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5.

THE ABORTGTNAL/SETTLER CLASH IN YAN DIEMEN' S LAND 1.803 - 1823

Mankind has two requisites for living, one an adequate supply of food and the
other a stable social environment. Different peoples have adopted different ways
of gaining these ends.

The Australian colonies, Iike those in America earlier, had been settled by the
British under the convenient dictum of terra nullius, that is, it was held that the
land was unoccupied, it was waste land. Any native people who might be living
on such land had no right to do so because they had no legal title in it. Indeed,
such a natural population was not only in all ways inferior to a European people,
lacking their technology, their civilisation and their Christian religion, but it
might even be sub-human, as many thought the native people to be in Australia.
This last perception gave an even greater excuse for treating native peoples as an
expendable part of the natural environment, one to be cleared away as the settlers
themselves decided. As for the occupation itself, the European settlers had before
them the injunction of their God to make all parts of the Earth fruitful, that is,
fruitful in their terms. To justify this occupation the principle of terra nullius
was invoked, and it was made workable by the declaration of the invaders that
the Aborigines were now British subjects and so were under the control of that
Sovernment and its legal system. Because that legal system was based upon the
laws of evidence relating to Britons, there was no hope that the Aborigines
would receive a fair hearing under it. As a result, the European settlers could get
away with murder, whereas the Aborigines could not.

From the very beginnings of Brit ish settlement in Australia, the invaders
considered they had a right to absolute possession, and in spite of the official line
of conciliating the natural inhabitants, the settlers went ahead with gaining
possession. This applied throughout Australia, wherever the British intruded.

The situation in Tasmania seems to have differed from that in Australia
generally because Tasmania is an island of limited area, whereas the area of
mainland Australia is virtually unlimited. In Tasmania the solution to the
problem was seen by the Europeans as clearing the Aborigines from the land
uPon which they had settled - and might wish in the future to occupy. It was not
realised by the European settlers who occupied Tasmania in 1803 that a duality of
use of the territory presented a serious problem. They thought no more was
needed than to drive the Aborigines from the lands they were taking over. It was
not unti l about 1824 that the settlers came to realise that the presence of the
Aborigines was a serious threat to them - this was in fact the time when the
Aborigines began actively to resist the presence of the settlers on their tribal
lands.

Faced with this problem, the policy adopted by the settlers was to remove the
Aborigines from the territory by transporting them to another place where this
people could not obstruct them from doing as they wished with the land in
Tasmania. Both before and after 1824 the settlers reacted to the presence of the
Aborigines on the lands they considered to be theirs by right by driving them off
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by force, even if this meant killing them, and this was done either directly
through their servants or by an acquiescence in ill-treatment and killing by
servants, or by police and military in the course of their various operations.

There was some official flirtation with a proposal to set aside one or more
reserves on mainland Tasmania to which the Aborigines would be closely
restricted, but the clamour of the settlers for transporting the Aborigines to a
nearby island where they could be safely guarded and from where they could not
regain their homeland made this latter the desired solution. The only things
then to be done were to choose a suitable island and to round up the Aborigines,
the first much easier to accomplish than the second.

In mainland Australia, on the other hand, it was considered there was always a
hinterland where the inhabitants of the lands wanted by the settlers could find
refuge, a delusion which is still prevalent among many.

Until "1.824 or thereabouts the takeover of the lands useful to the settlers in
Tasmania proceeded without much hindrance from the Aborigines, but
thereafter there developed a state of war, virtual or actual, a "Seven Years War",
which was waged by both sides with increasing bitterness.

To understand the origin of this war we must seek its causes. These can be
summed up in one word, territory. Occupation of the land in Tasmania was
simply the resolution of who should have the use of it. It was vital to each group
to be able to use the land according to its own needs. The Aborigines obtained
their food from the territories they occupied, and to be prevented from doing this
or having that food destroyed by the new occupiers meant that they starved, and
there is evidence that this is what actually happened. On the other hand, the
settler needed to use the land in such a way that his cattle and sheep could obtain
the grasses they fed on, or could clear it easily for the growing of crops.

It seems strange that the settlers never gave a thought to the fact that the
Aborigines must eat to live, and believed only that the Aborigines robbed them
of their own food supplies because they had acquired a taste for European
luxuries. The Aborigines did understand this, that is, that they needed a food
supply, but its realisation came only slowly, so that it was not for some years that
they saw that the settlers were starving them as a consequence of their
appropriation of their territories. Even today this primary need for food is
understood better by the underprivileged rather than by the well fed.

There is evidence that the Aborigines generally came to realise that they were
going to starve only about 7824, and it was then that their clashes with the settlers
moved from retaliation for specific wrongs to a determination to drive the
settlers from their territories, in other words, 1824 marked the beginning of the
Black War.

Nothing has been said above about that other requirement of mankind for a
whole way of lif.e, a stable social environment. The subject will not be considered
here because the data presented do not relate to it. There is no dearth of evidence



for the disruption of the social life of the Tasmanians, but it is not quantitative.
The removal of native women from the tribes to enslave them, the stealing of
Aboriginal children, and the destruction of the family and social life of the tribe,
were the chief causes of this disruption.

THE WRITTEN RECORD

Any historical study is dependent upon the quality of the primary sources of
information about it. With this study of the Aboriginal/settler clash in
Tasmania, the work has had to contend with the prime difficulty that there is
virtually no record emanating from the Aborigines themselves and everything
has come from or through only one of the peoples involved, the European
settlers.

Moreover, the period i804-1831 shows a great unevenness in the extent and
quality of the records in Tasmania. It was not unti l 1824 that Lieutenant-
Governor George Arthur instituted a comprehensive system of public records.
Few of the earlier records exist in public or accessible collections and so it is
difficult to obtain good evidence on matters dealing with the relations between
Black and White in Tasmania before 7824.

Although there are few clear records of the Aboriginal/settler clash between 1803
and 1823, the proclamations of Lieutenant-Governors Collins, Davey and Sorell
make it clear that all was not well then. In February 1808 and again in january
1810, Coll ins threatened the criminal prosecution of those who molested
Aborigines. In ]une 1813 Davey made known his "utter indignation and
abhorrence" at the "most barbarous and inhuman" practice of robbing the natives
of their children, which in the neighbourhood of Coal River had led the natives
to attack the stock there. In March 1819 Sorell made known that he was aware
that "many of the settlers and stockkeepers consider the natives as a hostile
people", but that when the natives were the assailants, which was seldom, it was
in reprisal for recent injustices by the settlers. In this proclamation Sorell also
referred to the abduction of native children.

