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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Frontiers involve competition for space and conflict between mentalités. This thesis examines 

a single, small frontier in detail, using as an exemplar, Loonwonnylowe, now known as Bruny 

Island — describing the impact the invading British had on its people. Departing from a 

conventional historical narrative, I view the available ethnographic evidence through a lens 

influenced by landscape. I first describe the land before the advent of the British in terms of 

the food resources it provided for human consumption and employ human ecology to 

understand how those resources influenced Aboriginal behaviour. The Bruny Islanders were 

foragers. To survive, they needed to live in small family groups that moved across the land on 

a daily basis. So central was the land to their existence that it was revered by the Aborigines. 

A reconstruction is made for the first time of this sacred landscape of Loonwonnylowe.  

The complex interrelationship between the Tasmanian foragers and their land was 

destroyed in less than thirty years through the rapacious dispossession of resource hungry 

British agricultural settlers. I describe this invasion and its impact on the island and its people. 

In the last stage of dispossession, British officialdom attempted to ameliorate their impact by 

seeking to civilise the Aborigines through conversion to Christianity and training as 

agricultural labourers. To effect this, the colonial government set up an Aboriginal 

Establishment, a type of mission, and George Augustus Robinson was appointed 

superintendent. Robinson, a builder-cum-missionary, had emigrated from London. An 

examination of Robinson’s early life reveals the tools and cultural prejudices he brought to his 

job, a mindset contrasting starkly with that of the indigenous landowners. The Establishment 

is described from the perspective of the Aborigines, the surrounding settlers, Robinson, and his 

convict servants.  

The Establishment failed after nine months. This thesis explains various factors 

contributing to that failure. Many Aborigines died during that time. For Robinson however, it 
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was a watershed period. His long-term and personal interest in Aborigines and their culture 

was first stimulated at Bruny Island. His legacy, consisting of thousands of pages of 

manuscript, Australia’s largest body of nineteenth-century ethnographic material, uniquely 

illuminating a people on the cusp of change, is used in this thesis.   
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A NOTE ON CITATIONS AND QUOTATIONS 
 

The inter-disciplinary nature of this thesis provided a challenge in citation. The referencing in 

this thesis broadly follows the APA system with two exceptions: newspaper articles and 

government memoranda in manuscript are cited only in the relevant footnotes. The referencing 

style is consistent with the requirements of Aboriginal Studies, modified as appropriate to 

accommodate, in the most straightforward yet accurate manner, the complex array of disparate 

references utilised. Aboriginal Studies requires a bibliography rather than a list of works cited.  

Parts of this thesis rely heavily on the notes and journals of George Augustus Robinson, 

whose manuscripts are held in the Mitchell Library, Sydney. Robinson’s Tasmanian journals 

were admirably edited by Brian Plomley (2008) and published in book form as the Friendly 

Mission. However, Plomley made the decision, for the convenience and comfort of his book’s 

readers, to punctuate Robinson’s manuscripts in the modern manner and to avoid the inclusion 

of Robinson’s excisions and corrections. To this author’s mind, this severely detracts from 

Robinson’s texts. Besides sometimes changing the meaning of what Robinson was trying to 

convey, it removes evidence of his thought processes as he wrestled with words, and the 

breathless ‘stream of consciousness’ manner he sometimes evinced. After some time 

experimenting with avoiding Plomley’s text and only quoting and referring to Robinson’s 

manuscripts, I decided that this thesis was not the place to pursue the point and an accurate 

transcription awaits another time and another project. Thus, for the convenience of those 

readers who wish to check an assertion or a quotation, I have regretfully retained the more 

conventional citation system by referring to Plomley (2008) rather than directing the reader to 

the more difficult-to-access manuscripts. However, where referring to Robinson’s works that 

are not in Friendly Mission, or where retaining Robinson’s excisions and corrections adds 

flavour, or where Plomley made occasional transcription errors, I have cited Robinson’s 

original manuscripts. Citing Robinson’s manuscripts in the Mitchell Library microfilms, which 
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are of varying quality, can be problematical. I have attempted first to cite the frame number, 

where that is too faint to read, the page numbers, where those are unavailable, duplicated or 

out of sequence, the date of the text. 

Robinson was an adventuresome speller and grammarian. All quotations and 

punctuations from his writings are transcribed accurately. I have avoided the intrusive use of 

the word ‘sic’, the Latin for ‘thus’, where he deviates frequently from modern usage. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis examines the invasion of a country inhabited by a forager people and the resultant 

overwhelming disaster that befell its inhabitants. The invasion was effected by an irresistible 

force projected by an industrial society from the opposite side of the globe. That incoming 

society held values so antithetical to those of the indigenous peoples that the invasion became 

a conquest not only of their land but also of their mentalité, their agency, attitudes, behaviours 

and relationships as well as their conceptions of the cosmos and their place within it. At the 

margin of this invasion a frontier formed: a sometimes violent, sometimes peaceful, ambiguous 

zone of transition, sometimes solid, sometimes permeable. 

The coverage of most recent historical treatments of frontiers in Australia and 

specifically Tasmania1 has been extensive. In contrast, this thesis focuses on a very small part 

of one Australian frontier. It details a case study, the appropriation of Loonwonnylowe2 (Bruny 

Island), a small island off the southeast coast of Tasmania (Figure 1.1). It undertakes a 

microhistorical examination of one highly localised point of contact and conflict on that 

frontier’s edge. Here the British, or the Raege as the Tasmanians called the invaders,3 

established over a few acres of cleared tall-timber, a mission designed to ‘civilise’ and thereby 

pacify the island’s indigenous inhabitants. A visitor today to an unremarkable sheep paddock 

on the shores of a small, nondescript bay that runs into the western seaboard of Bruny Island 

would be hard pressed to imagine what went on there 190 years ago. Today, the wind comes 

 
1 See Section 1.2 for a discussion of some of this literature.  
2 Robinson (nd. 1830-1866?: Frame 630).  
3 ‘Raege’, is a name for ‘Whiteman’, a word collected by George Augustus Robinson on Bruny Island. This was 

an invented term by the local Aborigines (Plomley 1976:320). Its linguistic affine ‘Raegeowrapper’ meaning 

‘devil’ or ‘malignant evil spirit’ cannot be accidental. Other groups pointedly labelled the Whiteman as devils 

(Plomley 2008: 215). A face carved into a tree in Recherche Bay by a Frenchman in 1792/93 scared a generation 

of Aboriginal children (Plomley 2008: 408).  
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in from the D’Entrecasteaux Channel, rustling the sedges and grasses of the impoverished 

ground and rattling the strips of bark hanging down the trunks of the bordering gums. In the 

distance can be heard the bleating of sheep, while high overhead the occasional cry of the sea 

eagle and, amongst the flanking woodland, the distinctive call of swift parrots passing on their 

annual migration. Except for the occasional boundary fence or gate, no structures break the 

 

Figure1.1. Location of Loonwonnylowe (Bruny Island). 
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surface of these fields. There are no buildings, or signs, or monuments reflecting the human 

misery that played out here. However, the creation of this mechanism of suppression, the 

Aboriginal Establishment, on Bruny Island, occasioned over five hundred manuscript pages 

(journals, notebooks, letters, lists, memoranda, maps), as well as newspaper articles. This thesis 

provides a close reading of that and other evidence, drilling down to understand what went on 

at this frontier’s edge, not only for the colonising forces, but particularly also for the people 

whose land this was, the foragers subjected to the incursion. 

I came to the writing of this thesis tangentially. I had been invited by the weetapoona 

Aboriginal Corporation to locate George Augustus Robinson’s mission establishment to the 

Aborigines, known to have been situated on the land that they managed: the pastoral property 

of Murrayfield that spreads across most of the northern part of Bruny Island. As an 

archaeologist I used my training to interrogate the history of the site to help reveal evidence of 

the past. Accordingly, I read Robinson’s journals and letters and the Government dispatches 

relevant to the period and place in order to assemble a history of the building construction on 

the site and refine a target for the geophysical survey that I planned to conduct to locate the 

buried remains.4 In concluding my reading of the documentary evidence I was able to answer 

to my satisfaction the questions ‘who?’, ‘what?’ and ‘when?’, and make a reasoned estimate at 

‘where?’ but I was less sure of the ‘how?’ and, on most occasions, mystified by the ‘why?’  

Consequently, this thesis is not only a survey of a frontier of physical space, a 

description of the ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘when’ and ‘where’; it also studies the frontiers of the mind 

in order to examine the ‘how’ and the ‘why’. The dispossession of the Tasmanian Aborigines 

at the muzzle end of a musket has become well-known.5 This thesis digresses, in part, from 

that theme by examining a single counter-current. Contrasting with the strident voices of the 

 
4 Ranson (2013a, 2013b). 
5 Most recently described by Boyce (2008), Clements (2013), McFarlane (2008), and Windschuttle (2002).  
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extirpationists of the time which have dominated recent histories, there was also a thread of 

humanitarianism running through the Raege psyche. That humanitarian endeavour informed 

the creation on Bruny Island of the Aboriginal Establishment, an institution which ultimately 

failed because of the incapacity of both the British Georgian mind and the indigenous 

Tasmanian mind to cross the frontier and understand the mind-set of each other’s culture.  

What of that ‘other side of the frontier’?6 Do we, today, fail to cross it, too? History, by 

habit, treats archival evidence as its primary source. How do we go about understanding that 

textual evidence when it describes the behaviours and responses of members of a non-literate 

society who are only to be seen as wraiths flitting amongst the folios of documents created by 

the oppressors? How do we restore agency to indigenous peoples of the past? This thesis 

confronts the challenge by employing a multi-disciplinary approach that draws on fields other 

than history such as archaeology, anthropology, biology, ethnography, linguistics, comparative 

religion and convict studies, so as to illuminate the phenomenology of the Aborigines’ 

dispossession as they struggled in those last moments to hold on to their homeland.  

 

1.1. Theoretical and methodological underpinnings.  

Like most archaeologists, I have been trained to extract the maximum amount of information 

from the minimum amount of evidence: to employ a variety of techniques on a single piece of 

shell, a stone flake, or a fugitive hand-print in order to tell a cogent story of the past. So, too, 

with the research reported here. The words contained in historic documents residing in archives 

are the artefacts. The challenge was to find the techniques to employ on those artefacts to 

amplify their meaning, content, and relevance.  

In this endeavour, I was influenced by three forms of enquiry that have long attracted 

me. The first owes its genesis in deep ecology, particularly as promulgated by the Norwegian 

 
6 To borrow the phrase from the title of Reynolds’ (1981) book The other side of the frontier.  
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philosopher Arne Næss who advocated as a method of enquiry asking ever deeper questions of 

a particular norm, term or concept until the basis for a fundamental understanding is achieved.7 

The second form of enquiry arises out of Naess’ advocacy, and that is, where possible, the 

original artefacts should be handled and examined. Thus, the original sources should be read 

closely and form the basis of analysis — something that is not always apparent in many recent 

histories. Here also, unlike a literary reading of those sources, the texts are reinterpreted 

through a reading of the landscape. When that is undertaken, the narrative becomes replete 

with ‘stories’ of a people’s movement and resource use within their terrain, thereby allowing 

the Aborigines agency. The third form of enquiry was influenced by the logical positivists, 

particularly as promulgated by the New Archaeology of the 1960s and 1970s, which sought to 

use scientific methods to leverage data to promote, refine, and test hypotheses about the past.8 

In the absence of a traditional forager people to study and question about their past, the old 

ethnohistorical accounts are paramount. George Silberbauer’s recommendation to perform 

“rescue anthropology” on those sources resonated with me.9 One way to do this was to use 

human behavioural ecology,10 a sub-discipline arising in the 1990s from ethnography and 

scientific archaeology, to provide a lens through which to view the reports. While human 

behavioural ecology, which employs quantitative data and theoretical modelling to describe 

optimal human adaptation to their environment, can rarely be applied directly to historical texts, 

it nevertheless can provide a route through which those writings can be reread.  

During initial planning for the thesis I read outside the immediate subject area of 

Tasmanian Aboriginal history in order to develop and refine my methodological approaches. 

While not strongly influenced by these works (see below), I nevertheless appreciated their 

 
7 Hay (2002: 41). Warwick Fox (1990: 91–103) provides a good explication of Næss’s method.  
8 Best exemplified by the works of Louis Binford (e.g. 1972; 2001), Yu (2015).  
9 Silberbauer (1994).  
10 Kelly (2013).  
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methodologies and was reassured to see that others elsewhere had struggled, with varying 

degrees of success, to achieve their results.  

The intensive examinations of time and place by writers of microhistory, have shown 

that it is possible to ask “large questions in small places”11 in contrast to the wider-scale 

inquiries inherent in regional histories. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s Montaillou: The promised 

land of error, a history of a fourteenth-century village in southern France, and Carlo 

Ginzburg’s, The cheese and the worms: The cosmos of a sixteenth-century miller are models 

of the microhistorical genre.12  

A considerable part of this thesis, particularly the Aborigines’ response to settler 

presence on their land and their behaviour at the Aboriginal Establishment, is based on the 

journals of George Augustus Robinson, a builder turned government agent. Rhys Isaac’s 

analysis of the Virginia slave owner Landon Carter’s journal in reconstructing the world of an 

individual is a model of its kind and was a guide here.13 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s analysis of 

the diary of Martha Ballard, a seventeenth/eighteenth-century midwife in Maine, showed that 

much could be done to portray an individual and their society with far less than Robinson left 

to posterity.14 Robinson was an inveterate reader and left evidence in his writings of numerous 

works that he read and that must have influenced his thinking. Jonathan Rose’s The intellectual 

life of the British working classes and Lydia Wevers’ Reading on the farm: Victorian fiction 

and the colonial world suggested possible approaches to understanding the intellectual milieu 

and mind-set of a historic individual from his reading habits.15  

Understanding the feelings and trauma that the Bruny Islanders experienced during 

their dispossession was a challenge. In the absence of immediate and first-person accounts, 

 
11 Joyner (1999: 1).  
12 Ginzburg (1992); Le Roy Ladurie (2008). See also Ginzburg(1993).  
13 Isaac (2004).  
14 Ulrich (2010).  
15 Rose (2001); Wever (2010). Robinson’s personal library very much reflects the eclectic contents of colonial 

Mechanics’ Institute libraries of the time (Catalogue of the library of the Launceston Mechanics’ Institute (1861)).  
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postcolonial texts were helpful. Reading Aimé Césaire’s Discourse on colonialism, Frantz 

Fanon’s Black skin, white masks, Albert Memmi’s The colonizer and the colonized, and Octave 

Mannoni’s Prospero and Caliban: The psychology of colonization assisted immeasurably in 

gaining some understanding of the impact the settler-colonial world had on the native psyche.16  

 

1. 2. Literature Review 

This thesis is a history of a small group of Tasmanian Aborigines at one particular time. As 

such, it sits within a body of work that has been accruing since the seventeenth century. There 

have been, conservatively, 4000 works published on Tasmanian Aborigines to date. Most of 

these items have been written in English, French, and German. The first bibliography on 

Tasmanians by Brian Plomley lists approximately 1000 published works up until 1965.17 

Claudia Sagona, in a second bibliography, identified a further 1025 items published in the 

twenty-two years from 1965 to 1987.18 Conservatively, another 1500 items will have been 

published since. Plomley was to acerbically note of the first 1000 papers published that: 

... it is striking how few of them present new facts. And how few of the 

authors have consulted original sources for their facts! One seems to read the 

same thing again and again, with only major or minor inaccuracies to 

distinguish individual papers, a sort of recurring dream which one hopes to 

wake from and forget. Of this mass of literature it is not unfair to say that 

 
16 Césaire (2001); Fanon (1967); Macy (2000); Mannoni (1956); Memmi (1974). Though the parallels cannot be 

taken too far. While Césaire and Fanon were black Martiniquans suffering under French domination, they were 

the western educated recipients of a colonialism that had commenced three hundred years previously. Memmi 

was a Francophone Tunisian Jew who was responding to French colonisation initiated eighty years before. 

Mannoni was an outside white observer of the French colonisation of Madagascar that had occurred seventy years 

earlier. Fanon and Mannoni wrote as Freudian psychoanalysts, a perspective that had received pungent criticism 

as far as 40 years previously (Woodworth 1917). While there is no intent to minimise these writers’ suffering, all 

lack the raw anguish that Bruny Islanders must have experienced as they directly observed the invasion and 

conquest of their land.  
17 Plomley (1969).  
18 Sagona (1989). This publication, importantly, also contains an index to Plomley’s (1969) work.  
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about 10% is rubbish, 40% not worth reading, 40% of some value, and only 

10% really worthwhile contributions to the subject.19  

Plomley identified a large literature in Russian which was unavailable to him. No 

consideration has been given to works in the languages of the Slavic, Scandinavian, Spanish 

and Italian peoples whose corpora of scientific enlightenment and debate were greatly 

stimulated by the Tasmanian evidence.  

Aboriginal Tasmanians have long captured the European imagination and the literature 

reflects the particular European zeitgeist dominant at a specific time. The earliest works are the 

first hand reports from the marine expeditions, commercial and scientific, who met up with 

Aborigines during their travels (1642-1804). These were followed by ethnographic accounts 

contained within the various writings of the settlers as they took up the land and usurped the 

Aborigines from their homelands (1804-1834). The most outstanding of these settler accounts 

are the journals of George Augustus Robinson (1829-1834), a major protagonist in this thesis. 

The end of the Napoleonic Wars in Europe and the concomitant pressures to emigrate, created 

a sub-genre of ‘Emigrant Guides’ (1823-1829) which mention the Aborigines but minimise, 

for obvious reasons, the violence that was prevailing between them and the settlers within Van 

Diemen’s Land. Later descriptions by ‘old hands’ (1849-1910) were to offer retrospective 

glimpses of the now-vanquished traditional tribespeople. In the mid-nineteenth century too, a 

number of parallel anthropological themes began to develop as the Tasmanians’ place in human 

evolution came under examination and their puzzling presence on an isolated island was 

debated. Fieldwork with living tribespeople becoming unavailable, substitutes such as analysis 

of their stone artefacts left on the now deserted landscape became a major area of study (1873-

present). Studies of their skeletal remains (1831-1991) provided a major contribution to the 

world-wide debate on the origins of humankind and specifically the origins of the Tasmanians. 

 
19 Plomley (1969: x) 
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Linguistics (1847-2012), too, has contributed to solving the puzzle of the Tasmanian origins 

and their social groupings. Then from 1964 to the present, the literature began to be dominated 

by archaeologists. The advent of radiocarbon dating techniques allowed a nuanced chronology 

of the 35,000-year long presence of the Aborigines on their island to be constructed for the first 

time. At the same time, detailed studies by palynologists and geomorphologists situated the 

Tasmanians’ past lifeways within often rapidly changing environments. Major archaeological 

discoveries (from 1982) of the contents of Pleistocene caves in the Franklin-Gordon Rivers 

region not only created a deep chronology for the Aboriginal presence in Tasmania but also 

created heated public debates around the ownership of the past, which in turn has generated a 

huge literature. Professional historians came very late to the scene. The first historical work to 

consider the history of the Tasmanians in its entirety was published in 1981.20 This initiated a 

growing body of work on the conflict between the British and the Aborigines, now generally 

termed ‘frontier studies’. The employment of sometimes-dubious historiography as well as 

conflicting analyses of the sources engendered much heat, creating a Tasmanian component to 

the long running ‘History Wars’ (2002-present) about the interpretation of the impact of British 

colonialism upon Aboriginal societies.21 A related debate, whether there was a policy of 

intentional killing of Aborigines on the part of the British, ‘genocide studies,’ arose in parallel 

(1995-present).  

Because of the vastness of the literature available, the following review is highly 

selective, serving simply to map the major features of the intellectual terrain within which this 

thesis is situated. Detailed referencing will be found in each chapter of the thesis. Two 

overarching themes are touched upon here: i) ethnohistory and ii) frontier studies.  

 

 
20 Ryan (1981).  
21 Attwood and Foster (2003a); Macintyre and Clark (2004); Manne (2003b); Windschuttle (2002). 
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Ethnohistory 

First-hand accounts of Tasmanian Aborigines were made by eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century British and French maritime explorers visiting the shores of southeast Tasmania. Most 

of these are now readily available in transcription.22 The earlier British accounts written by 

Tobias Furneaux and his men (1773), James Cook and his officers (1777) and William Bligh 

(1788 and 1792) contain only sparse descriptions of the Tasmanians.23 However, the visit to 

Tasmania by the French expeditions, particularly those of Bruni D’Entrecasteaux (1792 and 

1793)24 and Nicolas Baudin (1802),25 each carrying parties of savants, have left us with 

comparatively extensive descriptions of the lifeways of the contemporary Tasmanians. Brian 

Plomley and others have transcribed the journals of these expeditions and provided valuable 

analyses of the original documents.26 The record of a later meeting in 1819 of the west coast 

Aborigines by Allan Cunningham, the botanist attached to Phillip Parker King’s expedition, 

has also left us with useful descriptions.27 

Land exploration commenced following settlement. Few explorers or surveyors 

commented extensively on the Aborigines. Two exceptions were Jørgen Jørgensen and George 

Augustus Robinson. Jørgensen met Aborigines during his exploration of northwest Tasmania 

and also while he was a member of roving parties working out of the Midlands attempting to 

capture them. Jørgensen’s recently published ‘lost’ journals make an important contribution to 

the ethnohistory of those areas.28 Robinson kept extensive journals made on his journeys 

around Tasmania between 1829-1834 and these form one of the most detailed early nineteenth-

century ethnohistories available from Australia. This thesis refers to Robinson’s work in both 

 
22 I was unable to locate any description of the visit in late 1827 to Bruny Island by a party of naturalists from 

Jules Dumont d’Urville’s expedition (Duyker 2014: 240) to ascertain whether they met with the Bruny Islanders.  
23 Beaglehole (1955-1974); Bligh (1975, 1976). 
24 Labillardiére (1800).  
25 Cornell (1974).  
26 Bonnemains, Forsyth and Smith (1988); Cornell (1974); Duyker and Duyker (2001); Plomley (1983); Plomley, 

and Piard-Bernier (1993). 
27 Orchard & Orchard (2014).  
28 Plomley (1991).  
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its edited form29 and in original manuscript.30 Other settlers’ commentaries as well as 

descriptions in emigration guides, almanacks, journals and later histories were collected 

together by the ethnohistorian Henry Ling Roth, a resident of Halifax, Yorkshire.31 Roth never 

visited Tasmania but information in his publication The Aborigines of Tasmania (1890, 

republished in 1899) was gained from over 150 published sources, as well as through 

correspondence with the lawyer James Backhouse Walker who interviewed a number of ‘old 

hands’ in Tasmania for Roth.32 Roth’s treatment became a standard work which is still 

extensively quoted.33 There was one final ethnohistorical effort, that by the geologist Ernest 

Westlake who, unlike Roth, decided to visit Tasmania between 1908 and 1910 to interview 

elderly residents who remembered the Tasmanians.34 Finally, in 1974, Rhys Jones produced a 

seminal reworking of the ethnohistory entitled Tasmanian Tribes in which he set out to 

reconstruct the economy, social organisation and mobility of the Tasmanians. This work, along 

with the earlier publication by Roth, constitute the evidence most quoted, sometimes without 

attribution and often uncritically, in all the later general historical treatments of the Tasmanian 

Aborigines. These later descriptions are derivative and have rarely advanced the ethnohistorical 

understanding of the Tasmanians. However, as mentioned earlier, there are several lenses 

through which ethnographic understanding can be reinvigorated. Close reading of the original 

sources is one. The application to the ethnohistorical sources of new advances in human 

behavioural ecology, described by Robert Kelly in The lifeways of hunter-gatherers: the 

foraging spectrum, is another.35 This thesis makes a start on this endeavour.36  

 
29 Plomley (2008) 
30 Robinson (1818-1866?).  
31 Griffin (1988).  
32 McDougall (2007); Taylor (2016).  
33 In this thesis the second edition (Roth 1899) is referred to.  
34 Plomley (1991?); Taylor (2017); Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010). 
35 Kelly (2013).  
36 Though archaeologists specialising in Tasmania have been using ethnography to explicate their discoveries 

since Rhys Jones (1971a) published his thesis. They have also been incorporating human behavioural ecology in 

their work for the past thirty years (Cosgrove & Allen 2001; Cosgrove, Allen, J., & Marshall, B. 1990; Cosgrove 

1991; and later).  
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Frontier studies 

For some37 the frontier ‘turn’ in Australian history was initiated by the anthropologist William 

Stanner in the publication of his famous 1968 Boyer lectures After the Dreaming.38 In his 

second lecture, Stanner coined the phrase the ‘great Australian silence’ for the ‘cult of 

forgetfulness’ that the Europeans adopted regarding the violent destruction of Aborigines and 

Aboriginal society during their invasion of the land. Stanner pointed to the need for the study 

of this period’s history.39 However, as the anthropologist Mitchell Rolls emphasises, this 

‘forgetfulness’ was the peculiar blindness of historians: There was an abundance of 

anthropological texts, as well as works in the popular literature and other media, describing 

Aborigines and the violence they suffered at the frontier.40 And there were also historical 

treatments of those times, too. Anna Clark, in a fifty-year retrospective consideration of 

Stanner’s now-famous call, suggests that earlier nineteenth-century commentators had, in fact, 

drawn attention to this violence.41 In Tasmania, John West’s 1852 History of Tasmania,42 

James Bonwick’s The Last of the Tasmanians: or The Black War of Van Diemen’s Land43 

published in 1870, and James Erskine Calder’s 1875 compilation Some account of the wars, 

extirpation, habits, etc. of the native tribes of Tasmania44 vividly described the frontier violence 

occasioned by settler colonisation of the island. However, the argument goes, in reaction to 

growing white Australian nationalism, denial dominated Australian history during the late 

 
37 E.g. Manne (2003). 
38 Stanner (1968).  
39 Later historiographies of the historical treatment of Aborigines and the frontier experience can be found (in 

chronological order) in Reece (1979) (but written in 1976), Attwood (2003), Attwood & Foster (2003b), Attwood 

(2017). Rolls (2010) takes a much wider historiographical view in his critique of the positions of most historians.  
40 Rolls (2010). In his scathing critique, Rolls was to call this a ‘confected ignorance’ (2010: 26) by recent 

historians, a charge that has yet to be adequately addressed. Even in a recent analysis of historians’ denial of the 

presence of Aborigines in Australian history, Attwood (2017) does not refer to Rolls’ article and the charges 

levelled in it.  
41 Clark (2018). 
42 West (1971).  
43 Bonwick (1870)  
44 Calder (1875).  
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nineteenth/early-twentieth century and historical narratives commenced with British 

settlement. The early-twentieth century saw few histories touch substantially upon the land’s 

original inhabitants.45 The drought was occasionally broken by writers from other disciplines. 

The most conspicuous were those by the journalist Clive Turnbull in 1948 with Black War: 

The extermination of the Tasmanian Aborigines46 and the public administrator Charles 

Rowley’s 1970 publication The destruction of Aboriginal society. Later in the 1970s, historians, 

too, began to examine and portray Aborigines in a sympathetic light. Geoffrey Blainey’s 1975 

work Triumph of the nomads used archaeological, ethnohistorical, and ecological evidence to 

emphasise the Aborigines’ long and successful adaptation to this continent.47  

From the time of Rowley’s work onwards, the earlier cult of forgetfulness was taken 

over by what Bob Reece called the dispossession-resistance model or orthodoxy.48 Histories 

incorporating descriptions and analyses of frontier violence began to be written. At the same 

time, there was an attempt to portray the dispossession from an Aboriginal perspective. One of 

the first historians to take up the challenge was Lyndall Ryan in her 1975 PhD dissertation The 

Aborigines in Tasmania 1800-1974 and their problems with the Europeans. The most 

influential work of this period was Henry Reynolds’ 1981 volume: The other side of the 

frontier: Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion of Australia. In the same year, Ryan’s 

dissertation was published in book form as The Aboriginal Tasmanians.49 Her work took the 

history of the Aborigines up to recent times and included ethnohistorical descriptions of 

Aboriginal food gathering, mobility and social organisation that were mainly borrowed from 

Jones’ early paper on tribes.  

 
45 Attwood (2017); Attwood and Foster (2003b: 2).  
46 Turnbull (1974).  
47 Blainey (1975).  
48 Reece (1987). 
49 Ryan (1981, 1996).  
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There was then a hiatus of nearly twenty years before works began to regularly appear 

on various aspects of the confrontation between Aborigines and the British in Tasmania. The 

earliest, Reynolds’ Fate of a free people, analysed the frontier war and the subsequent broken 

agreement between the British and the Tasmanians.50 Two regional histories followed, that by 

Ian McFarlane, Beyond awakening: The Aboriginal tribes of North West Tasmania: A history,51 

and an examination of the southeast by Graeme Calder in Levee, line and martial law: A history 

of the dispossession of the Mairremmener52 People of Van Diemen’s Land 1803-1832.53 Ryan 

reworked her earlier history as Tasmanian Aborigines: a history since 1803.54 This was 

followed by Tom Lawson who contended that British aggression in Tasmania amounted to 

genocide in The last man: a British genocide in Tasmania;55 and Murray Johnson and 

McFarlane who published a purported definitive and detailed history in Van Diemen’s Land: 

An Aboriginal history.56 Finally, and most recently, Nick Brodie re-examined the Black War 

in The Vandemonian War: the secret history of Britain’s Tasmanian invasion, advancing a 

thesis that British officialdom was complicit in genocide.57  

Five other works stand apart from the preceding mix. Keith Windschuttle’s58 critique 

of Tasmanian historians (particularly Reynolds and Ryan), their use of sources and the histories 

they produced in The fabrication of Aboriginal history: Volume 1 Van Diemen’s Land 1803-

1847 in turn spawned a sub-genre of refutations best exemplified by the papers edited by Robert 

Manne in Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s fabrication of Aboriginal history. Nicholas 

Clements’ doctoral dissertation Frontier conflict in Van Diemen’s Land made a detailed 

 
50 Reynolds (1995).  
51 McFarlane (2008). 
52 A concocted name. 
53 Calder (2010).  
54 Ryan (2012). 
55 Lawson (2014) 
56 Johnson and McFarlane (2015).  
57 Brodie (2018). 
58 Windschuttle (2002).  
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attempt at analysing the war equally from both Aboriginal and British perspectives.59 He 

followed this with a book of his thesis: The Black War: Fear, sex and resistance in Tasmania.60 

In all of these histories the Aboriginal voice is rarely heard, nor is Aboriginal accommodation 

(rather than aggression) with the invaders closely analysed. Patsy Cameron’s Grease and 

ochre: The blending of two cultures at the colonial frontier was the first of this type.61 

 

1.3. The thesis 

Because of its constrained nature and comparative wealth of ethnographic and historical 

evidence related to its peoples, Bruny Island provides a remarkable basis for a microhistorical 

study of a frontier. The island was the abode of forty or fifty individuals who identified as a 

separate people. It was also the Tasmanian locale which suffered one of the earliest invasions 

from a foreign power, and a site which conventional modern histories barely acknowledge that 

an invasion took place.62  

This thesis is in three parts. Part One (Chapters Two to Six), opens with a description 

of the foragers’ land on the eve of the invasion. Land is paramount to hunter-gatherer 

sustenance. It is the basis for their very survival. The plants and animals that coexist on that 

land represent the food and materials that the people consume. The land, and the life forms 

upon it, both facilitate and constrain every individual forager’s day-to-day existence, their 

social organisation and their mobility. Because of this supreme centrality to the foragers’ lives, 

the land was imbued with a sacrality. This close, complex, finely-tuned relationship was 

destroyed in less than three decades by the British invasion.  

 
59 Clements (2013). 
60 Clements (2014). 
61 Cameron (2011). I have not included in this review many other theses, papers, or chapters in books. These are 

treated, where relevant, in the body of this thesis. 
62 Marie Fels (1982) in her examination of culture contact in Buckinghamshire (the southern half of Tasmania 

which includes Bruny Island) mentions the place only twice in passing. Clements’ (2013) recent analysis of 

Tasmanian frontiers does not include it at all. 
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The British recognised, in part, the impact that their colonisation of Tasmania was 

having on the indigenous people and attempted to ‘ameliorate’ their condition. This 

amelioration was to be achieved by ‘civilising’ them into the British ways of life. Part Two 

(Chapters Seven and Eight) of the thesis describes the background and mindset of one of the 

individuals central to that initiative: George Augustus Robinson. Robinson was tasked by 

Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur, the head of the colonial endeavour in Tasmania, to set up 

an Aboriginal Establishment on Bruny Island as a type of mission designed to improve the 

condition of the islanders. Part Three (Chapters Nine to Eleven) describes the Aborigines’ 

relationship with and response to Robinson, their relationships with local British settlers, and 

their dealings with the convict servants that Robinson employed to help build the 

Establishment. The thesis concludes with a description of some of the influences that the 

foragers and their way of life had upon Robinson. The research opened up many lines of 

enquiry that were outside the scope of the thesis. The conclusion closes with five 

recommendations for future investigations. Each chapter of this thesis is detailed below.  

Part One Chapter Two ‘The land of the stringybark’ provides context with a short 

introduction to the present-day environment of Bruny Island and an overview of some aspects 

of human behavioural ecology relevant to the islander’s use of their country. The hunter-

gatherer landscape can best be characterised as comprising, in turn, patches of food or 

‘foodscapes’. There are physiological limitations to the human body, particularly the need for 

certain macronutrients that place restrictions on diet choice, and, in turn, influences the 

behaviour of people within those foodscapes. Protein and carbohydrates, albeit in certain 

closely defined proportions, are important limiting factors to human survival and thus 

behaviour. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to a consideration of the major animal and 

plant sources of these macronutrients that were economically important to the Bruny Islanders.  
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Chapter Three ‘The search for fat’ describes the Bruny Islanders driving need for that 

other major macronutrient. New evidence has come to light that the Tasmanians scavenged and 

hunted cetaceans, a major source of fat. Consumption of whales, particularly from seasonal 

strandings which are common on the island, likely had a strong influence on the peoples’ 

seasonal movement as well as their periodic congregations. Seals and birds, too, were sources 

of fat, though it is unlikely that the latter were a major component of the Bruny Islanders diet. 

Swans and muttonbirds have long been thought to be a major food source and driver for human 

seasonal movement in Tasmania. However, a close analysis of the data shows that these were 

not an important consideration for the Bruny Islanders.  

Chapter Four ‘The people of the stringybark’ discusses the Tasmanian Aborigines, 

particularly their group size and mobility, characteristics arising from their food-gathering 

habits. The Tasmanians have often been typified as having lived in bands which aggregate into 

tribes. Instead, this study shows that families were the dominant social grouping and larger 

congregations were rare events. Tasmanian Aborigines were observed by early explorers to be 

in constant daily movement, perhaps a unique characteristic for any forager society. In a series 

of daily movements, Bruny Islanders were recorded travelling as far as 150 km afield, a large 

distance by the standard of any hunter-gatherer society. An unusual form of mobility, ritual 

cursorial hunting, is also described from Tasmania for the first time.  

In response to their deep reliance on the land and the life forms upon it, the Tasmanians 

developed a profound spiritual affinity with it. The numinous quality of the land is discussed 

in Chapter Five ‘Before the Dreamtime – the sacred landscape of Bruny Island’. Here, I propose 

that the Tasmanian religion shared much with the Dreaming of the mainland and was most 

likely an early proto-dreamtime form.  

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, over the comparatively short period of three 

decades, the Aborigines’ complex relationship with their land was destroyed. In that time the 



18 

 

land was overrun and commercially appropriated by an invading industrial force unleashed by 

the British half a globe away. Using various historical sources including newspaper accounts, 

advertising, and shipping news, a detailed chronology of this seizure is constructed in Chapter 

Six ‘The stolen land: the Bruny Island frontier’.  

The invaders had a different view of this land. Their belief system, dominated by logos, 

was encoded in their great book called the Bible. They believed in a sky god in human form. 

Their god had a different view of the relationship between humanity and the natural world. 

“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish 

of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”63 For the Bruny Islanders, the central proponent 

of this belief system was the builder-cum-government agent George Augustus Robinson. An 

authoritative biography has yet to be written about this complex man. However, Part Two 

Chapters Seven and Eight make a beginning. Chapter Seven, ‘George Augustus Robinson: the 

early years’ examines Robinson’s family background and, using site location analysis, a tool 

borrowed from archaeology, reconstructs his childhood milieu in London. Chapter Eight, 

‘George Augustus Robinson: the mind on the frontier’ describes Robinson’s religious beliefs 

which undoubtedly coloured his approach to the Aborigines. A case is made that Robinson was 

associated with the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, a minority dissenting sect. Through 

his then minister, he likely became attracted to the missionising of indigenous people.  

Robinson was tasked by the Lieutenant-Governor to set up an establishment on Bruny 

Island to undertake the amelioration and civilisation of the Aborigines. Following a summary 

of the chronology of the Aboriginal Establishment, the remainder of the thesis, Part Three 

‘Minds across the frontier’, is devoted to analysing the interaction between the Aborigines, 

Robinson and the other settlers near the Establishment. Chapter Nine ‘Aborigines, Robinson 

 
63 Genesis 1:26. 
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and the Aboriginal Establishment’ describes the raison d’être for the mission and the general 

plan that Robinson attempted to follow. Using missionary models from the Pacific he quickly 

began learning the local language in order to facilitate proselytization. However, the 

Aborigines fell ill, many dying at the Establishment and the remainder of the chapter is devoted 

to an analysis of that calamity.  

Robinson found it impossible to retain these mobile foragers in one place. They had 

earlier come to an accommodation with the nearby settlers and were constantly moving off the 

Establishment and visiting these neighbours to garner food.64 Chapter Ten, ‘Aborigines, settlers 

and Robinson’, analyses an intriguing ethnohistorical source which survived into the twentieth 

century and that helps to recreate these relationships. A description is also provided of the 

seasonal bay whalers with whom the Aboriginal women traded sex for food and who became 

a major vector for venereal infection of the Aborigines. One special class of settler were the 

convicts in the penal colony. Chapter Eleven, ‘Aborigines, convict labour and Robinson’, 

reconstructs the relationship between the Aborigines and Robinson’s convict servants. 

Robinson journal describes the best documented incidence of convict resistance to a master 

and this is described and analysed here.  

His short time with the Aborigines at the Establishment changed Robinson. The 

conclusion of the thesis, describes some of these ways this happened. The thesis closes by 

identifying avenues for future research.  

 
64 Cf. Reece (1987) for similar observations in Western Australia.  



20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART I 

LOONWONNYLOWE 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE LAND OF THE STRINGY BARK PEOPLE. 

 

The natives make small spears which they throw at and stick into the different trees. 

Those of Oyster Bay spear the stringy bark trees, peppermint trees, honeysuckle 

trees. The gum trees they claim as theirs and call them countrymen. The stringy 

bark trees the Brune call theirs, as being their countrymen, the peppermint the Cape 

Portland call theirs, and the Swanport claim the honeysuckle. Thus, if the natives 

of Oyster Bay spear the trees of another native they are much annoyed and go and 

pull them out.1 

 

2.1. Loonwonnylowe (Bruny Island) 

Loonwonnylowe (Bruny Island), shaped like an hour-glass, faces the South Pacific Ocean,2 its 

back nestling against mainland Tasmania from which it is separated by the narrow, sheltered 

waters of D’Entrecasteaux Channel (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). The island, together with the 

shorelines of the channel that it protects to its west, drew European explorers attracted by the 

extensive forests, sheltered bays and clear waters of its creeks. Here they could safely wood 

and water before continuing their voyages of discovery into the Pacific Ocean.  

