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WHEN South
Australia’s pioneers
named a tiny town
American River, they
raised more questions

than answers.
“We’re neither American nor on a

river,” chuckles David Churchill, a 
resident of the community on the 
northeast coast of Kangaroo Island.

“We’re a completely false town.”
Dig a little deeper, though, and a

remarkable early colonial Australian 
story is unearthed, which is now 
being recreated by David and a team 
of volunteers at the town’s boat shed.

David is the project planner for 
The Rebuild Independence Group, a 
not-for-profit organisation whose 25 
active members are rebuilding the 
1803 schooner, Independence, the first 
commercial vessel built in South 
Australia.

And it’s all because of the 
Independence that American River 
got its odd name.

“It’s hard to explain our history in

one sentence, but basically captain 
Isaac Pendleton, sailed from 
Connecticut in the US on a sealing 
expedition to the southern 
hemisphere,” David says. 

The captain needed a quiet inlet
(not a river) to build a smaller support
vessel, while continuing to capture 
seals.

On the advice of a French 
explorer, Nicolas Baudin, he headed 
to what is now American River, 
building the Independence in the 
winter of 1803, while also collecting a 
healthy haul of seals.

Pendleton’s visit was enough to 
cement his mark on local history.

“Little is known about the 
Independence, but we believe in 1805 
it met with a violent storm near New 
Zealand and was never seen again,” 
David says.

Fast forward to 2012 and the 
American River Progress Association 
was meeting to nut out ways to 
attract more visitors to the town.

“It was after the global financial 

crisis and our economy was down, 
people were leaving and businesses 
were suffering,” says David, a retired 
real estate agent and keen yachtie 
who has lived at American River 
since 1984.

“So we asked ourselves what can
we do to attract more people to 
American River, because it’s off the 
beaten track compared to the rest of 
Kangaroo Island.

“Our president (Tony Klieve) had
long wanted to build a replica of the 
Independence. He raised the idea and 
others became enthusiastic.”

The 78-year-old admits he was 
initially sceptical, but after visiting 
Orbost in East Gippsland and seeing 
how that community built the 
paddle-steamer Curlip, he was 
convinced of the merits, then writing 
a feasibility study for the project.

“It has worked. We now get 
thousands of people visiting every 
year,” David says,

Since 2012 RIG’s volunteers have

held working bees throughout the 
week with the help of a supervising 
boat builder to rebuild the 13 metre- 
long, five metre-wide, two-masted 
sailing vessel.

“It’s a one-off and the original 
didn’t have detailed plans, so we work 
things out as we go along,” David says.

As such, the reconstruction is based
on similar New England schooners 
from the early 1800s, with planks 
made from Oregon imported from 
Canada, and spotted gum frames.

The rebuild is taking place in a 
boathouse, with a neighbouring cafe 
— all built by RIG in 2015 — rented 
out for income.

Volunteers, who are mainly aged
60 years or older, hold tours 
throughout the day for visitors keen 
to view the rebuild.

“We don’t charge for the tour and
we tell them if they want to help us 
out they can give a donation, or buy a 
plank for $20,” says David, who 
estimates the total build will cost 

about $300,000, not including 
donated items.

“People have been exceedingly 
generous — one visitor gave us $1000 
and other organisations have given 
much more — I think because it 
captures their imaginations.”

The ship is being built under the
guidance of a marine surveyor so 
ultimately it will run tours around the 
inlet, able to take about 20 
passengers.

And while Pendleton and his team
built the original Independence in four
months, David estimates it will be 
another five years before theirs is 
finished.

“It’s a long, big project for a small
group of amateur boat builders, but 
you do little by little and nibble away 
and by the end you have a boat,” he 
says. “We jokingly say it doesn’t 
matter how long it takes to build 
because the object of attracting 
visitors is still working.”
rebuildindependence.org/
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Plane sailing: David Cowans, Tony
Klieve, David Churchill and Tony

Stockton work on a replica of
Independence in their shed.
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Two masts: A makeshift version of the
historical Independence

 built a few years ago
 that sits at the turnoff

 to American River.  Picture: BIANCA DI MARCHI