The written record as a whole suffers from one particular defect: it is only
concerned with attacks by the Aborigines on the settlers, and if it mentions the
attacks on the Aborigines it does so only to record wounding, death or capture.

So far as the official record is concerned, it is on the whole a factual one because it
is based upon statements by the magistrates of the various districts. The errors
here lie chiefly in the exaggerations of informants, who in striving to present
their cases in the best possible light claimed that larger bodies of Aborigines were
involved, or were killed, and that greater damage was done. Where the official
record is at fault particularly is in regard to the lists of clashes in the period 7825-
1830 which Arthur instructed the magistrates of the various districts to prepare
for him (March, 1830). only one of them is reliable, that prepared by Jorgen
Jorgenson for Thomas Anstey about events in the Oatlands district, but even that



8.

has errors, particularly in the early years. Generally speaking, the lists for all the
other districts are inadequate and contain many errors. Luckily, statements can
often be checked against earlier records. It is clear that most of the magistrates
depended upon imperfect memories in compiling the lists they sent to the
government.

So far as the newspaper record is concerned, for the earliest years there is only the
Sydney Gazette. Then in 1816 the Hobart Town Gazette began publication, to be
supplemented in 1825 by the first of the non-official newspapers. The material in
the Gazettes is generally factual. On the other hand, the non-official newspapers
not only paid almost as much attention to rumour as to events, but commented
freely upon the situation. Rumour sometimes led a newspaper to proclaim
atrocities in one issue and refute them in the next. While much of the comment
exhorts the government to rid Tasmania of the Aboriginal menace by banishing
them to some island, there was no unanimify about how this desirable state of
affairs should be brought about.

The paucity of the record for the early years of settlement is brought out dearly in
that admirable thesis of Marie Fels (1982) concerning the Aboriginal/settler clash.
Unfortunately, it deals only with the County of Buckingham for the years 1803-
1811. We do not know what the situation was in the County of Cornwall then,
and we do not know what happened in Tasmania generally between 1811 and
1.823. So far as events in Cornwall are concerned, there is some evidence that the
experience of Lieutenant-Colonel Will iam Paterson,. Commandant at Port
Dalrymple, differed from what happened in the southern territory administered
by Lieutenant-Governor David Collins. Paterson's troops belonged to the New
South Wales Corps and their experience in that Colony had been that they must
keep the Aborigines under control by firm action whenever they showed any
resistance to the presence of the settlers. Lieutenant-Governor Collins' troops, on
the other hand, were men of the Royal Marines and had come to Tasmania direct
from Britain. The Marines, as the military men associated with the Navy, would
have had a very different outlook and experience from the men of the New
South Wales Corps, who had been recruited in that Colony and were familiar
with day-by-day activities there. The first duty of the Marines was to protect
British installations.

There was another difference between the two settlements, and this was that the
country along the banks of the Tamar River and around Launceston was largely
grassland and open forest, supporting a heavy population of kangaroos and
wallabies and therefore supplying the Aborigines with an abundance of food. By
1811 the situation in the north was beginning to change with the opening up of
the Midlands, but the record of Aboriginal affairs in that region has not been
studied, if indeed records exist. AII we do know is that occupation of the
Midlands by the settlers resulted in the decline of the Aboriginal population
living there.

Marie Fels came to two general conclusions in her study of the situation in
Buckingham in 1803-1811. The first of these was that the attacks by the

.. Aborigines took place because of the killing of the kangaroo by the settlers, this
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depriving the Aborigines of their natural food. None of these attacks concerned
robbery from huts or was primarily for the purpose of killing settlers, and only
one of them seems not to have been associated directly with the ki l l ing of the
kangaroo, this being the wounding of a man living in a hut near New Norfolk.
Fels thinks this was some sort of ritual wounding, but it might rather have been
wounding because the man had done something which deeply offended the
Aborigines, perhaps taking one of their women or killing some of them.

The second conclusion reached by Fels is that wanton attack and ill-treatment by
the sett lers was confined to a few individuals among them. She could f ind
evidence for only three men offending in this way in the period she dealt with:
Russell ,  Lemon and Carrett.  However, there is evidence that such ruthlessness
was by no means confined to this early period, but continued until the end. Such
behaviour took two forms, practised either by the individual or by the mob. In
the 1830s such individuals included James Cupitt,  nine t imes attacked by the
Aborigines, often wounded; and there was Alexander Goldie of the Van
Diemen's Land Company. The Klu Klux Klan type mob who hunted down and
killed parties of Aborigines is on record in G.A. Robinson's journals, but as might
be expected was never the occasion of public statement.

Ear ly  in  1830 L ieutenant-Governor  Ar thur  set  up a commit tee under  the
chairmanship of Archdeacon W.G. Broughton of Sydney, who was then visit ing
Hobart Town, "to enquire into the origin of the hostility displayed by the Black
Natives of this island against the settlers, and to consider the measures expedient
to be adopted with a view of checking the devastation of property and the
destruction of human l ives occasioned by the state of warfare which has so
extensive ly  prevai led" .  The Broughton Commit tee took ev idence f rom a
number of sett lers, including a few of those who had arrived with Coll ins in
1804. The conclusions reached with regard to the attacks by the Aborigines were
as follows -

(1) there was, beyond all doubt, in the disposition of the Aborigines, a
lurking spirit of cruelty and malicious craft.

these acts of violence on the part of the natives were generally to be
regarded, not as retaliating for any wrongs which they conceived
themselves collectively or individually to have endured, but as
proceeding from a wanton and savage spirit inherent in them, and
impelling them to mischief and cruelty when it appeared probable
they might be perpetrated wirh impunity.

there could be no hesitation in tracing to the manifold insults and
injuries which these unhappy people have sustained from the
dissolute and abandoned characters whom they have
unfortunately encountered, the universal and permanent
excitement of that spir i t  which now prevails, and which leads
them to wreak indiscriminate vengeance, as often as they f ind
opportunity, on the persons and property of the white population.