 
1 Note on the amusements of the natives, George Augustus Robinson, 2nd July 1831 (Plomley 2008: 402). 
2 Always a conversation starter on the island’s only pub, other strong claimants for the name of this body of water 

are ‘Southern Ocean’, ‘Tasman Sea’ and ‘Pacific Ocean’. I have followed the authority of the International 

Hydrographic Organization (1953) here.  
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Figure 2.1. Bruny Island and the place names mentioned in the text. 
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Figure 2.2. Loonwonnylowe with known Aboriginal place names. 
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Bruny Island is 353 km2 in area,3 52 km long and centred approximately on 43° 20' 

South and 147° 20' East. Its earliest rocks are Permian sediments but the dominating geology 

is Jurassic dolerite, an igneous rock which covers most of the island. Remnants of Tertiary 

sediments are scattered throughout Bruny and the whole is overlain in parts by Quaternary 

wind-blown and water deposited sediments.4 The island as a whole is lower in the west 

providing accessible shorelines. It rises as one traverses eastwards and forms tall cliffs, some 

up to 200 m high, overlooking Storm Bay. Physically, the island comprises three main parts: 

The smaller northern ‘bulb’ of the hour-glass is comprised of rolling hills up to c. 200 m; the 

southern ‘bulb’ is dominated by the steeply sloping South Bruny Range culminating in Mt. 

Mangana, 571 m high; and these two land masses are connected by a narrow, low sandy 

tombolo, ‘The Neck’, whose latest incarnation formed during the Holocene, connecting what 

would have previously been two separate islands (Figure 2.3). 

Like the rest of Tasmania, Bruny Island is located within a temperate maritime climate 

where the surrounding oceans combined with onshore winds create a moderating influence on 

temperatures and rainfall.5 Localities on Bruny experience mild winters, cool summers and 

generally consistent rainfall throughout the year, though there is a climatic gradient running 

along the island from the warmer, drier north to the cooler, wetter south.6 This gradient, 

combined with the topography and soils, creates marked habitat differences between the north 

 
3 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008). 
4 Farmer (1985); Pemberton (2004); Ranson (2004:10-14, Appendix B, Map 2); Tasmanian Geological Survey 

(1988). The relevance of this geology to Aborigines is touched upon in Chapter 4.  
5 Bureau of Meteorology (1993); Jackson (1999); Harris and Kitchener (2005: 20-21). 
6 In the south, data for the Cape Bruny Lighthouse (1981-2010) show a mean annual rainfall of 973.2 mm with 

February the driest month receiving 59.5 mm and July the wettest month receiving 107.6 mm. The mean minimum 

and maximum temperatures for summer (February) are 12.2°C and 19.1°C and for winter (July) 6.5°C and 11.6°C 

respectively (Bureau of Meteorology 1981-2010). In contrast, in the north, data for Bull Bay (Lauriston) show a 

mean annual rainfall of 609 mm and the mean minimum and maximum temperatures for February of 12.5°C and 

21.2°C and for July 5.9°C and 12.6°C respectively (Bureau of Meteorology 1995-2017). 
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and the south of the island, with the former originally dominated by dry sclerophyll forests 

with grassy understorey (Figure 2.4), and the latter, while fringed with dry sclerophyll and 

coastal heaths, originally dominated by wet sclerophyll forests with a scrubby understorey 

(Figure 2.5). Understanding the distribution of forest types and the habitats they provide is 

fundamental, in turn, for understanding the land as a human forager habitat. The absence of an 

Aboriginal firing regime combined with two centuries of European farming and forestry have 

created an industrialised landscape across most of Bruny Island. However, it has been possible 

to recreate the distribution of forest types in recent pre-European times by using a Geographical 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Thomas Scott’s 1826 view of Bruny Island taken from Mt. Royal signal station. Scott has 

contrasted the lighter coloured dry sclerophyll forest of North Bruny in the mid-distance with the darker 

wet sclerophyll of South Bruny to the right, both separated by a low sandy isthmus now called The Neck 

(Scott 1822-1847: FL 4414849 State Library of New South Wales). 
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Information System to ‘fill in the gaps’.7 The results which illustrate the impact of the frontier 

on the landscape are shown in Figures 2.6 a & b and 2.7 a & b.  

So marked are these differences between north and south, that the island is considered 

by biogeographers to straddle two bioregions, with the boundary between them lying across 

The Neck (Figure 2.8).8 This level of complexity within such a small island is unique both for 

Tasmania and greater Australia. The ecological variation between the two parts is reflected, for 

instance, by the number of mammal species present: twelve found on northern Bruny Island  

 
7 Carter, Gilfedder, and Ranson (in preparation). The methodology for the GIS manipulation is described in this 

paper.  
8 Peters and Thackway (1998). 

 

Figure 2.4. Dry sclerophyll forest with grassy understorey. A sight that would have been familiar to 

the original inhabitants, though their frequent cool burns have been replaced by the grazing of 

introduced sheep. Missing are the carpets of wild flowers removed by sheep nosing up the orchids 

(Photo: Don Ranson). 
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and eighteen on southern Bruny Island.9 A further reflection of its complexity is that Bruny 

Island, while ranked fourth in size of Tasmania’s largest offshore islands, has the most species 

of native terrestrial mammals (Table 2.1), going against the typical trend of island pauperisation 

as areas become smaller and more restricted.10  

 
9 Driessen et.al. (2011). 
10 MacArthur and Wilson (1967). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5. Wet sclerophyll forest with scrubby understorey rarely saw Aboriginal firing (Photo: Don 

Ranson). 
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Figure 2.6a. Forest distributions across North Bruny Island in recent pre-European times. The key is 

described in detail in Harris and Kitchener (2005). Abbreviated Key: Mapping units commencing 

with ‘D’ = dry eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘W’ = wet eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘N’ = non-

eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘A’ = saltmarsh and wetland; ‘S’ = scrub, heath and coastal complexes; 

‘G’= native grasslands and ‘O’ = other. Map courtesy of Oberon Carter, DPIPWE.  
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Figure 2.6b. Forest distributions across South Bruny Island in recent pre-European times. The key is 

described in detail in Harris and Kitchener (2005). Abbreviated Key: Mapping units commencing 

with ‘D’ = dry eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘W’ = wet eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘R’ = 

rainforest; ‘N’ = non-eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘A’ = saltmarsh and wetland; ‘S’ = scrub, heath 

and coastal complexes; ‘M’ = rushland; ‘G’= native grasslands and ‘O’ = other. Map courtesy of 

Oberon Carter, DPIPWE.  
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Figure 2.7a. Present day forest distributions across North Bruny Island showing the impact of the 

frontier and the industrial landscape that was created. The key is described in detail in Harris and 

Kitchener (2005). Abbreviated Key: Mapping units commencing with ‘D’= dry eucalypt forest and 

woodland; ‘W’ = wet eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘N’ = non-eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘A’ = 

saltmarsh and wetland; ‘S’ = scrub, heath and coastal complexes; ‘G’= native grasslands; ‘F’ = 

agricultural; and ‘O’ = other. Map courtesy of Oberon Carter, DPIPWE.  
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Figure 2.7b. Present day forest distributions across South Bruny Island showing the impact of the 

frontier and the industrial landscape that was created. The key is described in detail in Harris and 

Kitchener (2005). Abbreviated Key: Mapping units commencing with ‘D’ = dry eucalypt forest and 

woodland; ‘W’ = wet eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘R’ = Rainforest and related scrub; ‘N’ = non-

eucalypt forest and woodland; ‘A’ = saltmarsh and wetland; ‘S’ = scrub, heath and coastal complexes; 

‘M’ = Moorland, sedgeland, rushland and peatland; ‘G’= native grassland; ‘F’ = agricultural; and ‘O’ 

= other. Map courtesy of Oberon Carter, DPIPWE.  
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Within these grossly defined ecological regions, there are numerous microhabitats 

created by the combination of aspect and the low latitude of the island.11 The low angle of 

incidence of solar radiation in these latitudes, the seasonal variation of that insolation caused 

by the obliquity of the Earth’s axis to the ecliptic plane, and the prevailing westerly winds 

produces perceptible drying effects in Tasmania despite the rainfall. This in turn causes poorer 

organic content in the faster drying soils on the northerly slopes which supports less dense 

vegetation cover. This, in turn, results in diverse microhabitats in very short distances on the 

same hill. Other microenvironments are created by the varied water bodies throughout the 

island. While most creeks are intermittent on North Bruny, standing water is contained in small 

lagoons at Dennes Point and behind Great Bay, dune-barred lakes at the northern end of 

Adventure Bay and a now-drained lake formerly impounded by a lunette (D’Arcys Lagoon) 

close by (all totalling <100 hectares). On South Bruny, in contrast, many creeks are perennial, 

sufficient to have supported platypus in former times. Large bodies of standing water were 

available at Big Marsh (250 hectares) and Cloudy Bay Lagoon (600 hectares). In sum, all these 

varied microhabitats of forest, understorey and water made Bruny Island a rich forager 

 
11 Holland and Steyn (1975); Jackson (1999: 18). 

Name Area (km2) Terrestrial native 

mammal species 

Flinders Is. 1340 13 

King Is. 1094 12 

Cape Barren Is. 465 6 

Bruny Is. 353 21 

 
Table 2.1 The faunal richness of Bruny Island in comparison to Tasmania’s other large offshore 

islands. Island areas from Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008); Species numbers from 

Driessen et.al. (2011). 
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environment. This, in turn, conditioned the behaviour, land use and resource extraction of its 

resident Aborigines.   

 

The foregoing has employed conventional environmental descriptions founded on a 

modern Eurocentric view of physical and economic geography: the descriptions of forest cover, 

for instance, were derived originally from information generated by the forest industry for 

commercial extractive purposes; the geological descriptions have their genesis in the structural 

and economic geology born in the early nineteenth century and which today supports our 

society particularly through mineral extraction; and the climate and weather records are 

fundamental to modern agribusiness amongst others. The way we view and measure the 

environment in the twenty-first century may have found some resonance with the Tasmanian 

Aborigines of the past, for it is likely that they too characterised the landscape in a way that 

 

Figure 2.8. The Neck looking south. A tombolo joins the two halves (and the two bio-

regions) of Bruny Island (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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assisted in resource extraction. However, it is most likely that they would have perceived and 

described the landscape much differently than we do today, seeing the environment more in 

terms of habitats for food species. Little study has been undertaken on cross-cultural landscape 

and environment appreciation and description, particularly applied by those traditional cultures 

that are no longer extant.12 If landscapes were to be particularly appreciated by foragers for 

resources that could be extracted and used, then one way to view the Tasmanians’ likely 

understanding of habitat would be through what I term foodscapes: the discrete distribution of 

food species, both plant and animals, and the habitats in which they live.  

 

2.2. The food quest and the forager environment13 

Humans eat to live and live to eat. Most of a forager’s daily activities were consumed in the 

food quest. Whether it was the movement and dispersal across the landscape in search for food, 

the procurement of raw materials to make tools to help capture and process that food, 

transportation of the food back to camp, the preparation for consumption of food once 

procured, the acquisition and maintenance of social relationships to facilitate sharing in times 

of famine, the storying of the landscape to create and retain sufficient knowledge to gain a 

living, the training of young people to become self-sufficient, and finally resting at days end to 

garner energy to continue the following day – the food quest was paramount in the forager’s 

mind.  

 
12 Understanding how foragers appreciated and described their environments and not how Europeans define them 

is what I am addressing here. Even Norman Tindale’s classic and compendious description of Aboriginal tribes 

according to their “terrain, environmental controls …” (Tindale 1974: Frontispiece) employs Eurocentric notions 

of environment. Ingold (2000) touches upon the problem. There are rare Australian exceptions to the contrary, 

e.g. Meehan (1982: Chapter 5), for instance, who compares the ethnotaxonomy of shellfish species by the Anbarra 

with the Linnaean system we use today.  
13 This section is unashamedly grounded in environmental determinism. While I recognise the possibility of 

cultural influences and limitations to behaviour and am sympathetic towards Ingold’s (2000) attempts to marry 

the two approaches, the problem in reconstructing past lifeways is how to test for cultural determinants. It seems 

to me that a more strategic (easier?) approach is to reconstruct the environmental determinants first before 

attempting to comment on possible cultural factors in human behaviour.  
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One way of gaining insight into the Tasmanians’ food quest is through human 

behavioural ecology (HBE). HBE is the study of human behaviour through understanding the 

development and enhancement, by natural selection, of an individual’s fitness to respond and 

perform optimally within his or her social and environmental milieu.14 HBE uses data from 

real life observations of human groups to drive widely applicable mathematical models to test 

predictions of panhuman behavioural variations under different conditions. HBE models are 

not complex realistic explanations but simple, reductionist, heuristic tools designed to analyse 

multifaceted phenomena. HBE models of forager societies concentrate on a number of avenues 

of research, only one of which, procurement of resources (especially food), will be considered 

in this thesis. Understanding the basis of procurement of food leads in turn to an understanding 

and discussion of group organisation requirements and mobility strategies that enable those 

actions. 

Optimal foraging models (OFM) are central in helping understand the choices that 

foragers have to make when they set out at the beginning of the day to acquire food. Two have 

particular utility. The first, the prey-choice model or diet-breadth model (DBM) predicts what 

food a forager will choose to harvest. DBM assumes that a forager seeks to maximise his or 

her return rate for the effort invested.15 That is, the forager attempts to maximise the ratio of 

energy gained in consuming a particular food item against the amount of energy expended in 

searching for that food item, then recovering the food item, for instance, by digging for it if a 

geophyte or chasing and immobilising it if an animal, and then returning the food item to camp 

where further processing of it occurs through butchering, cooking or some other form of 

preparation. From long experience foragers were closely aware of search costs — the 

abundance of the resource in any one location and the effort required to find it. They were also 

 
14 Bird and O’Connell (2006); Kelly (2013: 31-39); Winterhalder and Smith (2000). 
15 Kelly (2013: 46-76). 
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aware of handling costs — the harvesting and processing effort needed once the food was 

found. Thus, while the Bruny Islanders had hundreds of edible species available to them, they 

concentrated on only the few that provided an adequate return. In general, foragers first 

concentrate on the food item with highest return rate until a particular locality becomes so 

depleted of that resource that the return rate of the second ranked food item becomes higher, 

and that in turn is superseded by the third ranking food, and so on. Very low value species were 

either never taken, taken serendipitously (such as berries) while in search of the high ranked 

food (such as kangaroo) or consigned to the category of ‘famine food’, which were garnered 

only when times were bad and the premier foods were unavailable. 

There are other dimensions to prey choice and flora selection created by the cyclical 

temporal and spatial distribution of the prey, either short term such as seasonally, or longer 

term through climate change. Prey choice may also be affected by linear changes created by 

competition either from increasing population pressure from other foragers or the arrival of 

invaders possessing different (more efficient) search and recovery technology. Moreover, 

changes in prey availability requires, in turn, changes in mobility strategies. Temporary 

unavailability of prey requires, at least, consideration of storage technology to tide over the 

absence of that prey item. But storage, in turn, has ramifications for changes in mobility; the 

group having to stay and protect the stored food, which then leads to problems of being unable 

to access sufficient food resources close by.  

The second OFM of great use here is the patch choice model (PCM).16 This model 

assumes that prey is distributed heterogeneously in the environment in patches. The forager 

first chooses the patch that will allow the highest return rate. While in that patch, foraging takes 

place according to the DBM. When the patch becomes exhausted, or more exactly, when the 

return rate of that patch drops below the average return rate that could be expected of other 

 
16 Kelly (2013: 62).  
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patches, taking into account the cost of travelling to and from those other patches, the forager 

moves on.17 

Thus, OFM provide a basis for understanding aspects of a forager’s diet choice and 

mobility as they access and transit a series of foodscapes. The remainder of Chapter Two 

concentrates on describing the land of the stringy bark in terms of terrestrial foodscapes 

comprising terrestrial mammals and plant food. It is not intended to pursue mathematical 

models here. Rather it is intended to explore panhuman generalisations generated from the 

study of other forager societies and apply them to the known ethnohistoric and archaeological 

evidence available for the Bruny Islanders. HBE will be used here and in the following two 

chapters to explore such questions as why wallaby appears to be the premier red meat food 

choice; why seal or whale, if available, would be preferable to wallaby; why the Tasmanians 

were unlikely to form bands and tribes in the size range suggested by Jones;18 and in a later 

chapter, why the European bay whaling establishments became focal attractions for 

Aborigines.19 

 

2.3. A caveat - Famine, fat and protein poisoning.  

Before considering foodscapes, however, it is worth digressing to consider two overarching 

constraints to food selection: famine and the physiological limitations of the human body that 

place a restriction on diet choice. Robinson, a keen observer, noted early in his journal, during 

a particularly bad winter, that at such a time:  

 
17 This is Charnov’s marginal value theorem recast (Charnov 1976). But see also Bettinger and Grote (2016).  
18 Jones (1974). 
19 Space does not permit the exploration in this thesis of other uses of HBE, particularly in the explication of 

settlement type, size, and distribution, Tasmanian preference for monogamy over polygamy, division of labour 

amongst the sexes and why it was important for a widower to urgently seek a new wife, food extraction technology 

and why Tasmanians adopted dogs but not guns for hunting (but see Kelly (2017) for an overview). 
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Their resources are indeed prolific when hunger craves and there is a variety 

of unknown herbs or roots or plants to which they fly when hunger compels 

or when animal food is scarce.20  

At these times, notwithstanding these famine foods, the people could suffer extreme 

discomfort: 

Our journies were long — often from sunrise to sunset — with at times little 

to eat — The nt [natives] often in want. seldom complained — poor creatures 

hunger to them was no uncommon thing …  

They frequently have gone hunting and returd disappointed but never 

complain — tightening the ligature around their stomach —21 

Thus, notwithstanding the potential cornucopia accessible to highly skilled foragers, 

Tasmanians, from time to time, experienced a disjunction between their need for food and its 

ready availability. This would have become particularly acute in a society which lacked food 

storage technology to assist over difficult times. The disjunction was principally created by the 

short-term unpredictability and availability of animal prey. While there were regular seasons 

for birds to lay their eggs, seals to pup or whales to strand, within those broad parameters there 

were phenological variations and even random elements. For instance, January is the best time 

 
20 Plomley (2008: 71). In his later notes, Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: frame 0990)* records of this time: “The 

winter had now set in with unusual severity”. In fact, it was the worse winter experienced to date (1829) by the 

colonists.  

*Plomley who catalogued the Robinson papers in 1961/62 identified this collection of folios as being 

rough notes of Robinson’s 1829 Bruny Island observations written up in 1864/65 in preparation for writing a book 

(1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 0943) but provides no evidence for these dates. The folios in this collection are of 

different sizes and exhibit different writing quality and styles, particularly tense and context, suggesting, in turn, 

different sources and dates for his jottings. The Bruny Island notes are on paper 6 x 3⅞ inches in size, 

corresponding to an ‘Albert’ (British Association of Paper Historians (2018)), a paper size first noted in 1846 

(OED).  
21 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 0993). These instances of hunger, probably encountered in 1829, might also 

reflect unusual confounds: hard journeying restricts time to hunt; prey availability might be depressed by 

competition from nearby European hunters, introduced diseases might have restricted individuals’ hunting ability. 

However, the binding of the stomach with cords hints at an established practice that suggests famine was 

experienced in pre-European times. Indeed, the evidence for temporary food restrictions is not unusual in foraging 

societies (Meehan 1982: 156). 
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for whale strandings22 but such an event may not occur in some years. Added to this, 

overhunting of the more predictably tethered resources such as possums and wallabies might 

occur if there was a failure or delay in the expected arrival of seasonal foods. This, in turn, 

would result in the local depression of the wallaby and possum population causing a 

concomitant increased difficulty in procuring those animals. Winter particularly posed 

problems for Tasmanians: shorter daylight hours depressed plant and animal productivity and 

restricted foraging periods and snow restricted animal mobility and hid signs of geophytes. In 

most of these uncertain times the people could probably fall back on ‘famine foods’, as 

Robinson suggests, the less favoured plant food items on their menu. 

However, there may have been a second dimension to the Tasmanians’ experience of 

famine Robinson recorded at this time — the terrible effects of protein poisoning due to an 

increased reliance, by necessity, on lean meat during winter. Macropods are very lean, and 

particularly so during winter. This lean meat could, paradoxically, lead to increased feelings of 

hunger. Kangaroo flesh is 78.6-79.1% muscle and 0.5-0.8% fat.23 Even the fattest part of a 

kangaroo, its tail, is composed of 20% protein and only 1.1% fat. (In comparison, sheep 

comprise 49.4-57.0% muscle and 20.2-32.0% fat).24 Fat has over twice the calorific value of 

protein (9 kcal/g compared to 4 kcal/g)25 and is easily digestible. Protein, on the other hand, is 

expensive to convert to energy, requiring a rise of 10% in the body’s metabolic rate in order to 

do so.26 The capacity of the liver’s oxygen uptake in deaminating protein imposes a 

constraint.27 The kidneys also limit protein consumption because of the amount of urea, a by-

product of protein catabolism, which they can process.28 These limitations allow only a 

 
22 See Chapter Three. 
23 Hopwood, Hilmi, and Butterfield (1976: Table 5). These figures are for a combined sample of red (Macropus 

rufus) and grey kangaroo (M. giganteus). Figures for Bennetts wallaby (M. rufogriseus) and pademelon 

(Thylogale billardierii) available to Bruny Islanders are unavailable but are likely to be similar.  
24 Food Standards Australia New Zealand (2012: Table 2). 
25 Borushek (2016).  
26 Noli and Avery (1988: 396). 
27 Bilsborough and Mann (2006); Noli and Avery (1988: 397). 
28 Noli and Avery (1988: 396). 
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maximum of c. 50% of the body’s energy needs over a very short period of time to be gained 

from protein (lean meat). In practice even 23% intake of protein over twelve days will cause 

azotaemia29 resulting in confusion, fatigue, tachycardia and kidney failure. Thus, to remain 

within safe limits, protein intake has to be controlled and the balance of energy needs has to be 

made up from other sources, particularly animal fat and plant carbohydrates.  

Consumption of protein, therefore, comes at a cost. This is exemplified by travellers 

and explorers in the high latitudes of the Northern Hemisphere who remarked upon this 

problem of high-protein, low fat, low-energy diets. The seasonal reduction in body fat, 

particularly of ungulates (elk, caribou, buffalo, deer), creates in turn nutritional stress in those 

who prey upon the animals.30 ‘Mal de caribou’ and ‘rabbit starvation’ were terms given to the 

condition that resulted from reliance during winter on a diet of those animals. Restriction to a 

diet of lean meat leads to the consumption of ever larger meals until by the end of the first 

week, three to four times the normal meal is being consumed, the belly is extended, but hunger 

is not assuaged.31 Starvation and protein poisoning commences with feelings of restlessness, 

diarrhoea follows after the first week, severe debilitation after twelve days, and death occurs 

after several weeks.32 At the commencement of these symptoms there is a strong craving for 

fat and the symptoms disappear when fat is eaten. Tasmanians, like other foragers, would have 

been alive to this problem and it explains the drive to find and consume fat, whether found in 

the brain and marrow of macropods or as depot fat in wombats, echidna, and platypus as well 

as in marine resources such as seals, whales or sea birds. It is this drive to access fat (and 

carbohydrates in plants) that underpins the mobility of foragers.  

 
29 Noli and Avery (1988: 397). 
30 Speth (2012: 4.3). 
31 It is intriguing to speculate whether the prominent bellies of the Tasmanians noted by French explorers (Plomley 

1983: Plate 4, 161) were a result of a surfeit of protein.   
32 Noli and Avery (1988); Speth and Spielmann (1983). 
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With these constraints in mind, consideration of the various Bruny Island foodscapes 

follows.  

 

2.4. Terrestrial mammals 

Terrestrial mammals were an important source of protein, not only providing energy, but 

contributing essential amino acids necessary for growth and maintenance. One limitation 

already mentioned, of most Australian mammals, particularly marsupials, is their low-fat 

content. 

As with all islands, Bruny Island suffers from species pauperisation.33 Islands have a 

smaller number of species within any taxon than an equivalent area on the nearby mainland. 

Typically, the larger the animal, or the higher the trophic level it occupies, the more room and 

resources it requires and only a small population can be sustained in a restricted area. A small 

population is vulnerable to catastrophic events from which it cannot recover (over-predation 

by humans, for instance). Species that become locally extinct on an island are unable to be 

easily replenished. There are twenty-one species of terrestrial mammals known from Bruny 

Island (Appendix A),34 the largest being the Bennett’s wallaby (Macropus rufogriseus), 

averaging 21 kg.35 Large mammals or higher trophic feeders not known to have been present 

on Bruny Island in the recent past included the Forester Kangaroo (M. giganteus) 52 kg,36 

Thylacine (Thylacinus cyanocephalus) up to 35 kg, the Smooth-nosed wombat (Vombatus 

 
33 Gorman (1979: Chapter 3); MacArthur and Wilson (1967: Chapter 2).  
34 Driessen et. al. (2011) 
35 Weights are the mean of the range for each species as given in Menkhorst and Knight (2001). 
36 The presence of a M. giganteus fibula in a midden at Adventure Bay can be most parsimoniously explained as 

a favourite bone tool brought from the mainland. (It is now held in the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford: 

http://objects.prm.ox.ac.uk/pages/PRMUID176122.html). 
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ursinus) 28 kg,37 Tasmanian Devil (Sarcophilus harrisii) 8 kg, and the Spotted-tailed Quoll 

(Dasyurus maculatus) 4 kg.38  

Bruny Islanders, therefore, were limited by their island environment in their diet choice 

and breadth and could only expand their prey choice by travelling to the mainland. It is likely 

that the frequent crossing of the Channel, noticed by the French explorers, was partly to access 

some of these animals that were unavailable on Bruny Island (see section 2.6). The islanders 

valued the local Bennett’s wallabies as their premier source of meat and were prepared to travel 

far to acquire them.39 They also hunted ‘rat kangaroos’,40 a colonial term that encompassed 

pademelons but also possibly bettongs and potoroos. Possums, most likely the brushtail, were 

gathered.41 Tasmanians elsewhere are known to have hunted platypus42 and echidna43 and there 

is no reason to doubt that the Bruny Islanders included these animals in their diet. Thus, the 

Bruny Islanders concentrated on their ‘big game’, the Bennett’s wallaby, with the smaller 

mammals in the 1.2-7.4 kg range providing a supplement. All the other mammals found on 

Bruny Island are not listed as prey in the ethnohistory and were likely too small to be 

purposefully sought out, being either ignored or captured only serendipitously. Archaeological 

evidence from elsewhere in Tasmania also points to the concentration on hunting larger 

terrestrial mammals. Excavations in the Pleistocene sites of southwest Tasmania show that 

Bennett’s wallaby is the most numerous prey species brought back to the caves with wombat 

 
37 Though the intriguing presence of wombat bone in an archaeological excavation of a bay whaling station at 

Adventure Bay (Lawrence & Tucker 2002) could point to the presence of a former population of wombats on the 

island in the recent past. Whether the animal was brought in by whalers for consumption or caught on Bruny 

Island is open. The island is probably large enough to have supported a small population in areas of open 

vegetation — Maria Island, a third of the size of Bruny Is., supports an introduced population of wombats 

(personal communication. Kris Carlyon 6 May 2019). 
38 In 1826, James Kelly extolled the virtues of a devil and thylacine free island for facilitating the successful 

introduction of rabbit warrens as well as for the successful keeping of geese and fowls (Anonymous (1826)). 
39 Plomley (2008: 108, 128). 
40 Plomley (2008: 61, 108). 
41 Plomley (2008: 61,63, 86, 87). 
42 Plomley (2008: 143, 567, 576, 921, 935). 
43 Plomley (2008: 403,410,431,925,931) 
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second.44 Macropus spp outnumbered wombat 9:1 overall in Cave Bay Cave.45 For terrestrial 

mammals, domination by Macropus is also true of the Holocene site of Rocky Cape.46  

 

2.5. Prey behaviour and hunting techniques  

It is likely that the Aborigines were aware of the subtlety in prey density and distribution in 

different forest and woodland types, a phenomenon that is again becoming apparent through 

modern surveys. For instance, eastern quolls are more common in swamp gum (Eucalyptus 

ovata) forest and woodlands, while in areas of silver peppermint (E. tenuiramis), brushtail 

possums are absent and there are low numbers of long-nosed potoroos perhaps because the 

nutrient poor soils on which this forest grows produce a sparse understorey with low plant 

species diversity.47  

Bennett’s wallaby, the Bruny Islanders’ premier prey, are solitary animals that loosely 

congregate. They prefer open forest, feeding in the open at night and hiding during the day at 

the edge of thick cover. The animal is highly predictable in nature – and can be considered a 

‘tethered’ and thus easily locatable resource. Their home range shifts little during their life; 

their centre of activity moving less than 30 m.48 Individual animals travel at night for good 

grazing and will follow the same route to do so, creating well-formed pads beneath the scrub.49 

Their grazing assists in the creation and maintenance of ‘marsupial lawns’50 where the animals 

congregate. The smaller pademelons are also solitary animals inhabiting riparian scrub as well 

 
44 Allen, Cosgrove, and Garvey (2016); Garvey (2006) 
45 Bowdler (1984: Table 20). Minimum numbers of smaller mammals eg. antechinus, rattus, mastacomys were 

much larger. However, these could have been brought into the cave by animals other than humans and anyway 

would have provided overall less food.  
46 Jones (1971a: Table 134). 
47 Driessen et. al. (2011: 57, 59). 
48 Johnson (1987: 131). 
49 Green (1993: 36). 
50 Roberts (2009). 
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as dense vegetation beneath dry sclerophyll forests during the day, coming out to feed in 

adjacent open areas at night.51  

Aborigines had a number of ways of hunting macropods, Bennett’s wallaby, 

pademelons, and their larger cousins the Forester kangaroo, though because of loose colonial 

terminology for the animals it is difficult to discern whether some methods were restricted to 

hunting only certain species.52 Macropods were both collectively hunted53 or by individuals.54 

Whatever method used, once intercepted, the animals were dispatched with spear and club. 

Fire was used to encourage fresh grassland to attract the animals and make them easier to 

hunt.55  Fire was also used to corral animals into a restricted space or to drive them out of scrub 

into the open where they could be more easily killed.56 Amongst ferns and thick scrub, where 

fire was unavailable, men, women and children would clear an area ‘twenty feet square’ and 

then, encircling the clearing, drive the game into the centre to be killed.57 Animals were also 

driven into water to be caught.58 Foresters were also carefully stalked by single hunters, 

crawling over long distances using the local vegetation for cover until  

within thirty or forty yards of the unwary victim — he would carefully raise 

himself up behind the trunk of a tree presenting the best point of attack, when, 

poising the fateful weapon, he bounded towards his prey with the agility of a 

 
51 Johnson and Rose (1995). 
52 The term kangaroo was often used interchangeably for both M. giganteus and M. rufogriseus (brush kangaroo) 

(Gunn 1852: 88)). Sometimes the reference to size or behaviour enables the modern reader to discern which animal 

was being discussed. The terms boomer, forester, old man relate only to M. giganteus (Gunn 1852: 89). The term 

wallaby could refer to M. rufogriseus or Thylogale billardierii (Gunn 1852: 87). In turn wallaby rats or kangaroo 

rats could refer to T. billardierii or the smaller potoroos (see Gould 1983: 286), bettongs (Gould 1983: 276; Gunn 

1852: 87), or bandicoots. 
53 Lloyd (1862: 46).  
54 Lloyd (1862: 45).  
55 Roth (1899: 96). 
56 Davies (1846: 412); Holman (1835: 405), West (1971: 326). 
57 Lloyd (1862: 46).  
58 Plomley (2008: 586).  
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panther, and, hurling the spear, seldom failed in transfixing the poor 

animals.59  

There appears to have been dietary restrictions for some individuals in consuming macropods.60 

The nocturnal Common Brushtail Possums are found in most forested areas, preferring 

to den during daylight in the hollows and spouts found up to 30 m above ground in mature 

trees, though they will nest in rock hollows in cliffs when trees are unavailable.61 The animal 

is abundant in Tasmania with population densities around 4 per hectare.62 Regular firing of 

forests encourages optimal production of possums with quality (fat content) peaking between 

2-3 years after fire and adult body size and population density peaking between 4-6 years after 

fire; thereafter these characteristics decline.63 Trees that could contain possums are easily 

discerned by the scratch marks left in the lower bark during the animals’ nocturnal movements 

(Figure 2.9). However, whether an animal was resident at the time was sometimes subject to 

debate.64 Animals were accessed simply by free-climbing the tree, scruffing the animal from 

its den, dashing its brains out and throwing it down to waiting companions below.65 When trees 

were large in diameter or smooth barked, climbing aids were made by cutting toe-holds in the 

bark with a stone tool (Figure 2.10) as well using ropes made of grass or kangaroo sinew.66 

The rope was either tied between the ankles as fetters used to grip the tree67 or thrown to 

encircle the tree with the forager leaning back in the loop and successively jerking the rope 

upwards. Possums were also smoked out of their dens when in inaccessible crevices or cliffs68 

 
59 Lloyd (1862: 45).  
60 Davies (1846: 414); Plomley (2008: 635). 
61 Plomley (2008: 935). 
62 Kerle (2001: 51-56). 
63 Hocking (1981: 255-259). 
64 Lloyd (1862: 46). 
65 Thirkell (1873: 28). 
66 Backhouse (1843: 172); Davies (1846: 413); Lloyd (1862: 46-47); Widowson (1829: 190); Plomley (2008: 223, 

242). 
67 Plomley (2008: 417).  
68 Plomley (2008: 936) 
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or when a convenient tree hollow allowed.69 Women usually foraged for possum,70 inland 

women thinking themselves superior to the coastal women in this activity,71 though men 

captured the animal in the absence of women.72 The extent of Aboriginal predation on possum 

and the consequent depression of its population was such that settler farmers noted the increase 

in the animals after the Tasmanians had been removed from their land.73 

 
69 Plomley (2008: 871). There is a record for an introduced “English cat” hunting possums for Aborigines 

(Plomley 2008: 201).  
70 West (1971: 325).  
71 Plomley (2008: 658). 
72 Plomley (2008: 67, 86). 
73 Lloyd (1862: 48). 

 

Figure 2.9. The tell-tale scratch marks on the bark of the tree in the 

foreground show that a Common Brushtail Possum lives in it (Photo: 

Don Ranson). 
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In contrast to the brushtail, the smaller nocturnal Common Ringtail Possum is an 

understory dweller, constructing dreys (nests) less than 2.5 m and rarely more than 10 m above 

ground, which they share with up to four other companions. These dreys are most commonly 

found hidden in dense riparian wet forests and tea-tree scrub.74 The animals would have been 

easily captured once their drey had been located in the thick bush though sometimes they were 

difficult to dislodge, clinging on to nearby vegetation with their long tails. Ethnographic 

descriptions of foraging for ringtails75 are rarer than for brushtails by about 1:20 and may reflect 

the difficulty in locating their dreys in thick scrub.76 Their remains have been found in 

archaeological deposits.77 

 
74 Kerle (2001: 58-60, Fig 5.2). 
75 Lloyd (1862: 47); Plomley (2008: 322, 417, 453, 565). 
76 From a count of references in Plomley (2008). 
77 Allen, Cosgrove, and Garvey (2016: Table 3); Garvey (2006: Table 2). However, as with all small mammal 

remains found in cave deposits, whether they have been deposited by the action of owls and devils and not humans 

could be moot (Marshall 1986; Marshall and Cosgrove 1990). 

Figure 2.10. Toe-holds cut in a tree by stone tools to access possums are shown in this sketch by 

the surveyor Thomas Scott (1822-1847: FL 4414822 State Library of New South Wales). 



48 

 

Echidnas are solitary, slow moving animals, rarely seen in winter when they hibernate. 

They are most commonly noticed when moving in search of food during the warmer days. 

They are most mobile in spring after hibernation when they begin feeding widely to build up 

fat reserves.78 Echidnas have acute hearing and when alarmed burrow rapidly to lie in a tight 

ball with only their spines along their back showing.79 Echidnas are easy to catch and can be 

extracted from their shallow burrow by hand or with a stick. They were valued for their fat.80 

The animal is very common and widespread on Bruny Island today.  

Platypus are a semi-aquatic animal inhabiting freshwater streams and lakes. They rest 

in burrows tunnelled in to river banks.81 Once frequenting the watercourses of southern Bruny 

Island, they have not been seen there since the 1970s.82 Because of their cryptic nature, their 

population ecology is difficult to determine. Studies on the Australian mainland suggest that 

their home range can vary between 0.2-7.3 km83 and their density can vary between 1.3-5.2 

animals per km of a watercourse.84 The platypus, though small, was probably a favoured prey 

of Aborigines as its tail acts as a fat storage organ, particularly prior to winter.85 Fat content of 

the animal is 16% for adults and 22% for juveniles and seasonal differences in fat content 

would make late summer the optimal time for procurement.86 The animal was difficult to 

capture while swimming87 but more easily recovered by digging out its burrow with a digging 

stick.88 Bones of the animal have been found in archaeological occupation deposits.89 

 

 
78 Augee, Gooden, and Musser (2006: 87). 
79 Augee, Gooden, and Musser (2006); Green (1993:8).  
80 Plomley (2008:925). 
81 Grant and Fanning (2007) 
82 Driessen et.al. (2011: 53). 
83 Grant and Fanning (2007: Table 6.1).  
84 Grant and Fanning (2007: 85). 
85 Grant and Fanning (2007: 9, 78, 91). 
86 Marshall (1992: 273). 
87 Plomley (2008: 921). 
88 Plomley (2008: 576). 
89 Marshall (1992).  
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2.6. Hunting on the Mainland 

It is likely that one reason Bruny Islanders crossed the Channel on their many trips to the 

mainland was to access a much wider prey choice; the premier species available there being 

the large Forester Kangaroo. These animals congregate in mobs in grasslands and open dry 

forests and on a hot day hide in bracken fern and high grass and along streams.90 They were 

formerly distributed as far south as Northwest Bay near Margate91 as well as across the alpine 

country on top of Mt Wellington.92 They may have been found as far south as the grasslands 

associated with Recherche Bay.93 Hunting these animals could pose dangers. When cornered 

they grab the attacker and use their large toe to disembowel. They are prepared to enter water 

in an attempt to lure in the pursuer and hold it down and drown it.94 

Also on the mainland, was the thylacine, Tasmania’s top carnivore, frequenting open 

forest and woodland95 where they commonly hunted macropods of all sizes,96 wombats,97 as 

well as small animals98 including echidna99 and water birds.100 Adult pairs had a home range 

of 55 km2 to 88 km2.101 The animal was uncommon, with some authorities suggesting an adult 

population of just 2,000.102 Thylacines were not present on Bruny Island, though the islanders 

had a name, Can.nen.ner, for the animal.103 Despite the supposed small numbers, Aborigines 

were seen hunting and spearing104 as well as eating105 the animal, though how successful they 

were in capturing the animal before Europeans introduced dogs is difficult to estimate. 

