Booth spent time at Bamaga.
STO1 John Goesling spent 3 years at Coen.
PTO G. Milgate of CNQ spent time at Cooktown.
Tech G. Ross spent time at Cooktown.
STO P. Brkic spent 4 years at Weipa.
TO1 E. Anderson spent some years at Mt Surprise as did STO John O'Donnell.
Local staff were often employed in the Peninsula also. Aborigine K. Savo worked for us for some 20 odd years at Bamaga. He was drowned in the Jardine River some years ago. Albert Cottis (now retired at Bamaga) was employed for 20 odd years also at Moreton, Coen and Bamaga.
The Port family of Coen deserve a mention. Jimmy Port (now a Lineman for CNQ) has worked as Lineman at Coen and Moreton and has been employed by Telecom/PMG for abut 30 years. He has a brother Raymond currently with him on CNQ and another brother Barry used to work for us at Coen in the past.
Barry is bound to make himself known to us if we visit the Coen Hotel.
In addition many Cairns Techs and Lines staff have relieved in the Peninsula for varying lengths of time. Perhaps it is this familiarity at the grass roots level that makes the Peninsula mean so much to this
area.
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