( ) \

(3)
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There is little of all this that is correct. The first finding, "a lasting spirit of cruelty
and mischievous craf.t",  is no more than an emotive view of what was
happening from the viewpoint of one of the part ies, the sett lers. As for the
second, the evidence seems to point to the fact that although retal iat ion from
wrongs and injuries did govern the reactions of individuals, it was not the cause
of the general uprising by the Aborigines. There is no evidence at all that the acts
of violence after 1824 proceeded "from a wanton and savage spirit inherent in

them", which after all is only another way of saying that in the Aborigines was to
be found "a lasting spir i t  of cruelty and mischievous craft". Lastly, the blame
at tached to the "d issolute and abandoned characters whom they have
unfortunately encountered" is little more than an attempt to absolve from blame
the landowners. I t  is quite true that the shepherds and stockmen were the
principal persons who harried and injured and ki l led the Aborigines, but they

can be seen as being the infantry on a frontier where a war was being waged.

VARIATION IN POPULAT/ONS OF ABOR/G/NES AND SETTIERS, 1803 - 1832

Populat ion of  Abor ig ines

There are no firm data concerning the numbers of Aborigines in Tasmania at any
period between 1803 and 1831. The original population at the t ime the island
began to be settled by Europeans - there had been some contact with kangaroo
hunters and sealers during the two or three years preceding 1803 - can oniy be
guessed at. An estimate based upon the average size of the tribes and their
number suggests a figure of 4,000 to 6,000, perhaps close to 5,500 (Plomley, 1992).

H.M. Hull (1866) in his statist ical summary of population in Tasmania, gives
figures for the Aboriginal population in each year between 1824 and 1831, but
again these f igures are guesses. They are the right order of magnitude, but
probably a little too low. A population of about 350 in 1831 is suggested as being
more realist ic, and is based on the numbers captured by G.A. Robinson, those
sent to the Aboriginal Sett lement on Flinders Island by others who made
captures, and reports of a few remnant groups located in part icular regions of
Tasman ia .

It will be seen that between 1803 and 1831 the original population had declined to
less than one-tenth of i ts number before sett lement began. The causes of this
decimation were several, and included deaths from European disease and in
affrays with the sett lers, the removal of women from the breeding population for
slavery, the disruption of social l i fe, an inadequate supply of food, and so on. All
these causes operated together to bring about the decline, and none of them can
be pointed to as being predominant. Although the introduction of European
disease could bring about death very quickly, as for example the deaths from
pneumonia at Macquarie Harbour in ]uly 1833 (Plomley,7966, chapter 6), there is
not the least evidence that epidemics ki l led large numbers of the population at
some one period or other. No record has been found of large numbers of bodies
found lying unburied anywhere in Tasmania at any period. It  can therefore be
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concluded that the decline in population was, general ly speaking, gradual,

although more or less rapid at one t ime or another. Thus, i t  is l ikely that
Aborigines of the eastern parts of Tasmania declined more rapidly than those of
the western parts, because the Europeans occupied the eastern half of Tasmania
when they f irst came, rather than the western, where the only contacts with
Europeans were with the piners in the Port Davey region, at Macquarie Harbour,
and in the north-west where the Van Diemen's Land Company had settled.

One may therefore guess that at the beginning of the Black War in 1824 there
were at least six hundred Aborigines in the eastern parts of Tasmania and more
than twice that number in western parts, say 1,500 in al l .  An attempt has been
made to summarise these ideas in Graph 1.

Populat ion of  Set t lers

Data concerning the sett ler population in Tasmania from 1818 to 1831 are given
by Hull (1866) and can be accepted as a true picture. Hull also gives figures for
1816 and 7877, but that for 1816 refers to the County of Cornwall only, and that for
1817 is not based on a census.

Data are also available for some of the earl ier years, but are not complete. An
intensive review of documents may reveal them. They have been obtained
largely from Fels (1982) and from the Historical Records of Austral ia. They are
shown, with Hull 's data, in Table 1.

AII the data are shown graphically in Graph 2. The rate of increase in the
European population, driven by transportation and by free migration, was very
high after 7877: from 3,774 in 1817 it  increasedto 4,477 in 1819,7,400 in 1821, and
10,000 in 1823. Thereafter it went up in leaps and bounds, reaching26,640 in 1831.
By 7877 the rate of increase appears to have become logarithmic.

The great increase in population after 1817 points clearly to the major cause of the
Aboriginal/sett ler clash, because not only was an increasing number of sett lers
occupying land in Tasmania - and the most productive land from the viewpoint
of the supply of food available for the Aborigines - but the extent of terr i tory
occupied by the settlers was increasing.

TERRITORY OCCUPIED BY THE SETTLERS

The f irst attempt to show where in Tasmania land was sett led by Europeans, was
made by Plomley (7966, pp.40, 47). These maps indicated the places where land
was taken up by sett lers arriving in Tasmania between (a) 1804 and 1818, and (b)
1819 and 1828. The data were compiled from information in McKay (7962), and
were based upon the dates when the various sett lers arrived. The maps give
some ind icat ion of  the great  increase in  land occupat ion af ter  1818 (Maps7,2) .
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Other information can be derived from mapping the areas of land grants between
1804 and 1823 (Morgan, 7987). These maps are shown here for the years 1813,
1818, 7879,1820,1821 and 1823 (Maps 3 - 8). The following points emerge -

(1) during the first ten years of settlement, that is, in the period 1803 -
1813, only a small area of land in the north around Launceston,
and in the south around Hobart and extending north-westwards
around New Norfolk and north-eastwards around Pittwater, had
been granted to settlers.

(2) by 1818 the new land grants had served only to broaden the earlier
regions.

(3) this trend continued in 1819. 1820 and 7821.

(4) by 7823 the northern and southern areas had extended along the
line of the road between Launceston and Hobart, linking them up
in a line of settiements which cut off the eastern areas from those
between the road and the Western Tiers, and so restricting access
between the two for the Aborigines.

Morgan's data do not provide a complete view of the situation. In the first place,
the date of granting title would have been two or three years after the land was
first occupied. In the second place, the grant data take no account of crown lands
under lease for depasturing sheep and cattle, or those lands which were used by
the settlers without authority or had been opened up by exploration or over
which there was hunting.