 
90 Gould (1983: 148). 
91 Barker and Caughley (1990). 
92 Gould (1983:147). 
93 Plomley and Piard-Bernier (1993: 165). 
94 Green (1993: 37). 
95 Mooney and Rounsevell (2008).  
96 Paddle (2000: 79); Plomley (2008: 920, 923). 
97 Paddle (2000: 80). 
98 Attard, Chamouli, Ferrara, Rogers and Roe (2011). 
99 Paddle (2000: 79). 
100 Paddle (2000: 81). 
101 Paddle (2000). 
102 Mooney and Rounsevell (2008).  
103 Plomley (2008: 822). 
104 Plomley (2008: 665, 680, 922). 
105 Plomley (2008: 559). 
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Thylacine had a magico-religious status on the west coast. The bones of dead thylacines were 

covered in a small brush ‘house’ to prevent storms and heavy rainfall,106 in turn considered 

manifestations of the devil.107 

The Common Wombat is an herbivorous mammal, typically nocturnal, favouring heath, 

woodland and sand country, particularly littoral bush. They are a tunnelling animal and 

construct extensive burrows. These range in length from simple 2-5 m long tunnels for 

temporary shelter to larger ones up to 20 m long, often branching, with multiple entrances and 

bedding chambers. Their home ranges are 2-82 ha with population densities of 0.3-0.6/ha 

depending on local feed.108 Wombats were a much-favoured food of Aborigines as attested by 

the many references in the literature. Robinson mentions them over thirty times in his 

Tasmanian journals, eclipsed only by the number of references to Forester kangaroo and 

Bennett’s wallaby. Robinson remarked favourably of the fattiness of the animal — even in 

winter.109 He further noted that “whenever the wild natives descried a track of one of those 

animals they burst forth into an extravagance of wild joy and evinced a savage eagerness to go 

in pursuit of the game.”110 So appreciated was the animal, that Aborigines were prepared to dig 

it out of its long and complex burrow,111 a hard and time consuming task that could take days.112 

Much more efficient was hunting the animal in the open at night and to do so Aborigines were 

prepared to overcome their usual fear of the dark: 

They frequently do this by torch light. Each person takes with him a stick and 

beats the bush as they proceed. When they discover their game they strike 

 
106 Plomley (2008: 921). 
107 Plomley (2008: 321). 
108 McIlroy (2008).  
109 Plomley (2008: 925).  
110 Plomley (2008: 765). 
111 Plomley (2008: 558). 
112 Garvey, Roberts, and Cosgrove (2016); Blandowski & Allen (2010: 82). 
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him with a spear or waddy. One said he sometimes got hold by the tail and 

then struck with his waddy.113 

Extensive review of the ethnohistorical literature reveals no record of the Aborigines 

consuming Tasmanian devils.114 There appears to be an unstated island-wide taboo on the 

consumption of this animal even though it falls well within the size range of acceptable prey. 

Fritz Noetling 115 suggested that this was because the animal was carnivorous though reports 

allege that early settlers enjoyed the meat which tasted like veal.116 Similarly, neither of the 

quolls appear to feature as prey.117 In all cases, devils and quolls, there were Bruny Islander 

terms for these animals118 and their remains have been found in archaeological deposits.119 

 

2 7. Plant foods 

Plants are an important food source for foragers, providing many essential macro- and 

micronutrients. Plant starch and sugars are a good source of carbohydrate, contributing energy 

at the rate of 4 kcal/g, equal to that of protein. Thus, plant carbohydrates are particularly 

important in a forager diet because they are protein sparing, allowing the forager to avoid the 

poisoning that can occur from eating too much meat. Protein is also found in plants, though in 

pre-European Tasmania, with an absence of harvestable grains, plants would have been a minor 

source of this macronutrient. Fats, too, are found in plants, mainly as oils, though again, in the 

absence of oleaginous fruits such as olives, avocado, nuts, etc., Tasmanian flora appears not to 

have contributed much in the way of fats either.120 

 
113 Plomley (2008: 193).  
114 See also Noetling (1910: 281); Owen and Pemberton (2005) 
115 Noetling (1910: 28). He seemed unaware that the Aborigines hunted Thylacine. 
116 “The Tasmanian devil” (1861).  
117 Robinson’s use of the term ‘native cat’ (Plomley 2008: 201, 562) appears from context to relate to the thylacine. 
118 Plomley (1976: 293, 303).  
119 Garvey (2006: Table 2). Again, their presence does not necessarily mean that they were consumed by humans.  
120 That is not to say that some common Tasmanian plants, such as the seeds of Leguminosae (Acacia), eaten by 

Aborigines, are not rich in these macro-nutrients. For instance, the seeds of the Boobyalla (coastal wattle) (Acacia 

sophorae), once commonly found on the dunes of Bruny Island, are high in protein (12-13%) (Murray, Ashcroft, 

Seppelt and Lennox 1978) and starch and are known to have been eaten (Gott 1992: 5), though perhaps not in any 
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Arriving at an understanding of just how much plants contributed to the Tasmanians’ 

diet is difficult. No quantitative ethnographic description is available on their collection and 

consumption. Much of the information available is compromised by vague or general or 

second-hand descriptions. Mention of most species is limited to single or very few accounts. 

Most of the earlier observers were botanically untrained and/or lacked a usable taxonomy at 

the time. Those that did have botanical training had little or no direct experience of Aboriginal 

foraging. Observer bias also most likely operated, as collecting plant produce was the work of 

Aboriginal women and children, yet all the reporters were male.121 Some commentators listed 

plants they knew were edible from other settler’s accounts but had not necessarily observed 

Aborigines consuming them. In all, few plant species are incontrovertibly known to have been 

used as food by the Tasmanians.  

The earliest published list of edible plants was made in 1834 by the Quaker missionary 

and naturalist James Backhouse who listed at least 24 Tasmanian plants known to him to be 

edible but only eight that were reported as being consumed by Aborigines. Backhouse seems 

to have directly observed only three of these being eaten by Aborigines.122 The botanist Ronald 

Gunn, whose only direct contact with Aborigines were the captives at Wybalenna that he met 

over a period of only two days in 1838,123 published an expanded list of 42 species and a 

number of genera that were edible.124 The inventory was most probably garnered from his own 

or other settler experiences, with the majority of those used by Aborigines taken from 

Backhouse’s earlier record. In 1843 Backhouse then published another list that was simply a 

re-edited and reformatted version of Gunn’s 1842 inventory.125 

 
quantity; the individual seeds being picked out and consumed and not collected and ground en masse (Roth 1899: 

96). Perhaps the bitterness associated with the pods’ cyanide content may have been a limiting factor.  
121 cf. Norton (1979: 386) for a similar concern regarding the North American ethnographic literature. 
122 Plomley and Cameron (1993: 1).  
123 Plomley and Cameron (1993). 
124 Gunn (1842).  
125 Backhouse (1843). 
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A number of other commentators with no direct experience of traditional Tasmanian 

Aborigines have attempted reconstructions of plant food that they may have eaten. Ferdinand 

von Mueller, government botanist for Victoria, using his knowledge of Aboriginal plant use in 

that state, composed a list of potential Tasmanian food species. He listed over 100 species and 

a number of genera present in Tasmania that could have been used by Aborigines.126 The 

ethnographer Ling Roth, based in Yorkshire, England,127 in a comprehensive overview of the 

Tasmanians, only devoted two-and-half pages to plant food, this being limited to information 

rehashed from the earlier commentators.128 Yet Roth concluded that the Tasmanians “availed 

themselves largely of the edible vegetable productions which abounded in their island.”129 

Westlake, who visited Tasmania between 1908-1910, compiled a list from settlers’ memories 

as well as Aboriginal descendants living in the Furneaux Islands.130 Fritz Noetling131 was 

critical of Roth’s comments about abundance, eschewed von Mueller’s approach of listing 

potential edible species and limited his discussion to those species for which there was direct 

evidence of consumption either by observation or through vocabulary. He noted only eleven 

plant species and concluded (for the first time in print) that: “All evidence tends to prove that 

the Aborigines existed mainly on a meat diet.”132 Noetling made the first attempt to calculate 

(by analogy) the calorific value of Tasmanian foodstuffs and concluded that their diet was low 

in carbohydrates.  

Betty Hiatt, who closely reviewed the early ethnographies, concluded that there was 

firm evidence for the use of thirteen species133 and indirect evidence for the use of a further 

seven species, as well as other unidentified examples within three genera and a family.134 Rhys 

 
126 Smyth (1878 II: 393-395). 
127 Griffin (1988). 
128 Roth (1899). 
129 Roth (1899: 95). 
130 Plomley (1991?: 76-77).  
131 Noetling (1910). 
132 Noetling (1910: 293). 
133 Hiatt (1967: Table C) 
134 Hiatt (1967: Table D) 
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Jones undertook the first field estimate of the plant resources at an archaeological site (Rocky 

Cape) by comparing a plant list of the locality with a list of plants used by Aborigines in south-

eastern Australia.135 He arrived at a total of 83 potential food plants, 37 of which were orchids, 

but his recognition of plants known to have been eaten by Aborigines in Tasmania was derived 

from Backhouse and Gunn’s nineteenth-century reports. Scott Cane and others noted 50 species 

“thought to comprise the Aboriginal diet” derived mainly from Hiatt and Jones’s earlier lists.136 

They refuted Noetling’s conclusions regarding the poor food value of Tasmanian plant foods 

by directly analysing five ‘staple’ vegetable foods for carbohydrates. They found that some 

species were rich in carbohydrate, with bracken fern (Pteridium esculentum) root having higher 

carbohydrate content than potato.137 Brian Plomley and Mary Cameron undertook a similar 

exercise to Hiatt and listed twenty-nine species as well as other unspecified examples from 

another six families.138 The latest exercise in reconstructing Tasmanian Aboriginal plant use is 

by Beth Gott.139 She followed von Mueller’s and Jones’ strategy and, from a knowledge of 

mainland Aboriginal plant use, constructed an equivalent inventory for Tasmania. Of the 1627 

species of Tasmanian higher plants, Gott noted 497 in her database as being potentially of 

use.140 Of these, 360 could be used for food and of these 184 were ‘roots’ a subset of which 

comprised 144 species of orchid. Gott notes that orchids would have been one of the few year-

round staples.  

This paucity of explicit information on the type and amount of plant foods consumed 

by a forager society is not restricted to Tasmania. There have been few detailed nutritional 

analyses worldwide of plant use to the standard, for instance, that Meehan undertook for the 

 
135 Jones (1971a I: 85-93).  
136 Cane, Stockton and Vallance (1979: 77). 
137 Cane Stockton and Vallance (1979: 80). 
138 Plomley and Cameron (1993). 
139 Gott (1992).  
140 Gott (1992).  
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shellfish consumption of the Anbara.141 Archaeology is of little help in providing an answer. 

Plant remains rarely survive the process of deposition.142 Can, therefore, anything usefully be 

said about the importance of plant foods in the Tasmanian forager diet?  

A number of attempts have been made to calculate the dietary contribution of plants. In 

a comprehensive analysis of forager societies worldwide, George Murdock, in his 

Ethnographic Atlas, estimated that the Tasmanians’ diet consisted of 36-45% plants and small 

fauna, 36-45% hunted game, and 16-25% shellfish and large marine animals.143 Murdock’s 

source for these estimates was Roth.144 Roth nowhere gives these figures and Murdock must 

have arrived at his estimates from an analysis of Roth’s text using some unstated methodology. 

Similarly, Binford, in a later global study of foragers, estimates that the ‘eastern’ Tasmanians’ 

dependence on terrestrial plants is 25%, terrestrial animals 35% and aquatic organisms 40%, 

while ‘western’ Tasmanians dependence on terrestrial plants is 15%, terrestrial animals 25%, 

and aquatic organisms 60%.145 Binford’s sources for these figures are unstated. Using a 

different approach, Loren Cordain and colleagues undertook exploratory data analysis using 

Murdock’s world-wide data sets of forager societies, and were able to make a number of 

generalisations.146 They showed that mean energy contributions to diet varied by latitude, with 

plant food contributing 26-35% for those people inhabiting the latitudes between 41-50 from 

the equator (Bruny Island is 43S) and fished (shellfish and aquatic animals) and hunted 

 
141 Meehan (1982: Chapter 9). The American-Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land (Mountford 1960) 

published a description of plants used by Aborigines but did not measure quantities recovered, nutrition gained or 

time spent in gathering the resources. These studies suffer confounds due to access to store bought foods. 
142 For instance, the stunning Pleistocene deposits of southwest Tasmania containing many hundreds of thousands 

of animal bones, have no plant material evidence. The alkali environment of the limestone caves quickly destroys 

the evidence. 
143 Murdock (1967a: 46, Table A). Cordain et.al. (2000) show that most of Murdock’s figures relate to food weight 

but have been able to arrive at an algorithm to convert this to energy.  
144 Murdock (1967: 126); Roth (1899). 
145 Binford (2001: 117, Table 5.01).  
146 Cordain et.al. (2000). One of the weaknesses of this study is that it is heavily reliant on dietary information 

contained in Murdock’s Ethnographic Atlas. It is not known how many entries within the Atlas are as questionable 

as the Tasmanian data. 
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(terrestrial) animal food providing 66-75%.147 They further noted that, while reliance on plant 

food decreased according to latitude, with a marked fall off at the > 40 latitude threshold, there 

is no concomitant increase in hunted terrestrial animals. Rather plant food is replaced by an 

increased reliance on fished (shellfish and marine mammal) food.148 Additionally, at higher 

latitudes, plant foods are more seasonal and less available and recourse to animal foods at those 

times would have become necessary. In order to avoid hitting the protein ceiling (see before), 

foragers would then have had to select animals with high fat content. Assuming a plant-animal 

subsistence ration of 35:65, animals with 15-20% fat would have had to be selected; any less 

would have risked protein poisoning.149  

It is interesting to reflect on the limitations placed on the Tasmanians at a local level by 

these dietary constraints. Reliance on only plants and lean terrestrial mammals as encountered 

in the interior would result in either a very low human population there or require constant 

movement to and from the coast to garner fat, and particularly so in winter. The apparent 

increase in fished food during the late Holocene evidenced by the number and contents of 

middens, especially seals (most marked along the West Coast), suggests a decreasing reliance 

on plant foods overall, perhaps reflecting human population growth and/or increased 

sedentariness. Additionally, access to fat from large animals that do not appear in middens, 

namely cetaceans, particularly at stranding ‘hot spots’ such as Bruny Island, would further 

serve to reduce the requirement for consumption of plant food in the locality and may also have 

served to increase the local human population density and further encouraged the tendency 

towards sedentariness. 

Understanding the Bruny Islanders’ plant use, therefore, is fraught. Certainly, some 

species would have served as sources of fibre for baskets (the stems of Dianella, the flax-lily) 

 
147 Cordain et.al. (2000: Figure 2). 
148 Cordain et.al. (2000: 687). 
149 Cordain et.al. (2000: Table 4). 
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and catamarans (the bark of the stringy bark gum, Eucalyptus obliqua). From some came 

sweeteners such as the nectar of Banksia flowers, and vitamin C from the abundantly available 

tart berries. Some, like the fever reducing white gum (E. viminalis), may have been used as 

medicines.150 Yet the search for carbohydrate sources to leaven the protein intake from lean 

game would have been paramount. While 497 species are noted in Gott’s Tasmanian database, 

a number of which are found on Bruny Island, most would have provided little energy content. 

Optimal foraging theory would suggest that the Bruny Islanders concentrated on those species 

that would have provided maximum return of carbohydrate for the effort of collecting and 

processing them.  

Carbohydrate-rich species are limited on the island. The tree fern, Dixonia antarctica, 

while providing substantial amounts of carbohydrate in its pith, would have been restricted to 

small numbers in the moist gullies and rain forests on the flanks of the highlands of South 

Bruny. Access to the carbohydrate from these plants would have required substantial effort 

with a waddy and perhaps stone cleavers to break into the apical region of its stem. The small 

number of water bodies dispersed around the island, particularly the dune-barred lakes and the 

now drained lunette dammed lake just north of the Isthmus, as well as Cloudy Bay Lagoon and 

Big Swamp in the south, would have provided an environment for bulrushes (Typha sp.) along 

their edges and water ribbons (Triglochin procera) further out. Neither bulrush (14.1%) nor 

water ribbons (17.4%)151 however, are rich carbohydrate sources. The rhizomes of the bulrush, 

particularly, are fibrous and require beating after cooking, probably with hammer stones on a 

stone anvil, to extract the starch.152  

More widely available, richer sources of starch would have been the dry-land plants 

such as the orchids (Orchidaceae), perhaps the Yam-daisy (Microseris lanceolata formerly 

 
150 Gott (1992). 
151 Gott (1999). 
152 Gott (1982). 
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scapigera) and the Austral Bracken (Pteridium esculentum). Gott suggests that the orchids 

would have provided a “significant contribution” to the diet of the Tasmanians.153 Despite their 

often-small size, they could have been found in high densities. For instance, Gott recorded 

Nodding Greenhood (Pterostylis nutans) at densities of 800 tubers/m2 but those tubers weighed 

only a total 126 gm.154 These are very shallow and easy to dig up and collect and, comprising 

14.4% protein and 77% carbohydrate by dry weight, are particularly nutritious,155 having more 

protein and carbohydrate than modern day pasta, white bread or potato.156 At the other end of 

the orchid scale is the native potato (Gastrodia sesamoides) the rhizomes of which can grow 

up to 15 cm in length and 4 cm in diameter. A flowering stalk  1m tall marks the plant in early 

summer but at other times it is invisible. However, Aborigines may have been led to the plant 

by the disturbance of digging bandicoots that favour these rhizomes.157  

The yam-daisy was a staple food of Aborigines in Victoria where early settlers recorded 

it carpeting the plains with its yellow flowers. Its tubers are 2-8 cm long, weigh 1-10 g and 

provide 44-53% carbohydrate by dry weight.158 The tubers lie close to the surface and are very 

easy to dig up. A few years after European settlement, the plant had disappeared under the 

preferential grazing pressure of introduced sheep that quickly learnt to pull up the tubers.159 

The plant is now rare in Tasmania and is not known from Bruny Island, but may have been 

more widespread throughout the open woodlands of the southeast prior to European settlement. 

Certainly, they would have been available to the Bruny Islanders during their visits to mainland 

Tasmania. There are no records of Tasmanian Aborigines eating the tubers. However, sheep 

had often been introduced into localities years before interested observers left commentaries of 

 
153 Gott (1982: 63). 
154 Gott (1982: 63). 
155 Hodgson and Wahlqvist (1993: Table 2a). 
156 Hodgson and Wahlqvist (1993: Table 3). 
157 Gott (1982). 
158 Hodgson and Wahlqvist (1993: Table 2a). 
159 Gott (1983). 
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Aboriginal food gathering practices. Robinson, for instance, who did not travel the Tasmanian 

Midlands until over ten years after sheep had first been depastured there, left no record of the 

plant being used. Yet he was alive to such possibilities, for when he travelled in Victoria, he 

recorded Aboriginal consumption of this staple.160 

The most pervasive of carbohydrate-rich, dry land plants, would have been Austral 

Bracken (Pteridium esculentum), the rhizome of which was eaten “in the manner that 

Europeans eat bread”161 that is, commonly with most meals. The rhizome was roasted in ashes 

and the black skin peeled off and frequently accompanied roasted kangaroo.162 Its carbohydrate 

content has been reported as high as 47.6%.163 The density of rhizomes can be considerable, 

depending on the fertility of the ground, and have been noted as averaging 2.921.46 kg/m2 

but up to 7.1 kg/m2 dry weight.164  

For a plant food reported to have been consumed ubiquitously, there are, surprisingly, 

no Tasmanian reports of it being managed and harvested.165 For this we have to look at the 

Maori evidence.166 The fern is commonly found in forest clearings and is seen to be extremely 

abundant after fire. Young shoots spring up from the underground rhizomes that have been 

protected from the heat; the covering ash layer serving as mulch. Repeated short term firing in 

3-5-year cycles kills off competing angiosperms until fields of bracken become dominant. On 

fertile soil, bracken is taller, the rhizomes deeper, and the deeper rhizomes more carbohydrate 

rich. The height of the fronds therefore serves to indicate the quality of the starch source 

beneath. Three-year-old bracken provides the best starch source. Harvesting occurs in the 

 
160 Gott (1983). 
161 Backhouse (1835: 339).  
162 Backhouse (1835: 339); Plomley (2008: 398).  
163 Hodgson and Wahlqvist (1993: Table 2a). However, Cane et.al. (1979) report 27% and William and Foley 

(1976: Table 2) have shown a seasonal variation of 18.6-25.2% carbohydrate in the rhizomes. 
164 McGlone, Wilmshurst, and Leach (2005: 167). 
165 This delves to the heart of the matter, illustrating the vast lacunae in the settler reports of Tasmanian Aboriginal 

plant use. If they recorded its consumption as being common, how could they not have seen the evidence of the 

extensive activity around its harvesting? 
166 McGlone, Wilmshurst and Leach (2005). 
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spring months after a late winter firing, which also serves to clean up the land of tall fronds 

that could impede a digging stick. These rhizomes can be > 0. 5 deep and have a spread of 1.3 

m. Considerable digging with a digging stick would have been required to follow and access 

the root, the backbreaking work being carried out by the women.167  

In sum, despite the rich resources available, the Bruny Islanders were, paradoxically, 

severely constrained by their diet. Their terrestrial animal prey was lean; consuming too much 

of it risked protein poisoning. Gaining carbohydrate-rich plant foods to leaven the lean meat 

was probably limited in the main to harvesting bracken roots, a labour-intensive occupation for 

the women. The alternative energy source, therefore, was fat for which the focus turned towards 

the coast. The chapter following concentrates on mainly coastal foodscapes centred on 

cetaceans, seals, avifauna and shell fish.  

 

 
167 Though future productivity may have been enhanced through the aeration of the soil by the digging stick (cf 

Gott (1983) on murnong harvesting). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SEARCH FOR FAT 

 

The Bruny Island’s shoreline offered a major foodscape that complemented the dry sclerophyll 

hinterland’s provision of terrestrial mammals and plants. Here the focus was on the rich prizes 

of fat provided by whales and seals unpredictably cast up on shore. Along with birds washed 

up on beaches, these sporadic bounties were reinforced by the constant availability of shellfish 

and crayfish on the rocks and among the weed beds off the coast.  

 

3.1 Scavenging for cetaceans1 

In a tiny notebook, George Augustus Robinson wrote that the Bruny Islanders “eat also the 

whale blubber sea hogs [porpoise]” (Figure 3.1).2 This is the first time that this passage has 

been noted and opens a new dimension in the study and interpretation of the Tasmanians’ food 

quest. That Robinson records the consumption of cetaceans in a passage devoted to the Bruny 

Islanders and does not mention the eating of these animals by any other Tasmanian groups 

elsewhere in his journals suggest that there might have been a special relationship between the 

Bruny Islanders and these animals. Conceivably the note could refer to the Bruny Islanders 

accessing blubber from nearby bay-whalers. However, that they were also consuming 

porpoise/dolphins(?), animals that were not commercially harvested by Europeans, suggests 

instead that the Bruny Islanders had a long history of scavenging stranded cetaceans. Certainly, 

it was recorded that the taste of whale was very much appreciated. A Mr Ogilby remarked that 

 
1 The writing of this section was aided immeasurably by discussions with Dr Kris Carlyon of the Marine 

Conservation Program, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment — though he bears no 

responsibility for the final text and the conclusions within.  
2 Robinson (1837-65: Frame 1001, c.f. Frame1002).  
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an Aborigine had been observed in one sitting consuming a gallon (4.5 l) of train oil, the 

product of rendered blubber.3 

Additionally, in other fieldnotes, Robinson records Truganini telling him that “the 

Blacks spear seal porpoise etc”4 suggesting that the smaller cetaceans were also actively 

hunted. How this was done is hard to conceive. Having observed from shore the speed of 

closely passing dolphins and experienced firsthand the laborious poling of a reconstructed 

canoe, it is difficult to contemplate the Tasmanians chasing them down from their watercraft. 

However, dolphins have been observed en masse during a feeding frenzy climbing over the top 

of each other to attack a school of Australian salmon (Arripis trutta) that they had herded into 

a bay.5 During such occasions they may have been oblivious to floating spearmen on stationary 

 
3 Ogilby (1848); Roth (1899: 86).  
4 Robinson (1833-1834: Frame 0305). 
5 Rodney Dillon (personal communication). 

 

Figure 3.1. George Augustus Robinson’s scrawled note recording the consumption of cetaceans by 

the Bruny Islanders (Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frames 1001-1002)). 
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canoes in their midst. Further support for the consumption of these mammals is a lower 

mandible of a dolphin seen in a midden on the northwest coast.6  

Thirty-three species of cetaceans are known from Tasmanian waters.7 Tasmanians did 

not have the technology to hunt most of the larger cetaceans and could only have accessed them 

once they stranded. Bruny Island, the D’Entrecasteaux Channel and Derwent Estuary 

shorelines have a rich stranding history with 618 individuals representing twenty-three species 

stranding in recent times (Appendix B;8 Figure 3.2). Over 90% of the strandings are represented 

by just four species: common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) (52 strandings and 294 individuals), 

bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) (36 strandings and 99 individuals), long-finned pilot 

whale (Globicephala melas) (10 strandings of 156 individuals) and pygmy right whale 

(Caperea marginata) (19 strandings of 20 individuals). The population of dolphins and pygmy 

right whales were not targeted by past commercial whaling activities, so it is likely that these 

figures are representative of pre-European stranding frequencies.  

From a forager perspective, strandings were of two types: those involving a single 

animal and those involving more than one. These stranding events were qualitatively different. 

Single animals have usually died at sea or are compromised prior to stranding. Animals that 

die at sea typically sink at death and rise to the surface in the following days and can be 

potentially washed ashore. Their carcasses are usually sub-optimal. The animal may have lost 

condition due to ill health prior to death and the blubber layer is likely to be comparatively 

thin. Predators such as sharks, gulls and sea lice may have already attacked the corpse and 

delicacies such as the tongue may have been removed. In contrast, mass strandings, involving 

 
6 Don Ranson (personal observation). 
7 Parks and Wildlife Service, Tasmania (2018).  
8 Stranding data from Marine Conservation Program, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and 

Environment and is shown in Appendix B. These data for this area extends back to 1866. However, it is most 

reliable from 1989 when a dedicated recording system was initiated. Nevertheless, it suffers from reporter bias 

and is an under representation. 
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more than one animal, may be accidental, often caused by local environmental factors 

confusing the pod, or by fellow pod members following a sick and disoriented member ashore.  

 

In mass strandings most animals are in prime condition prior to death with a normal layer of 

blubber on them.9 Typical carcass weights would have ranged from 80 kg for a single small 

 
9 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 22 June 2017). 

 

Figure 3.2. Location of recorded cetacean strandings in the Bruny Island, D’Entrecasteaux 

and Derwent Estuary area. Distribution of European Bay Whaling stations reflect whale 

calving and socialisation grounds. (Map courtesy of Dr. Kris Carlyon, DPIPWE). 
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adult common dolphin, 200kg for a small adult bottlenose dolphin, 1500 kg for a pilot whale 

and up to 70 tonnes for a right whale. A mass stranding of sperm whales would deliver more 

than a thousand tonnes of flesh to a single location. Strandings appear to be relatively 

predictable, 46% of all stranding events (Figure 3.3) and 64% of mass strandings (of two or 

more animals) (Figure 3.4) in the Bruny-Channel-Derwent area occur in January-March and 

26% of all recorded stranding events occur in January; so strategic positioning close to and 

within sight of shorelines that facilitated strandings was probably practiced around this time. 

 

The southern right whales (Eubalaena australis), once common in these waters, 

provided a special additional case of stranding. Pregnant southern right whales migrated 

northward from their feeding grounds in the Antarctic and congregated in areas of embayed 

shallow warm water. Here they calved in sheltered waters that provide some protection from 

large swell and predators. It is thought that the wave patterns at the surf line in these bays 

confused the echolocation capabilities of the right whales’ main predator, the killer whale 

 

Figure 3.3 Frequency of all recorded cetacean stranding events in the Bruny-Channel-Derwent 

area. 
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(Orcinus orca).10 Thousands of southern right whales assembled annually at these calving 

grounds. Inevitably there would have been numerous stillbirths and neonatal deaths,11 each 

corpse weighing over a tonne, as well as thousands of kilograms of placentas, washing ashore. 

The southeast Tasmanian coastline was particularly rich in socialisation and calving grounds, 

attested by the presence of the nineteenth-century bay-whaling stations which were consciously 

positioned to take advantage of these aggregations (Figure 3.2).12 One of the most extensive 

grounds was at Adventure Bay where five13 stations were established (Figure 3.5), and it is 

reasonable to assume that calving occurred here annually. Southern right whales were present 

in Tasmanian waters all year around except February, peaking in the winter months of June-

August.14 The shoreline adjacent to the grounds at Bull Bay, One Tree Point, Trumpeter Bay, 

 
10 Kemper et.al. (1997: 53). 
11 Burnell (1999) has noted neonatal mortality in this species at 3% in the first three months of life. 
12 Nash (2003: 66). 
13 Nash (2003: 132-133) notes four. An additional (earlier) station (tryworks) is noted in the area in 1826 by the 

surveyor Thomas Scott (1820-30: Frame 74-75). 
14 Kemper et.al. (1997: 44). 

 

Figure 3.4. Frequency of all recorded cetacean mass stranding events in the Bruny- 

Channel-Derwent area. 
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Adventure Bay and Cloudy Bay15 on Bruny Island would have been prime locations for 

Aborigines to monitor while awaiting the arrival of this annual bounty. 

 

 

The fat laden blubber on a sick dolphin is only 1-2 cm thick; that on a freshly stranded 

southern right whale averages approximately 20 cm but may be up to 40 cm thick.16 Blubber 

is fibrous and quickly blunts modern flensing knives.17 It would have been difficult to cut with 

a stone tool. Despite this, cetaceans would have been relatively easy to process. Decomposing 

 
15 Nash (2003: 130-134). 
16 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 22 June 2017). 
17 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 22 June 2017). 

 

Figure 3.5. Adventure Bay, on shore from the shallow waters of a major whale calving and 

socialisation ground. Strandings, as well as embryos and placentas in season, would have been a rich 

source of food for Aborigines. In the distance below the point was the well-known anchorage of the 

early explorers and bay-whalers (Photo: Don Ranson).  
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cetaceans rapidly inflate with gas, often forcing their internal organs through the anus. This 

expulsion can be precipitated by thrusting a sharpened stake (such as a spear) into the main 

body of the swollen carcass, creating a point of weakness that can initiate an explosive cascade 

of internal organs, foetuses and gut contents on to the beach. The gut contents, squid and fish 

from toothed whales (e.g. dolphins and sperm whales) and krill and copepods from baleen 

whales (e.g. right whales), may have provided an additional source of food to the Aborigines. 

Beneath the blubber, the muscle (crank) would have been able to be cut with a sharp stone or 

shell.18 However, in large whales this would have been unnecessary as the heat of 

decomposition rapidly cooks the meat, which becomes hot to the touch and falls away easily 

from the bone.19 

The presence of whales at their aggregation grounds would have been an impressive 

annual event that could not have gone unnoticed by watchers from the shore. Surface active 

groups are common in these aggregation areas20 and are noticeable by exposure of flukes and 

flippers, together with splashing and loud bellows that can be heard at a great distance.21 Other 

stranding events are similarly remarkable: the apparent herding of up to a thousand dolphins 

into Adventure Bay by three orcas is a recent example.22 It is intriguing to speculate that George 

Tobin’s observation in February 1792 of deserted Aboriginal structures on a bluff above 

Adventure Bay, one containing vertebrae that “from their magnitude were probably of the 

Whale or Grampus”23 may have been the evidence left from witnessing such an event. Baudin 

too, noted at this location, the charred remains of a large marine animal “larger than an 

elephant”.24 

 
18 Tench noted the use of shell affixed to the end of a throwing stick to cut up whale (Flannery 1996: 136). 
19 Cawthorn (1997: 10). 
20 Best, Schaeff, Reeb, and Palsbøll (2003). 
21 For instance, in 1807, The Reverend Robert Knopwood made an entry in his diary of a sight in the Derwent 

River “I see many whales opposite the house, making a great noise” (Nicholls 1977: 140).  
22 Australian Antarctic Division (2018). 
23 Tobin (1791-1831: 97).  
24 Cornell (1974: 407). 
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The effects of cetacean strandings on Aboriginal behaviour is analysed in Appendix C. 

While consumption of a single dolphin may have been limited to one fortunate Aboriginal 

family, anything larger than a small whale would have been occasion for a gathering of 

hundreds. At a stranded carcass in Manly Cove, New South Wales, Watkins Tench recorded:  

a dead whale in the most disgusting state of putrefaction was seen lying on 

the beach, and at least two hundred Indians surrounding it, broiling the flesh 

on different fires, and feasting on it with the most extravagant marks of 

greediness and rapture.25 

A stranding of a large whale was a circumstance to inform the population at large by 

“kindl[ing] large fires to give notice of the joyful event”.26 Not only fires would have drawn 

neighbouring groups in. A large stranded whale collapses under its own weight and blood and 

oil oozes out to form puddles on the sand and slicks in the surf zone.27 The activity of sharks 

offshore attracted by the slick and the wheeling, high overhead, of hundreds of ravens and kelp 

and Pacific gulls hoping to share in the bounty would have been visible from kilometres away. 

The smell too of a decomposing whale is very characteristic and can be sensed from a distance. 

The resultant gatherings would have been occasions for the conduct of ceremony 

accompanied perhaps by initiations and marriages. On the other side of the continent, in 

Western Australia, George Grey noted: 

By and bye other natives come gaily trooping in from all quarters: by night 

they dance and sing, and by day they eat and sleep, and for days this revelry 

continues unchecked, until they at last fairly eat their way into the whale, and 

you see them climbing in and about the stinking carcase, choosing tit-bits.28 

Grey recorded a similar Aboriginal processing of whale as Tench had noted: 

 
25 Flannery (1996: 134) 
26 Grey (1841 Vol 2: 277). 
27 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 22 June 2017).  
28 Grey (1841 Vol 2: 277). 
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… he cuts his way through the blubber into the flesh or beef, the grain of 

which is about as firm as a goose-quill, of this he selects the nicest morsels, 

and either broils them on the fire or cooks them as kabobs by cutting them 

into small pieces and spitting them on a pointed stick.29 

The modern susceptibility, an aversion to the cloying, gagging stench of a 

decomposing whale, was one not shared by Aborigines. Grey again: 

In general the natives are very particular about not eating meat that is fly-

blown or tainted, but when a whale is in question this nicety of appetite 

vanishes … they remain by the carcase for many days, rubbed from head to 

foot with stinking blubber, gorged to repletion with putrid meat, out of temper 

from indigestion, and therefore engaged in constant frays, suffering from a 

cutaneous disorder by high feeding,30 and altogether a disgusting spectacle. 

There is no sight in the world more revolting than to see a young and 

gracefully formed native girl stepping out of the carcase of a putrid whale. 

When they at last quit their feast they carry off as much as they can stagger 

under, to eat upon the way, and to take as a rarity to their distant friends.31 

Most cetacean strandings that occurred in the Bruny, Channel and Derwent region were 

of single common dolphins which would have fed a family for a day or so only, and it would 

have been very rare that any one family came across such a stranding (see Appendix C). Mass 

strandings of dolphins or of small whales in the 1500 kg class, sufficient to encourage members 

of an ‘aggregated group’ or ‘band’32 to congregate and consume it, would have occurred once 

 
29 Grey (1841 Vol 2: 277). 
30 The intriguing observation of the Aborigines “suffering from a cutaneous disorder by high feeding” points to 

hypervitaminosis A (vitamin A poisoning) which may also be reflected in the early observations of the leg sores 

on Tasmanians that Plomley (1983) otherwise suggests may be a pre-European form of yaws. 
31 Grey (1841 Vol 2: 277). 
32 See Chapter Four for a discussion of Tasmania Aboriginal groups and their sizes. 
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in every 7.5 years or so.33 Larger whales above 3000 kg would have encouraged multi-group 

aggregations of 80 people or more to move across the Channel and congregate for a week at 

the site. Very large whales over 20 tonnes, such as sei, sperm and southern right whales, could 

have fed 200 people for 2-3 weeks. Stranding of whales over 3000kg would have occurred 

every 3.5 years or so and on these occasions there would most likely have been attendant 

ceremonies and exchange. It is likely that individual Aborigines from the region would have 

consumed whale meat only 3-4 times in their lives. However, often these periods of 

consumption would have been memorable events.  

In addition to these ‘one-off’ stochastic events, the shorelines of calving grounds may 

have provided a regular annual harvest for those Aborigines, such as the Bruny Islanders, who 

were lucky enough to retain such grounds in their territory. It is estimated that between 7.5-11 

tonnes of whale came ashore on Bruny Island each year (Appendix C: A special case) allowing 

for the formation of large congregations of Aborigines there on a regular, perhaps annual, basis. 

Annual congregations are rare in Aboriginal society and it may be that the presence of right 

whale calving grounds allowed the Bruny Islanders to become the centre of an important 

ceremonial system.  

 

3.2 Seals on Bruny Island34 

It is likely that at least two, perhaps up to four, species of seals inhabited Bruny Island in the 

past though the density and distribution of their populations is unknown. The earliest, but 

indirect, reference comes from the account of George Bass in his circumnavigation of 

Tasmania with Mathew Flinders. In 1798, the pair sailed close by the Friars, small islands off 

 
33 The frequencies noted in this section are most likely underestimates but by what factor is unknown. It assumes 

that the DPIPWE records have no reporting bias and that modern stranding frequencies reflect historic stranding 

rates.  
34 The writing of this section too was greatly aided by discussions with Dr Kris Carlyon of the Marine 

Conservation Program, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment — though again he 

bears no responsibility for the final text and the conclusions within. 
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the southeast of Bruny Island, and Bass noted that the natives had recently fired them.35 Today, 

these islands are a haul-out for a small group of Australian fur seals (Arctocephalus pusillus 

doriferus) and long-nosed (New Zealand) fur seals (Arctocephalus forsteri), as well as the 

residence of sea birds (see Section 3.3),36 and together these animals would have been the only 

resource on these small offshore islands that would have attracted Aboriginal visits. In 1802, 

in a short ambiguous aside, Peron noted that he had seen elephant seals (Mirounga leonina) in 

Adventure Bay 19 kilometres to the north of the Friars.37 Another ambiguous reference 

occurred in 1817, when The Reverend Robert Knopwood noted in his journal that: “Sunday 14 

December 1817. The brig Elizabeth from sealing in Adventure Bay”. Unfortunately, 

Knopwood does not mention the species being taken by the Elizabeth. Whether the Elizabeth 

had anchored in Adventure Bay after sealing elsewhere or whether it was anchored there while 

its boats were employed sealing along the Bruny Island shoreline is not possible to discern at 

this distance. Certainly, seal stocks around all of Tasmania’s shores had been severely depleted 

by then, attested by voyages to harvest seals on remote Macquarie Island and islands offshore 

of New Zealand commencing seven years earlier.38 It is likely that any local seal colony at 

Adventure Bay, so close to Hobart, would have long been extinguished. As argued below, it is 

probable that both Peron’s and Knopwood’s observations were of serendipitous encounters 

with small numbers of seals. Finally, Bruny Island would have been visited in the past, as it is 

today, by the occasional solitary sub-adult leopard seal (Hydrurga leptonyx) straying northward 

between July and November from its species’ normal range around Antarctica to haul up on 

the local beaches to rest.39  

 
35 Sprod (2011: 96). 
36 Brothers, Pemberton, Pryor, and Halley (2001: 489). 
37 Micco (1971). 
38 Ling (1999). 
39 So depleted were seal stocks around Tasmania’s coasts by the 1830s that Robinson, in all his travels, only 

witnessed two attempts by Aborigines to kill seals. Both were leopard seals (Plomley 2008: 148,704). 
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Elephant seals range in weight from an average of 580 kg for females to 3,700 kg for 

males.40 Dispersing juvenile leopard seals average 100 kg.41 Australian fur seals average 93 kg 

for females and 320 kg for males, with the long-nosed fur seal slightly lighter. Seals would 

have been a large source of fat and protein and thus a favoured food resource for Aborigines 

when they could get them. To put the figures into context, a single fur seal would provide 4-15 

times the mass of a Bennetts wallaby, a female elephant seal 26 times and a male elephant seal 

168 times.42 Or, to compare with that other commonly hunted terrestrial mammal, a fur seal 

would be equivalent to 34-116 possums, and an elephant seal would range between 211-1346 

possum equivalents. Locating and killing a seal would have been a memorable event.  

These seals could have been found in most locations around Bruny Island shores and 

coming across one would have been by chance (Appendix D, Figure 3.6). Elephant seals would 

have favoured gently sloping stony or sandy beaches, preferably with freshwater sources 

nearby in which to wallow.43 Leopard seals would haul out on sandy beaches. Fur seals feel 

vulnerable in the open and avoid beaches and typically only sick or injured animals come 

ashore in such places. Instead, fur seals prefer rocky shorelines to haul out on. On these shores, 

fur seals can be found in open aspects close to the sea, at the base of steep cliffs, on offshore 

rocks, ledges and shore platforms, and in caves.44 Australian fur seals favour large rocky slabs 

while the long-nosed fur seals prefer boulder habitats.45 

 
40 These and the following weights are an average of the maxima and minima provided by Shirihai & Jarrett 

(2006). 
41 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 15 May 2017). 
42 Average of the weights given for the male and female Bennetts wallaby and average of the weight range for the 

common brushtail possum (Menkhorst and Knight 2001).  
43Shirihai and Jarrett (2006: 339).  
44Warneke and Shaughnessy (1985: 60). 
45 K. Carlyon (personal communication, 15 May 2017). 
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However, it is unlikely that seals would have been present on Bruny Island in any large 

numbers in pre-European times and Aboriginal encounters would have been mostly with 

solitary animals, often sick, coming ashore to rest. The conservation ethic of Tasmanian 

 

Figure 3.6. Distribution of recent haul-outs of southern elephant seal and leopard seal. 

Fur seals are not shown because of the bias introduced by nearby modern salmon farms. 

(Map courtesy of Dr. Kris Carlyon, DPIPWE). 
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Aborigines,46 as with all foragers,47 was poor to non-existent. Easily accessible, tethered 

resources such as seals at their haul-outs would have been targeted to extinction early in the 

occupation history of Bruny Island and colonies would no longer have been present just prior 

to European invasion. An example of this is the extinction of an elephant seal colony at West 

Point, Tasmania by Aborigines.48 Only on remote, difficult to access, off-shore islands (such 

as the Friars), which could only be visited infrequently by Aborigines, would seals have been 

able to recover from occasional predation to survive in permanent colonies over the long term. 

All seals are easy to kill with a sharp waddy blow to the back of the skull, though a bull 

elephant seal with its thick neck would have posed a challenge.49 Peron’s suggestion that the 

Tasmanians used a lighted firebrand down the throat50 seems both apocryphal and inefficient. 

Both men and women hunted seals. James Kelly describes a group of women carefully 

swimming ashore on Georges Rocks, in northeast Tasmania, and slowly sneaking up on fur 

seals by sliding amongst them, mimicking with their arms the flipper-fanning behaviour of the 

seals, until, in one coordinated movement, the women rose up and clubbed them.51 Elephant 

seals are not dangerous to hunt, nor are leopard seals on land despite their fearsome reputation 

in the water. Fur seals, particularly long-nosed, however, are another matter. They respond 

aggressively to bipedal locomotion and are protective of territory and young. They are fast and 

 
46 Robinson bewailed the conservation attitude of the Tasmanians after observing the return of Wooraddy from a 

hunt. “This is the breeding season, so that he mostly returns with she opossums which when opened usher to light 

their dormant young. The aborigines pursue their game indiscriminately at all seasons and thus the island would 

soon fail in its resources if it were inhabited by a considerable number of natives” (Plomley 2008: 87). The local 

extinction of muttonbirds by Tasmanian Aborigines is discussed in Section 3.3. 
47The literature is large but see e.g. Redman (1999) on the human impact on ancient environments and Krech III 

(2000) on the impact of Amerindians on their local biota. An example close-to is the Maori extinction of Moa 

(Allentoft et. al. 2014).  
48 Bryden, O’Connor and Jones (1999). Similar population depressions of seals by foragers have been noted for 

the NW coast of USA (Lyman 2003).  
49K. Carlyon (pers. comm. 15 May 2017).  
50Micco (1971). Death would not be instantaneous and the enraged seal would be very dangerous. Henry Hall, a 

lighthouse keeper, accidently swallowed 200 g of molten lead and survived for twelve days 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Hall_(lighthouse_keeper)#cite_note-nicholson-2; 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/glamhag/2221106339).  
51 Kelly (1986: 15); Roth (1899: 103).  
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can outdistance a human over rough ground.52 Wooraddy and Truganini told of men at 

Maatsuyker Island and Coxes Bight being chased and bitten in the buttocks and thighs and 

dragged underwater.53 It may be because of this reason, as Wooraddy told Robinson, that men 

hunted fur seals on Maatsuyker Island using spears to kill at long distance.54 

In summary, the capture of seals by Bruny Islanders, would have been a common if 

unpredictable occurrence, depending solely on the serendipitous haul-out of tired or sick 

animals. These haul-outs would have been more common before the European destruction 

and/or depression of source colonies, such as that of elephant seals on King Island and 

Macquarie Island. The small permanent colony of fur seals on the Friars could only have been 

accessed occasionally when sea conditions allowed. More efficient access to seals required the 

Bruny Islanders to ally themselves to the Port Davey group and travel to southwest Tasmania 

to hunt the seals on the Maatsuyker Islands. This was a form of ‘social storage’, a phenomenon 

that is discussed in Chapter Four.  

 

3.3 Avifauna 

Aborigines particularly enjoyed eating the flesh and eggs of birds. Bass and Flinders, while 

exploring the Derwent River, gave a swan to an Aborigine who “accepted the swan with 

rapture”.55 Similarly, Kelly, during his Tasmanian circumnavigation, remarks on the obvious 

pleasure displayed by Aborigines when gifted swans by his party.56 Robinson noted that the 

only food a sick Aborigine would consume was birds.57 Robinson also wrote of the appreciation 

shown by his Aboriginal party when accessing an untouched muttonbird and penguin rookery 

 
52Shirihai and Jarrett (2006: 283).  
53 Plomley (2008: 586, 917). 
54 Plomley (2008: 411). 
55 Sprod (2009: 160). 
56 Kelly (1986: 9). 
57 Plomley (2008: 69, 71, 76). 
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on Swan Island for the first time.58 Davies recorded a woman consuming of 50-60 petrel eggs 

at one sitting.59 This appreciation of avifauna had a long history. Numerous eggshell fragments 

of emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae diemenensis) have been found in the Pleistocene 

occupation deposit of Nunamira Cave on the Florentine River.60 

Aborigines used a number of techniques to capture birds. Traps were used on the west 

coast to catch ravens (Corvus tasmanicus).61 Birds inhabiting rookeries would have been pulled 

from their burrows. Aborigines were reputed to be accurate throwers of stones62 and waddies63 

and could probably take down most birds that roosted in trees or on rocks.64 Water birds, 

especially during their moult, could be driven and ambushed.65 In previously unexamined field 

notes, Robinson records a method recounted by Wooraddy that appears peculiar to the Bruny 

Islanders: 

Said his Countrymen caught Ducks — Swans — Shags and other acquatic 

birds by the following method — 

The sportsman covered his head completely over with kelp leaving a 

small opening to look through — thus equipped he selects water that is shole 

shoal and where those birds are swimming and moves about with his head 

above water generally at night when the birds are sleep and if awake he his is 

enabled to approach them by means of the Deception when he puts up his 

hand lays hold of the leg and pulls them under water this is done with all that 

is within his reach and without the least noise.66 

 
58 Plomley (2008: 301, 315-317). 
59 Davies (1846: 414); Roth (1899: 86). 
60 Cosgrove (1991: 252-256). 
61 Plomley (2008: 759). 
62 Plomley (2008: 342). 
63 Plomley (2008: 426, 759). 
64 Nick Mooney personal communication in Sim & West (1999: 389).  
65 Plomley (2008: 902). 
66 Robinson, G.A. (1833-1834: Frame 0297). One gains a sense, however, that Wooraddy may have been telling 

a tall tale when he recounted this technique for “he laughd heartily when he recited some of the many exploits of 
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Truganini advised Robinson that “the Black fellows caught plenty of gannet at port 

arthur and other sea birds while they Sleep on the water they catch them in their Cattamarans.”67 

A number of birds were taken incidentally when suddenly come upon: Aboriginal children were 

seen attempting (unsuccessfully) to catch parrots by hand.68 However, many of the birds 

identified in archaeological deposits might have been easily procured by the simple expedient 

of scavenging for carcasses along beaches.69  

Archaeological deposits across Tasmania show that Aborigines consumed a wide 

variety of bird species (Appendix E). This list of forty species is biased towards coastal 

middens and limestone cave deposits where fragile bird bones survive in alkali conditions.  

There is no comprehensive bird list for Bruny Island. A species list for Murrayfield pastoral 

property (Appendix F) shows the birds available from a typical dry sclerophyll coastal location 

on north Bruny Island. It is likely that Aborigines accessed these birds, especially the larger 

non-passerines, from time to time. In addition, as William Davis, an early Bruny Island settler, 

told Robinson, in late August the Aborigines “would traverse the coast in search of eggs”.70 

These eggs were likely those laid just above high-water mark by shorebirds such as 

oystercatchers, plovers and lapwings71 as well as seabirds such as silver gulls. Clutch sizes of 

these birds range from 1-4 and the eggs weigh 12-35 g, a tasty delicacy when in season. 

Despite this potential diet breadth, birds and their eggs were a negligible food resource 

overall. For instance, the 56 individual birds analysed from the large and rich midden site of 

West Point on the northwest coast were recovered from 2 m3 of deposit laid down over 900 

years — less than a bird every decade.72 In Cave Bay Cave in deposit laid down over 18,000+ 

 
this kind which he had practiced the other natives were much amused by the Expedient”. Intriguingly, Bruny 

Islanders do not appear to be frightened of the dark as other Tasmanians. 
67 Robinson, G.A. (1833-1834: Frame 0305). 
68 Roth (1899: 103).  
69 cf. Bovy, Watson, Dolliver and Parrish (2016). Interestingly, this likely most common method of securing bird 

flesh was not remarked upon in the Tasmanian ethnography. 
70 Plomley (2008: 75). 
71 Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment (2013). 
72 Sim & West (1999). 
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years, 1123 birds were recovered — just a bird every two decades or so.73 In the Stockyard 

site, an open midden on Hunter Island, birds contributed 1.9% of  vertebrate faunal live weight, 

only slightly more meat than blotched blue-tongued lizard (Tiliqua nigrolutea) (1.2%), and 

dwarfed by the 69% gained from the dominant mammal there, pademelon (Thylogale 

billardierii).74 A large rockshelter at Prion Beach on the southwest coast contains an occupation 

deposit laid down over 2,000 years that, according to the excavator, evidences a “specialised 

seabird strategy”.75 Here 0.425 m3 of excavated material contained 197 birds. The excavation 

represented about 1% of the deposit, thus only about nine birds were returned to this 

“specialised seabird” site every year. The richest site for avifauna so far discovered is a midden 

excavated on Maatsuyker Island on the southwest coast, where a minimum of 270 muttonbirds 

were recovered from a 0.35 m3 excavation pit.76 Yet despite this, the excavator concluded that 

the main reason for going there was for the seals.77 

The sense one gains from the ethnographic and archaeological evidence is that while 

birds and their eggs were enjoyed, they were, for the average Aborigine, most likely an 

infrequent and rare luxury, procured incidentally to the main prey being hunted in any one 

locality. Despite this, birds rank high in the mythopoesis constructed by historians such as 

Lyndall Ryan around Aboriginal seasonal movement in Tasmania.78 Two species, particularly, 

are seen by her as powerful drivers of human seasonal movement: the black swan (Cygnus 

atratus) and the short-tailed shearwater (muttonbird or yolla) (Puffinus tenuirostris). These 

 
73 Bowdler (1984: Table 13).  
74 O’Connor (1980: Table 3.3).  
75 Dunnett (1992: 27). The only date, a basal date, is 2070 70 BP. One can assume that such a strategic 

rockshelter, close to fresh water, was occupied into the ethnographic recent. 
76 Vanderwal & Horton (1984: 38, 59). This midden lay in a muttonbird rookery with much post-depositional 

disturbance by burrowing birds. Rookeries typically contain many skeletons from birds that die in the burrows 

(Don Ranson personal observation). This author remains to be convinced that all the birds recovered from this 

site could all be ascribed to human consumption and thus believes the figures for such consumption are an over 

estimation. 
77 Vanderwal & Horton (1984: 77).  
78 Ryan (1982: 14, 20, 21, 32, 33, 35, 38, 42,67, 70, 146; 1996: 14, 20, 21, 32, 33, 35, 38, 42, 67, 70, 146; 2012: 

18, 20, 21, 24, 31, 32, 36, 41). See also Cameron (2011: 12-13, 18). 
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birds are examined more closely below for their potential contribution to the seasonal diet and 

movement of Tasmanian Aborigines in general and Bruny Islanders in particular.  

 

Black swan 

Black swans are large (average 5-6 kg) herbivorous birds that inhabit wetlands.79 They graze 

on pasture or in water <1m deep where they can reach down to the bottom for aquatic plants. 

They take flight ponderously and require 40-50 m of unobstructed water to do so.80 They moult 

all year round but mainly after breeding (August – January)81 at which time they are unable to 

fly. At this time of vulnerability, they generally flock far from shore for safety.82 The early 

explorers and settlers remarked on the large numbers of swans, particularly on the Huon and 

Derwent Rivers. At the former, Peron, recorded “many legions of black swans”83 and at the 

latter, while passing close to present day Granton, “a prodigious number of black swans. In 

reality, the river was entirely covered in them.”84 Two years later, George Harris, while passing 

Granton, recorded that swans were there in “astonishing numbers” and that Jacob Mountgarrett 

had seen “fifty thousand” there.85 However, three years before Peron, the more phlegmatic 

Mathew Flinders, an accurate observer not given to hyperbole, remarked of this flock that it 

“was not estimated at less than five hundred.”86 

Whatever the numbers of birds, the French had difficulty in hunting them. Their boats 

frightened them, so they placed hunters (with muskets) on land but there they had no “success 

 
79 O’Brian (1990). 
80 O’Brian (1990). 
81 O’Brian (1990: 1188).  
82 O’Brian (1990: 1181). 
83 Plomley (1983: 19). 
84 Plomley (1983: 27). 
85 Hamilton-Arnold (1994: 61). Gammage (2012: 250) extends the argument of Ryan, seeming to suggest that 

such prodigious numbers of swans were the result of some system of purposeful land management by Aborigines 

but offers no evidence for this.  
86 Sprod (2009: 159). The numbers of swans seen in the same place by different observers in different years may 

also reflect the dispersal behaviour of the birds in response to the interannual variability in rainfall (see later).  
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with their hunting, the swans being able to keep out of their range.”87 This intriguing 

observation suggests that the swans were wary of bipedal locomotion and, given they had not 

yet learnt to be gun-shy, this wariness must have been a defensive response to Tasmanian 

hunters that had been learnt over generations. Eventually the Europeans learnt to run the 

moulting birds down in boats,88 a technology unavailable to Tasmanian foragers. Indeed, with 

swans having learnt to flock away out of spear and waddy range, capture of swans by foragers 

must have been very rare, attesting to the reasons for the Tasmanians’ rapture when given a 

swan by Flinders and Bass while on the hill overlooking the reputedly vast flocks of Granton. 

Even if they could have been captured, it is dubious whether swans were numerous 

enough to form a sufficient resource. Swans do not breed until their third year. They usually 

breed in winter/spring, peaking in August in wetter years and September in drier years but can 

breed throughout the year if local conditions are favourable.89 Swans create nests by mounding 

vegetation at the water’s edge in which they lay clutches averaging 4.5 eggs,90 each weighing 

200-320 g.91 If this clutch is predated upon, or conditions are favourable, the parents can 

sometimes produce another in the same season. Swan numbers fluctuate markedly. The 

present-day average post-breeding population of swans in Tasmania, comprising cygnets, 

juveniles and breeding pairs, is 15,785 with a minimum of 8,794 birds and a maximum of 

25,233 birds in an exceptional year.92 Post breeding counts over eighteen years at Moulting 

Lagoon, on the east coast, the premier location for swans, show a range of population of 1,050 

to 18,788 birds with an average of 8,486.93 Eighty-five percent of Tasmania’s 2,500 breeding 

pairs breed at Moulting Lagoon, on the east coast, with the remainder dispersed over other 

 
87 Plomley (1983: 23). 
88 Hamilton-Arnold (1994: 61). 
89 O’Brian (1990: 1185).  
90 Hemsley (1973); O’Brian (1990: 1186).   
91 O’Brian (1990: 1186).  
92 DPIPWE unpublished data. See also Hemsley (1973: 24). 
93 DPIPWE unpublished data. See also Hemsley (1973: Figure 1). 
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large water bodies around the state. At Moulting Lagoon c. 2000 nests are created in good years 

with a substantial decline in poor years. Elsewhere, around Tasmania, c.<500 breeding pairs 

nest in favourable years. The birds’ dispersal and breeding success, and thus any potential 

Aboriginal predation, is very responsive to both drought and flood. If Moulting Lagoon 

experiences drought conditions, particularly during the spring breeding period, the birds will 

disperse elsewhere. The major alternative sites include lower Huon River, Port Davey, Derwent 

River at Granton, Musselroe Bay and other northeastern estuaries. In contrast, during 

unseasonal rain, many of these sites, including Moulting Lagoon, experience flash floods that 

devastate nesting sites and reduce populations drastically.94 Thus, the population of the 

Derwent River varies between 800-2,750,95 the Huon River 295-950, Port Davey <10096 - 

>1,39097 and Musselroe Bay 250-800.98  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the present-day swan population across Tasmania is 

probably the same as, or higher than, pre-European times.99 The disturbance of ancient habitat 

by modern outboard motors and oyster farms has been more than compensated for by the recent 

construction of attractive large farm reservoirs and the introduction of sizeable acres of new 

pasture. The sustainable predation rate on the present population under normal conditions is c. 

3500 birds (adult and juvenile) a year100 providing that no eggs are taken. The number of 

cygnets in a brood varies between almost zero in drought years to 2.5 in an “‘average’ to 

moderate” year, 3.0 in a “normally good” year and 3.5 in an “exceptional” season.101 Thus the 

capacity of the swan population to produce substantial surpluses of eggs for human 

 
94 The suggestion by Cameron that the swan egging season was triggered by “heavy rains to inundate the nesting 

places” (2011: 12-13) is contrary to this evidence. 
95 DPIPWE unpublished data. 
96 Hemsley (1973). 
97 Guiler (1966: Table 3).  
98 Hemsley (1973). 
99 For instance, swan numbers in NE Tasmania and on King Island have increased since settlement (personal 

communication Robbie Gaffney, Wildlife Biologist, DPIPWE. 29 July 2019) 
100 Hemsley (1973: 16). 
101 Hemsley (1973: 7). 
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consumption as well as to replace grown birds lost through human predation and then maintain 

the post-breeding population against natural losses over the long term is extremely 

circumscribed. A poor year with drought or flooded nests would provide no eggs. An average 

of 0.5 surplus eggs per breeding pair in an average year provides 1,250 eggs available for 

human consumption that year. Even in the highly improbable scenario of each breeding pair 

producing a double clutch of 9 eggs devoted totally for human consumption, then only c. 

22,500 eggs would be available. For a human population of 5,000102 that equates to slightly 

more than half a swan and between zero and 4.5 eggs a year. It is difficult to see how these 

figures could drive pan-Tasmanian human movement. It is more likely that those in whose 

territory major colonies were located could only make respectable meals of swan and then only 

in a good year. Thus the 400 people or so whose territory included Moulting Lagoon might 

each be able to consume 45 eggs or 7 swans in a good season. For the remaining Tasmanians, 

these birds would provide slim pickings indeed.  

The remaining small colonies of birds scattered around Tasmania would be unlikely to 

provide the impetus for movement. Nevertheless, Sandra Bowdler and Lyndall Ryan103 suggest 

that swans, as well as muttonbirds considered later, were staple dietary items and accessing 

them caused Bruny Islanders to pass back and forth across the Channel to the mainland. Perhaps 

only a few dozen swans make their home on the island in a ‘good year’.104 Instead the Bruny 

Islanders would have to have competed for resources with the nearby locals whose territory 

included the local colonies at Port Davey, Huon River, and the Derwent River at Granton. Port 

Davey hosts non-breeding adults only; therefore, no eggs are available there.105 The three 

 
102 Jones (1974). 
103 Bowdler and Ryan (1997: 313, 319-320); Ryan (1982: 42).  
104 The spring of 2017 was dry and rainfall in the Moulting Lagoon area ‘very much below average’ (Bureau of 

Meteorology 2017). Under those conditions it could be expected that swans would disperse from Moulting Lagoon 

to other parts of Tasmania, including Bruny Island. It could be considered favourable conditions, therefore, for an 

increase in the swan population on the Island. On 5th October 2017, my wife and I counted only 65 swans in a 

survey of the sheltered waters of west Bruny Island: 37 at Adventure Bay, 10 at Cloudy Bay Lagoon and 19 at 

Little Taylors Bay.  
105 Guiler (1966:38; 1970).  
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locations would host between 1,195-5,090 birds, depending on the water levels at Moulting 

Lagoon and flooding elsewhere. These numbers provided a sustainable yield of 240-1,000 birds 

a year as long as eggs were not taken to depress the population of mature birds. This catch 

would need to have been shared between the population of c. 800 foragers in whose territories 

these swan colonies were situated. It is difficult to see how such paltry swan numbers, rarely 

resulting in more than a bird per person each year, could have enticed the Bruny Islanders to 

move as Ryan and Bowdler suggest.  

 

Muttonbird 

The muttonbird or yolla is a seabird that migrates annually from the Aleutian Islands to 

southeast Australia and back. It arrives at its breeding colonies in southeast Australia in the 

third week in September, where it mates and digs a new, or cleans out an old, burrow and then 

lays a single egg between 24-26th November. The egg hatches in mid-January and the parents 

take it in turn, in ‘shifts’ lasting two weeks, to stay with the chick while the other is out at sea 

feeding. During this time the adult remaining in the burrow does not feed. The chick spends 

the next 94 days in the burrow, where it is fed a mix of krill, fish and squid by the parents and 

lays down a thick layer of fat to sustain it in coming months. By the time the adults depart in 

April, the chick has reached a maximum weight of 800 g, nearly twice the weight of an adult 

bird. After departure of its parents, the chick does not feed and slowly loses weight as it 

develops flight feathers, allowing it to leave the rookery and migrate north three weeks later.106 

Today, commercial harvesting, limited to chicks, occurs over a 4-week period from late March 

through April. However, Aborigines in antiquity did not have those limits and adult birds, 

chicks and eggs would potentially have been available over a seven-month period. Any 

accessible colony would be very vulnerable to predation with birds and eggs a tethered resource 

 
106 Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment (2014); Skira (1990). 
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susceptible to being completely wiped out. When Robinson took an Aboriginal party for the 

first time across to Swan Island, five kilometres off the northeast tip of Tasmania, they accessed 

pristine muttonbird and penguin rookeries, and subsisted almost daily for the month that 

Robinson was there, and probably beyond, on the birds and their eggs.107 Robinson noted: 

“Woorrady is quite pleased with the island. Soon as he could he began to pull the penguins out 

of their holes and to take their eggs … they all set off and slew a great number, which they ate 

and also gave to their dogs. Numbers were killed wantonly …”108 

There are presently 209 muttonbird colonies in Tasmania, 10 of which are on Bruny 

Island.109 Bowdler and Ryan state that Aborigines were seasonally attracted to and congregated 

at these rookeries on the island.110 There is no ethnohistorical evidence for this. Indeed, there 

is strong evidence that none of these colonies existed either on mainland Tasmania or easily 

accessible offshore islands such as Bruny Island until the early twentieth century.111 Prior to 

this time the well-known Bruny Island colonies now visited by the public at The Neck and 

Cape Queen Elizabeth did not exist.112 Similarly, the colonies on nearby Betsey Island and 

Slopen Island did not exist. Colonies were instead restricted to remote offshore islands, most 

of which were inaccessible to Aborigines and the size of these colonies in those places reflect 

this. Aborigines were unable to access islands in the Furneaux Group such as Babel Island 

(2.86 million burrows), and Great Dog Islands (0.952 million burrows) 113 and other north-

eastern islands such as Swan Island, noted before, that contained an extensive rookery. In 

 
107 Plomley (2008: 301-318). 
108 Plomley (2008: 314). 
109 Skira, Brothers and Pemberton (1996:3, Figure 4).  
110 Bowdler & Ryan (1997: 313, 319-320); Ryan (1982: 42; 2012: 41). 
111 Skira (1995: 9); Skira, Brothers and Pemberton (1996: 4-5). 
112 Skira makes the very cogent point that “Lack of knowledge of the prehistoric distribution of shearwater 

colonies means that interpretation of Aboriginal use of short-tailed shearwaters prior to 1803, based on their 

present distribution could be unreliable or even grossly misleading” (1990:80). It is telling that Robinson, always 

interested in the food gathering habits of the Aborigines, made no comment, either in his journal (Plomley 2008) 

or in his rough notes (Robinson 1837-1865), of any muttonbird rookeries on Bruny Island or movement of 

Aborigines in late September to rookeries elsewhere.  
113Skira, Brothers and Pemberton (1996: 3). 75-90% of burrows are occupied. Each occupied burrow equates to 

two adult birds and an egg or chick. 
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northwest Tasmania, islands known to have been accessible to Aborigines before European 

arrival, such as Walker, Robbins and Three Hummock Islands had “non-existent or very small 

[colonies] until the turn of the [twentieth] century”.114 (Walker and Robbins could be accessed 

by wading; Three Hummock required a sea passage (see further below)).  

There were, however, a small group of curious exceptions: islands that Aborigines 

visited and which also seem to have retained a muttonbird colony upon them. It is these 

exceptional cases, perhaps only three or so in total, the two Doughboy Islands and Trefoil 

Island, accessed by no more than a small group of foragers at any one time, that have 

contributed to the myth that Aborigines across Tasmanian were driven by some inexorable 

seasonal force to search for and consume the birds.115 For a muttonbird rookery to survive 

Aboriginal predation it must have been situated on islands that were so difficult to visit, exploit 

and then return safely from, that they could only be successfully accessed infrequently. These 

rare visits allowed a sufficient population of birds to survive the occasional predation to 

continue maintaining a viable colony. Frequency of access to these islands would have been 

controlled by distance from land and sea conditions. Intensity of predation would be controlled 

by the number of people and their time available at the rookery. 

The Doughboys are two small islands off the western shore of Cape Grim from which 

the Aborigines harvested muttonbirds.116 Typically, a heavy sea pounds between the islands 

and the mainland shore and the harvesters had to pick a calm period that enabled them to swim 

 
114 Skira, Brothers and Pemberton (1996: 4). 
115 Some (eg Jones 1974: 333; Macfarlane 2008: 37) have favourably quoted Robinson’s comment that “they 

shewed me the lightwood tree that was near them and said when the tree was in blossom the mutton birds would 

be in” (Plomley 2008: 667). The blossoming of lightwood (or blackwood, Acacia melanoxylon), with its profuse 

yellow flowers, is one of the great phenological showings of the Tasmanian bush. However, it blossoms in late 

July (northern Tasmania)/early August (south) and the birds do not arrive for another two months. Vagaries 

introduced by climate change do not seem to have changed the timing. George Harris noted from Hobart on 7 

August 1804 that “6 or 7 Species of Mimosa are now in full bloom” (Hamilton-Arnold 1994: 66). Whatever, the 

blooms represented to the Aborigines, it was not the arrival of the economically unimportant muttonbird. Bowdler 

(1979: 334) suggests that the birds, in turn, might simply be a signal to return to the islands to harvest seals. 
116 Plomley (2008: 215). 
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to the islands and, more importantly, back again.117 East Doughboy, 7 hectares in area, the 

nearest to the mainland, today hosts c. 20,000 pairs of muttonbirds. It required a 250 m swim 

and then a climb of the surrounding 20 m cliffs to access the rookery. West Doughboy, 5.4 

hectares in extent, has a rookery containing c.60,000 pairs of muttonbirds, required a further 

250 m swim from its eastern neighbour, and a climb of vertical and overhanging 20-60 m 

cliffs.118 There is no fresh water on the islands. The women of the local group, perhaps <10, 

were recorded as spending days on the island before returning, pulling behind them rafts of 

birds tied to grass ropes.119 The west coast of Tasmania is subject to large westerly oceanic 

swells. Once on the islands, a careful watch would have to be kept of any approaching fronts 

to avoid being marooned possibly for weeks without water and unable to re-join their children. 

It is likely that these islands were accessed infrequently each summer for short periods between 

storms and that the women were limited by the numbers of birds, perhaps a few hundred each, 

they could tow behind them to their families waiting on the mainland. This level of predation 

was unlikely to depress the population of 160,000 adult birds and, in season, a further 80,000 

chicks, living on the Doughboys. 

Trefoil Island also lies off the west coast of Cape Grim. It is 116 hectares in extent, has 

no water, and is surrounded by 60-80 m cliffs.120 It presently hosts 0.7 million burrows, 

equivalent to c. 1.25 million adult birds and 0.6 million chicks in season.121 It is a daunting 

crossing of 2.3 km of sea that was either swum or traversed in a bark catamaran.122 The crossing 

is assisted by a rest place midway on Little Trefoil Island, a waterless islet of 0.6 h, with few 

resources. Nevertheless, great care would have to have been taken to time the journey to avoid 

 
117 Plomley (2008: 216).  
118 Brothers, Pemberton, Pryor and Halley (2001: 90-95). 
119 Plomley (2008: 216, 880). 
120 Brothers, Pemberton, Pryor and Halley (2001: 96-98). 
121 Skira, Brothers and Pemberton (1996: 3). Bird population assumes 90% occupancy of the estimated 0.7 million 

burrows. 
122 Plomley (2008: 217, 674).  
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the westerly fetch as well as the strong current present in the area that would have made any 

crossing exhausting or impossible. The return journey would have been easier with a following 

westerly wind. It may be that the island was accessed by just such a return journey solely for 

its avifaunal resources though Robinson reports that it was also a resting place for the local 

group before it continued onwards another 3 km on to Bird Island (or Seacrow Islet) and then 

another 1.5 km (or 2 km if Seacrow Islet was used) before arriving on Hunter Island. This 

island hopping, whether by swimming or catamaran, from Cape Grim to Hunter Island and 

back again, facing the danger of being caught by a westerly gale or the 3-5 knot current running 

in the strait, 123 was one of the great water crossings of any of the world’s forager societies and 

may have only been attempted once a year and perhaps even less. Given the lack of water as 

well as the high probability of being marooned by the weather and the imperative of reaching 

Hunter Island, it is unlikely that long stays would be involved and even an Aboriginal group of 

c. 30-50 would have hardly touched the muttonbird population.124 

The most remote island on the Tasmanians’ incredible sea voyages serves as a contrast 

to the Doughboy and Trefoil Islands. Much larger, Three Hummock Island, at 7000 hectares, 

is a further 3.5 km swim from Hunter Island. In 1999, muttonbird colonies contained c. 168,000 

breeding pairs125 and by 2006 had expanded to 172,800 pairs.126 Yet at the turn of the 

nineteenth/twentieth century the colonies were very small to non-existent127 and even earlier 

in 1832 Robinson reported that the birds seem to be confined to “rocks”128 perhaps off the 

northern shore. Thus, there seems to have been an expansion of the muttonbird population since 

Aboriginal times from almost zero up to present day numbers. Despite its remoteness, 

 
123 Meston (1936: 157). 
124 Assume 50 people eat say 6 kg of birds a day for a week = 2,100 kg. Each adult bird weighs 0.5 kg.  Assuming 

60% of bird weight (0.3 kg) is available for consumption. Then a week-long stay by a band would consume 7000 

birds — equivalent to 0.56% of the resource.  
125 Brothers et. al (2001: 77-79).  
126 Bryant (2008: Table 10). 
127 Skira, Brothers and Pemberton. (1996: 4). 
128 Plomley (2008: 703). 
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therefore, Three Hummock Island appears to have replicated the early absence of rookeries in 

the nineteenth century, followed by the twentieth-century expansion, that is encountered 

elsewhere on the Tasmanian mainland and larger accessible islands. This might reflect a greater 

intensity of Aboriginal predation on the birds there than on the smaller islands previously 

discussed. This, in turn, reflects longer periods of occupation. In contrast to the others, it is an 

attractive island with freshwater streams and standing water available. Carbohydrate-rich tree 

ferns were present, together with mammals such as fur(?) seal and wallabies129 as well as 

pademelons, ring and brushtail possums and possibly platypus130 — all of which encourage 

long stays. 

In sum, birds and their eggs were a minor though highly regarded food resource for 

Aborigines. Most birds were predated upon if the chance was offered, but those opportunities 

were uncommon and consumption of these animals was a luxury. Swans and muttonbirds, the 

two species seen by some modern commentators to have been major drivers of Tasmanian 

migration, were eaten only rarely. Except perhaps for the Moulting Lagoon area and then only 

in certain years, swans and their eggs were just not available in sufficient numbers to cause 

major movement of Aborigines around Tasmania. Similarly, muttonbirds were only ever a 

minor food resource. Across most of Tasmania, including Bruny Island, there were no 

rookeries available to predate upon. In some archaeological sites, muttonbird remains are 

present. However, they are in such small numbers that it is likely that these birds were not 

harvested from rookeries but were perhaps scavenged from nearby beaches. Muttonbirds are 

often seen along the shoreline, between October to December, exhausted or washed up dead, 

the victims of starvation or sometimes disease. On a 4-mile (6 km) monitored stretch of beach 

in NSW, c. 10-4,000 birds have been recorded washed up each season.131 On the eastern 

 
129 Plomley (2008: 703).  
130 Bryant (2008: 8, Table 5).  
131 Gaughwin (1978: 8); Serventy (1966: 184). Which over a 90-day season is a maximum of c.8 birds/km/day. 
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seaboard of Australia, there have been 15 episodes of major mortalities in 110 years.132 The 

routine garnering of dead birds thrown up by the sea every few years provides a more 

parsimonious explanation than regular major migrations of human groups across Tasmania to 

visit rookeries difficult or impossible to access. 

 

3.4 Marine invertebrates 

Shellfish and crayfish were a major source of protein (17%). These animals are also high in 

cholesterol essential for the manufacture and maintenance of cells. They contain little fat (0.5-

2%)133 and so are likely to have contributed to the problems of protein toxicity if consumed in 

great numbers along with marsupials. They may thus have been an alternative protein source 

when those mammals were difficult to capture. 

Robinson noted that for the Bruny Islanders “shellfish is their principle article of food 

- & in addition to the Haliotis or mutton fish which is their principle dependence(?) they name 

oysters, mussels, cockles, limpet, periwinkles”.134 These shellfish that Robinson noted, based 

on size, numbers and distribution today, were likely the Blacklip abalone (Haliotis rubra), Mud 

oyster (Ostrea angasi), Blue mussel (Mytilus edulis), Thin-ribbed cockle (Fulvia tenuicostata), 

a pattelid limpet, probably Cellana solida, and the periwinkle or Warrener (Turbo 

undulatus).135 Robinson noted that: “Each tribe have their favourite fishing ground & with 

which they are as familiar …”136 These ‘fishing grounds’ reflect the ‘patches’ of behavioural 

ecologists. Robinson’s list of shellfish unconsciously reflects the variety of environments that 

the people accessed and foraged in. Abalone graze on algae on the surface of rocks and the 

shellfish is found often clustered in crevices in reefs deep enough to require diving for. Oysters 

 
132 Serventy (1966: 185).  
133 Borushek (2016: 95, 216, 224).  
134 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 1002).  
135 Identification and nomenclature from Edgar (2000). 
136 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 1006).  
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are found in mud in sheltered waters, blue mussels live on rocks in and below intertidal zones, 

cockles are found in sandy beaches, limpets on exposed rocks and warreners feed on seaweed 

in intertidal rock pools and subtidal rocky reefs.137 In addition, Aborigines captured rock 

lobsters or crayfish (Jasus edwardsii), carnivorous crustaceans that shelter in fissures in rocky 

reefs.138 

There is a delightful description by Baudin’s officers of a foraging party of twenty 

women and girls encountered at Dennes Point, returning with their rush baskets “loaded with 

large crabs, crayfish and various roasted shellfish …”139 It is likely that women and children 

foraged for shellfish and crayfish and then carried them to favourite vantage points or sheltered 

areas where they were consumed.140 There is a hint that Tasmania’s earliest foragers restricted 

themselves to those species accessible in the intertidal zone. The oldest east coast middens, c. 

7,500 years old,141 are composed predominately of oysters and mussels.142 Middens on Flinders 

Island, all dating <3500 years ago, only contain remains of shellfish found on intertidal rocks 

and have no components requiring wading or diving.143 The oldest midden known from the 

northwest coast, 4050±240 BP, is dominated by purple mussel (Brachidontes rostratus) that 

occurs in dense mats on rocks in the nearby intertidal zone.144 However, sometime < 2000 years 

ago there was a change in foraging strategy with increasing predation on warrener that required 

improved diving and swimming skills145 until about 1,000 years ago abalone and crayfish, both 

usually accessed by diving, predominated in midden deposits around Tasmania’s coast.146 This 

expansion of species taken illustrates an increase in diet breadth through time. 