The interference in free movement and food gathering over lands occupied by
the Aboriginal tribes must therefore have been considerable for a number of
years before 1.823, yet it was not until about 7824 that the Aborigines began to
resist the occupation of their lands by the settlers, and the Black War began.

It might be asked whether the onset of the Black War was triggered by certain
incidents in Aboriginal/settler relations, such as the hangings of Aborigines in
Hobart in February 1825 and September 7826, and the gross ill-treatment of a party
of Aborigines who visited Launceston in ]anu ary 7825. These events took place,
however, after the beginning of the Black War.

THE ABORIGINAL/SETTLER CLASH

The view of the Aboriginal/sett ler clash to be presented here is that with the
spread of settlement the Aborigines were deprived of their natural living areas,
and that this led both to a disruption of their normal lives and to an increasing
scarcity of food and eventually to starvation.
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The Prel iminary Period, L801 - 1823

Between 1803 and 1823 there was no concerted effort by the Aborigines to drive

the sett lers from the lands they had appropriated. Between 1803 and 1811 the

situation in the north differed from that in the south of Tasmania. In the north

the clash between Aborigines and settlers appears to have occurred because the

settlers were occupying lands upon which the natives depended for their food

supply, the grasslands and open forest along the Tamar River which supported a

dense population of kangaroos and wallabies. In the south there was a variant of

the same situation, it being the hunting of those animals to provide food for the

invaders which was resisted (Fels, 1982).

From the very l i t t le known about the period 1811 - 7823, the indication is that

most of the attacks by the Aborigines were a response to the injuries, either

physical or social, inflicted upon them by the Europeans. It is interesting to note

that during this period there were no reports of the robbery of huts by the

Aborigines, for food or for anything else, and the killings all seem to have been

reprisals on particular persons or were extended to those living in the vicinity of

some wrongdoer.

The data recorded in the Appendix for the years 1804 - 1823 have been plotted on

Map 9. In spite of the defects of the record, especially the want of information

about many cases of attack due to under-reporting, a few points can be made -

(1) the earliest records of attacks refer to the areas around Launceston
and around Hobart, and only extended later along the line of road

between those two centres. This pattern is no more than might be

expected with the way settlement spread.

(2) the records of the attacks around Launceston, and especially along

the Tamar, are fewer than those reported because the record is often
inadequate for determining where they occurred.

(3) the very few records for this period of twenty years is in part an

expression of under-reporting and the absence of archives.
Nevertheless, it does show clearly the absence of aggression by the
Aborigines during the period.

(4) the record of the attack on the sealers at Oyster Bay in March 1805 is

not related to other attacks except in so far as it involved the
destruction of kangaroo skins, and this would have been a show of
resistance by the Aborigines to the killing of animals upon which
they relied for food.

(5) the attack on a seaman at Port Davey in April 1820 may have been a
reprisal for attacks on the Aborigines by the crews of boats visiting
the area and for injuries received.
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(6) the total number of recorded attacks for the first twenty years of
European settlement was about thirty-five, that is, an average of
1.75 attacks per year. There is little doubt that the record is
defective, there having been more attacks than those listed but
even doubling the number, the average would be only 3.5 attacks
per year, about one-third the number recorded in 1824.

The Black War, 1824 - 1831

This period has been studied from two points of view, one a quantitative analysis
of the occurrence of selected events over the period, for example, the variation in
the number of incidents occurring in each month; and the other by studying
where the attacks took place by means of the mapping of incidents.

The data uPon which both these aspects of the clash have been studied have been
compiled from government records and from newspapers, and are summarised
in the l ists of the Appendix. These lists do not include incidents on the
properties of the Van Diemen's Land Company in north-western Tasmania,
which are dealt with separately, but they do include incidents affecting the
Company's stockyards in the Mersey Valley.

The lists are reasonably accurate, having been compiled from all the records
found which aPpear to concern each incident. They cannot be regarded as
absolutely correct because there are often differences between the different
statements relating to some incident, so that the more likely account has had to
be decided. Moreover, there is no way of correcting exaggerations in the record,
and it must be remembered that for this reason there must always be doubt.
Nevertheless, the picture presented in the information given in the Appendix is
as accurate as it has been possible to make it, based upon the author's experience
in dealing with this type of record.

To make the record as compact as possible, a number of symbols have been used,
and these are listed in the preamble of the Appendix. Such symbols refer to the
type of injury inflicted, the articles taken, and so on.

All  records have references to the sources, and these must be consulted for
clarif ication and detai ls.

Annual  Inc idents,  1824 -  1831

The total number of incidents involving Aborigines and sett lers in each year
from 1824 to 1831 is shown in Graph 3 and Table 2.

The number was small in 1824 and 1825, about one per month on average, but in
1826 the number increased and continued to do so steadily unti l  a maximum of
222 was reached in  1830.  In  1831 the number of  inc idents dec l ined sharp ly ,
probably due to the activity of the Roving Part ies and the disruption caused by
the Black Line at the end of 1830.
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Monthly Incidents, 1824 - 1831,

The total number of incidents involving Aborigines and settlers which occurred

during each month of every year from 7824 to 1831 are shown in Graph 4. The
numbers graphed do not include incidents for which the date of the attack is
unknown, that is, those marked N/D.

The graph shows the overall monthly variation in the numbers of attacks. There
are clear peaks in the frequency of attacks in March and November. The periods
of the year in which the fewest attacks took place were December/January and

June/July.

The greatest number of attacks occurred in spring and early summer, with
another large number about March. Such high points wil l  be referred to as
"starvation peaks", because they are most marked at t imes when it  could be
expected that food would be short, this especially in the spring following a hard
winter.

It must be noted particularly that nearly the whole of the record in the Appendix
concerns "inland" tribes (Plomley, 7992). Such tribes based their food upon
hunted animals, the kangaroo and the wallaby especial ly. In only a l imited
region, largely that involving the tribes of Oyster Bay, do "coastal" tribes, with a
diet comprising largely seafoods, form part of the record.

The separate figures for each year are shown in Graph 5 (A - H). These graphs
show that in the years 7824, 1825 and 1825 the numbers of attacks was small and
showed little variation from month to month. It was not until November 7826
that a clear "starvation peak" was seen.