 
137 Edgar (2000); Grove (2017). 
138 Eg Plomley (2008: 67). Robinson called them ‘crawfish’. 
139 Plomley (1983: 32-33).  
140 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 1004).  
141 Reber (1965: 266). 
142 Lourandos (1997: 268). 
143 Orchiston & Glenie (1978: 138); Don Ranson (personal observation);  
144 Don Ranson (personal observation); Stockton (1982:182) 
145 Prince (1990). 
146 Dunnett (1993) 
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It was the women who procured abalone and crayfish “and this is done by diving and 

so accustomed are they to this work having been taught trained to it from almost infancy that 

they seem have become acquired all but amphibious.”147 While these two species would have 

been available in shallow waters at first,148 increased human predation likely required greater 

and greater time to be spent underwater. The colonists remarked again and again on the superb 

swimming abilities of the women and the length of time that they could spend submerged.149 

Robinson was to note that “(T)he women are not deterred by the storms from diving in rough 

weather & when the sea is very rough. If when they rise a sea is ready to break they dive under 

it & the huge waves breaks and rolls … they continue diving …”150 “often using the long stems 

of the kelp to enable them to reach the bottom; these they handle as dexterously in descending 

as a sailor a rope in ascending”.151 Further: 

the women have baskets of their own manufact made(?) of plaited grass of I 

neatly of twisted grass & very strong — the basket is slung over the left 

shoulder & hang by her side under the left arm She carries also a short chisel 

formed stick which she lays(?) either in her right hand or hold it between her 

teeth thus equipped she plunges fearlessly into the sea and dives down among 

the rocks … to fill her basket then she rises to the surface.152 

 
147 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 1009).  
148 I have seen in a small bay on the northwest coast, inaccessible to modern commercial fishers, large abalone 

and crayfish in waters waist deep. 
149 Roth (1899: 101-102). The surveyor Thomas Scott recorded that the Bruny Island women could remain 

underwater for “five to fifteen minutes” (The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a-b). This is likely an 

exaggeration by a cold-water averse Briton. While the record for a single dive by a competition free diver is 11 

min 35 s (Schagatay 2014: 131), studies of traditional sea-harvesting by apnea divers record a mean submerged 

time of 28 s (Bajau) and 38 s (Ama) over 4-5-hour periods in the water (Schagatay, Lodin-Sundström, and 

Abrahamsson 2011). Even so, these times have resulted in these societies undergoing genetic adaptations to spleen 

size and diving response (Llardo et al. 2018), similar to that found in seals, which might have been shared with 

the Tasmanian women.  
150 Robinson (1837-65: Vol 40: Frame 1003).  
151 Roth (1899: 102). 
152 Robinson (1837-65: Frames 1045-1046). 
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Diving for abalone and crayfish was one of the most dangerous occupations facing 

Tasmanians. Robinson again: 

They brave at times danger under the water as well as above they are 

sometimes attack by sharks — among other stories I have heard them recount 

their adventures with sharks and of their country men who have lost their lives 

from those voracious monsters of the deep.153 

…numbers of Black women have been killed by Sharks … their used to be 

several large ones at Kelly pt My.de.ween.ny.pine.ne as it is called by the nt 

… they say when black man is sulky it makes the shark come to the women  

one young woman was swimming and diving for fish when a shark 

came and pul Bit at her and caught her basket and pulled her down — when 

she remained at the Bottom covered her self over with kelp and after some 

lapse of k time when her aqueus acqueous region was free of danger she went 

to shore her sister had been looking at her & wondered she did not come out 

— thought she was killed asked were was her basket Said a shark pulled her down by 

her basket — now  some time after they found the basket and fish in it all bit 

to pieces.  

some natives were swimming at port Arthur when the shark bit at a 

woman and Cut off all the fingers on one hand …154 

It is possible that the seal grease that the women coated themselves with encouraged 

shark attacks. Sharks prey on seals and were recorded attacking European boats that had been 

constructed with sealskins covering their frames.155  

 
153 Robinson (1837-65: Frame 1003). 
154 Robinson (1833-1834: Frames 0305-0306). 
155 Plomley (2008: 329-330). 
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To conclude, it is difficult to estimate the importance of marine invertebrates to the 

Tasmanian menu. Notwithstanding Robinson’s statement that “shell fish were the principle 

article of food”,156 the large shell mounds noted by him and other early settlers around 

Tasmania’s coast157 create a distorted view of the Tasmanians’ diet. To a casual observer, shells 

are the most obvious component of a midden, yet the less obvious mammal bones incorporated 

in it represent much greater dietary contributions. A single seal epiphysis, for instance, could 

represent the energy equivalent of many tens of thousands of molluscs. Similarly, the 

procurement of these marine invertebrates by women who often performed spectacular feats of 

swimming in shark infested waters drew the attention and admiration of the colonists, many of 

whom, like Robinson, could not swim. There is little actual quantitative data on the contribution 

of shellfish to foragers’ diets. The Onge, maritime foragers living on Little Andaman Island, 

receive only 0.09% of their energy requirements through shellfish.158 Shellfish contribute 6-

17% of the energy in the Anbarra diet.159 But, as Meehan so aptly states, “Man does not live 

by calories alone”.160 It may be that shellfish were seen by the Tasmanians as a supplementary, 

dependable resource when other game could not be procured. While diving for the animals 

took a considerable effort, those species that could be procured along the littoral were relatively 

easy to garner very quickly. Importantly, and in contrast to mammals, they constitute a protein 

source capable of being gathered by family members of all ages, both old and young.  

 

Summary 

It has been shown in Chapters Two and Three that the Bruny Islanders had access to rich and 

varied sources of food. The grasslands and forests provided both protein-rich (though fat-poor) 

 
156 Robinson (1837-65: Frame 1002). 
157 Roth (1899: 91-94) 
158 Meehan (1982: 158).  
159 Meehan (1982: 159). 
160 Meehan (1982: 159). 
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mammals as well as carbohydrate-rich plant foods. The coast provided animal fats in the form 

of whale and seal blubber. These mammals, together with shellfish, were also rich sources of 

protein. Supplementing, these sources was the occasional bird. To echo Meehan’s comment of 

the Anbarra, 161 despite the occasional famine, Tasmanians were affluent foragers with a rich 

and varied diet. However, notwithstanding this affluence, the capacity of the land, and the 

efficient use of its resources, channelled and constrained the Tasmanians’ behaviour, 

particularly their mobility and group size. It is these aspects that are examined next.  

 

 
161 Meehan (1982: 160). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PEOPLE OF THE STRINGYBARK 

 

How did the people respond to the varied landscapes with their rich resources that Bruny Island 

offered? A detailed analysis would require a dedicated study of its own. In this chapter the two 

most important aspects are canvassed: how the Bruny Islanders likely organised themselves in 

their groups and how they moved across the landscape. Both these characteristics have 

implications for how the land was exploited and how humans impacted upon it. 

 

4.1. Group size and social organisation 

It has become axiomatic that Tasmanian Aboriginal society was organised in an ascending order 

of families, bands and tribes. This belief stems from the work of Rhys Jones, who described the 

socio-economic organisation of Tasmanians as formed by these three strata.1 For Jones, the 

smallest foraging unit was the family, of parents, children and elderly relatives, who would 

congregate as a hearth group around a single fire. A number of families made up the second 

stratum, the basic social unit of the band, members of whom collaborated in the food quest. The 

band owned a territory or estate over which it foraged but also ranged over estates of other 

bands in their annual (especially seasonal) round. Members of a band were exogamous. The 

band was a named entity, both naming itself and also being called by a different name by others 

from outside the band. These bands were organised into a third stratum, which Jones called 

tribes, which would congregate from time to time for ceremonial purposes and resource sharing. 

Jones, however, wrote his paper at a time and within an intellectual milieu in which 

considerable questions were being raised about how hunter-gatherers commonly organised 

 
1 Jones (1974: 324-330). 
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themselves, particularly with respect to their environment and the resources contained within. 

This uncertainty stemmed in part from the classificatory structure imposed on them by Western 

observers. The uncertainty is also due to the atypical behaviour of the observed societies, often 

under stress created by the confrontation with or assimilation by frontier settlements when first 

encountered by anthropologists or other reporters of authority. Australia is seen as providing 

some of the most important information on hunter-gatherer societies. Yet, as Joseph Birdsell 

noted, Aboriginal groups had commonly settled around mission stations, pastoral stations or 

government Aboriginal settlements, 20 to 60 years, that is one to three generations, before their 

first encounter with an anthropologist.2 Under these conditions, Birdsell observed that the 

Aboriginal population declined at a rate of 50% per generation, marriage rules by necessity 

changed, languages rapidly disappeared, tribal territoriality blurred and the peoples’ 

relationship with their environment became compromised.  

A further difficulty was observer bias introduced by the anthropologists themselves. 

While controlling bias is a persistent difficulty, it is particularly unfortunate that nearly all 

observations up to the 1960s were made by social anthropologists who were more interested in 

kinship rules and marriage relationships than “an appreciation for basic ecological variables 

and their demographic consequences”.3 William Stanner, himself a social anthropologist, was 

led to complain that these anthropologists “… have made little analytic use of the variable facts 

of topography, climate, water-sources, drainage-systems, floral and faunal associations and 

populations, and so on”.4 However, by then it was too late — the last remaining Aborigines 

living a traditional lifestyle were coming in from the bush. As Birdsell was to note “… in the 

last few years all opportunities to study Aboriginal peoples in undisturbed ecological context 

have disappeared forever…”.5 As late as the mid-1960s, just as the last Aborigines living a 

 
2 Birdsell (1970). 
3 Birdsell (1970: 116). 
4 Stanner (1965: 4). 
5 Birdsell (1970: 115). 
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traditional lifestyle, and who may have been able to assist them, were straggling into white-

influenced settlements, anthropologists were beginning to argue a fundamental point regarding 

their social organisation. That is, whether Aborigines existed in bands which owed allegiance 

to a particular territory or not. Space does not permit an analysis of the often-barbed debate 

between Les Hiatt6 and others representing the ‘Sydney School’ on the one hand and Stanner7 

and Birdsell8 and later commentators on the other. This equivocal academic milieu is likely to 

have informed Jones’s approach to his study and led him to cautiously acknowledge the concept 

of tribe was perhaps facile when applied in the Tasmanian context: “Unfortunately, it is not 

easy to give a concise definition of a Tasmanian tribe…”.9  

Turning to bands, Jones states that these entities had names that they called themselves 

and that (usually) they had another name that they were called by others.10 While I have no 

argument that these names alluded to groups of people, or places in which those people in the 

main resided or called their home, it is usually impossible to discern what size these groups 

were and sometimes difficult to discern who they were composed of. For instance, when the 

term Nuenonne, a name that is freely found in the literature,11 was collected by Robinson in 

1829, and assigned as the collective noun for Bruny Island inhabitants, the Bruny Islanders 

 
6 Hiatt (1962, 1966, 1968a, 1968b, 1996: Ch 2). 
7 Stanner (1965). 
8 Birdsell (1968a, 1968b, 1970). 
9 Jones (1974:327). Marshall Sahlins, in a major commentary on tribes, noted that his own attempt to: 

... formulate a generalized design of tribal culture — is plainly futile. But such is the magic of the 

sociologist’s ‘ideal type’ that, founded as it is on actual or pretended ignorance of the empirical 

diversity, inadequate as it is as a representation of complex realities, primitive as it may be as an 

intellectual procedure, it can yield remarkable insights into the particular case (1968: 14). 

While designing an ‘ideal type’ may be a useful scientific tool with which to measure and describe 

variation of the ‘particular case’ from that ‘ideal’, the usefulness of the term becomes problematic when it becomes 

reified and an end in itself, the caveats surrounding it left in hidden text and eventually forgotten.  

The limitations of space preclude me from pursuing this analysis here and to some extent any further 

discussion of Tasmanian ‘tribes’ is less relevant to the comparatively small area of Bruny Island presently under 

consideration. However, elsewhere, I provide a detailed argument for the non-existence of tribes in Tasmanian 

society (Ranson in preparation a).  
10 Jones (1974: 325). He suggests that there is evidence for 53-55 such entities and that perhaps originally there 

were 70-85 such groups.  
11 E.g. Alexander (2005); Bowdler and Ryan (1987); Boyce (2008); Calder (2010); Horton (1994); Lawrence 

(2006); Lawson (2014); Parks and Wildlife Service (2018); Plomley (1966, 2008); Ryan (1981, 1996, 2012);  
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were by then comprised of both native islanders as well as refugees who had been displaced by 

the white settlers from Hobart and Browns River (Kingston) over the previous decade.12 The 

Aborigines that Robinson interacted directly with on Bruny Island came from Southport, Port 

Esperance and Port Davey as well as the displaced people living on the island itself.13 

With respect to the size of his bands, Jones estimated them to be between 30-8014 and 

40-5015, the latter figures derived, as he says, from early maritime and colonial observations, 

Robinson’s journals, as well as archaeological evidence. He appears to have drawn these figures 

from observations by explorers and settlers of the larger groupings that had been encountered, 

specifically those itemised in Table 4.1.  

Whether he intended it or not, Jones’s words have been taken by many of his 

continuators to imply that Tasmanian Aborigines commonly congregated and moved around in 

groups of 40-50 people, which anthropologists call bands, collectively hunting and gathering 

throughout the day, congregating together in camps to process and consume their meals and 

rest. Leaving aside the difficulty of finding enough sustenance to continually meet the daily 

needs of such a large group and the concomitant requirement to be constantly on the move to 

find fresh foraging areas, a close analysis of the ethnohistorical sources does not support Jones’s 

suggestion. Rather a more nuanced conclusion can be drawn.  

 
12 Commonwealth of Australia (1921: Series III: v.3: 461). 
13 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:21. 
14 Jones (1971b: 278). 
15 Jones (1974: 325). 
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4.2. Analysis of Tasmanian Aboriginal group size.16  

Can the available ethnohistorical evidence be used to estimate Tasmanian Aboriginal group 

size? Data relevant to demographic analysis was extracted from all ethnographic accounts 

written between 1772-1807. The earliest date marks the first meeting of Europeans and 

Tasmanians during Marion du Fresne’s visit. The later date is somewhat arbitrary. Its intention 

is to include all references where groups of Aborigines were met with by Europeans in an 

apparently incidental fashion. It excludes those meetings where the massing of Aborigines 

 
16 This section is a modified and much expanded version of an earlier study contained in a limited distribution site 

survey report (Ranson 2004: 32, Appendix E). 

 

Observer Location When Number 

Labillardière Recherche Bay 1793 48 

Labillardière Recherche Bay 1793 42 

Péron Bruny Island 1802 20 women ≡ 60-80 people 

Péron Maria Island 1802 25-30 

Knopwood Huon River 1804 20 families 

Kelly Robbins Island 1816 50 

 Hobart 1824 64 

 Hobart 1825 50 

 Bruny Island 1828 50 

Robinson Port Davey 1830 20 adults ≡ 40 people 

Robinson West Point 1832 10 men ≡ 40 people 

 

Table 4.1 Ethnographic evidence cited by Jones for the size of Tasmanian bands 

(Jones 1971b: 277-278). 
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might have been influenced by European settlement or aggression. Thus, it excludes all the 

early instances of Aborigines observed around Risdon and Hobart but does include Anderson 

and Paterson’s reference to ‘not less than 200’ and ‘about 80’ along the West Tamar17 as well 

as Knopwood’s 21 June 1804 journal entry of 20 families met with on the Huon River and 250-

300 people met with at Browns River on 9 October 1807.18 The cut-off also excludes all those 

later observations of groups that had been impacted by killings and deaths by disease. Thus, in 

contrast to Jones’s studies, Robinson’s accounts are ignored. Jones use of archaeological 

observations was also not followed. It is tempting to equate hut depressions to family huts and 

thus to Aboriginal numbers as Jones does, but we do not know whether these sites were 

contemporary or not i.e. five hut depressions might represent five families camping at the same 

time or one family who camped at the same place five times over decades.  

Except for the two instances on the Tamar the research is limited to southeast Tasmania 

in an arc from Recherche Bay in the south to Maria Island in the north, including embayments 

and major river systems. The data is displayed in Table 1, Appendix G. There are 161 records 

of sightings. Each sighting is given a unique ID (column 1). The data was of two types: i) direct 

sightings of Aboriginal people where actual numbers were given or from which an estimation 

could be made (column 2); ii) indirect sightings where the presence and number of Aborigines 

could only be inferred from suitable proxies such as abandoned canoes, shelters or fireplaces 

(column 3). Column 4 contains the reinterpretation of the values in columns 2 and 3. Column 5 

provides the location of each observation; columns 6 and 7 the date of the observation. The 

informant is contained in column 8 and the bibliographic reference in column 9. 

With direct sightings (column 2), Aboriginal numbers that were provided varied from 

careful enumerations of sex and age to more general statements of Aboriginal presence (using 

 
17 Commonwealth of Australia (1921: III:1: 606, 611). 
18 Nicholls (1977: 54,145). 
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general terms such as simply ‘natives’, ‘inhabitants’). Where numbers of sexes were provided, 

these were rectified and reinterpreted to provide an estimate of a balanced population assuming 

that, under a steady state population scenario, each family was comprised of one man, one 

woman, and two children (column 4). Thus Cook’s 1777 note of eight men and a boy equates 

to eight men, eight women and sixteen children for a total of thirty-two. Where a number but 

no evidence of sex or age is given (eg ‘10 inhabitants’), that number is retained. Where no 

numbers are provided but the plural is used, there is assumed to be two. Where the frustrating 

words ‘some’, ‘several’, ‘few’, ‘others’, ‘number of’, ‘a party’, and so on are used, it is 

reinterpreted as three. 

In some cases, where no numbers of Aborigines were available, observations of 

equipment and hardware that could act as indirect proxies for Aboriginal numbers were used 

instead. A hut and/or campfire were usually associated with a single family or ‘hearth group’ 

consisting of a man and woman and their children, as well as aged relatives and visitors.19 These 

families ranged in size from 2-8. I have taken 4 to be representative of a family in a steady state 

population. Canoes are more problematic. They were seen crewed by 1-6 people who were 

sometimes noted as ‘men’, while sometimes their sex goes unremarked.20 Tasmanians were 

also sometimes observed floating in canoes while also being pushed and pulled by additional 

swimmers. Canoes, therefore, represent equipment used by at least one family group and 

sometimes more. Where the sex of the crew is described I have employed the multiplier as 

before, such that one man is equivalent to a family of four, two men eight, and so on. Where 

the number or the sex of the crew goes unremarked, I have taken a canoe in the following 

calculations to represent two families, i.e. 8 people. Where huts, fires or canoes are mentioned 

in the plural, I have assumed that there were two. Where a range of a single item is given, I 

 
19 Jones (1974: 324) 
20 For a succinct summary see Hollingsworth (2003). 
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have taken the upper figure. Again, where the words ‘some’, ‘several’, ‘few’, ‘others’, ‘number 

of’ or ‘traces’ are employed, I have assumed a minimum of three. I have attempted to 

differentiate through context whether the term ‘fire’ (rather than ‘hearth’) represented a 

campfire rather than a bushfire. Where a number of proxy items are noted in one place (e.g. 2 

canoes, 1 shelter), I have used only that item which indicates the larger number of Aborigines 

(in this case 2 canoes = 16 people).   

Obviously, there are biases in these estimates. The proxies for huts and hearths are 

probably close, the canoes may be less so. The use of the plural to represent the minimum of 

two and the words ‘some’, ‘several’ and so on, with three, probably creates an underestimate 

but ignoring those observations altogether would create an overestimate. Other errors stem from 

interpreting the ethnographic accounts second and third hand. The observations of differing size 

parties in the same general locality are likely to have been caused by the Aboriginal group 

splitting and coalescing as their day’s duties unfolded. Examples of this are the three 

observations noted by Cook’s expedition on 29 January 177721 and Labillardière’s observations 

for 9-12 February 1793.22 Because it is the number of Aborigines noted at each observation that 

is of interest, these figures have been kept for consideration. In contrast, however, there are a 

number of records of the same group of Aborigines at the same place made by different 

observers or reported later as hearsay. These are considered duplicate records of the same 

observation of the Aboriginal party and while included as raw data in Table 1, they have been 

highlighted in yellow. The duplicates are extracted and further noted in Appendix G Table 2 

(column 1), including those excluded from further analysis as well as the representative 

observation (Table 2 column 2), each with their assigned value retained for analysis (Table 2 

column 3). Duplicates were particularly numerous in the reporting of Baudin’s expedition 

 
21 Beaglehole (1955-74(3(2))). 
22 Labillardière (1971: 297-308). 
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because of the number of journals of junior officers available to us as well as the habit of Baudin 

and some others recording what others had seen. In some cases, a single observer contradicts 

himself. For instance, Baudin, in a retrospective summary within his journal, notes: “We once 

counted fifty-five of them, men women and children all included”23 for Bruny Island, but in a 

letter written almost a year later this figure had increased to “perhaps seventy or eighty 

persons.”24 In all cases the higher figure is the one retained for further analysis. Three sightings 

have been ignored, numbers 80, 100, and 139 (see Appendix G Table 1). Sighting 80, “fairly 

large numbers” subsumes Aborigines close to Partridge Island described more exactly 

elsewhere. Sighting 100, “number gathered seeming to be large”, from the context, appear to 

describe a number of smaller parties spread across the landscape firing the bush. Sighting 139, 

“large number of natives” was a general comment subsuming the more particular descriptions 

found elsewhere of the Maria Island group.   

In all, a total of 161 observations (including proxies) were noted where it is possible to 

provide an estimate of the number of Aborigines present. Of the 161 observations, 107 were 

unique. The frequency of Aboriginal groups according to size are tabulated (see Appendix G 

Table 3) as well as illustrated in the histogram below (Figure 4.1).  

If it can be assumed that the frequency of observations of group size equates to the time 

that Aborigines spent in those groups, then this analysis suggests that a quarter (23%) of the 

time was spent in single-family groups of <5 people. Over half the time (51%) was spent in 

single families or small extended family groups of 1-3 families (<5-15 people). About 10% of 

the time was spent in aggregations of the size of a Jonesian band of 40-50 people and only about 

3% of the time was spent in aggregations of >140.  

 
23 Cornell (1974: 344).  
24 Plomley (1983: 108). 
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Many of the larger aggregations of Jones (>40) could be artificial; a product of the 

exploration ships and their crews being an unfamiliar and exciting attraction and sometimes a 

source of bottle glass for tool manufacture.25 Some of these aggregations may reflect a response 

to the sudden appearance of a large glut of some natural resource, such as a beached whale, that 

went unremarked by the visitors. But they are unusual responses, and for Jones to seek out in 

the Tasmanian literature the few instances of large groupings in order to conform to a 

preconceived idea as to how Tasmanian foragers organised themselves into ‘bands’ is 

methodologically unsound. Rather, the ethnohistoric evidence points the other way; that time 

spent in families and family groups was five times more prevalent than time spent in larger 

‘band’ size aggregations and, as will be described in the next section, a number of recent studies 

of human organisation supports this conclusion.  

 

4.3. Recent anthropological considerations of forager group size 

The above study was carried out blind to other debates in this area, many of which lend credence 

to the conclusions. For instance, there is growing evidence in the anthropological literature that  

smaller aggregations in forager societies of one, two or three families, similar to those 

reconstructed from the Tasmanian ethnohistorical literature, are the norm and that larger 

‘bands’ have rarely existed. Lewis Binford in reviewing the history of the anthropological 

concept of the ‘band’ notes that it had been conceived by Julian Steward in the 1930s from his 

reading of the ethnographic descriptions of mounted hunters of the North American Plains, 

whose size tended to be about 250 people or so.26 These hunters were a very specialised forager 

society at the contrasting end of the forager spectrum to Tasmanian society and not directly 

 
25 “… taken on shore some Empty Wine Bottles, which he had before found they look’d for with Avidity …” 

Orchard & Orchard (2014: 45). Also, Orchard & Orchard (2014: 49-51); Plomley (1983:188-189).  
26 Binford (2006). 
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comparable. By the 1960s, beginning particularly at the Man the Hunter conference, the concept 

of African bands, too, came under challenge. Around the same time, the presence of so-called 

bands in Australia was being contested (see before). Concurrently, it was recognised generally 

that aggregations in forager societies were not tightly bounded social groups but instead were 

flexible or unstable, with families commonly and constantly moving into and out of local groups 

and their camps. 

Binford has noted that, while so called ‘bands’ might be recognisable in near sedentary 

societies, they are unlikely to be seen in mobile groups.27 Instead, organisation was along 

egocentric networks centred on individuals such as respected hunters, with their families also 

linked through those individuals. Short term ‘camping associations’ assembled and 

disassembled as the various families moved across the landscape. It is likely that this is the type 

of social organisation that is being hinted at in the preceding analysis of the Tasmanian 

ethnohistory. In addition, these respected individuals developed networks over large distances. 

Tasmanian evidence for this can be seen in the long-distance relationship between the Bruny 

Islanders and the Port Davey people28 as well as the presence of a woman first seen by the 

French on Partridge Island and a few weeks later on Maria Island, 150 km distant.29 Binford 

sees these network systems as a more accurate reflection of forager behaviour than the fixed, 

rigidly bounded, ‘finite cellular’ anthropological concept of bands. These network systems 

augment the conventional kinship links. One way they are created and maintained is through 

trade and exchange. At Robinson’s Aboriginal Establishment, Truganini was observed to be 

using ochre, which was likely to have been imported into Bruny Island.30 On another occasion, 

while at Recherche Bay, Robinson noted a man carrying stone material (most likely silcrete) 

 
27 Binford (2006: 11-12). 
28 Jones (1974: 336, 337); Plomley (2008: 65, 70, 115). 
29 See Section 4.4 
30 Plomley (2008: 128). A low grade rusty-brown coloured ochre-like sediment is available from north Bruny 

Island but not the solid, deep red form most favoured. 
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brought from Great Bay, Bruny Island, a minimum journey overland of nearly 70 km and 

requiring a water crossing of over 4 km.31 The apparent reciprocal visitation between the Port 

Davey and the Bruny Island peoples is strongly suggestive of a ‘social storage’ mechanism 

involved with resource exchange, a phenomena elaborated on later. Rock markings recently 

discovered on Bruny Island incorporating cupules, pecked circles and part of a human limb, are 

strongly suggestive of shared spiritual links with the West Coast where similar motifs abound.32 

There are also a number of independent approaches that have been taken in studying 

forager group size that lend some credence to the conclusions arrived at in the Tasmanian 

analysis described previously. Marcus Hamilton and his colleagues used fractal network theory 

to investigate the size of 1189 social groups described from the 339 forager societies collected 

earlier by Binford.33 Despite this data being assembled across continents, from a wide diversity 

of environmental and cultural milieus, Hamilton and the others concluded that all these forager 

societies were governed by a similar organizing principle, resulting “ … from the complex 

structure of underlying social networks, which serve to redistribute heterogeneously distributed 

fitness-related resources, such as energy, materials and information, within the environment to 

group members.”34 This organising principle showed itself by individuals and groups 

responding in a fractal-like relationship governed by a branching ratio close to 4. Thus, an 

expanding series of population gatherings were recognised consisting of groups with mean 

numbers of 1, 4.48, 15.60, 53.66, 165.32 and 839 individuals.35 For Hamilton’s team, these 

groups in turn represented i) single individuals; ii) families; iii) “dispersed extended family 

groups” “during the most dispersed phase of the mobility cycle”; iv) “aggregated groups … 

 
31 Plomley (2008: 143). 
32 See Section 5.7. 
33 Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger and Brown (2007). 
34 Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger and Brown (2007: 2195). See also Hamilton, Milne, Walker and Brown (2007: 

4769).  
35 Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger and Brown (2007: Table 1). This series has a mean branching ratio of 3.77. A 

branching ratio of 4 would have created a series of groups comprising 1, 4, 16, 64, 256 and 1012 individuals. 
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during the most aggregated phases of the mobility cycle”; v) “multi-group socio-economic 

aggregations occurring at periods usually greater than every year”; and vi) “regional ethnic 

units”.36 In the Tasmanian context the larger groups might be thought of as follows: iii) 

“dispersed extended family groups”, more usual at times when resources are harder to come by, 

such as winter, comprising two or three families keeping in loose touch with each other while 

living in the same locale; iv) “aggregated groups” of 10-12 families appearing for a few days 

each year at specific places only when resources could support such a large congregation e.g. 

at one of the smaller cetacean strandings, or when the families in the local area were (artificially 

and temporarily) attracted to the arrival of a European exploration vessel; v) “multi-group 

socio-economic aggregations” comprising assemblages of 40 or so families meeting at very rare 

events every few years when local resources are particularly munificent, such as at a large whale 

stranding. These larger aggregations were noted only four times in the Tasmanian ethnohistory: 

by Knopwood of a group at Browns River, by Anderson of a group on the West Tamar and two 

groups by Kent on the west coast.37 The “aggregated groups” equate (in numbers but not in 

organisation) to a Jonesian ‘band’. Rather than being the common grouping of the Tasmanians 

as Jones and later commentators suggest, they are a rare phenomenon. The larger “multi-group 

socio-economic aggregations” equate to a smaller form of Jonesian ‘tribe’, which only meet up 

every few years. Binford’s and Hamilton and colleagues’ very large “regional ethnic units” of 

200 families or so are not visible in the Tasmanian ethnohistory. They are larger than a Jonesian 

‘tribe’, but might equate to groups that share a language.38 

 
36 Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger and Brown (2007: 2196). Definitions of groups taken from Binford (2001). 
37 Commonwealth of Australia (1921: III:1: 611); Kent (1823); Nicholls (1977: 145). 
38 The latest work on Tasmanian languages by Claire Bowern (2012) suggests there were 12 Tasmanian languages. 

If so, and following the figures given for “regional ethnic units” by Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger and Brown 

(2007), this might equate to an island-wide population of c. 10,000 people, more than twice Jones’s estimate and 

more in line with Pardoe’s (1986, 1991) suggestion, gained through skeletal analysis, for a higher population in 

Tasmania. 
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There is some suggestion that constraints on social networks and group size may not be 

determined simply by external environmental factors (such as presence of food resources) but 

is ‘hard-wired’ in the human brain. Robin Dunbar, an evolutionary psychologist, has argued 

that the size of our neocortex creates a cognitive limit to the number of people an individual 

knows and can relate to.39 This limit is 150, the so-called Dunbar Number. Dunbar notes that 

groups of that size are not often visible but they do serve a significant ritual purpose for each 

of its members. Within the large group there is a nested hierarchy of smaller groups comprising 

5,12 and 35 individuals which represent stable points of decreasing intimacy.40 In a later study, 

analysing modern human networks, Russell Hill and Dunbar estimated these smaller groups to 

comprise 7, 21 and 35 people.41 Zhou and others using fractal analysis on studies of 69 group 

sizes culled from the sociological literature determined the mean size of the smaller groups in 

the hierarchy was 1, 4.6, 14.3, 42.6, 132.5.42 Benedikt Fuchs and colleagues recently explored 

the fractal nature of the groups and hierarchies that developed amongst 400,000 players of an 

online game. They found that the average size of groups at each level of the hierarchy above 

the individual was 5.1, 11.5, 24.7 and 294.43 They supported the notion that “ … the lower 

layers correspond to higher emotional closeness and more time invested in the retrospective 

relationships”44 and concluded “ … that the hierarchical organisation of human society is deeply 

nested in human psychology”.45  

Two observations need to be made about the figures cited above. First, despite the 

different methodologies employed in a variety of studies, humans are shown to organise 

themselves in a regular hierarchy with approximately the same number of individuals in each 

 
39 Dunbar (1998). 
40 Dunbar (1998: 187). Dunbar also notes even larger groups of 500 and 2,000. These will be even more tenuous 

and less intimate for the individual. They might equate, in the Tasmanian context, to a language population and 

the total population of the island respectively — though see an alternate view on such group sizes in note 14 above.  
41 Hill and Dunbar (2003). 
42 Zhou, Sornette, Hill, and Dunbar (2005). 
43 Fuchs, Sornette, and Thurner (2014). 
44 Fuchs, Sornette, and Thurner (2014: 3). 
45 Fuchs, Sornette, and Thurner (2014: 1). 
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level. Second, for simplicity sake, the figures cited above are the mean size of groups. There is 

a spread of values either side of those means. Not only does this variability between studies and 

within groups reflect the different methodologies employed on different datasets but also the 

complex nature of human social organisation. Humans share with some species of primates, 

cetaceans, carnivores, ungulates and birds what has been termed a fission-fusion society.46 They 

exhibit a highly dynamic nature as they continually form up and divide as they go about their 

daily tasks. It is, therefore, a challenge to measure group size in real time. It is an even greater 

order of difficulty to extract that data from the 200-year-old ethnohistory, particularly when the 

original observers were unaware of this future requirement. Returning to the results of the 

preceding analysis of the Tasmanian data, they are, to an extent, supported by the recent studies. 

Most of the time, Tasmanians kept to single families or small groups of two or three families. 

They rarely met in groups that Jones would define as a band and even more rarely in the larger 

groups that Jones termed a tribe. That the Tasmanian results do not reflect the well-defined 

nodes of hierarchically nested groups shown in the modern studies, but rather are spread across 

the range, is likely to be a caused by the small and crude ethnohistorical sample available.  

In sum, to emphasise Binford’s conclusion: 

… the archetypical band to which many anthropologists refer to does not exist 

among most mobile hunter-gatherers … families are the fundamental units of 

decision-making and the largest culturally defined social unit with 

membership integrity. Hunter gatherer camps are commonly associations of 

such units, and the families largely make independent decisions regarding 

mobility. 

 
46 Aureli et al. (2008). 
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One wonders why anthropologists have tried for so many years to 

reduce the captivating diversity in human social organization to static 

archetypes, which may only exist in the anthropological literature!47 

 

4.4. Tasmanian forager mobility48 

Foraging for a living required constant movement both in the getting of food on a daily basis 

and in travel from one foraging ground to another once a locality became depleted through use. 

The movement of Tasmanian Aborigines was a defining characteristic of their society and was 

noted frequently by the early European settlers, many of whom were formerly settled city 

dwellers, for whom the habit must have been alien.49 

There are five ethnohistorical accounts within the Channel area which are sufficiently 

detailed to enable the reconstruction of some form of Aboriginal movement over periods lasting 

several days:  

1) During William Bligh’s second breadfruit voyage, in February 1792, while his ships 

were wooding and watering at Adventure Bay, he recorded in the log that “We saw no signs of 

Natives in the neighbourhood of this place; but on the NW side of Frederick Henry Bay we saw 

a fire”.50 It is clear from a plan that Bligh drew of the locality51 that Bligh’s “Frederick Henry 

Bay” was not the present bay of that name between South Arm and the Tasman Peninsula, but 

the area which now includes Great Bay, Isthmus Bay, and Simpsons Bay off the western coast 

of Bruny Island, together with parts of the Channel to the north.52 The “NW side of Frederick 

 
47 Binford (2006: 18). 
48 Some ideas contained within this section were previously discussed by me in a limited circulation government 

report (Ranson 2004: 33-36).  
49 Roth (1899: 104-107). Rural workers would have been used to some movement in their lives. Changes in 

residence after each annual hiring fair were common as well as observations of the migration of Romani. It is 

intriguing to consider whether the prejudice against the unsettled lifestyle of the latter was transferred to Tasmanian 

Aborigines. 
50 Bligh (1976: 13 February 1792). 
51Lee (1920: Illustration 4); Lord (1922).  
52 First named by Tasman for a bay on the east coast of Tasman Peninsula, Frederick Henry Bay was later 

misidentified by Furneaux, Cook and Bligh and not placed in its present position off South Arm until Flinders in 
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Henry Bay” would be close to the modern Soldiers Point on north Bruny Island.53 Aborigines 

burning the dry sclerophyll bush in the area were the likely cause of this fire. 

Four days later Bligh was to note that: “We saw Smokes nearer to us about the lowlands 

of Frederick Henry, than has been yet observed”,54 suggesting the Aborigines were close to 

Gibbs Lagoon — the first substantial, low, level area met with on a clockwise journey around 

the Great Bay shoreline. The lagoon, now drained, would formerly have been a rich source of 

waterfowl. Thus, the foragers had traversed 16 km in four days, i.e. 4 km/day. Two days later, 

the Aborigines encountered a European party at “Gully Head”,55 probably near today’s Coal 

Point, having travelled a further 10.5 km south, i.e. 5.25 km/day. 

2) In the following year, Antoine Bruni d’Entrecasteaux noted the presence of 

Aboriginal fires during his expedition’s second visit to Tasmania: “On arrival at this port [i.e. 

Port du Sud or present day Rocky Bay in Recherche Bay], their fires revealed that they were 

probably north of the large lake which is not far from the Port du Nord [i.e. Pigsties Bay in 

Recherche Bay]. These fires were drawing closer each day … ”.56 The “large lake” is Southport 

Lagoon. When the French arrived on 22 January 1793 the Aborigines were probably foraging 

in the woodlands between the lagoon and Deephole Bay to the north. These Aborigines 

encountered the naturalist Jacques Labillardière and his assistant Felix Delahaye, the gardener, 

on the morning of 9 February, east of Frog Flat and close to an unnamed rivulet debouching 

into the southern corner of Southport Lagoon.57 This Aboriginal group had travelled 8 km in 

eighteen days, a very slow rate of c. 400 m/day.58  

 
his 1814 chart. Visual inspection of the general area using Google Earth’s Street View confirms that the northwest 

coast of present-day Frederick Henry Bay is hidden behind the low hills of North Bruny Island and South Arm 

and could not have been the feature described by Bligh. Conversely, Great Bay, Isthmus Bay, and Simpsons Bay 

would have been readily visible over the Isthmus from the tops of HMS Providence and HMS Assistant.  
53 See the plan in Lee (1920). 
54 Bligh (1976: 17 February 1792).  
55 Bligh (1976: 19 February 1792).  
56 Duyker and Duyker (2001: 148). The French were observing what appears to be a daily movement of Aborigines. 
57 Labillardière (1800: 295); Duyker and Duyker (2001:1, 40-143) 
58 Assuming an anti-clockwise journey along Southport Lagoon from Deephole Bay. 
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The following day, 10 February, the French met the Aborigines again “beyond Port 

Dentrecasteaux”59 (Recherche Bay), which I estimate to be close to the emergence of 

Blackswan Lagoon into the sea. They were then seen along the shoreline of Pigsties Bay two 

days later, having covered a further kilometre.60 Two days after that, on 14 February, the last 

meeting with the French was held at Waterhole Cove. This was 7.5 km from Pigsties Bay, 

suggesting an average distance covered from there of 3.8 km/day.61 

3) The collective observations of members of the later French expedition to Tasmania 

led by Baudin provide the most comprehensive description of Aboriginal mobility across the 

landscape of Bruny Island and the Channel. Aborigines were first met with by Jean-Baptiste 

Leschenault de la Tour, the expedition botanist, on Partridge Island north of Labillardière’s 

Peninsula on Bruny Island.62 On the following day, 15 January 1802, these Aborigines had 

swum from Partridge Island across the narrow 200 m strait and were seen on Butlers Beach at 

the north end of the Peninsula. The next day they were observed at “the end of the bay” (ie the 

head of Great Taylors Bay), 7.7 km away.63 This comparatively lengthy travel of 7.7 km/day 

on 16 January was possibly due to the hostility between some individuals in the two parties on 

Butlers Beach the previous day.  

However, Leschenault met again with some of these Aborigines on Nebraska Beach, 

northwest Bruny Island on 1 February, when he remarked: “I recognised them as being the same 

as those with whom I had an interview first on Partridge Island, distant about fifteen leagues 

from the place where we then were. The one who had given me a necklace also recognised me 

and was friendly”.64  

 
59 Labillardière (1800: 302). 
60 Labillardière (1800: 307); Duyker and Duyker (2001: 143). 
61 Labillardière (1800: 312); Duyker and Duyker (2001: 144). 
62 Plomley (1983: 39, 130-1). 
63 Plomley (1983: 133). 
64 Plomley (1983: 50, 136). 
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In seventeen days they had journeyed from Partridge Island to Nebraska Beach, a 

distance of 59 km, averaging 3.5 km/day. Jacques de St. Cricq, a naval ensign, saw other 

members of this group the day before close to present day Margate, on a mud bank at the mouth 

of the North West Bay River.65 This party had travelled 72 km in sixteen days at an average 

speed of 4.5 km/day, including a 1.75 km crossing of the Channel between Bligh Point and 

Snug Point.  

4) The French sailed from the Channel and anchored off Maria Island. Over 19-22 

February, meetings with Aborigines occurred during which individuals who had been seen at 

Margate and Partridge Island the previous month were again recognised by the French. François 

Péron, the expedition’s zoologist and anthropologist, noted a delightfully detailed description 

of a meeting by his friend, the astronomer Pierre-François Bernier, who: 

… affirms that he recognised among the individuals we met on Maria Island 

a woman who, while he was at the observatory at the Channel, came on a visit 

there with several men, and his recognition of her seems much less open to 

doubt because he himself gave coffee to this woman and moreover she, for 

her part, had a perfect recollection of it. Two of the men who at the first 

meeting accompanied the woman recognised him as well and smiled in a 

friendly way on seeing him again. This unusual event leaves no doubt of the 

reality of the excursions and of the great extent of the country which they 

traverse on such an occasion. Indeed, the same individuals with whom we 

first communicated on Partridge Island at the entrance of the Channel, we met 

again a few days afterwards at Port North West and on Bruny Island, and now 

we find that we have met several of them again on Maria Island.66 

 
65 Plomley (1983: 124). 
66 Plomley (1983: 93). 
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The journey between Margate and Oyster Cove on Maria Island would have required 

traversing at least 75 km of country as well as two further sea crossings, the Derwent Estuary 

and the Mercury Passage, totalling at least 5.5 km. The total trip of 80.5 km over eighteen days 

was undertaken at an average speed of 4.5 km/day. The overall observations by the French, of 

Aborigines travelling from Partridge Island to Maria Island, suggest they covered 153 km in 34 

days at an average of 4.5 km/day.  

5) When at Maria Island, Baudin’s expedition saw the Aboriginal group over three days. 

They were first seen on 19 February 1802 along the coastline of Shoal Bay, probably close to 

the freshwater creek at the northern end at the head of Chinamans Bay.67 The following evening, 

Peron noticed them on Point Lesueur, 2 km to the west.68 The next day, Peron noticed the 

Aborigines on the “southern shore of Oyster Bay”, possibly close to Point Maugé.69 In three 

days, the Aborigines had travelled 11 km, averaging 3.7 km/day.  

These reports offer some fascinating insights. The average distance travelled by family 

groups comprising men, women (both pregnant and not), children and small babies in the course 

of their daily subsistence ranged between 400 m/day (D’Entrecasteaux’s observations) to 4.6 

km/day (Bligh’s observations). In response to threat, these family groups could move at least 

7.7 km/day (Baudin’s observations). Some of the Aboriginal movement may have been 

influenced by the unusual appearance of foreign ships. Once they encountered 

d’Entrecasteaux’s expedition the movement of the Aborigines appear to have accelerated. Over 

the eighteen days prior to their first meeting with the French they were averaging 400 m/day. 

After they met the French they travelled about 12 km over 5 days — some 2.4 km/day, with a 

maximum distance covered over the last two days of 3.8 km/day.70 

 
67 Plomley (1983: 138). 
68 Plomley (1983: 62). 
69 Plomley (1983: 62). 
70 There is a difference of a day between D’Entrecasteaux’s and Labillardiere’s accounts, probably reflecting the 

difference in civilian and naval timekeeping. There is conflict between the accounts as to where the second meeting 

occurred. D’Entrecasteaux records it along the coast of Port du Nord (Pigsties Bay). Labillardière has it “beyond 
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When Europeans occasionally accompanied Aborigines on journeys, they were 

surprised at the unhurried tempo of the Aborigines moving through the bush. Labillardière 

observed:  

It seemed as if they were not accustomed to take a long walk without 

interruption: for we had scarcely been half an hour on our way, before they 

invited us to sit down … This halt lasted but a few minutes … On this we 

resumed our journey: and they made us halt again, in the same manner, four 

times, at nearly equal distances.71 

Robinson was later to describe the slow elegant style of Tasmanians walking: 

The walk of the natives of this Island, is also peculiar & by no means 

inelegant, carrying their bodies erect, & moving forward more by the motion 

of the thigh joint than of the knee, and, very much resembling, the easy 

careless gait of a Bond-street Lounger; so nearly allied are the two extremes 

of savage & of what is corruptly called civilized life — of the rude inhabit of 

the wild woods of van dieman’s Land & artificial creatures of the beau 

monde.72 

Robinson was describing the erect, stately gait and rolling ankle of a bare-foot walker, 

in stark contrast to the forward leaning, hard-striking ball-of-the-foot placement of the 

habitually shod.  

Following a 10-hour, 8-mile (13 km) walk over the challenging Ironbound Range, 

Robinson wrote of his Aboriginal associates: “The whole of the country natives were 

completely worn out … On asking Tom the reason, he said the ground up the country was clear 

 
Port Dentrecasteaux” (ie beyond Port du Nord) suggesting it was north of the entrance to Pigsties Bay; that is, on 

Little Lagoon Beach. I have followed Labillardière’s version using D’Entrecasteaux’s to amplify where beneficial. 

The former was a participant in every meeting, while the latter took part only in the last. The differences in the 

computed lengths of the daily journeys between the two versions is negligible. 
71 Labillardière (1800: 300). 
72 Robinson (1837-65: Frame 1092). 
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and level and that they did not travel so fast”.73 The daily distance travelled by Aborigines 

contrasts markedly to today’s bushwalks of 20-25 kilometres a day. Another paradigm was 

occurring instead. Aborigines were not walking for recreation. They walked because it was 

required in order to live their life and it was best to conserve energy in doing so. It was not the 

intent to advance from A to B like a hiking European. Rather Aborigines were continually and 

deliberately progressing through their food store, using astuteness and craft to obtain 

nourishment from the environment, and carefully manipulating fire to increase its production 

— all this took time and persistence.   

The diurnal movements of the Tasmanians estimated from the ethnohistory reflect their 

typical mobility for a life off the land. The daily range is bracketed by two examples where the 

Aborigines were likely oblivious of the Europeans. At one extreme is the 400 m a day over a 

period of two weeks recorded by D’Entrecasteaux’s officers. At the other extreme is the 4.6 km 

a day by the Bruny Islanders before being surprised by a group from Bligh’s second expedition. 

Of their movements during any one day on Bruny Island, little was observed. Later, George 

Davis, an old Bruny Island settler interviewed by Ernest Westlake, confirmed they “Never 

travelled far in a day. A mile or two from camp to camp — when come to a suitable place 

towards night they camped.”74 The women’s gathering of plant food was not described, but of 

the men Davis could only advise: 

When they was hunting on Bruni the men mostly walked a little distance apart 

with the two sides further forward like a half moon so that if any game put 

up, get a better chance to kill it all the gang (?) might go, 20 or 30 or 40, & 

spread out a little distance, 12 or 15 yds apart … & surround bits of scrub & 

go all round them & hunt them out.75 

 
73 Plomley (2008: 146). 
74 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:30).  
75 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:25). 
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The preceding descriptions of average daily movements reconstructed from the 

ethnohistory offer only very coarse views of Tasmanian and Bruny Island mobility but they are 

enough to suggest that that the Tasmanians maintained almost a constant daily motion. James 

Backhouse, reflecting information gained from settlers, noted also that the Tasmanians “daily 

removed to a fresh place”.76 If so, they may be unique. Analysis of ethnographies collected 

world-wide, while hedged with many caveats, suggests that foragers made between zero (the 

least mobile, most sedentary societies) to 80 (the most mobile) residential moves per year.77 Of 

the most studied foragers the ≠Kade G/wi of southern Africa move c. 17 times a year, while the 

Hadza of the Tanzanian savannah move up to 27 times a year. D’Entrecasteaux and 

Backhouse’s observations of 365 moves a year would therefore be highly unusual.  

The Tasmanians practiced an immediate return economy and had a lack of storage 

techniques in their repertoire such as drying, salting or burying accrued food surpluses that they 

could live off during famine times. Food storage depresses mobility. Extended periods in a 

small number of places is required to accrue, protect and consume the stored food. Binford has 

shown that storage amongst hunter gatherers only occurs when the Effective Temperature (ET), 

a measure of the length of growing seasons, falls below 15.78 Tasmania has an ET of c. 12.679 

and its inhabitants should therefore have developed storage mechanisms but did not. 

Tasmanians are the only temperate-climate example known not to have done so. They share 

this trait with cold-climate groups such as the Micmac of Newfoundland, the Mistassini Cree 

of Quebec area and some Inuit, people who Binford sees as serial specialists who “execute 

 
76 Backhouse (1843:79). 
77 Kelly (2013: Table 4.1). See also Binford (1980: Table 1). 
78 ET is given as [(18*MWM)-(10*MCM)]/(MWM-MCM+8) where MWM = mean temperature in degrees 

centigrade for the warmest month of the year and MCM = mean temperature in degrees centigrade for the coldest 

month of the year (Binford 2001: 59).  
79 Binford (2001: Table 4.01).  
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residential mobility so as to position the group with respect to particular food species that are 

temporally phased in their availability through a seasonal cycle”.80  

The Tasmanian response to this problem appears to have been their unusual lengthy 

journeying. At the other end of the mobility scale are the extensive, seemingly routine, journeys 

the Bruny Islanders made to destinations as far away as Maria Island and Port Davey, both 

c.150 km away, and the reciprocal visits that are known by the Port Davey people to Bruny 

Island.81 Tasmanians, without physical storage techniques, instead developed a type of social 

storage.82 Reciprocal rights of distant groups to resources such as the flesh of large mammals 

like whales, seals and Forester kangaroos allowed a sharing of those resources when there was 

an absence in one place and a surplus in the other.83 This reciprocity also included access to 

exotic material such as silcrete for tool manufacture or ochre for adornment when these were 

unavailable locally. These reciprocal rights also permitted an understanding to be gained of 

resource distribution in locations other than their own territories and this knowledge acted as a 

safety net.84 Wooraddy spoke fondly of sealing on the Maatsuykers Islands in the southwest,85 

and hunting forester kangaroo on the mainland.86 These rights were reinforced by the 

maintenance of social relationships such as marriage. Thus Dray, a Port Davey woman and 

Truganini, who was born in Recherche Bay, married into the Bruny Island group and were 

comfortable operating on that island. Similarly, Wooraddy’s brother had married into the Mt. 

Wellington group, resident over 20 km away.87  

 

 
80 Binford (1980: 17).  
81 E.g. Plomley (2008: 70). 
82 Halstead and O’Shea (1982: 93) and O’Shea (1981) coined the term in the context of exchange of tokens for 

food amongst sedentary people, but it is relevant to mobile forager societies (Ingold (1983: 561-563); O’Shea 

(1981: 170)). 
83 Food sharing between members of a forager group was common also for the same reason.  
84 Whallon (2006: 260-261).  
85 Plomley (2008: 586).  
86 Section 4.5. 
87 Robinson (n. d. 1830-1866?: Frame 630). 
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4.5. Cursorial hunting: An unusual case of ritual mobility. 

There was another type of long-range mobility carried out specifically by individual or small 

parties of men. Evidence has been recognised for the first time that Bruny Islander men as well 

as other Tasmanians may have practiced the rare technique of persistence or cursorial hunting. 

Robinson recorded: 

This evening Woorraddy entertained us with a relation of the exploits of his 

and neighbouring nations in hunting and their predatory wars. Said the men 

have frequently hunted the kangaroo unassisted by dogs or spears and have 

followed them into water and pulled out the animals by the tail. Said that some 

of his nation have run and caught the kangaroo by the tails, that the fathers 

would not let the young men eat much at a time on purpose that they might 

the better run the kangaroo.88 

This feat was probably witnessed by other settlers. West notes: “They were swift of foot: when 

they possessed dogs, they ran nearly abreast of them stimulated them by imitating the cry of the 

kangaroo, and were generally in at the death.” 89 

Persistence hunting has been described from Africa and typically involves a group of 

men selecting an individual animal and running after it. The prey flees, requiring phenomenal 

stamina and tracking capacity on the part of the pursuers to follow. Most of the men share the 

tracking of the animal and take turns leading while the fittest runner maintains a relaxed pace. 

When the prey tires it attempts to rest up but is continuously disturbed and moved on by the 

pursuing hunters before it can fully recover. Typically, within 2-6 hours the animal is run to 

exhaustion and, unable to proceed further, is caught up to by the leader and dispatched.90  

 
88 Plomley (2008: 586). 
89 West (1971: 326). 
90 Liebenberg (2006). 
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Persistence hunting is uncommon and until now thought to be limited to foragers such 

as the Paiutes and Shoshone of America, the Tarahumara of Mexico, and the !Xi and /Gwi of 

the Kalahari, who live in open country offering minimal cover in which animals can hide.91 

Their prey are ungulates and the technique aims to keep the animal above its “trot-gallop 

transition speed”92 where panting is insufficient to dissipate heat and the animal becomes 

hyperthermic.93 Cursorial hunting is most efficient in the heat of the day and relies on the human 

capacity to lose heat efficiently through sweating, aided by convection across a moving naked 

hairless body. In contrast, a fur-covered mammal is reduced to losing heat through the relatively 

inefficient mechanism of panting and thus exhausts more easily. Aborigines from the open 

country in western and southern Australia were also cursorial hunters and, like the Tasmanians, 

hunted kangaroo. The explorer, George Grey, describes in detail such a hunt by a single man: 

But the mode of tracking a kangaroo until it is wearied out is the one which 

beyond all others excites the admiration of the natives; this calls out every 

qualification prized by savages: skill in tracking, endurance of hunger and 

thirst, unwearied bodily exertion, and lasting perseverance. To perform this 

feat a native starts upon the tracks of a kangaroo, which he follows until he 

sights it, when it flies timidly before him; again he pursues the track, and 

again the animal bounds from him; and this is repeated until nightfall, when 

the native lights his fire and sleeps upon the track; with the first light of day 

the hunt is resumed, and towards the close of the second day, or in the course 

of the third, the kangaroo falls a victim to its pursuer. None but a skillful 

huntsman in the pride of youth and strength can perform this feat, and one 

 
91 Liebenberg (2006). 
92 Liebenberg (2007: 432). 
93 Liebenberg (2007: 432). 
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who has frequently practiced it always enjoys great renown amongst his 

fellows.94 

Kangaroo, particularly the larger species such as M. giganteus, pose a greater challenge 

than ungulates because they are able to move more efficiently by retaining elastic storage 

energy within their hind limbs, thereby enabling them to maintain constant energy consumption 

at different speeds.95 The animals, particularly females, are so fleet that they can outdistance 

hunting dogs and one was measured covering eighteen miles on land and two by water in less 

than two hours.96 Grey’s description suggests that following an animal with such stamina 

required the hunt to be extended into a second or third day — a much greater effort than the 

hunters of the African savannah. The Bruny Islanders were further challenged by being forced 

to hunt in more closed country than their Australian mainland counterparts, through which it 

may have been harder to track animals. They also had to hunt in a cooler climate that did not 

stress the fleeing animal as much as in the tropics and this would have extended the hunt. That 

they dispatched the animal by catching the tail by hand rather than with a weapon is unique and 

is particularly noteworthy given the danger of disembowelment by a cornered kangaroo.97 They 

probably killed the animal by wringing its neck. There is no doubt that the Bruny Islanders were 

hunting M. giganteus rather than the smaller M. rufogriseus for Robinson notes in the same 

passage that the prey sought water; which, as mentioned earlier, is a defensive response of the 

larger animal to draw in its pursuers (e.g. dogs) and grab and hold them under in an attempt to 

drown them.98 That they hunted the larger animal available only on Mainland Tasmania 

suggests that the Bruny Island men had reciprocal hunting rights with their neighbours over the 

Channel. Wooraddy’s description of the hunt has the hallmarks of an initiation rite: dietary 

 
94 Grey (1841: Vol II: Ch 14). Eyre (1845: Vol II: 276) describes a similar chase by two hunters.  
95 Kram and Dawson (1998).  
96 Gould (1983: 149). 
97 Gould (1983: 149). 
98 Gould (1983: 149, 151); Green (1993: 37). 
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restrictions enforced by older men; the hunger from fasting would have accentuated the 

neurobiological effects of long-distance running99 (not least of which is ‘runners high’). Grey’s 

remark that the successful hunter gains great renown suggests status-seeking, fitness related, 

costly signalling100 is at play here, which violates the principles of optimal foraging strategies 

but leads to reproductive success.101  

 

4. 6. The Aboriginal cultural landscape 

The landscape of Bruny Island not only imposed itself on its Aboriginal inhabitants; the people 

also imposed on and modified the land to reflect their own needs. The most obvious change 

was the vegetation mosaic created by their fire-stick farming.102 The earliest witnesses to this 

type of firing were members of Bligh’s shore party who recorded that “on the NW side of 

Frederick Henry Bay we saw a fire”.103 A generation later the results of this and successor fires 

were observed by Robinson who was guided by Truganini to situate his Aboriginal 

Establishment in this place where there was “a tract of well grassed open forest land sloping to 

the Channel”.104 Robinson was aware of the reasons for this firing. Inland from Great Taylor 

Bay in southwest Bruny Island, while exploring to locate his grant, he recorded that he: 

Traversed a vast extent of clear country interspersed with clumps or copses 

intended as a cover for the kangaroo, the whole range for miles forming a 

beautiful picturesque scenery. This has been done by the natives: when 

burning the underwood they beat out the fire in order to form these clumps.105 

 
99 Erikson, Hillman and Kramer (2015). 
100 Bird, Smith and Bird (2001); Kelly (2014:147-148);  
101 Smith Bird and Bird (2003); but see Codding and Jones (2007) for a cautionary corrective. 
102 Jones (1969); Gammage (2012). 
103 Bligh (1976: 13 February 1792). 
104 Robinson (1837-65: Frame 098); Plomley 2008: 56).  
105 Plomley (2008: 55). 



125 

 

George Davis, the settler, who reported stories remembered from his parents’ 

observations of the Bruny Islanders, told that:  

They were very particular with fires would burn small patches where they 

knew there was game to drive them out, but in the hot dry weather they never 

lit no big fires to burn acres. It destroys a lot of their game. The fires make it 

bad for their feet travelling.106 

These small-scale cool burns were designed to encourage ‘green pick’ to attract grazing 

animals as well as boost productivity of food plants such as geophytes. The firing frequency 

would have been varied depending on the results aimed for: 2-3-year cycles encouraged optimal 

fat on possums, 3 years for optimum plant starch from bracken, 4-6 years for the maximum 

production of possum protein, and so on. However, Aboriginal land management may not 

always have been ideal and some fires may have had unintended consequences. The sketch by 

George Tobin (Figure 4.2) is a stylised view from Simpsons Point across Great Bay and Green 

Island to Mt. Wellington in the distance. It shows a typical Aboriginal cultural landscape on 

Bruny Island. In the near and middle-distance are open shrub and grass understories over-

topped with widely spaced mature trees, evidence of a series of short-period, cool burns. 

However, the large inverted ‘V’-shaped scar at the base of the large gum was caused by a hot 

fire igniting a build-up of fuel on the leeward side of the tree,107 suggestive of a breakdown in 

the past firing regime during a hot northerly. In the same vein, it is also difficult to see a rationale 

for the fire on The Friars noted by Bass and Flinders as they sailed by. There are no animals 

and plants on the island that would have responded positively to burning. Indeed, erosion 

following fire would have been detrimental to any fairy penguin or muttonbird burrows108 on 

the island.  

 
106 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:30). George Davis’s parents settled on Bruny 

Island in 1826. (see Chapter Ten).  
107 Gill (1974); Gutsell and Johnson (1996).  
108 Parks and Wildlife Service, Tasmania (nd).  
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The Aboriginal cultural landscape was dominated by the shell middens along the coast. 

Approached from the sea they would have appeared as long white features glistening in the sun, 

delineating the high-water mark and the dunes above. On land the shell heaps would have been 

easily recognised, being almost devoid of vegetation held at bay by the alkali conditions. So 

obvious were the Aborigines’ middens, the explorers and early settlers commonly remarked 

upon them.109 Robinson noted of the Bruny Islanders that “their favorite campes seem along 

the coast here are found large mounds of shells & ashes formed lea? the accumuling of ages”.110 

 
109 Gunn (1845); Roth (1899: 91-94). 
110 Robinson, G. A. (1837-1865: Frame 004). 

 

Figure 4.2. Sketch by George Tobin. ‘View from the lowland to the Northward of Adventure’ Bay. 

(Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales). 
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There are few shell middens remaining on Bruny Island and certainly none of the size 

that reflect Robinson’s description. Most were probably removed by nineteenth-century lime 

burners (see Chapter Five). The oldest midden on the island was dated in the 1960s to over 

6000 years ago.111 Located on a cliff top at Dennes Point, it appears to have fallen into the sea 

over the last 60 years and attempts in 2015 to relocate it were unsuccessful. 

Aboriginal responses to the geology of the island would have also created a more 

widespread yet subtler landscape motif. Most of the items in the Aboriginal toolkit, whether 

spear, waddy, kelp basket, skin cloak or canoe, would, at some stage in their fashioning, 

required cutting, planing, scraping or boring. For this, Aborigines used stone tools knapped 

from fine-grained rock capable of flaking. Most flaked stone on Bruny Island are contact 

metamorphosed hornfels sourced from as yet undiscovered quarries located along the contact 

zones between dolerite and Permian sediments.112 Another important source were silcretes, 

once thought to be Tertiary, but now believed to be recently formed from cemented silt washed 

down from Permian fan deposits.113 So important was flakeable material to the Aboriginal 

economy that each stone type was named. Favoured material was carried far. Silcrete from a 

source on Great Bay (Figure 4.3), called Myrer, was seen by Robinson being used to sharpen a 

waddy 70 km away.114 The Tasmanians were the ultimate throwaway society. Stone was 

sourced, fashioned, carried to a job, used and then thrown away. Artefacts, most now buried, 

would have littered the ground, radiating across the landscape from these quarries.115 Major 

workshops, covering hectares, were sited at strategic locations (Figure 4.4).  

 
111 Reber (1965: 265)  
112 Pemberton (2004): Ranson (2004: Appendix B).   
113 MacIntosh and Ranson (2012). 
114 Plomley (2008: 143).  
115 A conservative estimate is that Murrayfield, a pastoral property of 4,097 ha, has 1.5 million artefacts beneath 

its surface (Ranson 2004: 67), equating to an island-wide total of 13 million.  
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Across their land, generations of Aboriginal pads had created a weblike network of 

tracks linking their favourite resource and living areas: quarries with middens, huts with forest  

clearings, swamps with possum trees, shell beds with ochre sources. These tracks were first 

remarked upon by George Tobin as he battled through the wet sclerophyll along the coastline 

of Adventure Bay:  

When the rocks did not admit of walking along the shore the natives, a little 

distance in the woods, had beaten a tolerable path but many large trees having 

fallen across it, our progress was slow, nor was it unfrequent that they served 

as bridges fifty or sixty feet in length, and eight or ten high on which our feet 

 

Figure 4.3. The source of Myrer, a much favoured silcrete for tool making and a stone which was 

carried up to 70 km away. (Photo: Don Ranson. Reproduced with permission of the Crown in right 

of Tasmania. ). 
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found a slippery foundation. In no part did these paths take a direction to the 

interior … 116 

 

Robinson too, pushing through the wetland at the head of Great Taylor Bay, observed 

as he was:  

Travelling through an extensive swamp covered in lofty shrubs. Passages 

about two feet wide are formed in a serpentine direction and at short distances 

 
116 Tobin (1791-1831: 108). 

 

Figure 4.4. A workshop of Myrer, close to the stone source and adjacent to a freshwater stream (Photo: 

Don Ranson. Reproduced with permission of the Crown in right of Tasmania.). 
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are open clear spaces, supposed to have been burnt out by natives so that they 

might be the better able to pursue the kangaroo with the dogs.117 

Some substantial communication routes were named ‘roads’ and were actively 

constructed using fire. Calling in at Rat Bay, now Killora, on his first day on Bruny Island, 

Robinson noted that the native name for this place was “Nur-ning-er-teed-di or Kangaroo 

road”118 suggesting a native grassy way, road or path fringing the coastline, kept open by firing, 

allowing both easy communication as well as encouraging ‘green pick’ attractive to the 

kangaroo for which it is named.  

This was a subtly moulded human landscape where every glade and corner were named. 

Each inhabitant had an intimate knowledge of the country, the product of a thousand 

generations of teachings. So important was the land, it had become imbued with a sacrality. 

The spiritual qualities of Bruny Island are investigated in the following chapter. 

 

 
117 Plomley (2008: 55). Subsequent vegetation growth and numerous bushfires over the years have eradicated 

evidence of these tracks. However, along some rocky shorelines pads worn through the lichen growing on rocks 

can be identified that might be the vestiges of old Aboriginal tracks. 
118 Robinson (1845-1848: 6 folios from the end). This safe boat harbour had recently been named Rat Bay by the 

settlers, probably after the abundance of ‘kangaroo rats’ in the locality. This catch-all term covered all small 

macropods such as bettong (Bettong gaimardi), pademelon (Thylogale billardierii) and potoroo (Potorous 

tridactylus). The presence of one or more of these mammals points to an environment of open grassy woodlands 

maintained by regular cool firing intersected by shelter belts of thick wet scrub along creek lines. The native 

‘kangaroo’, was likely the more economically important Bennetts wallaby (Macropus rufogriseus). While the term 

‘teed-di’(or teen.ny) for road was collected on Bruny Island by Robinson and noted by Plomley (1976:297ff.) in 

his word list, the term ‘Nur-ning-er’ for ‘kangaroo’ was not. Robinson notes this term in a short biographical note 

contained in a letter book, sandwiched amongst copies of correspondence from 1848, when he was working in 

Victoria, and thus probably written two decades after his Bruny Island experience. This suggests that Robinson 

had copies of Bruny Islander vocabulary that are no longer available to us. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

BEFORE THE DREAMTIME — THE SACRED LANDSCAPE OF BRUNY ISLAND 

 

Concentrating solely on ‘foodscapes’, as Chapters Two and Three have done, runs the risk of 

diminishing the Tasmanians’ complex relationship with and deep understanding of their land 

and its surrounding sea. There were other ways the Tasmanians understood and appreciated the 

landscape, paramount amongst which was the land’s numinous qualities and significance. 

Understanding the Tasmanians’ spiritual relationship with their land poses a considerable 

challenge, in part because it seems that they did not express their interior lives in any great 

detail to European observers. Indeed, inquiries by the Reverend William Horton in the 1820s 

as to their spiritual beliefs was answered by a “῾don’t know,’ with broad grins.”1 The views of 

European observers, in turn, were blinkered by their own religious convictions and cultural 

bigotry. The major nineteenth-century review of Aboriginal religiosity by Ling Roth suggests 

that early settlers’ understandings of Aboriginal beliefs ranged from them having none 

whatsoever to a pantheon comprising two: a good spirit and a malignant one.2 The twentieth 

century brought no advances. Ernest Worms and Helmut Petri attempted a reconstruction of 

the Tasmanians’ cosmology based almost solely on Ling Roth,3 one which Tony Swain has 

criticised as a “wild attempt … to linguistically reconstruct Tasmanian Aboriginal beliefs … 

The linguistic liberties taken are astounding”.4 About the same time as Worms’ paper, Plomley, 

the major ethnographic authority on Tasmanian Aborigines, and still influential today, wrote 

that “Religious practices and ceremonial seem to have been slight.”5 Modern twenty-first 

century commentators, particularly Ian McFarlane and Nick Clements, have catalogued much 

 
1 Horton reported by (West 1852: 89).  

2 Roth (1899: 53-57).  

3 Worms and Petri (1998) (German original 1968).  

4 Swain’s (1991: 287) criticism is of an earlier edition of Worm’s paper.  

5 Plomley (1966: 17). 
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of the meagre religious cosmology available from the ethnographic accounts.6 In this chapter, 

however, I wish to take a different approach, extending those early observations by relating and 

integrating more closely the Tasmanians’ and particularly the Bruny Islanders’ spiritual beliefs 

and praxis with regard to their land, for, despite their prejudices, the colonists left many 

unconscious hints of these in their writings.  

 

5. 1. A way of understanding. 

Bruno David’s insightful perspective of Aboriginal spirituality provides a lens through which 

to view these ethnographic hints.7 David noted that the ethnographically recent Dreaming,8 the 

mainland Aboriginal religious system, is characterised by a number of features. First, Dreaming 

is a time of creation, populated by spirit-beings, whose actions continue into the present. 

Second, during the Dreaming, codes, moral and legal, were imposed on the human world. 

Third, the Dreaming is engaged through performances including art, stories, song and dance. 

Fourth, highly formalised acts, namely ritual, particularly surrounding initiation and increase, 

are employed to connect with the Dreaming. Fifth, people have direct links to, and unity with, 

the natural world. Finally, the Dreaming can be considered as a form of geographical mapping, 

where places are linked with the stories of ancestor beings and sometimes embellished with 

marked rocks and stone structures. In the following I apply these six points to the Tasmanian 

ethnography and archaeology, cognisant that a large void in time, space and culture separates 

the Tasmanian evidence and the ethnographic present of northern Australia from which David 

derived these characteristics. While the evidence to support each point appears almost 

subliminally within the Tasmanian corpus, I contend that taken as a whole the pattern suggests 

that the Tasmanians’ belief system forms part of a pan-Australian Dreamtime. It may, in fact, 

 
6 Clements (2013: 26-34); Johnson and McFarlane (2015: 54-59); McFarlane (2008: 28-35).  
7 David (2002) 
8 I use “Dreaming” and “Dreamtime” interchangeably within this thesis. 
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have reflected an earlier form, a proto-Dreamtime now hardly discernible on the Mainland; 

most indications of this early form of spirituality perhaps having disappeared over recent 

millennia under the influence of changes in ideas and modes of expression introduced 

subsequently. 

 

5.2 A time of creation 

The Tasmanians appear to have had an elaborate creation mythology, though little of this has 

come down to us today. Robinson, in confused and confusing accounts scattered throughout 

his journals, was the major recorder of elements of this myth.9 He noted that the Tasmanians 

were keen observers of the night sky in which they had a detailed knowledge, naming the 

constellations after men, women and animals. Their vivid cosmography involved battling 

celestial bodies10 who were instrumental in creating humanity, the land, and the animals who 

lived upon it. One story has the moon (a woman) roasting abalone when the sun (a man) came 

and swept her away, causing her to land in the fire, thereby forming the dark, burnt areas on 

her side that can be seen today. The sun and moon later married and their children became 

rainbows.11 Another story tells that fire was first made by two stars rubbing their hands 

together.12 In another account, two bright stars, Moihernee and Droemerdeene, fought each 

other. Moihernee tumbled down and lived at Louisa Bay in southwest Tasmania. Moihernee 

took a devil (a spirit)13 out of the ground and made the first man in the likeness of a kangaroo, 

with a tail and no knee joints. Because of this, the man could not lay down and had to sleep 

 
9 This was a pan-Tasmanian myth (Plomley 2008: 405).  
10 Plomley (2008: 399, 895). 
11 Plomley (2008: 412-413). 
12 Plomley (2008: 432). Milligan (1859: 274) has an alternate version of this myth. See also Plomley (2008:599). 

Another alternative held by the Bruny Islanders was that ‘Wang’ the Crow had brought them the firestick in the 

first instance (Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:23). Kenneth Maddock (1970) sees 

parallels between the various elements in the Tasmanian fire myth and those from southeast Australia, suggesting 

a common source of some antiquity.  
13 The Tasmanians had a number of spirits both benign and malign, which Robinson translated as “devils”. I use 

both terms interchangeably. It is unclear from the context whether it was only Robinson, steeped in post-medieval 

Christian texts, who saw these spirits as devils.  
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standing up. Droemerdeenne rose from the sea to the south and made the man knee joints and 

cut off his tail and rubbed fat into the wound so the man could sit down. In a series of 

aetiological myths concerning economically important species, Droemerdeenne was said to 

have made the kangaroo rat who repeatedly threw stones at the men during the night until they 

caught him and buried him. The kangaroo rat eventually came out and lived in the bush and the 

men ate him. Another spirit, Droegerdy, also came at night and repeatedly scraped fire onto the 

sleeping men until they woke and placed him underground, too. Afterwards the men caught 

and ate him and thus, the wombat came into being. Similarly, the terrain too was formed in 

mythological times. Moihernee cut the land and formed the rivers and islands assisted by the 

boomer kangaroo who sat down and made the lagoons.14 Later when Moihernee died he turned 

into a stone at Cox Bight.15  

An alternative creation being was Laller, the piss ant, who not only formed the urethra 

in men’s penises, but was also said to have made men, streams, rivers and kangaroos.16 This 

time of creation was also a time when humans were intimately involved with the creation of 

stars. Joseph Milligan, surgeon-superintendent and naturalist, relates an Oyster Bay myth in 

which two women, abandoned by their husbands, were fishing for crayfish. A sting-ray, hiding 

amongst the rocks, impaled the women on his spear and killed them. The returning husbands 

speared and killed the ray and taking the women placed them close to a fire. The men placed 

stinging ants on the women’s breasts and revived them. A fog came down, the two couples 

walked though the fog and up into the night sky where they can be seen as two bright stars.17 

This story may have been re-enacted on special occasions. For a people who ostensibly had a 

 
14 Plomley (2008: 405-406). 
15 Plomley (2008: 409). 
16 Plomley (2008: 406). 
17 Milligan (1859: 274).  
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taboo against the consumption of fish, spearing sting rays at night was one of the few acts of 

fishing by Tasmanians recorded by the Europeans.18  

Following this time of creation, the land was populated by spirit-beings, whose actions 

continue into the present. The malevolent devil spirit, Raegeowrapper, was particularly feared. 

He inhabited the bush, fires, and caves.19 He was the cause of sickness and pain and required 

the cutting of flesh to let him out of the body.20 Storms, heavy rainfall and lightning were 

considered manifestations of this devil and were particularly feared.21 Aborigines would not 

touch the wood of trees that had been shivered by lightning in case they got sick.22 In order to 

propitiate these spirits rituals, were performed. The wind could be altered by performing the 

devil’s song.23 There are numerous references to individuals, particularly powerful warriors 

such as Mannalargenna, having personal devils who kept watch over them and influenced and 

advised them and could be called upon to alter the weather.24 

 

5.3 The law 

Moral and legal codes were imposed on the human world during this time of creation. The 

Tasmanians appear to have had a strict island-wide taboo against eating fish. Judging from the 

disappearance of fish bones from archaeological deposits, this taboo seems to have originated 

around 3500-3800 BP.25 Individuals were restricted in eating certain animals, some could not 

consume female kangaroos, others were prevented from eating male kangaroos.26 Strictures on 

behaviour associated with fire avoided causing rain and storms. These restrictions included not 

 
18 Taylor (2007: 14). 
19 Plomley (2008: 284, 942). See also Milligan’s account of spirits in Nixon (1857: 29).  
20 Plomley (2008: 62, 319). 
21 Plomley (2008: 321, 436, 650). 
22 Plomley (2008: 918). 
23 Plomley (2008: 334). 
24 Plomley (2008: 455, 446, 522, 527, 528, 557, 559, 561, 577, 579, 587, 596, 657). 
25 Jones (1977a: 196). However, for a contrary view see Taylor (2007).  
26 West (1971: 82). 
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roasting abalone in a fire,27 not burning hair in a fire,28 not picking up cremated remains and 

placing them in a fire,29 and not roasting blue-tongue lizard.30 Other codes to ameliorate the 

weather included avoiding pulling grass for basket-making because it could make it rain.31 

Leaving the carcass of a thylacine in the open was also avoided as it would cause bad weather. 

However, intercession by covering the bones with a little grass house could ameliorate that 

problem.32 

 

5.4. Engaging the sacred 

Relations with the spiritual world also occurred through participation in performances that 

included the telling of and listening to stories, the creation of ‘art’, and singing and dancing. 

Woorraddy was a renowned story teller,33 sometimes singing his tales with an accompanying 

chorus.34 Robinson commented that “having a good voice it is peculiarly interesting to attend 

to him.”35 The Tasmanians were fascinated by all matters spiritual. In reciting the creation 

story: 

The animated manner in which Woorraddy related the several incidents gave 

considerable effect to the story, and the profound silence and attention of the 

rest and the assent to the veracity of his statements by the two of the natives 

belonging to the south coast, rendered it still more interesting.36 

 
27 Plomley (2008: 166). 
28 Plomley (2008: 170). 
29 Plomley (2008: 198). 
30 Plomley (2008: 301). 
31 Plomley (2008: 301). 
32 Plomley 2008: 921). 
33 Plomley (2008: 197, 260 n. 17, 405, 586, 592, 920).  
34 Plomley (2008: 199). Umarrah, another senior male, was also recorded singing long stories until one o’clock in 

the morning. “The manner of these people in this resemble the Indian storytellers or Arabian Nights storytellers” 

(Plomley 2008: 528). 
35 Plomley (2008: 411). 
36 Plomley (2008: 405).  
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Robinson, in turn, when telling his Aboriginal companions about the Christian creation 

stories (“God, of the Flood &c”), found that they “were very attentive.”37  

Interaction with the spirit world was conducted particularly through the medium of fire. 