In 7827 the spring "starvation peak" was evident, and in 1828 the autumn and
spring peaks were well established. In 1829 there was no autumn peak and the
Ievel of attacks was high throughout the first half of the year, but there was a
well-marked spring peak.

In 1830 there were two well-marked peaks of attacks, the first rather early in the
year, and the second reaching its high point at the end of winter, with i ts
maximum in August. Attacks remained high in spite of the operations of the
Black Line in October and November of that year, that is, in spite of the natives
being harried by those operations food was a necessity and the Aborigines
attacked the sett lers' huts to get i t .

In 1831 the pattern of attacks changed dramatical ly. The eastern Aborigines had
now been reduced by capture and death to  a lmost  one group,  the Big
River/Oyster Bay mob, and this remnant of twenty-six people was captured by
G.A. Robinson at the end of December 1831. That capture meant that almost al l
the Aborigines inhabit ing the eastern part of Tasmania had been removed from
the terri tory.
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The pichrre for 1831 shows a fairly constant level of attack throughout the year, as
would be expected from a small group forced to be constantly on the move.

The V.D.L. Company's North-roestern Properties, L827 - 1834

It is instructive to consider the Aboriginal/settler clash as it affected the Van
Diemen's Land Company's properties in north-western Tasmania. Its f irst
settlement there was established in October 1,826, and before that time the only
interference experienced by the Aborigines was from raids by the sealers for
women. The properties were managed by Edward Curr. To all intents and
purposes they were separated from the rest of Tasmania, both because of their
isolation and by the legislative basis of their Charter. Curr became know as the
"Potentate of the North", and this was a real expression of his outlook. Although
one of the Colony's Magishates, he conducted affairs solely on the basis of what
he thought was best for the Company. So far as Aboriginal affairs were
concerned, Curr failed entirely in his duty as a Magistrate because he did not hold
magisterial enquiries on any occasion. By this failure he shielded wrong-doers in
order to keep the Company free from governmental interference. Two notorious
instances of this were the killing of a number of Aborigines at Woolnorth in

]anuary 1828 who were said to have killed a flock of sheep; and the condoning of
the murder of an Aboriginal woman by Alexander Goldie in August 1829
(Lennox, 1990).

The data relating to these clashes are shown in Table 6 and Graph 6, in 6A the
number of attacks in each year from 7827 to 1834 (after that time they ceased with
the removal of the last remnants of the tribes); and in 68 the attacks in each
month over the years 7827 to 1831. The attacks in the earlier years mostly
concerned the Woolnorth region, those in the later years the Hampshire and
Surrey Hills (Table 6).

The clashes each year were few and never exceeded six, the range being four to
six, and a number of them were attacks by shepherds and others against the
Aborigines. After 1831 the attacks declined markedly, to one in 1832 and another
in 1835. This is in marked contrast to the situation in other parts of the Colony,
where the Black War was being waged, and Curr's complaints to Governor
Arthur about the damage being done to the Company by the Aborigines and the
intrusion of eastern natives into his territories, should be interpreted in terms of
Curr's clear determination to rid the Company's properties of the Aborigines, as
can be seen in the many attacks against them.

It should be noted particularly that the attacks by the Aborigines were directed
against the activities of the Company and its occupation of their territory, and
there is no record of an attack on a hut for the purpose of obtaining food. The
attacks by the Aborigines were either in reprisal for injuries done to them or were
directed against the Company's sheep and other stock, and those who looked after
them. The first report of contact between the Company and the Aborigines, in
March and April 1827, was that they were friendly.
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In Graph 68 the pattern of attacks over the years 7827 to 1831 shows that there
were more in the second half of the year. However, there is no suggestion in the
records that the larger number in spring represented a search for food, none of
the clashes being of that nature. Perhaps they were related to seasonal
movements of the Aborigines in north-western Tasmania.

CHARACTER/STICS OF THE CLASH,1824 - 1831

It is instructive to obtain a quantitative view of the different events during the
period 7824 - 1831, and especiaily of the variations in frequency of these events.
Such information helps to explain the way in which the Black War proceeded. It
must always be kept in mind that over the period the settler population was
increasing, while the number of Aborigines was declining.

The quantitative data obtained from counts of incidents listed in the Appendix
are set out in Tables 3,4 and 5. Table 3 shows the general pattern of attack upon
the settler's huts and the sorts of destruction and robbery occurring. Table 4 is an
analysis of a number of basic articles taken by the Aborigines during their raids
upon dwellings. Table 5 is an analysis to show the class of persons attacked by the
Aborigines, and the nature of their injuries.

Huts and Dwellings Plundered

This table refers only to huts and other dwell ings plundered, that is, to cases
where the Aborigines succeeded in entering premises and removing articles. The
data therefore represent the occasions upon which the attack was successful from
the viewpoint of the Aborigines.

As would be expected from the data of Table 2 and Graph 3, the data numbers of
huts and other dwellings plundered over the period 7824 - 1831 show a similar
var iat ion.

Attacks were successful in about 47Vo
was variation from year to year, from
lower rate before then and in 1831.

Huts and Dwell ings Set on Fire

of cases over the whole period, but there
a 50% success rate in 1829 and 1830 to a

The data include not only huts and other dwellings but also barns and stores set
on fire by the Aborigines. Complete destruction, or nearly so, was usual.

The figures are surprisingly low, suggesting that the objective in an attack on a
hut was not to destroy it but to obtain articles from it. In only two years, 1828 and
1830, and to a less extent in 1829, did burnings exceed two in any year.



Firearms and Ammuni t ion Taken

The number of cases in which firearms and ammunition were taken when huts

were robbed was always fairly high. Over the period 7824 - 1829 this number

amounted to 75.5%, in 1830 it increased to 17.7Vo and in 1831 to 78.6%.

There is no mention of the use of f irearms against the sett lers in any of the

incidents listed in the Appendix, and no report elsewhere is known to me of such

use. Use of f irearms by the Aborigines for any purpose at al l  is hardly

documented, though there are reports that they used them sometimes for

shooting ducks and other birds, but not the kangaroo or wallaby or other

mammals. We do know from comments in G.A. Robinson's journals of his

missions that the Aborigines kept the f irearms in good condit ion, that is, they

were readily usable.

There seems little doubt that the Aborigines obtained the settlers' firearms, that

is, removed them from their huts and dwell ings, so as to prevent their use

against them. Although their experience was that these firearms could not be

rel ied upon to f ire, yet they did know that when they did f ire they were

dangerous weapons. The Aborigines failed to use the firearms they obtained

against the settlers because they knew that their own weapons, and especially the

spear, were effective and that they could use them well. It can be concluded that

the Aborigines took f irearms to prevent their use against them. This receives

support from the increasing percentage of robberies which included f irearms,

reaching its peak in 1831, when the Aboriginal population had been reduced to a

small number of remnant groups.

Attacks on Liaestock

The instances of the killing and wounding livestock were low over the period of

the Black War, sheep being attacked a little more often than cattle; and horses

rarelv.

This contrasts with the situation in earlier years, with regard to sheep especially.

The record, vague as it is, makes it clear that at one time or another there had

been many attacks on flocks of sheep or on cattle. The reason for this decline is

not clear. It was only very rarely that the stock killed was eaten by the Aborigines,

that is, such attacks were for the purpose of deterring the settlers from occuPying

the territories they used for food gathering.

It can only be suggested that the decline lay in a change in Aboriginal thinking,

the people coming to a realisation that their problems arose in the increasing

number of sett lers on the one hand, and on the other to the shortage of their

natural food brought about by the occupation of their territories.

Crops and Stacks Destroyed

Only three cases of the destruction of growing crops and harvested stacks are

recorded in the Appendix. Sometimes, however, stores of grain were destroyed
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when outbuildings were set on fire. Although the destruction of crops was a
matter of complaint by landowners, this seems to have had little actuality.

Goods Taken in Raids on Dwell ings

The goods taken by the Aborigines in their raids upon the sett lers' huts and
houses are listed in some degree in about half the robberies. When these data are
broken down into the type of goods taken (Table 4), i t  is seen that general ly
speaking foodstuffs and blankets were taken most often, and that knives were
sometimes included in the booty. The data dealt with below are almost certainly
a representative sample of the type of goods taken in their raids.

F oodstuf  f  s

The record shows that f lour was the foodstuff usually taken, but that tea and
sugar were nearly as popular. When potatoes were taken, though it  was not
often, they were usually those growing in gardens or as crops. As pointed out
above, the increase in the number of robberies as the Black War proceeded is a
measure of the needs of the Aborigines, and this is the more definite because the
Aboriginal population was declining as t ime went on, to reach a very low
number of people in eastern Tasmania by 1831.

The taste for tea and sugar was an acquired one for the Aborigines. It is well
substantiated not only in G.A. Robinson's journals but also in the record for the
Flinders Island Aboriginal Settlement (Plomley, 7987).

Blankets,  Bedding and Cloth ing

Although blankets and bedding are listed separately in the record, this is probably
no more than the use of different words to describe the same article.

The removal of blankets and bedding was small in 1824 - 7827, but in 1828 began
to increase and by 1830 these articles formed a fair proportion of the goods taken.
By 1831 the few remaining eastern Aborigines appear to have had an ample
supply of these articles.

Kn iu  es

Knives rarely formed part of the booty. The number of instances in which they
were taken was negligible before 7829, but i t  showed some increase in 1829 and
1830. There is some reason to doubt, however, whether this increase in removal
points to an increased use by the Aborigines. This doubt arises because in those
two years there were reports of associations between Europeans and Aborigines,
men joining bands of Aborigines to steal from the sett lers. This is indicated in
one or two cases where it  was reported that the knives stolen were of saleable
quali ty and had been so selected from other knives belonging to the household.

It  carr l-rc concluded that the Aborigines sti l l  found the stone "knives" they were
,farri l ,  ; .  vri th more useful than the steel knives of the sett lers.
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Injuries Sustained in Attacks

The classes of people killed, wounded
shown in Table 5, together with
Aborigines in those attacks.

and harassed in attacks by the Aborigines is
part iculars of the weapons used by the

First of all, it is clear that by far the largest number of persons to be attacked were
the servants of the settlers. This follows from the nature of their employment,
most of them being shepherds and stockmen living in remote huts in the bush
and spending their lives guarding the flocks and herds at pasture there. In effect,
these were frontiersmen, and being so they suffered most in the Black War.

The number of landowners among those who wgre kil led and wounded in
attacks by the Aborigines was relatively much smaller, and even these figures are
in some way exaggerated because they include many owners of small farms, less
than 100 acres extent, especially persons living along the Tamar River.

The few other persons killed or wounded included soldiers, police constables and
travellers.

The separation of a group who have been labelled as "harassed" represents
largely those who were not injured in attacks on dwellings, either because the
Aborigines could not force their way into the hut under attack, or because they
managed to escape by fl ight. A few of the "harassed" were travellers on
horseback who were chased by the Aborigines and had spears thrown at them.
The weapon used by the Aborigines in most of these clashes was the spear.

Weapons Used by the Aborigines

The spear was the weapon used by the Aborigines in about 77Vo of. cases, waddies
in about 20Vo, and stones in less than 4%.

The Location of the Clashes, 1824 - 183L

The incidents reported in the Appendix are shown on Maps 77 - 20 in respect to
the places where they occurred. These maps show the locations in a whole year
for each of 7824 - 7827, and 1831, and in the half-years for 1828 - 1830.

Records for which the date of occurrence has not been determined have not been
mapped.

The type of mapping for all years except 1828 - 1830 does not distinguish the date
when the attacks occurred, and in the years 1828 - i830 distinguishes only the first
half (January - June) from the second half (july - December). Such mapping gives
no more than an overall picture of where attacks took place. It is likely that a
more detailed analysis of the sequence of attacks in particular areas and by
particular groups of Aborigines wil l disclose much information in regard to the
movement of the people during the Black War and show, among other things,
whether they were forced to move about from place to place under the stress of
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the settlers' occupation of their lands, or whether the various groups did manage

to hold on in their tr ibal terr i tories. Such analyses wil l  not be attempted here,

even though the basic information for their study is to be found in the Appendix,

because what is being attempted in this paper is an overal l  view of the

Aboriginal/sett ler clash in Tasmania'

The maps for the early years, 7824 - 7827, show general activity throughout the

settled districts. There was no particular region where attacks were concentrated.