Robinson seems to suggest that pyromancy, divination through fire, was practiced by the 

Tasmanians.38 Women also performed the devil’s dance and song, paying homage to the fire 

spirit.39 Particularly when hunting, they became imbued with the fire spirit and pregnant by it, 

and eventually would kill the spirit-child thus conceived.40 Chiefs, in turn, could intercede with 

the physical world through fire, for instance by holding a firestick against the wind to modify 

it.41  

The Tasmanians interacted with the sacred by other means. They decorated the interiors 

of their huts with many marks. The surveyor James Calder left the last, poignant description of 

such a hut: 

In the midst of this plain we found two natives’ huts … on the bark that 

covered them, were some extraordinary charcoal drawings; one representing 

two men spearing an animal, which from the erect posture was, I presume, 

meant for a kangaroo; though the artist, by some strange oversight, had 

forgotten the animals tail, and had made the fore legs about twice as long as 

the hinder ones. There was also an outline of a dog, and an emu, really not 

badly done; and some other designs, the exact meaning of which I was not 

able to make out. I left these rude specimens of the arts to the mercy of the 

elements, which I afterwards found had respected them less than I had done, 

 
37 Plomley (2008: 408-409). 
38 Plomley (2008: 334). 
39 Plomley (2008: 334). 
40 Plomley (2008: 335). 
41 Plomley (2008: 334). 
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for on a visit some months after, I found the rude wigwam of these last 

aborigines of Tasmania were blown down, and their sketches obliterated.42  

Samuel Dix makes the percipient observation that the disfigured kangaroo seen in the 

hut by Calder closely resembles the description in the creation myth of the first Aborigine made 

by Moihernee in the likeness of a kangaroo after Droemerdeen cut off his tail to make a man.43 

If correct, this image and the designs Calder could not make out (geometric symbols?) suggests 

that at times they slept beneath a vault of creation and other spiritual stories.44 

Few Tasmanian songs have been recorded and none substantially translated. Singing 

was done in groups or solo, by men or by women and sometimes by both sexes. They were 

sung in defiance before battle or often accompanied rejoicing and mourning.45 In some cases, 

the words may have been secret. In one instance the Aborigines showed reluctance to translate 

a song when Robinson began writing it down.46 

It was dance, however, that appears to have been the major route for the Tasmanians to 

encounter their spirit world. Jones suggests that the Tasmanians did not practice large scale 

religious events as Aborigines did on the Mainland.47 But, as David Horton and Julia Clarke 

note, the major recorder of Aboriginal behaviour was Robinson and he was constantly on the 

move, which may have prevented major ceremonies from occurring or being witnessed.48 Also, 

Robinson’s blindness to the Aboriginal belief system made him a poor observer of ceremony 

and Aboriginal custom. He often called their dancing “amusements” or “hilarity”.49 However, 

a close reading of the ethnography suggests that there is evidence for ceremony. Robinson 

 
42 Calder (1849: 419). 
43 Samuel Dix (personal communication 12th May 2019). 
44 Robinson also recorded the interior of huts embellished with circular symbols (see Figure 5.11) 
45 Clark (1987: 53-57).  
46 Plomley (2008: 395, 495 n. 181).  
47 Jones (1977a: 201).  
48 Clark (1987); Horton (1979). Similarly, there is only a handful of ethnographic records of large congregations 

of Aborigines at which ceremony could have been (and probably was) being performed and in those cases the 

European observers were present at each for only a very short time.  
49 Plomley (2008: 309, 311, 314, 316, 448, 450, 526, 594, 632, 643, 651, 655, 656, 661, 665, 674, 675, 693,761, 

768. 789, 908).  
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records dancing occurring over twenty times. In one case, he noted the “hilarity” was kept up 

for several days.50 Elsewhere, Thomas Lewis noted the evidence of a corroboree in the 

footmarks remaining on the sands near Falmouth River,51 and Jørgensen was familiar with a 

corroboree ground beyond the River Ouse where dancing used to occur each November.52 

Elderly settlers described to Ernest Westlake at least twenty instances of corroborees or dances 

that they had witnessed,53 including one on Bruny Island.54 However, the most evocative 

description is found in a recent account in German unearthed by McFarlane from a paper by 

Adolphus Schayer, the Silesian manager of the Van Diemen’s Land Company flock. Schayer 

wrote:  

The warrior, because it is with this in mind that they seem to choose their 

roles, stands in the middle of a circle formed around a fire, now singing and 

now reciting, and makes a short speech, which doesn’t seem to evoke much 

of an impression on his companions, whilst he himself gets so worked up that, 

after a few minutes he can barely speak, and can only utter inarticulate sounds 

and perform actions accompanied by movements expressing anger and the 

love of fighting, and in that way he comes to a state of mind which is close to 

madness. This moment seems to be the specific aim of the whole 

performance, because it’s then that the men rush towards him, and giving vent 

to frightful screams, begin a dance as ordered by the chief. They rush around 

the fire in such a way as to make spectators dizzy, and from time to time slap 

the ground with the palms of their hands, then jump back up, with both legs 

in the air. When this frenzy has to all appearances reached its highest point, 

 
50 Plomley (2008: 327).  
51 Lewis (1829-1830: 5 January 1830).  
52 Plomley (1991: 68). Interestingly, November is the month when the sap of the cider gum flows in this region, a 

resource particularly favoured by Aborigines and early settlers alike.  
53 Plomley (1991?:95). 
54 see Chapter 9. 
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the women rush forward in their turn; they hurl themselves into the narrow 

circle formed by the men, perform dances which are even more savage, if 

that’s possible, raising their arms and uttering frightful cries. They usually 

conclude by rushing upon the fire, and overturn the burning wood with their 

feet, and by their leaping and jumping put out what’s left of the fire. We have 

never been able to understand the real significance of this strange enactment 

… 55  

McFarlane is correct in seeing elements of shamanism in this description.56 Shamanism, 

a Tungus (Central Siberian) term now commonly used to describe a magico-religious practice 

found across the world, especially amongst hunter-gatherers, incorporates a process for 

concentrating the mind by achieving religious ecstasy or altered state of consciousness (ASC) 

in order to communicate with the spirit world for the purpose of healing or gaining insight into 

the future.57 Schayer describes here components common to the practice: a gathering of hunter-

gatherers; the community ritual taking place at night; a fire is central to the proceedings; the 

dominant figure (the shaman) is usually a male; his vocalisations are exhortative; he seems to 

be struggling (fighting); there is frenzied dancing, chanting and drumming (slapping of the 

ground) by the group; and the leader seems to be driven to a state of mind bordering on 

incoherence.58 What Schayer appears to have witnessed is a classic induction of an ASC by 

achieving a trance state involving auditory and kinesthetic ‘driving’ through rhythmic body 

movements, stamping of the feet and the slapping of the ground.59 The central figure’s 

 
55 Schayer (1836) in McFarlane (2010: 113). Robinson, in a typical example of cultural and religious blindness, 

simply recorded this night that “the natives had an entertainment” (Plomley 2008: 913). West describes in 

abbreviated form a similar corroboree at night around a fire where the participants were “shrieking and whooping 

until thoroughly exhausted” (1852: 87). 
56 McFarlane (2010: 113). 
57 The classic (but now dated) treatment is Eliade (1989). Kehoe (2000) offers a critique of Eliade and his and 

other’s use of ‘shamanism’ to describe the world-wide phenomena. The most comprehensive description of this 

aspect of Australian Aboriginal religion is Elkin (1977). See also Eliade (1973).  
58 Winkelman (2010, 2011a, 2011b).  
59 Fachner (2011) provides a review of the role of music, and in particular the use of drumming, in achieving ASC.  
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exhortations were communications with the spirits, frequently in an unknown tongue, carried 

out often while fighting and struggling with those spirits as he journeyed through their realm. 

The proceedings were usually an exercise in group coherence while communicating with 

spirits: either benevolent spirits to ask them to help the group or malign spirits to cause them 

to desist from actions causing illness.  

Prior to this component of dance, Schayer witnessed another where they: 

imitate a troop of kangaroos, then go hopping along and copy the movements 

peculiar to these animals; now they change into a troop of emus or 

cassowaries, and then stretch out their arms to represent the long necks of 

those birds, and, as they do, stride out, seeking out their food in the grass.60  

While this could just be a simple story about kangaroos and emus being acted out 

through dance, it is more likely, given the context, that this was the representation of the 

shaman’s ‘power animals’, spirit guides who assisted the shaman upon his quest.61 Michael 

Winkelman in a review of the neurobiological and evolutionary basis of shamanic procedures 

suggests that whole body mimesis, particularly of animals, is an important component of group 

ritual and symbolic communication which creates a shared group consciousness. This, in turn, 

enhances group identity and facilitates healing of individuals.62  

There appears to have been a common settler trope that the Tasmanians worshipped the 

moon, holding their corroborees under the moonlight, particularly when it was full,63 and this 

has been repeated uncritically.64 However, the ‘dance’ described by Schayer took place on 14 

April 1834,65 a night with a waxing crescent moon nine days away from full and exhibiting 

 
60 Schayer (1836) in McFarlane (2010: 112-113).  
61 Winkelman (2010: 161). Robinson and other contemporary commentators commonly describe kangaroo and 

emu dances and they need to be considered in context. Elsewhere, they might be representative of shamanic ‘power 

animals’ or characters in a story or symbols in increase ceremonies. 
62 Winkelman (2011b: 59-60, 62). 
63 Roth (1899: 54). 
64 McFarlane (2010: 112).  
65 McFarlane (2010: 114). 
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only 21% of its total luminosity.66 The only depiction of a Tasmanian corroboree at night, that 

by John Glover, A corroboree in Van Diemen’s Land (1840), held by the Louvre,67 shows a 

similarly waxing crescent moon though its lighting of the scene below suffers from painterly 

exaggeration. Robinson’s journals provide the only source for the timing of dances and/or 

singing (Robinson often termed them “hilarities”) and these have been collected in Appendix 

H. There are many confounds that could influence the data: Often the decision to perform may 

have been situational, so it is not intended to push the data. However, it is noteworthy that 

Tasmanians performed dances or sang only 11% of the time under or near a full moon but two-

and-a-half times more frequently under or near a new moon (Figure 5.1). Thus, it is unlikely 

the moon had any influence on such Aboriginal activity. 

In many cultures, the use of psychedelics usually assists the process of achieving ASC. 

Potent psilocybin mushrooms (particularly Psilocybe subaeruginosa), locally known as ‘Blue 

meanies’, are commonly available from the woody litter of Tasmania’s forests. While there are 

 
66 https://www.moongiant.com/calendar/April/1834/ 
67 https://www.wga.hu/html_m/g/glover/corrobor.html 

 

Figure 5.1. Tasmanian performances and moon luminosity (see Appendix H). 
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no ethnographic records of their use, it is inconceivable that the Tasmanians were unaware of 

these organisms and their psychotropic effects, which western science has only recently 

rediscovered.68 The fruiting body of the mushroom can be located all year round except 

February, though they most commonly fruit, and thus become readily visible and available, 

from April to July inclusive.69 Robinson noted thirty-five performances of singing or dancing 

and these have been graphed by their month of occurrence in Figure 5.2. Again, it is not possible 

to draw firm conclusions, however, Robinson recorded no dancing during the two months of 

late summer with activity commencing in March, close to the time when P. subaeruginosa 

becomes more readily available.  

Scattered through the ethnography are other hints of individuals exhibiting shamanic 

capabilities. For instance, during an attempt to track down members of the Big River group, 

Mannalargenna, a senior man from northeast Tasmania, was recorded by Robinson as 

exhibiting unusual behaviour. Robinson irreverently termed these Mannalergenna’s 

“experiments”: “The same experiment, i.e. heaving of the breast and trembling, was resorted to 

 
68 Picker and Rickards (1970).  
69 Gates and Ratkowsky (2014). 

 

Figure 5.2. Frequency by month of Aboriginal performances recorded by Robinson (see Appendix H). 
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on this as on former occasions, which they said was the devil telling him where to go to look 

for them.”70 Mannalargenna’s ‘devil’ appeared to reside in his breast,71 suggesting that the 

Tasmanians shared with mainland tribes the concept of parts of the body having a classificatory 

relationship with kin and that this shuddering was a prelude to communicating with them.72 

Sometimes, Mannarlagenna would roll and tumble about “as though he was in a strong 

paroxysm.”73 During these attempts to locate the Big River people, Mannalargenna frequently 

had recourse to ask his ‘devil’, his spirit guide, for advice as to their location.74 Through his 

spirit guide he was able to travel and visualise the country where the quarry was residing as 

well as communicate with the ‘devils’ of others including those of the dead, in order to locate 

the people.75 His Aboriginal companions held his capacity in awe: “He set off in the woods; 

Tom and another native trembling followed him; the women lay as still as mice. They said I 

should know if he [the devil] was there by his whistling. By and by heard a whistle and several 

whistles.”76 The Big River people, in turn, had devils of their own who carried invisible torches 

and could sense a white man.77  

A further faculty of Mannalargenna’s was the ability to intercede with the elements. He 

would shout at the wind78 or beat against it with his waddy or spear it.79 He would also use fire: 

“It was amusing to see the chief in the heavy rain naked walking in advance of the other natives 

 
70 Plomley (2008: 445). 
71 Plomley (2008: 574). 
72 Elkin (1977: 6).  
73 Plomley (2008: 574). While it is tempting to medicalise shamanistic behaviour along the lines of Julian 

Silverman (1967), and suggest that in this instance Mannalergenna was undergoing some form of epileptic seizure, 

Robert Kaplan proposes that shamans are not unwell, that “the shamanic state is a human constant arising from 

the substrate of the brain” (2006:1) and that shamans are accessing neurological pathways that similarly activate 

during such medically described conditions. See also Winkelman (2004).  
74 Plomley (2008: 524, 527, 528, 557, 559, 561, 574, 577, 579). 
75 Plomley (2008: 527) 
76 Plomley (2008: 527). 
77 Plomley (2008: 577).  
78 Plomley (2008: 575). 
79 Plomley (2008: 565, 575).  
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streaming his lighted torch against the wind and the rain. As I was acquainted with its meanings 

it was more amusing. This experiment was intended to stop the rain … ”.80  

A.P. Elkin notes that Australia-wide ‘clever men’ or ‘karadji’, like Mannalargenna, 

assert their capacity for telesthesia, the ability to observe events at a distance; claim the power 

to control natural phenomena; and are acknowledged by their fellow tribespeople as having the 

power to outwit malignant spirits and receive foreknowledge of enemy intentions.81 If that is 

the case, to become such a clever man, Mannalargenna would likely have come from a family 

of such clever men, have taken part in extreme and specialised rituals known only to other 

clever men, and would have been inculcated in a body of esoteric knowledge, magic and 

psychic wisdom to which the Tasmanian ethnographic record is completely blind to.82  

 

5.5 Ritual 

Understanding the Tasmanians’ engagement with the spiritual world through ritual, particularly 

involving increase ceremonies83 or ordeals surrounding initiation into manhood, poses a 

challenge, for nothing of these formalities were recorded from Tasmania. For instance, there 

are no records of male initiatory ordeals such as circumcision, subincision or tooth avulsion. It 

may be, however, that this absence of evidence simply reflects a different mode of engagement 

with the Dreaming that was once common across Australia, for a similar absence of these forms 

of ritual is encountered in Aboriginal groups across southeast Australia, from south of the 

Murray River north to southern Queensland.84 It is only in South Australia and regions further 

 
80 Plomley (2008: 543).  
81 Elkin (1977: 10-11).  
82 There are other allusions to ‘clever men’ in Robinson’s journal. Robinson was told of the Lairmairrener, the Big 

River group, who had devils as powerful as Mannalargenna’s, and who were spying on him (Plomley 2008: 574, 

557, 577). Maleteherbargener the chief of the Tyrehenoteerpan was known to have an evil spirit (Plomley 2008: 

579) and could have been a sorcerer. Wooraddy’s British nick name, the ‘Doctor’, might allude to similar 

capacities.  
83 Increase ceremonies are designed to make economically important species abundant and thus easier and more 

efficient to hunt and gather. 
84 Elkin (1977: 73-133).  
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north and west that extreme ordeals are encountered. Jones speculates that the Tasmanians 

followed an “early form of totemic religious system before it became elaborated by new great 

cults”.85 These later ritual manifestations had not yet reached the southeast and were thus 

precluded from entering Tasmania due to the submergence of the Bassian land bridge.  

Instead, more subtle forms of engagement may have occurred. Cicatrisation was a 

painful rite of passage born stoically by young Tasmanian men: “the boys would emulate each 

other in standing unflinchingly the long, deep cuts made by the sharp stone or bit of glass.” In 

contrast “One, who saw the infliction of the adornment upon a girl, describes her screams of 

agony from the torture. Her head was secured between the legs of a strong fellow, while another 

operated on her.”86 Other physical challenges were available through cursorial hunting where 

young men, after a period of fasting, would run down kangaroos over long distances and kill 

them by hand. The physical exhaustion in long distance running possibly also encouraged a 

mild ASC.87 Relationships with the natural world were especially mediated through the 

weapons used in the chase. When Mannalargenna threw his waddy at a kangaroo and missed, 

he threw the waddy away stating it was an old one, for kangaroos could see old waddies.88 

During the straightening of spears over a fire a song was sung. To do this at any time other than 

in the morning would incur a bad omen.89 It was possible that this was a song to increase game 

numbers or make them easier to hunt. In a similar vein, Robinson noted that women prior to 

diving for shellfish would stand on the rocks in “an obscene position and chant a song”.90 Prey 

had to be treated circumspectly. A woman was criticised for pulling the sinews out of a 

 
85 Jones (1988b: 38).  
86 Bonwick (2011: 124). 
87 See Chapter 4.5.  
88 Plomley (2008: 596). 
89 Plomley (2008: 532). 
90 Plomley (2008: 166) 
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kangaroo tail to make cord during the wrong season, for this would prevent other kangaroo 

from fattening.91 

Ritual was again observed at death. Bruny Islanders would gather wood together and 

cremate their departed, placing grass, sticks or bark over the burnt remains.92 Songs would be 

sung.93 The names of the dead were not to be mentioned.94 The spirits of the dead “walked 

about from one tribe to another”95 and eventually came to Ponedim or England,96 their paradise 

from where the meelleene or light clouds emanated, the harbingers of fine weather.97 Once the 

fires had cooled, the ashes were sorted through and the bone fragments collected and wrapped 

in kangaroo skin and worn around the neck.98 These Roideenner or amulets held the spirit of 

the departed and could assuage illness when rubbed on an afflicted part. They were also the 

vehicles for speaking to the spirits. Robinson observed that “I have seen the native in deep 

conversation with their amulets — the widow conversing with the ashes of her deceased 

Husband”.99  

Disposal of the dead varied greatly through the island, despite the small size of 

Tasmania. It also included burial in the ground100 and in trees.101 The Bruny Islander’s 

neighbours over the Channel, the Melakeerde, cleared the ground and laid the body out to be 

consumed by animals. Other neighbours, the Monhernee, just 20 km away, also practiced a 

limited form of excarnation (defleshing) where they would “ … cut the Body Called Toi-ger-

rer that is they made a deep incision down each limb and cut open the Belly cut the throat and 

Distended the mouth and then layed it in Bark after which it was interred and a Heap of Stones 

 
91 Plomley (2008: 596). 
92 Plomley (2008: 61, 64). 
93 Roth (1899: 120, 121). 
94 Plomley (2008: 64). 
95 Robinson (nd (?1830-1866): Frame 615). 
96 Robinson (nd (?1830-1866): Frame 722). 
97 Robinson (nd (?1830-1866): Frame 649). 
98 Robinson, (1837-1865: Frame 1100-1101). 
99 Robinson (n.d. (?1830-1866): Frame 722). 
100 Lord (1918). 
101 Roth (1899: 119). 
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raised upon the Spot when it had lain sufficiently long as to become decomposed it was 

reinterred … ”.102 They avoided the use of vertebrae in their charms, using all other parts but 

preferring the skull. The bones of the Monhernee must have had particular potency for 

Wooraddy described how he especially collected them for charms.103 

 

5. 6. Links to the natural world 

The Tasmanians considered they had direct links with the natural world. In their creation 

stories, humans had descended from mythical beings having the shape of kangaroos and 

interacted with other mythical beings who became their prey. Human groups seemed to be 

represented by natural emblems, particularly trees: “The stringy bark trees the Brune call theirs, 

as being their countrymen, the peppermint the Cape Portland call theirs, and the Swanport claim 

the honeysuckle.”104 Individuals were commonly named after plants, animals and natural 

phenomena: Meelathinna (stinging nettle), Palorimeena (emu), Reinderberg (hailstones) and 

Parpatitup (rainbow) are just a few of the approximately one hundred names so recorded.105 

Totemism, the belief in kinship with objects of the natural world is closely involved in group 

identity, creating a metaphoric relationship with the environment through animals, plants and 

natural phenomena.106  

 

5.7 A sacred geography 

Finally, while no Tasmanian stories have yet surfaced of ancestor beings travelling and naming 

the landscape as is common on the Mainland, there are three stories associated with place. One 

has a mythological connection and two are linked to physical phenomena that were likely 

 
102 Robinson (nd 1830-1866?: Frame 656).  
103 Plomley (2008: 395). 
104 Finlay (2015: 53); Plomley (2008: 402). 
105 Plomley (1987: Appendices F & G). See also Robinson (nd 1830-1866?). 
106 Winkelman (2011b: 66). Totemism is a complex concept, much debated. Here I use the term in the summary 

form provided by Berndt and Berndt (1977: 231ff, 293ff.).  
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imbued with spiritual significance. In the first, Wooraddy, during his recounting of an 

Aboriginal creation story, described Moihernee, a star that fell to earth which, when dying, 

turned into a stone at Cox Bight.107 It is not possible to determine which stone Wooraddy meant; 

it might not even be obvious to us today. There are numerous inconspicuous rocks located along 

the western coast of Cox Bight below the New Harbour Range, any one of which could be a 

candidate. There are rock shelters containing ochre ‘!tally’ marks,108 straight lines, along its 

eastern shore109 that might be related to the account. A more obvious landmark is the 53-metre-

high Point Eric, a rocky peninsular that divides the beach at the head of the bight. It might even 

be that the story relates to those important locations for seals and birds, the Maatsuyker Group 

of islands, less than 20 kilometres from the shore of Cox Bight to the south-south-east, or even 

the 150-metre-high Mewstone 30 kilometres in the same direction and readily seen from the 

mainland.110  

A second story tells of ancient links to the Australian Mainland, of the old people 

entering Tasmania from the north. Robinson again:  

The natives of the East Coast affir have a tradition that this island was settled 

by emmigrants from a far country — that they came to this here on land that 

the sea was subsequently formed — There is little doubt on my mind but the 

island was first peopled from New Holland by way of Wilsons Promontory thence 

 
107 Plomley (2008: 409). 
108 Throughout this chapter I use the non-value-laden terms ‘marks’, for that is what they are. The common use of 

the term ‘art’, as in ‘ground art’ or ‘rock art’ to describe these phenomena serves, I believe, to limit our capacity 

to better explore and understand what these marks are and what they meant. David’s (2002) decision to hyphenate 

the word to ‘rock-art’ in response to this problem does nothing to alleviate the obscurity. See also Chippindale 

and Taçon (2006) and the subsequent, sometimes heated discussions, in the journal Rock Art Research. 

The notation ‘!’ when describing shapes of rock marks was first employed by John Clegg (1977, 1991) 

to remind us that the shapes we describe today when we discern these marks may not have been shapes in the 

mind of the Aborigines who were executing them or observing them. There was also likely to be a series of 

symbolic meanings, varying depending on the age and gender of the observer, that is invisible to us today. Indeed, 

the very way we assign classes to the marks today would likely have been alien to the person making them. 
109 Burke (1991). 
110 Robinson was confused about the location of the Moihernee story. In one passage he crossed out “Coxes Bight” 

and wrote “off the Louisa Bay” while in another he wrote “Coxes Bite.” A position “off” Louisa Bay would well 

fit the Maatsuyker Group but not the Mewstone which is occluded from there (Plomley (2008: 409 cf.: 406, 498 

n. 195); Robinson (1831-1833: Frame 0069 cf. Frame 0092)). 



150 

 

across the Straits to Cape Portland on whose shore for aught we know VDL might 

at an early period have been joined to NH in which case the tradition was ...111 

Unfortunately, the passage is curtailed but this traditional story must be c.10,000 years 

old, an outstanding example of the resilience of oral history. Robinson’s conclusion of a land 

bridge predates by nearly twenty years the earliest land bridge hypothesis proposed by the 

evolutionary scientist Edward Forbes.112 

A third story relating to a place has recently been rediscovered. During his expedition 

to northeast Tasmania in 1830-31, Robinson began a notebook of Tasmanian vocabulary which 

also included geographical place names and details of relationships between people as well as 

between people and places. He was fascinated by the various Tasmanian dialects and made 

comparative lists of words of the various groups. His vocabulary included Bruny Island words 

and geographical names. In one place he notes that “Gwi-nang-ye. the name of Mount 

Wellington”113 and later “Gwi.nang ye viz. Big River Hill Mount Wellington ... Par.per.der the 

native said the thunder and lightning they call Par.per.dy came from the Big Hill there was a 

big Hole”.114 It is unlikely that this “hole” was a conventional cave, a term Robinson would 

have preferentially used if that was the case. However, holes do not commonly form in the 

igneous columns of Jurassic dolerite that comprise most of the upper part of the mountain. 

Nevertheless, most unusually, at the aptly named Lost World, a 30-metre cliff has been formed 

by the collapse of dolerite columns along the eastern flank of Mt Arthur, a subsidiary peak of 

 
111 Robinson (nd 1830-1866?: Frame 669).  
112 Fichman (1977). Forbes’s 1846 paper was seminal in the debate between Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace 

regarding the reason for similarities between species on separate continents. 
113Robinson (nd 1830-1866?: Frame 624).  
114 Robinson (nd 1830-1866?: Frame 630). It is likely that Woorraddy was the informant as he was the only Bruny 

Islander on the expedition and his sister-in-law was from the Mt. Wellington area. 
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Mt. Wellington, (Figure 5.3). Within the talus at the base of the cliff, interstices formed between 

the collapsed columns creating holes or boulder caves,115 up to 42-metre-deep and 360-metre- 

long. These boulder caves have been identified as the “most extensive non-carbonate terrestrial 

caves in Tasmania”116 (Figures 5.4-5.6). The talus lies at 1000 m a.s.l., reached by a difficult  

clamber over wet and slippery rocks, is often shrouded in a cloud blanket which subdues sound, 

and being close to the tree line has little nearby in the way of plant or animal resources for 

human consumption. If this is the hole that was being remarked upon, then it may have been 

considered by the Tasmanians to be situated in liminal space between the everyday and the 

 
115 Bella and Gaál (2010: Figure 4).  
116 Wellington Park Management Trust (nd). I am particularly grateful to Dr Mitchell Rolls for informing me of 

these holes and for taking the time to guide Samuel Dix to them to photograph them for me.  

 

Figure 5.3. The Lost World, with dolerite cliff and talus of collapsed columns at its base (Photo: Don 

Ranson). 
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spirit world. The spirit (devil) that embodied Bruny Island was fire and thunder.117 It would 

have added to the place’s mystique if lightning, a phenomenon feared by the Aborigines, was 

thought to issue from this hole.  

In certain contexts, the stones themselves may also have been of spiritual significance. 

Sometimes Aborigines arranged stones in patterns to mark special places. All of Tasmania’s 

known stone arrangements are on the coastline. There is a linear arrangement along the top of 

a dune at the Bay of Fires as well as pits dug out of the cobble beach below.118 Groups of pits 

with associated low relief ‘walls’ and pathways are found on cobble beaches at Bluff Hill  

 
117 Plomley (2008:321). 
118 Jones (1965); Stockton (1977).  

 

Figure 5.4. The talus of the Lost World just below the tree line is often shrouded by clouds. (Photo: Samuel 

Dix). 
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Point119 and Low Rocky Point.120 Robinson saw one of these arrangements on the northwest 

coast noting as he “Passed a heap of large pebbles. The natives had placed them in different 

forms, some resembling rooms, gardens, passages.”121 Robinson was dismissive of their 

significance, or perhaps his questioning had been dismissed by his informants, for he added of  

 
119 Cane (1980).  
120 Don Ranson (personal observation).  
121 Plomley (2008: 201). 

 

Figure 5.5. The entrance to a boulder cave below the figure. (Photo: Samuel Dix). 
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their creation that “Probably it was the children of the natives.”122 W.B. Walker also noted the 

construction of nests of grass invariably containing fourteen pebbles each.123 Stone 

arrangements are found across Australia and are often associated with Dreaming myths and 

totem sites, places where particular groups have a special link to natural phenomena.124 While 

linear stone arrangements have been reported along the coastline of south Bruny Island, on 

inspection these have invariably been found to be of recent construction involving the clearing 

of cobbles to assist in safely drawing boats up on to a beach.125  

 
122 Plomley (2008: 201).  
123 Calder (1875: 37); TAHO CSO1/1/316/7578: 86-87. If this is correct, the exact number suggests that 

Tasmanians could count beyond the recorded five (Roth 1899: 133), perhaps by employing factorials or a different 

base. (I am grateful to Dr Mitchell Rolls for suggesting this).  
124 McCarthy (1940); Mountford (1976: 90-94); Palmer (1977).  
125 Don Ranson (personal observation 2004).  

 

Figure 5.6. Looking down through the talus from the lip of a collapsed dolerite column into the entrance 

of a boulder cave (Photo: Samuel Dix). 
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There is a small number of locations throughout Tasmania where sites have been 

embellished with marks; at one of which there is evidence of ritual. In early 1830, just as 

Robinson was embarking on his first expedition to Port Davey, a surveyor, Thomas Lewis, 

along with five reluctant convict assistants, was crossing the mouth of the Little Forester River 

in northeast Tasmania when he came across the tracks of a “considerable number” of natives 

and observed: 

upon the sand from which the tide had retired were a very great number of 

figures marked upon the beach evidently impressed with sticks, most 

probably with the points of Spears, the figures were some of them circular, 

others were rectangular and some were triangular - and upon the whole were 

rather tastefully arranged, and at intervals where (sic) the marks where they 

had danced the “Corrobories”. The designs upon the sand where (sic) much 

more regular that I could have supposed the natives capable of executing.126 

This serendipitous discovery by Lewis of an otherwise ephemeral phenomenon, one 

which would have washed away on the next high tide or storm surge, is remarkable evidence 

for the Tasmanians’ creation of ground marks127 together with the conduct of an associated 

ritual which here included dance. Accounts of ground marks are found from eastern Australia128 

as well as central and northern Australia.129 Some of the marks are secular, including the 

drawing of animals and their tracks in sand to illustrate stories and daily mundane events,130 

but a number of descriptions relate to ritual behaviour. In all cases, the marks are transitory.131  

 
126 Lewis (1829-1830: 5 January 1830). 
127 Rectangular and triangular motifs are not found amongst Tasmanian rock marks and appear unique to this form 

of expression.  
128 For a comprehensive review see Mathews (1896) which includes motifs created with sticks on a beach in 

Queensland, a similar fashion to the Tasmanian example (Mathews 1896: 37).  
129 Berndt and Berndt (1977: 439); Spencer (1928: Figures 291, 297-308, 336); Spencer and Gillen (1968:179-

183).  
130 Barrett and Croll (1943: Plate 71); Layton (1992: 54-58); Morphy (1998: 114-115); Mountford (1956: 404-

405, Plate 91 c, d); Munn (1973: Chapter 3 Figures 1 &2).  
131 For instance, a series of painted ground marks from Tennants Creek, Northern Territory, associated with a 

totemic ceremony, were made and destroyed on successive days (see Pitt Rivers Museum accession numbers 
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Other ephemeral markings of places have been noted from Tasmania, including carving 

onto trees,132 decorating trees with shells and grass work,133 and painting motifs on bark and on 

trees. The paintings 

... consist of straight lines, but so disposed that the ideas of men, snakes, trees, 

kangaroos, dogs and cattle, were conveyed. Some of them were so truly 

hierogliphical, that it was impossible to determine for what they were meant. 

We have been informed that the Government were furnished with copies by 

the gentleman who saw the originals in the bush near the head of the Freestone 

Creek, between Swan Port and Mount Henry, scratched on the white bark of 

trees with charcoal.134 

Again, while some of these marks may have been secular, such as a subset of those 

executed in the interior of bark huts,135 others were of a ritual nature, exemplified by those on 

bark sheets that covered tombs on Maria Island.136 The latter motifs were observed by their 

French recorders as being similar in form to the cicatrices on the bodies of the local 

inhabitants.137  

More permanent marks were made on rocks both within caves and shelters as well as 

on slabs and boulders in the open air. The marks are of two types. One employed an additive 

process where a colour of red, purple or yellow ochre, or sometimes black charcoal or an as-

 
1903.39.82-85 and associated notes by Baldwin Spencer); Spencer and Gillen (1904: 239-248, 737-743, Figures 

78-81, 309-315). See also Berndt and Berndt (1977: 439); Barrett (1943: Facing p. 76); Croll (1943: 23-25); Munn 

(1973: 50, 51, 207, 208, Plate 14a & 14b); Spencer (1928: Figures 291, 297-308, 336); Spencer and Gillen (1968: 

179-183); Strehlow (1947: 58, Figure 4).  
132 Plomley (2008: 917-918). 
133 W.B. Walker 24 December 1827 quoted in Calder (1875 :36-37). 
134 Launceston Advertiser 19 September 1831: 293b. This description closely resembles the observations of the 

convict clerk F.E.D. Browne in the same area (TAHO CSO1/1/323: 117-152). Bonwick (2011: 91) records red 

hands marked on trees; early settlers remembered the same along the Huon River (Letter A.C.A. Dean to E.O. 

Scott 22 October 1931 CHS 53 15/3 Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery); Plomley (1991?:21); Taylor with 

Jones & McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:57)).  
135 Bunce (1857: 49-50); Calder (1849); Hellyer (1828 (1861): 4); Plomley (1991: 58, 2008: 249, 548, 575, 595, 

603). Ross (1830 (1992): 52).  
136 Bonnemains et al. (1988: 127); Ruhe (1990).  
137 Plomley (1983: 60, 140-141).  
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yet-unknown black substance, perhaps plumbago, is drawn or painted on the rock to create 

marks. The other type uses a subtractive process where rock is removed from a face to form a 

pattern, usually by pecking and/or abrasion with a small cobble held in the hand. Marks using 

colour are restricted to a limited range of shapes such as ochre !sheets, stencilled human 

!hands,138 some which exhibit polydactyly or ‘mutilation’,139 lone !digits without a palm and 

in one case a stencilled !hand and !arm. More rarely, the Tasmanian corpus also includes !hand 

prints,140 short lines or !tally marks and a single site with !bird tracks. Subtractive marks are of 

two types: !geometric motifs comprising a range of shapes, the most common being dots, 

cupules, lines, arcs, circles, ovals, concentric circles, barred circles or ovals, circles surrounded 

by satellites of dots; and ‘figurative’ motifs, so-called because the shapes are thought to be 

recognisable to modern eyes, including !macropod tracks, !human feet, some exhibiting 

polydactyly, individual !toes, and in one site apparent !therianthropic !lizards with !human feet 

both as !pads and !heads.  

Marking sites are rare in Tasmania with only approximately forty of all types recorded 

island-wide and each of the sites being comparatively small. None have been conclusively 

dated though it is believed that hand stencils sealed beneath flow stone in southwest caves are 

Pleistocene. Ochre deposited on the walls of one cave has been dated from the blood fixative it 

is mixed with at 10,730±810 bp.141 The subtractive site of Premenghana (Mt Cameron West) 

was sealed beneath a thick midden dated to 1350±200 BP,142 and records of markings by a steel 

tool suggest they continued into the recent period.143 Thus, there appears to be a long Tasmanian 

tradition, over thousands of generations, of using similar motifs to mark places of importance.  

 
138 Hand stencilling usually involves spraying liquid ochre from the mouth over a hand held against a rock. 

Removal of the hand then leaves a negative impression in the ochre on the rock face.  
139 In most cases the missing digits were probably due to being bent under the palm when ochre was blown over 

the hand. 
140 In contrast to stencils, a hand print is created by covering the hand in ochre and pressing it against the wall to 

leave a positive impression. 
141 Loy et al. (1990).  
142 Walsh (1988: 56). 
143 Ranson (2008).  
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Few dedicated surveys have been made in Tasmania to locate marks but, when they are 

carried out, new sites are almost invariably found.144 It is likely that marking sites were once 

common on Bruny Island. The early settlers Annie and George Davis, reminiscing with the 

ethnographer Ernest Westlake, reported that they had found drawings cut in rocks by “flints” 

on Bruny Island of “birds, beasts & fishes ... in the freestone, sandstone”.145 The Bruny 

Islanders were known to have had a word, pallapoirena, specifically for the drawing of a design 

in charcoal.146 Low-quality ochre is known from the island and its possible use, at least for 

personal adornment, is recorded.147 

There is one marking site presently known from Bruny Island. It comprises two nearly 

vertical panels. One panel contains a series of cupules. The other panel exhibits two motifs, one 

a circle surrounded by shallow circular depressions, the other a unique and remarkably 

naturalistic !human hand.  

The cupule panel, situated below an overhang, is c.6.5 m long and c. 1.5 m high with a 

pronounced horizontal ridge along its centreline (Figure 5.7). Below this ridge is a row of c. 45 

cupules, small dished depressions of varying depth, each approximately 8 cm in diameter with 

the most-indented c. 2 cm deep. Above the midline ridge is a row of c. 24 fainter cupules. There 

may be a row of even fainter cupules aligned along the midline ridge. The lack of a definite 

total for the cupules was due to the difficulty in distinguishing between human-made cupules 

and natural scars caused by the erosion of the rock. This and the surrounding rock appear to 

have small inclusions (possibly dropstones) which differentially erode out to create roughly 

circular scars. The natural depressions in this and other nearby rocks are aligned in rows along 

 
144 See Brown (1991); Sims (1977) for a summary of findings. Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and Environment (2017) provides further evidence for sites in the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area. 
145 Plomley (1991?: 15). Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:23). 
146 Milligan (1859: 244). 
147 Plomley (2008: 128).  
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the sediment layers and could usually, but not always, be discriminated from the rows of 

human-made depressions which did not necessarily conform to the strata (Figure 5.8).  

 

 

Figure 5.7. A series of cupules on a panel beneath an overhang. (Photo: Don Ranson. Reproduced with 

permission of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Heritage Council.). 

 

 

Figure 5.8. Natural hollows close to the cupule panel formed by the differential erosion of inclusions that 

conform to the layers in the sedimentary rock sometimes pose difficulties in confirming cupules. Compare 

with Figure 5.7. (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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These cupules are made by percussion, using a small hammerstone to repeatedly strike 

the rock surface until a depression is formed. Experiments carried out by this author on a 

sandstone block from a demolished building site have shown that each can be formed in five to 

ten minutes. This is one of only eleven sites known in Tasmania that contain cupules. Most are 

found down the west coast, with five of the sites at Bond Bay in Port Davey. The ‘meaning’ of 

these marks is unknown. Robert Bednarik has catalogued over 70 interpretations worldwide 

that have been proposed for the purpose of cupules; most are fanciful and unable to be 

substantiated.148 The only trustworthy ethnographic record from Australia was made by Charles 

Mountford in a description of a Northern Territory increase ceremony, where the dust created 

by the pounding of the cupules represented the release of the life-force locked in the rock so as 

to fertilise pink cockatoos and cause them to lay more eggs.149 Thus, those cupules were simply 

the indirect product of an increase ceremony aimed at enhancing a food resource. A similarly 

indirect cause of cupules could be their creation as a by-product of the sounding of 

lithophones.150 Lithophones are rocks which emit a sound when struck; the only known 

Tasmanian example is reputed to be a marked rock at Trial Harbour, on the west coast.151 There, 

the initial recorder, J.F. Jones, noted that “Repeated hammering with a hard stone on the surface 

of the granite makes almost no impression, while the rock rings like metal when struck.” Jones 

noted cup and ring marks on the rock’s upper surface but there are also cupules around its 

side.152 Why Aborigines would wish to create a lithophone is not immediately clear. However, 

in the experiments involving the manufacture of cupules on a sandstone block, this author 

inadvertently created a lithophone, the sound of which induced a mild ASC. Studies have 

shown that beats with a regular frequency of 3 Hz, a rhythm easily achievable during rock 

 
148 Bednarik (2010a, 2010b).  
149 Mountford (1976: 213, Plate 206).  
150 Bednarik (2010b: 111-112; Figure 5).  
151 Jones (1937: 48) 
152 Ranson (personal observation) 
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marking activities, can produce ASC.153 Why the Bruny Island rock was chosen for marking is 

presently unfathomable, although its relationship to nearby rocks exhibiting similarly-shaped 

natural erosion scars might suggest skeuomorphism. 