The maps point to the presence of Aborigines in all areas of settlement, however

few there may have been in some of them.

The maps for 1828 (14, 15) show for the first time that there were more attacks in

the winter and spring (luly - December) than in the summer and autumn

(January - iune). This is clear from the monthly counts (Graph 5E), but the

increase in late summer and early autumn has been concealed by the crudity of

the mapping. To show such differences the mapping would have had to be based

on a different assembly of the data. This is evident also when the graphs and

maps for 7826 and 7827 are compared.

It is in the years 1829 and 1830 that the mapping brings out an important point

which is not clearly evident in the graphs. This is that although in 1829 there is a

clear difference between the number of attacks in summer and autumn, and in

winter and spring, with a larger number of attacks in the latter period, in 1830

there was little difference between the two peroids, a high level of attack being

sustained throughout the year. This appears to show that starvation was now

general throughout the year due to the wide restriction on food gathering.

The maps for 1.829 and 1830 (16 - 19) do bring out another point with regard to the

attacks. This is that the level of attacks in Northern Tasmania (Tamar River,

Launceston region, Western Road) did not change much during the whole of the

time, the increase lying in the number of attacks taking place in the southern

sett led regions, and especial ly in the country west and south of Oatlands. This

suggests that the northern attacks were mounted by small grouPs of Aborigines

who had managed to retain a foothold in their own regions, but that the remnant

of the central, southern and eastern tr ibes had joined together in loose

conglomerates in order to survive, and had resorted to the more rugged country

of the southern sett led regions.

The map for 1831 (20) shows that although there was a much smaller number of

attacks overal l ,  the distr ibution of those attacks was uniform, and even showed

an increase in the northern region. This can be interpreted as meaning that there

were sti l l  a number of groups in al l  the sett led areas who were managing to

survive in them, but suggests that each group was small,  numbers having by

now decl ined very much;  and a lso that  these groups had been forced by

starvation to attack the huts of the Sett lers in order to rel ieve want.
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CONCTUS/ONS

The data presented above appear to show conclusively that the causes of the

Aboriginal/settler clash in Tasmania were not those of popular belief, which was

that the clash was brought about by an inveterate antagonism of the Aborigines

towards the settlers. There is no support for such a contention, the records of the

marine explorers showing clearly that the behaviour of the Aborigines was

friendly towards their visitors so long as they had nothing to fear from them.

The fr iendliest relations were established during the visit  of the D'Entrecasteaux

Expedition in February L793, although fear seems to have been responsible for the

behaviour of the Aborigines when D'Entrecasteaux was there in 1792, as well as

for the fatal clash with Marion du Fresne's people rn 7772 and for the varying

response to the presence of Baudin's people in 1802.

The clash with the sett lers appears to have a different explanation, the data

showing that attacks were made either in retaliation for specific acts of the settlers

which were in some way harmful to the Aborigines, or to obtain art icles of

European manufacture which they desired to possess, or to preserve their way of

life and food supply.

There is little doubt that many, if not all, of the attacks by the Aborigines against

the settlers up to 1823 were reprisals for some sort of injury inflicted upon them.

Although the recording is defective and even if the numbers of attacks reported

here are much too low, perhaps by a factor of two or three, it is clear that attacks

occurred at irregular intervals and that their frequency was low until 7824.

In 1824 there was a considerable increase in the frequency of attacks, for in that

year there were eleven attacks, a great increase in comparison with an average of

about 1.7 incidents per year over the previous twenty years. Even if  under-

recording raises this average three t imes, i t  would st i l l  have amounted to no

more than 5.1 incidents per year, less than half the number of attacks in 1824.

Some other points should be noted, one that the number of attacks in each of the

first twenty years of European settlement was very irregular, no attacks being

reported in some years. Another point is that the number of attacks did not

increase regularly as the years passed; and a third is that from 1824 the number of

attacks increased each year unti l  1831. By the end of 1831 the eastern Aborigines

had been removed to the Aboriginal Sett lement on the Furneaux islands except

for a very few individuals who were either still free or were living with settlers.

The data on the attacks between 1824 and 1831 give some indication of the cause

of these attacks. The few statements by the Aborigines which have been reported

suggest that their reason for attacking was a wish to r id their country of the

European sett lers. Such comments are - "go away, E]o away", an'd "parrawar,

parrawal ,  go away you whi te  b-g-er ,  what  bus iness have you here?"  (see

Append ix ) .  O the r  repo r ted  comments  a re  no t  so  de f i n i t e  and  cou ld  be

interpreted in  more than one way.  Thus,  in  December 1826 Black Tom is

reprtrted having said - "YOu white b--r, give me Some more bread, and fry Some

mutton for us", a remark which could point to a wish by the Aborigines to have



European luxuries, a belief held by some settlers, for example by Jorgen Jorgenson
(Plomley, 7997). in January 7827 a sett ler reported that the natives "have

repeatedly said they wil l ,  sooner or later, murder every white man in the Island",
a;.d in August 1830 another reported that the natives were showing "a spir i t  of
the most determined and rancorous animosity". Both these reports are in accord
with the view which was widely held by the settlers that the Aborigines were
natural ly bloodthirsty and cruel and were determined to ki l l  them all  (ref.

f indings of the Broughton Enquiry in 1830). However, the data given in the
Appendix show that most attacks were directed against the huts of the sett lers
and it  was those who occupied those huts who made up the majority of the
people who were ki l led and injured.

All  this is in keeping with the view that the prime object of the attacks by the
Aborigines on the settlers from 1824 onwards was to obtain the food and blankets
in their dwellings, and that there was associated with this form of action a wish
to rid their lands of the settlers who were occupying them and so hindering them
from living their normal lives and obtaining food.

One problem seems to remain. I f  the attacks on the huts of the sett lers were
primarily to obtain food, why did the Aborigines take other things from them? It
is not enough to reply that the removal of other articles than food was to induce
the settlers to quit their territories by destroying their belongs, because one type of
article was taken above all others, blankets. The explanation of this may well lie
in a new need of the Aborigines rather than in a lust for European luxuries. This
need had been brought about by the constant harrying by the Roving Parties, by
the stockmen and by the shepherds, which kept the Aborigines on the move,
unable to have the warmth and shelter they were accustomed to, and needed for
living. Having blankets and the like, the Aborigines could not only be warm but
could abandon their camps at a moment's notice and still be warm wherever they
made a halt, even if they had to do without fire because the smoke would attract
pursuers to them.

It seems reasonable to conclude from the data presented here that for the f irst
twenty years of European settlement, attacks by the Aborigines upon the settlers
rvere in retaliation for wrongs inflicted upon them, but that after 7824 the attacks
were purposeful, being motivated by u need to drive the sett lers from their
terr i tories in order to l ive their natural l ives, as well as by the starvation which
was the outcome of that terr i torial occupation. The Aborigines attempted to gain
these ends by waging gueri l la warfare against the sett lers: tactical ly i t  was highiy
successful, defeated only by the declining number of the Aborigines and the
rapidly increasing number of the sett lers.
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Population in Tasmania L804
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I taot
|  1808
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' no records

European populat ion only 1804 -  1815 :  no data for  Abor ig ines

'  no data
" County of  Cornwal l  only

European and Abor ig inal  populat ion lBi6 1831

-  1831:
(H.M. Hull,  1866).

Males Females Chi ldren Tota l Aborigines

1  8 1 6 no census L + o  I

1877 no census 31  14

1 8 1 8 2320 +oL 458 3240

1 8 1 9 3495 M77

1820 3594 y00

1821 4762 7400

1822 6065 768r'^

1823 6850 i0.009

1824 9514 2798 12303 340

| 7825 10,979 J Z  I J 1 4 1 q ) JZV

t826 11,501 3491 l A q q ) 320

r827 4M7 16,833 300

1828 14  047 408i 18,128 280
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TABLE 6

1827

March - Apri l  :  native's fr iendly.
November : minor theft from Fossey's camp.
Novembcr : 2 sheep speared at Cape Grim.
November : 2 shepherd's huts burnt near Circular Head.

December : shepherds entice woman into hut; natives attack, several killed and STP speared.

1i December : aborigines attack STK driving catt le near Ritchie's stock hut; 3 nt. ki l led.

5.* 31 December : 118 sheep speard, wounded and forced over cliff at Cape Crim.

1828

January : reprisal attack against nt.  for loss of sheep.

February : nt. atacked at Cape Crim, as many as 30 supposed to have been killed.

Scptember : 2 STK shoot woman near Mersey.

4.* September : rcprisal attack by nt.;  2 STK ieft  for dead.

1829

21 August :  nt.  woman ki l led at Emu Bay (Goldie).

7 November : man speared between Hampshire and Surrey Hil ls.

17-18 November : man speared at Race Course (2nd t ime).

1 December : man speared on Emu Bay road (revenge Coidie?).

15 December : man speared at Burleigh.
5.* 73 December : 3 men harassed in hut at Race Course.

1830

17 Apri l  :  attempt by nt. to steal blankets and potatoes at Woolnorth.

27 Apri l  :  sawyer's hut plundered at Circular Head; SW not molested'

June : house at Emu Bay robbed.
August :  attcmpt at revenge for Goldie attack.
August :  sheep shed at Emu Bay burnt down and bul locks driven away.

5.* i0 August :  Company servants at Hi l ls state intention to shoot al l  abg.

September : Company servant entices nt. with food; r ips him up.

1831

19 July :  ST ki l led at Tapsley.
27 July : St killed at Weybridge; hut robbed.
August : sawyer/s hut near Circular Head robbed.

4 September : ST ki l ls nt.  at Race Course.
3 October : ST speared near Chilton, dies; pu-rsued, one nt. perhaps wounded.

31 October : ST harassed near Circular Head.
6.* November : McKay captures nt.,  shoot 4.

1832

1 .* - :  ST speared at Surrev Hil ls.

1833

lNo clashes reported in 1833.1

1834

1.* - :  huts robbed at Wcst Point; vouth chased at Creen Point.

1839

31 Scptember : ST speared at Surrey Hil ls.

1840

Dcccmber : ST harassed at Surrcv Hil ls; attacked with stones.

1844

Iuly - Septembcr :  series of robberies near Circular Head; robberies at Woolnorth; sheep & horses speared

* arurrral totals of attacks bv Aborigincs. ST, STK, STI) - see Appendix, Symbols.

Van Diemen's Land Company: records of attacks by Aborigines
on the Company's servants, with some reprisals.
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MAP 3 : 1813 MAP 4 : 1818

MAP 5 :  1819 MAP 6 : 1820

Land grants in Tasmania: extent of land alienated up to and including the year named
(Morgan, 1988).
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APPENDIX

Aboriginal/Settler clash : incidents reported 1804 - 1831

REFERENCES

SYMBOLS

Persons -

Injuries

House/hut -

Property -

Knopwood
HRA
HTG
CSO
PDA
CT
TAS
IND
LAD

HH
ST
STH
STK
STP
S W
M
w
cF{

W N
KL
W N D
SP
W D
SN
HAR
MK

A M
BD
BL
CI-
F
FD
F R
KN
PT
S

I

TL
UT
V

BN
BP
PL

(diarv date)
Hist6rical Records of Australia, series 3, aol. 

'1.

Hobart Town Cazette
Tasmanian State Archioes Colonial Secretary's Archirses
Tasmanian and Port Dalrymple Adaertiser
Colonial Times, Hobart
T a s m a n i a n
l n d e p e n d e n t
Launceston Adaert iser

Householder
Servant
House person
Stockkeeper
Shepherd
Sawyer, Splitter
Man
W o m a n
child

Wounded
Ki l led
Died of wounds later
Speared
Waddie (beaten)
Stone
Harassed, assaulted, pursued
Missing believed killed

Burnt down
Set on fire
Plundered, robbed

Ammuni t ion
Bedding
Blankets
Clothing
Flour
Food
Firearms
Knives
Potatoes
Sugar
Tea
Tools
Utensi ls
Various

Cattle, killed CTK, injured CTI
Horse, killed HK, injured HI
Sheep, killed SHK, injured SHI

CT
H
SH

Livestock '
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