Turning to the second panel, there are two motifs, one in the !geometrical style and one 

a naturalistic !hand. The !geometric motif comprises a groove, U-shaped in cross section and 

1.5 cm wide, forming a circle 16 cm in diameter (Figure 5.9). Centered in the circle is a shallow 

depression 2 cm wide. Surrounding the circle is a concentric series of nine or more similar 

depressions, 2.5 to 4 cm in diameter. (Again, adjacent negative scars from sandstone inclusions 

confuse the assignment of an exact number to the anthropogenic marks). The total diameter of 

the motif is 40 cm. 

 

 
153 Fachner and Fachner (2011). 

Figure 5.9. A pecked !geometric motif comprising a central depression surrounded by a circle, itself 

surrounded by further depressions situated along with natural erosion scars. (Photo: Don Ranson. 

Reproduced with permission of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Heritage Council.). 
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This motif is one of the many types in the !geometric style that can be found across 

most of Australia.154 In Tasmania, !geometric motifs are limited mainly to the west coast, with 

examples from as far north as Three Hummock Island down the coast and into the southeast, 

then here at Bruny Island and as far northwards as South Arm. A similar example of this motif 

type was recorded by Robinson at Cape Grim (Figure 5.10).155 This mark has not been relocated 

and may have been executed in ochre that has since washed off. Robinson also recorded similar 

circles with dots on the interior surface of Aboriginal huts built close to the Great Lake (Figure 

5.11).156 

 

 
154 See for instance Maynard (1979). Tasmania has a larger proportion of !geometric and fewer !figurative 

examples than Mainland sites. 
155 Plomley (2008: 216, 267 n. 115); Robinson (1830: Frame 268).  
156 Plomley (2008: 575); Robinson (1831-1833: Frame 234).  

 

Figure 5.10. A small diagram of a rock mark comprising a circle with a central dot surrounded by 

other small dots penned in the journal of George Augustus Robinson for 24th June 1830. Seen by 

Robinson in the vicinity of Cape Grim, the motif has not yet been relocated (cf. Figure 5.9). (State 

Library of New South Wales). 
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These rock-marks are produced in various ways, including direct percussion with a 

hammer-stone and indirect percussion with a sharp stone hit by a hammer-stone. They are 

sometimes further abraded. Again, many ‘meanings’ for these motifs have been put forward. 

Most are fanciful. There are parallel forms found in mainland Aboriginal iconography157 and, 

in Tasmania, similar circular shapes were cut onto the body as cicatrices designed to represent 

the sun and the moon. The cicatrices were placed on an afflicted part with the intention of 

encouraging those heavenly bodies to cure the ailment.158 Though whether Robinson was 

informed correctly is open to conjecture. Whether the designs on rock had the same function 

or meaning as that on skin is unknown. The only ethnographically-secure meaning is that given 

by an old man on the Mainland who informed Elkin that pecked marks were “‘tracing boards’ 

 
157 Munn (1973). 
158 Plomley (1992?); Robinson (n.d. 1830-1866?: Frames 647, 669). 

 

Figure 5.11. Circles with dots recorded by Robinson in huts near the Great Lake. (State Library of 

New South Wales). 
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[over which the fingers could be run] for the revelation of secrets to the initiated,”159 though 

whether this was the intention of the maker or a later observation is moot. 

The second motif on this panel is a remarkable life-size abraded rendition of a large 

(male?) !human !hand, 22 cm long and 15 cm across the palm and outstretched thumb (Figure 

5.12). The shape is naturalistic, although the length of its fingers is exaggerated compared to 

the size of the palm. The rendition of pads on the palm and fingers suggests it represents the 

palmar side of a supinated left hand as it faces away from the observer. Two shallow 

depressions at the base of the palm are indicative of the carpals or styloid processes of the ulna 

and radius that can be felt at the wrist when the hand is dorsiflexed, as if the palm is pressed 

against the rock. So far, the motif is unique in Tasmania and parallels have not been found 

elsewhere; hands typically seen in Australian rock marks are rendered simplistically as in 

pecked ‘stick figures’. !Human appendages in the form of !feet, pecked both in outline and 

intaglio, are known from sites in southwest Tasmania from the Mainwaring River160 

southwards to Deadmans Bay,161 with an unlocated site known only from historic 

correspondence about the Huon River area.162 However, no hands, pecked or abraded, other 

than this example are known. 

No meaning is known for this motif. Howard Morphy notes that Aborigines mark place 

by bodily impressions.163 Tasmanians, like many mainland Aborigines, also used sign to 

communicate164 and in Tasmania, the hand was known to be used to sign for various animal 

species. A Tasmanian example using the hand and fingers to represent a pelican is given by 

Robinson.165  

 
159 Elkin (1943).  
160 Ranson (personal observation 2010); 
161 Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment (2017); Ranson (2008).  
162 Letter A.C.A. Dean to E.O. Scott 22 October 1931 CHS 53 15/3 Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery; 

Letter R. Judd to A.L. Meston 20 April 1932 CHS 53 15/3 Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery. 
163 Morphy (1998: 110-111). 
164 Kendon (1988).  
165 (Plomley 2008: 402).  
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Figure 5.12. A palm print of a left hand abraded in rock. (Photo: Don Ranson. Reproduced with 

permission of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Heritage Council.). 
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These markings have yet to be dated, though estimates can be made. Tasmanian 

subtractive marking is nearly always found close to the sea and in some cases at or below high-

water mark suggesting they conform closely to the present sea level which stabilised at its 

current position around 6000 years ago. The Bruny Island marks are in a similar tradition to 

those along the west coast, the recent colonisation of which did not begin until around 5380±70 

years ago.166 Specifically, the other renditions of parts of !human limbs, e.g. !feet, are only 

found in southwest Tasmania colonised relatively late about 2970±200 years ago.167 Given the 

very friable nature of the sedimentary rocks on which they have been executed, the Bruny 

Island markings are possibly considerably younger.  

 

5.8. A Tasmanian Dreamtime? 

The ‘Dreamtime’ entered the European psyche following the description by Baldwin Spencer 

and F.J. Gillen in the mid-1890s of the Alcheringa, the “Arrerente term, that refers to a timeless 

age when the world was given its present order by ancestral beings who animated the 

cosmos.”168 Spencer and Gillen’s descriptions of Aboriginal spiritual life was to rapidly 

influence western analysis of mythology and the evolution of religion undertaken by James 

Frazer,169 Emile Durkheim,170 Sigmund Freud171 and Mircea Eliade.172 These workers 

contributed to a religio-philosophical legacy emphasising the Australian Dreaming as the 

world’s earliest religion followed by a society comprising, as the polymath R.W. Pulleine 

would later describe, “an unchanging people living in an unchanging environment.”173 This 

notion of constancy through time has transmuted into the widespread idea espoused by sectors 

 
166 Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment. (2017: 30). 
167 Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment. (2017: 31). 
168 David (2002: 14-15).  
169 David (2002: 18); Frazer (1910); Mulvaney (1990). 
170 Durkheim (1976: 246ff.).  
171 Freud (1950: 1-10). 
172 Eliade (1958, 1973). 
173 Pulleine (1929: 310) was speaking here solely of the Tasmanians but later commentators have used the phrase 

to describe Aborigines at large. 
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of the present day New Age movement174 of an ancient and continuous dreamlike Aboriginal 

past, a golden age of Dreaming. 

But has the Dreamtime been constant through time, and was it ever a pan-Australian 

phenomenon that included Tasmania? Only two local commentators have touched upon this. 

McFarlane,175 while providing an overview of the Tasmanians’ cosmography, felt that the 

paucity of records, particularly those detailing “the nexus between the land and spirituality,”176 

precluded any overt Tasmanian parallel to the Mainland Dreamtime. Clements is ambivalent, 

though he seems to dissociate the Tasmanians from a Dreamtime by suggesting that they were 

simply animists who held some creation myths analogous to those of the Mainland,177 but does 

not go on to develop his argument further.178 McFarlane’s and Clements’ arguments seem to 

assume that the Aboriginal belief systems of both Tasmania and the Mainland retained a 

constancy through time and did not progress along separate trajectories from a common source. 

Furthermore, a reliance on a model for the Dreaming of just one component, the land-

spirituality relationship evidenced in the ethnographic present of the Mainland, seems to have 

precluded their exploration of a Tasmanian Dreaming exhibiting a great antiquity. 

Max Charlesworth points out that there is no single Dreamtime in Australia and that 

there are many Aboriginal religions practiced across this vast continent.179 The Dreaming that 

David describes is also mutable. He has shown for the Mainland that some well-known 

dominant Dreamtime motifs and their associated stories are relatively recent. Archaeological 

manifestations of the Rainbow Serpent motifs and their associated myths might only be c. 2900 

years old,180 the White Cockatoo Dreaming possibly less than 400 years old181 and Owl 

 
174 e.g. Lawlor (1991). For a pungent critique of Lawlor see Rolls (2000).  
175 McFarlane (2002: 29-38). 
176 McFarlane (2002: 31).  
177 Clements (2013: 26, 27 n 61).  
178 Harvey (2006: Chapter 1). 
179 Charlesworth (2005)  
180 David (2002: 79-83). 
181 David (2002: 83-85). 
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Dreaming just over 300 years old,182 while the Lightning Brothers motifs and accompanying 

myths date only from the last 200 years.183 Similarly, the Wandjina Style, with its large figures 

on a white background, began 3800 years ago184 and the dingo, a Late Holocene introduction 

to Australia, entered the Dreamtime relatively recently.185 

Shorn of these late motifs and associated myths, how would the Mainland and 

Tasmanian religions compare c.10,000 years ago when the Tasmanians first became isolated 

on their island by the flooding of the land bridge? They are likely to have been very similar, 

varying only in degree. They both had creation stories and followed moral and legal codes that 

governed how they behaved with respect to the land, its animal and its plants. They both 

engaged with the spirit world through performance, especially dance, and appear to follow a 

similar magico-religious belief system assisted by their ‘clever men’. They both carried out 

formalised ritual surrounding initiation and increase, though in Tasmania without the severe 

practices that came later in the north and central regions of the Mainland. Both maintained a 

direct link with their country and the natural world on a collective and an individual basis, and 

preserved a sacred geography by embellishing salient areas with ground drawings, stone 

arrangements and marked rocks.  

Following the invasion, reflecting both their adaptability and the need to incorporate 

the threats of the new and the ‘other’ into their mythological system, syncretism rapidly arose 

within Tasmanians’ and the Mainland religions, exemplified in various modes of expression. 

In Tasmania, the horse and dog appeared in the Aboriginal dances. A (European style?) devil 

was incorporated into a dance invented and performed by women in a manner Robinson took 

to be obscene, perhaps, as Clark suggests, to cock a snook to Robinson’s belief system.186 Male 

 
182 David (2002: 85-86). 
183 David (2002: 74-79).  
184 Moorwood, Walsh and Watchman (2010).  
185 Walsh (1988: 190).  
186 Clark (1987: 62-63). 
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initiation was seemingly continued187 and cicatrisation occurred. Songs about white men, guns, 

horses, bullocks, drays, robbing huts of flour and making damper were composed.188 Similarly, 

symbols reflecting European matériel: bullocks, drays, men with whips, dogs and cattle, were 

incorporated into their designs within their huts and upon nearby trees.189 Even the ‘other’ was 

incorporated into the process of making the rock marks with the introduction of steel tools to 

scrape out intaglios in new motifs formed in the traditional manner.190  

Did the Tasmanians have a Dreamtime? Perhaps not in the sense of the ethnographically 

recent Dreamtime that David speaks of: a late Holocene Dreamtime manifested by those “high 

cults” referenced by Jones and which influenced the creation of those impressive rock markings 

exemplified by the Wandjina figures, the Rainbow Serpent and the Lightning Brothers. Rather 

the Tasmanian religion is an older, earlier, perhaps even prototype Pleistocene Dreamtime, a 

once pan-Australian phenomenon, little described, and which survived late into the nineteenth 

century in south-eastern Australia.191 But to no avail. Forty years after the founding of Hobart 

by incoming white settlers, the Tasmanian Dreamtime was destroyed.  

 
187 Clark (1987: 65).  
188 Clark (1987: 60-63).  
189 Bunce (1857: 49-50); Calder (1849: 419); Launceston Advertiser 19 September 1831: 293b. 
190 Ranson (2008).  
191 An idea first proposed by Betty Hiatt (1969) who described the custom shared across south-east Australia and 

Tasmania of cremating the dead.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE STOLEN LAND: THE BRUNY ISLAND FRONTIER1 

 

On a late spring afternoon, nearly four hundred years ago, any Bruny Islander who was looking 

eastwards across Storm Bay would have seen two small islands2 beneath billowing clouds 

approaching the shore. On these islands outlandish white beings called out in a strange tongue. 

A wind arose, the islands retreated and vanished forevermore over the horizon. The opening 

scene in one of Australia’s longest frontier confrontations had taken place.3  

 

6.1. First meetings 

The arrival and sudden disappearance of trader-explorer Abel Janzoon Tasman and his ships4 

on 29 November 1642 would have been a remarkable, astounding experience that transcended 

the supernatural forever. For the first time in millennia, Tasmanians became aware that there 

was a manifestation of the world beyond their skyline of forest and sea that needed to be 

explained and incorporated into their belief system. In turn, Tasmania entered the European 

imagination as a land of giants, firing Jonathan Swift, in his satirical Gulliver’s Travels, to 

locate his mythical islands of Lilliput and Blefuscu, inhabited by giants and midgets, close to 

Van Diemen’s Land.5  

Tasman’s was the first record of the steady stream of trader-explorers who ventured 

into the South Pacific, some of whom may have landed on Bruny Island. By the confidential 

 
1 Earlier versions of this chapter are contained in limited circulation reports by this author (Ranson 2004; 2013a). 
2 Kickertopoller (Black Tom Birch) described the later Baudin’s ships as ‘islands’ (Plomley 2008: 557). The 

‘island’ trope is a common response amongst First Peoples. Maori oral history likened them to ‘floating islands’ 

or a ‘great bird’ (Duyker 1998: 157; Salmond 1991: 123).  
3 Though the West Coast groups would most likely have seen the strange sails on their far horizon. 
4 Duyker (1992).  
5 Swift (1774). Swift’s first publisher included maps, based on Dutch cartography, of these imaginary islands off 

the northwest coast of Van Diemen’s Land (Scott, Hiatt, McIlroy, and Wortham 2011).  
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nature of their ventures, these expeditions left poor records of their journeys and discoveries. 

While some, like de Surville, may have remained untempted by the “sea-blown scent” of land,6 

others may have landed but never returned to tell their tales.7 It is likely that many of these 

trader-explorers would have called in at Adventure Bay to wood and water. Nearby South Cape 

was a recognised landfall after crossing the Indian Ocean, and Adventure Bay the most obvious 

anchorage for any mariner approaching Tasmania from the west and one that had originally 

been recognised and documented by Tasman. This steady stream of explorers may have seeded 

the Tasmanians’ mythogenesis of white people from the spirit world: “One of their names for 

a white man signifies a white devil or spirit; this has probably arisen from mistaking white men 

at first for spiritual beings”.8 

Not only their spiritual but physical space was broached in the next recorded encounter 

with Europeans. Wooraddy, a native of Bruny Island told a story of the visit of trader-explorer 

Marc Joseph Marion Dufresne in 1772: 

that the PY.DARE natives speared some white men who landed in a boat, one 

man in the thigh; that the white men went after the natives, the natives see 

them come but did not run away, saw their guns and said white men carry 

wood; that by and by the white men shoot two blacks dead, when they all 

became frightened and run away.9 

 
6 Blainey (2008: 112-118); Dunmore (1981). 
7 Palmer et.al (2014). Palmer and colleagues’ assertion that an undocumented shipwreck on the New Zealand 

coast is Dutch has been comprehensively dismissed (van Duivenvoorde 2014; Wildeman 2014). Cook, however, 

did note Maori accounts of earlier unrecorded European explorers reaching New Zealand (Beaglehole (1955-

1974); Richards (1993)). 
8 Backhouse (1844: 181-2). 
9 Woorrady told this story to Robinson on 11th July 1831 while they were travelling in Northeast Tasmania.  

Plomley (2008: 408) mistranscribes the punctuation in Robinson’s journal here (Robinson (1831-1833(1): Frame 

0072)) and conflates the story with an earlier landing at Hobart, opining that it “seems to be an unrecorded incident 

of the early years of settlement” (Plomley 2008: 498, n. 202). A number of historians quote Plomley’s version of 

the passage uncritically, Boyce (2006: 42, 2008:22) suggesting it is an otherwise unrecorded incident that occurred 

at Risdon. 
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Wooraddy’s story is of interest because it was hearsay, sourced from his grandparents’ 

generation. It shows the shocking power of the tale that it was obtained from the Pydairrerme, 

an enemy group that Wooraddy’s people had little to do with. The tale had travelled across at 

least four group territories over 70 kilometres from the original informant’s homeland on the 

Tasman Peninsular and was still being recounted 60 years later.  

Le Dez, one of Marion’s officers, substantiated Wooraddy’s account and went on to 

offer the first physical description of a Tasmanian native:  

And finally my last remark is that I do not think that they enjoy good health 

and I draw this conclusion from their thinness, from their excrements, which 

are black and hard, and from the fact that the mouth of the dead man was full 

of worms, which came out of his stomach.10 

An intergenerational memory of this assault by firearms may have prevented the 

Swedish backed privateer John Henry Cox from immediately coming up with the natives when 

he visited Maria Island in 1789:  

… we saw smoke upon an eminence near a bay on the opposite side of the 

Island and made all the haste we could come up with it; but the natives had 

fled before our arrival: possibly they had been alarmed at the report of our 

fuzees, as we had fired several times in the course of our walk.11 

Besides introducing the Tasmanians to the musket ball, these trader-explorers may have 

brought devastating deaths by introducing the islanders to their first experience of exotic 

diseases in twelve millennia. An intriguing memory was recounted to the catechist Robert 

Clark by an Aborigine incarcerated at Flinders Island in the 1830s that: “before the English 

ships arrived at Sullivan’s Cove [in 1804], a sudden and fearful mortality took place among the 

 
10 Duyker (1992: 35). 
11 Mortimer (1791: 20). 
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tribes. It was viewed as the premonition of a dreadful calamity affecting the race.”12 The 

Tasmanians, like all Australian Aborigines, were likely subject to over a dozen endemic 

diseases to which they were sufficiently adapted.13 However, Catechist Clark’s description has 

all the hallmarks of an introduced disease of a highly virulent nature to which the Aborigines 

had no acquired immunity. While it is possible that a disease, such as the smallpox epidemic 

of 1789, was transferred from the Mainland to Tasmania prior to settlement of Hobart through 

informal and unrecorded contact with wooding and watering parties, it is more likely that 

infections were introduced by much earlier trader-explorers.14 

 
12 Bonwick (1870: 87). Clements (2013: 328) doubts the timing of this outbreak because there was no evidence 

of disease recorded by the early settlers. However, if it had occurred decades prior to their arrival then the only 

evidence would be found as archaeological signatures or in accounts such as this one. There is an intriguing 

parallel in Maori oral history of introduced ship born disease which decimated the people and resulted in social 

upheaval before the British invasion there (Richards 1993). 

It is unfortunate that this fascinating secondary source has been caught up in the polemic surrounding 

the culpability of the British in the demise of the Tasmanian Aborigines. Ryan (1981, 1996, 2012) in emphasising 

the purposeful attempts by the Whites at extirpation ignores this evidence of an earlier substantial but accidental 

impact on the native population. Windschuttle (2002: 375) in wishing to minimise the purposeful exterminatory 

actions of the invaders emphasises the more natural vector of accidently introduced disease. Boyce (2002: 42) in 

defending Ryan misses the point.  

Ryan’s (1996: 175) suggestion that the Tasmanians were resistant to introduced disease because of the 

temperate clime they inhabited and their healthy diet is medically naive and flies in the face of all the documented 

instances from around the globe of the impacts on indigenes after meeting with disease-carrying Europeans 

(Crosby 1986; Diamond 1998). Tasmanians were no different (Roberts-Thomson 2014). Windschuttle (2002: 

372-373) was correct to be dismissive.  

The conversation recorded by catechist Clark as reported by Bonwick is totally credible. If it is accepted, 

then the Aboriginal society reported by the explorers such as D’Entrecasteaux and Baudin, and on which we base 

most of our ethnohistorical understanding, was a society in recovery following a devastating disease. It follows 

that the population calculated by Jones (1974) based mainly on French observations, may be an underestimate. 

Intriguingly a case for a population of an order larger than Jones’ estimate has been independently suggested by 

Pardoe (1986, 1991) from studying the morphology of non-metrical cranial traits in Tasmanian skeletal material. 

Modelling such a scenario is an interesting project beyond the scope of this thesis. Suffice to say, that 

introduced disease has been recorded to kill 8-98% of indigenous populations (Dowling 1997: Table 2.4). Given 

that hunter-gatherer populations could double in each generation provided that sufficient resources were available 

(Hassan 1981: Chapters 8 & 12), it is not beyond the bounds of probability that the Tasmanian population could 

have recovered from the most devastating pandemic in less than six generations — within the period of the advent 

of the trader-explorers visiting their shores.  
13 Dowling (1997: Table 2.4).  
14 The idea that diseases, such as smallpox, would have ‘burnt out’ during a long sea voyage from Europe has 

been questioned — particularly when the disease is transmitted as stored scabs or on fabric (Mear 2008; Warren 

2007). Infection would have been more likely from voyages of trader-explorers originating much closer to 

Tasmania such as India (de Surville, Hayes) and Mauritius (Marion — who did experience smallpox on board) 

(Duyker 2003).  

Alternatively, this disease could have been zoonotic. This would not have been the first time that zoonotic 

vectors played a part in wiping out indigenous societies. Charles Mann (2005: 108-125) suggests that the great 

sixteenth-century epidemics of south-eastern USA were transmitted through herds of pigs accompanying the 

Spanish explorers. Of the 1415 species of organisms pathogenic to humans, 61% are zoonotic (Taylor, Latham 

and Woolhouse (2001)). In Tasmanian, one of the most likely contenders would have been ornithosis (psittacosis) 

transmitted by sea birds, particularly muttonbirds (P. tenuirostris), which can present as pneumonia in humans 
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Six generations after Tasman, the spectres began visiting again and again on their 

floating islands. In 1777, for the first time, they were seen landing for a few days on the shore 

of Adventure Bay. Captain Furneaux’s men were not approached.15 That there were no women 

amongst them may have signified they were a war party. Because of the absence of women, 

they did not gather plant food, nor dive for shellfish. They removed trees and water back to 

their islands and stole goods from people’s shelters, leaving behind useless objects (iron). Over 

the succeeding generation these spectres landed at least six times on Bruny Island (Cook 1777, 

Bligh 1788 and 1792, D’Entrecasteaux 1792 and 1793, Baudin 1802).16 The spectres continued 

to enter huts and steal baskets and spears. They left only one useful thing behind: a clear, green, 

transparent stone that fractured and gave the sharpest edge conceivable. As the botanist Jean-

Baptiste Leschenault noted of this material:  

They considered bottles to be of particular value, not to use as containers but 

to break them up so as to use the fragments to scrape and point their spears, 

which as a rule they do with pieces of granite.17 

But many of the spectres did not land. From high ground in 1788, 1789, 1791, a cloud 

of sails of the First, Second and Third Fleets would have been visible on the eastern horizon. 

 
(Mykytowycz, Dane, and Beech (1955: 635)). In 1935, ornithosis from fulmar petrels caused a 20% mortality 

amongst Faroë Islanders who contracted it (Pockley (1939)). Marine mammals, seals and cetaceans, are also an 

important vector for the transmission of disease to humans, particularly brucellosis, though here mortality may 

not be as extreme as Clarke described (Australian marine mammals and zoonoses: Fact sheet (2011); Australian 

marine mammals and Brucella: Fact sheet. (2011)). It is interesting to speculate whether zoonotic transmissions 

may have caused past human population declines which are reflected in the Tasmanian archaeological sequence: 

disappearance of fish bones, for instance, may suggest a switch from a less optimal food type when overall 

competition for food is diminished by the sudden lowering of the human population. 
15 Parallels with the Tasmanians’ experience can be found in a remarkable account, including photographic 

footage, of first contact with New Guinean tribes in the 1930s by Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson (1987). The 

looks of emotion, drama, fear and elation on the faces of the tribespeople are understood after surviving elders 

interviewed in the 1980s described how they thought their deceased relatives had returned as spirits.  
16 Beaglehole (1955-1974); Bligh (1975, 1977); Duyker and Duyker (2001); Labillardiére (1800); Plomley (1983: 

207-212). 
17 Plomley (1983: 136). The first scientific note of the Tasmanian manufacture and use of glass artefacts is that 

from Kangaroo Island (Tindale 1937). Having come alive to the possibility, Tindale (1941) then reported on the 

first discovery of a glass artefact in Tasmania. Glass artefacts are ubiquitous on contact sites and may have 

continued to be part of a creole tool-kit: Brian Prince (1990) (Don Ranson personal observation) excavated glass 

tools from beneath the floor of the dairy at the Eaglehawk Neck Officers Quarters, dating to 1832 – two years 

after the Black Line was supposed to have cleared the Tasmanians from the area.  
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Closer inshore, the ships of the Indiaman John Hayes in 179318 and the explorers Flinders and 

Bass in 179819 would have been readily apparent. 

By 1802, the Europeans were slowly becoming assimilated into the Aboriginal 

cosmogony. Members of Baudin’s party were still being encouraged to take off their outer skin 

and have their bodies viewed and touched; their faces painted with charcoal to render them 

safe.20 No longer spirits, these were men and, given what was beginning to transpire, even 

raege (devils).  

 

6.2 Predators from the sea. 

At some point the invaders began to kill the Bruny Islanders who retaliated by stoning and 

spearing the Europeans. The islanders were wary of the European muskets and kept their 

children and elders away from the intruders. Baudin, who had read d’Entrecasteaux’s officers’ 

accounts of the almost idyllic, peaceful nature of the Tasmanians, seemed astonished at the 

violent reception he and his crew received.21 The timing of the commencement of these violent 

interchanges can be narrowed down to the three years between December 1798 when Bass had 

an amicable meeting with Aborigines along the Derwent22 and the end of January 1802 when 

Péron, also on the Derwent, wrote “on seeing us every one of them had fled deep into the 

woods.”23 

It is likely that the violence was initiated by shore parties of sealers and kangaroo 

hunters who shipped out of Port Jackson (Sydney) as well as perhaps whalers who arrived from 

 
18 Lee (1912) 
19 Sprod (2009). 
20 Plomley (1983: 19, 32).  
21 Cornell (1974) and Plomley (1983) describe the Aboriginal response towards Baudin’s people. Labillardiére 

(1800) and Duyker and Duyker (2001) the reception d’Entrecasteaux’s expeditioners received. 
22 Sprod (2009).  
23 Plomley (1983: 28). But again, there were contrasting responses by some groups and individuals to the 

incursion. In April 1803, the whaler Amasa Delano, while leaving the Derwent River invited a ‘chief’ aboard 

(albeit leaving a hostage behind). The Tasmanian: “shewed no signs of fear whatever, was very much inclined to 

be sociable, and viewed every thing with indifference” (Delano 1973). 
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Bristol and Boston, and sometimes transhipped from Port Jackson. These men would have set 

up temporary processing camps ashore. Baudin’s officers provide the earliest record of a 

sealing party along the coast but it may not have been the first. On 10 March 1802, the French 

met with a small schooner, the Endeavour, off the coast of Maria Island.24 The ship had left 

Port Jackson the previous month with a crew of six and carrying a shore party of nine hunters 

and skinners.25 Sealing was usually continued until September and then supplemented by 

kangaroo hunting for skins until the seals returned in November.26 And indeed, the Endeavour 

was recorded as returning to Maria Island in November 1802.27 

John Boultbee, himself a sealer, described these predators as: 

… the refuse of merchant ships, and some formerly convicts, thieves and 

scoundrels fit for no society, void of every good quality, and only one man 

on board had the principles of a man.28 

The explorer-farmer Major Edmund Lockyer pronounced the sealers: 

… a complete set of Pirates going from Island to Island … in open whale 

boats … carry off by force native women, and when resisted make use of the 

firearms with which they are provided; amongst themselves they rob each 

other, the weak being obliged to give way to the stronger …29 

There is every reason to believe the sealers would have similarly disrupted Bruny Island 

society, causing the response that Baudin’s crews experienced from the Aborigines. Péron had 

 
24 Plomley (1983: 97). 
25 Cumpston (1977: 40, 41, 68). 
26 Starke (1986: 18 note).  
27 Cumpston (1977: 42). 
28 Starke (1986: 11). 
29 Commonwealth of Australia (1923: 471). Boultbee’s and Lockyer’s views might be coloured by English 

middle-class susceptibilities. In contrast, Péron found the sealers on King Island obliging, helpful, generous and 

warmly welcoming and greatly pitied the escaped Irish exiles transported for their political views (Micco 1971: 

12, 16) “Why is it that this touching hospitality … should be always almost exclusively provided by men upon 

whom coarseness of their character and their miserable condition seem to impose the least obligation!” (Micco 

1971: 16). Clements (2013: Chapters 5 & 6) provides the most detailed and nuanced analysis of the killing, 

kidnapping, rape and paedophilia practiced on the Aborigines.  
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seen seals in Adventure Bay in 180230 and fifteen years later sealing was still occurring on the 

island.31 The wholesale slaughter of seals and kangaroos, the Aborigines’ main sources of meat, 

just for their skins and leaving the carcasses to rot, would have engendered much 

misunderstanding and confrontation. The use of muskets to shoot kangaroos would have 

quickly caused these animals to become gun-shy and even more difficult to hunt with a spear. 

Perhaps the only corrective was the introduction, most probably by the sealers, of the dog about 

this time.32 

Additionally, the kidnapping, enslavement and rape of women and girls by the sealers 

would have had a disastrous effect on Aboriginal society: 

… this slave traffic is very common in the straits, and that the women so 

bartered or sold are subjected to every hardship which their merciless tyrants 

can think of and that from the time their slavery commences they are 

habituated to all the fatiguing drudgery which their profitable trade imposes.33  

Robinson, who provides us with the most details of this slave trade, names 75 

Aboriginal women in his notes, 57 of whom were living or had lived with the sealers. All the 

women were younger than 30 years old. Removing so many women of childbearing age 

destroyed the traditional fabric of Aboriginal society once and for all.34 

 
30 Micco (1971: 21).  
31 Nicholls (1977: 268). But see Section 3.2 of this thesis.  
32 In 1802, Baudin’s expeditioners heard the sound of a barking dog either on the shores of Bruny Island or 

Northwest Bay (Hamilton-Arnold 1994:59; Plomley 1983: 111), though Plomley dismisses this as the sound of a 

Thylacine (Plomley 1983: 112 n. 1). As early as February 1804, surveyor George Harris warned against shooting 

Aborigines’ dogs, though he may have confused groups of these animals with thylacines (Hamilton-Arnold 1994: 

59). Boyce (2006) suggests that the dog came to Tasmania with first settlers in 1803. The sea-borne sealers and 

kangaroo hunters, however, most likely introduced the animal. Péron obtained a kangaroo dog from King Island 

sealers in 1802 (Peron 1824: xxv, 16, 62). Aborigines developed a fond relationship with their dogs (Boyce 2006), 

even breast feeding their pups (Gregg 2000). See Meehan, Jones and Vincent (1999) for a contemporary analysis 

of the close relationship between Aborigines and their dogs.   
33 Plomley (2008: 91).  
34 Plomley and Henley (1990: 18). In a recent historical revision of the relationships between Aboriginal women 

and sealers, Ryan (2012: 59-62) provides a sanitised version of the sealer’s impacts on Aboriginal society. 

Cameron (2011), herself a descendent of some of these unions, seeks to mitigate the accusations of slave 

trafficking by suggesting i) the depredations were carried out by a seaborne ‘banditti’ and not sealers; ii) Robinson 

had a biased view of the sealers, and iii) the Aboriginal-sealer relationship was one of mutual reciprocity not 

slavery. Clements (2013: Chapters 5 & 6) comprehensively rebuts these suggestions providing a most detailed 
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In addition to the sealers, off-shore whalers began arriving. In November 1791, Thomas 

Melvill (sic), master of the Britannia, a convict transport in the Third Fleet which turned 

whaler, had “declared that he saw more spermaceti whales between South Cape and this 

harbour [Sydney] than he saw in six years on the Brazil coast.”35 Once this news was out, the 

activity of whalers accelerated. In the first five years (1791-1795) nine whalers called in at 

Sydney, in the following five years (1796-1800) a further fourteen visited, and in the 

succeeding five-year period (1801-1805), thirty-five entered port.36 Many additional 

international whalers unknown to the authorities would have fished the local seas. It is 

impossible to estimate how many called in at Adventure Bay to wood and water or to hunt — 

but some did so. Reverend Knopwood recorded in August 1804 that the whaler Alexander was 

anchored in Adventure Bay.37 The following year, Knopwood recorded that the Ocean had 

taken 70 tons of black whale oil while spending a month at Adventure Bay. In the same year, 

Knopwood also recorded two other ships, the King George and the Richard and Mary, calling 

in to the island, evidencing the increasing, unending pressures bearing down on the islanders.  

These arrivals were additional to those in the official record. The Alexander, noted 

above, had advised its destinations were Norfolk Island and New Zealand but instead sailed to 

Adventure Bay. The presence of the King George and Ocean went unrecorded at Sydney.38 It 

is likely that whalers were anchoring in Adventure Bay in the early 1790s, around the time of 

Bligh’s and d’Entrecasteaux’s 1792/93 visits and before the arrival of Baudin. By 1804, 

Adventure Bay was becoming a favoured destination for whalers from the USA and Britain. If 

 
and nuanced analysis of the killing, kidnapping, rape and paedophilia that sealers practiced on Aboriginal women. 

Asymmetric reciprocity sometimes operated between the two cultures. However, Robinson’s comment was made 

as a direct result of gaining firsthand information from a woman informant who had been enslaved and who did 

not express that she was part of a reciprocal agreement. His comments were also influenced by contemporary 

reports of the particular slaver charged with the crime and were made well before he had met sealers en masse in 

the Bass Strait which would lead him to form an overall opinion of them.  
35 Commonwealth of Australia (1914-1925: 303).  
36 Cumpston (1977). 
37 Nicholls (1977: 58, 61).  
38 Cumpston (1977).  
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the presence of whalers in Sydney mirrors their activity in the southwest Pacific, then visits to 

Bruny Island were doubling every five years.  

The whalers would have set up temporary shore stations to more efficiently process 

their catch.39 These encampments preceded the licensed stations of the documented Bay 

Whalers (see later this chapter) and would have had a comparable impact on the resident 

Aborigines. Particularly disturbing was the hunting of wallaby which the whalers did to excess, 

so much so that they were able to supply not only themselves but the starving settlement of 

Hobart with much needed protein.40 Additionally, scaring of game through gunfire; cutting of 

trees to fuel their tryworks; exchanging alcohol as well as food such as flour, tea and sugar for 

sex; and the concomitant introduction of venereal and other diseases — all these actions would 

have contributed towards the severe disruption of the Aborigines’ social fabric and may explain 

the hostile reaction encountered by Baudin in 1802. 

The threat from the sea must have become a relentless anxiety for the Aborigines over 

the next generation. Whereas, in 1802, the Bruny Islanders were content to cross the Channel 

on their rafts in full view of Baudin’s party, four years later Knopwood was to note: “When we 

got near Western Bay we see two catamarans with natives in them. They put back as soon as 

they see us.”41 Truganini, born about 1812, told of violence still being committed by mariners 

around 1818: 

We were camped close to Partridge Island when I was a little girl, when a 

vessel came to anchor without our knowledge of it, a boat came on shore, and 

some of the men attacked our camp. We all ran away, but one of them caught 

my mother, and stabbed her with a knife, and killed her. My father grieved 

 
39 Kostoglou (1995(1): 10).  
40 Nicholls (1977: 92).  
41 Nicholls (1977: 102).  
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much about her death, and used to make a fire at night by himself, when my 

mother would come to him.42 

Ten years later, John Welsh, superintendent of government vessels, reported to 

Lieutenant-Governor Arthur that: 

They complained bitterly against the crew of a Whale boat, who a short time 

ago went to the Straits on a Sealing voyage, They had landed on Brune and 

taken from them three women — My own opinion your Excellency is, that 

those acts of violence committed on the unfortunate natives is the cause of 

their committing the dreadful acts they do at present, and no other cause.43 

 

6.3 Settler-raiders 

Once the settlement was founded on the Derwent, the raiders not only came by sea, they began 

coming overland. Experiencing food shortages and starved of red meat, the settlers began to fan 

out from Hobart to hunt kangaroo and emu to supplement their diet.44 The Aborigines would 

have had difficulty surviving in the area as the immediate vicinity of Hobart quickly became 

hunted out of their premier game species. News of this devastation would have travelled rapidly. 

Robert Brown, the botanist, who visited Bruny Island in 1804, remarked he saw Aborigines on 

the island whom he had met around Hobart a few weeks earlier.45 This rapid communication 

between the islanders and those groups from the Eastern Shore and the foothills of Mt 

Wellington resulted in news of these aggressive invaders and their predation of game as well 

as killings at Risdon Cove and elsewhere. Woorraddy recounted to Robinson a sight he 

witnessed at the age of twelve or so: 

 
42 Calder (1875: 104). 
43 TAHO CSO1/1/327/757(Vol 12):70-71.   
44 Fels (1982).  
45 Vallance, Moore and Groves (2001:517).  
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Said that he saw the first ships come to the VDL when they settled in Hobart 

Town, called NIBERLOONER … that when the first people settled they cut 

down trees, built houses, dug the ground and planted; that by and by more 

ships came, then at last plenty of ships; that the natives went to the mountains, 

went and looked at what the white people did, went and told other natives, 

and they came and looked also.46 

The Bruny Islanders soon witnessed the marauders on their own lands. Lieutenant-

Governor Collins had heard “… that the Cedar Tree was found at Adventure Bay …”47 George 

Harris, surveyor, was accompanied on the expedition to locate the tree by Knopwood who 

recorded: “This morn we went on shore on Isle Bruny and see many grass trees. The day was 

very wet. We killd a kangarro; the men took some black swans”.48 And a day later: “At 3 went 

on shore on Green Island and got a dozen black swans’ eggs, and some young birds”49 

Knopwood’s game records show that in four months around Hobart his men and dogs 

dispatched 35 “kangarro”. In 11 months, his men killed 176 kangaroo and 23 emus.50 

Knopwood’s was one of a number of teams who probably killed thousands of game for rations 

and glue making. In three months, the Government Store purchased 17,064 lbs of kangaroo 

 
46 Plomley (2008: 408). For Wooraddy’s estimated age see Plomley (2008: 1028). In the same conversation, 

Wooraddy also mentioned three other earlier European incursions (Plomley (2008: 408)). He told of Marion’s 

visit in 1772 (noted earlier). He also mentioned D’Entrecasteaux’s visits in 1792/3, around the time when he was 

born: ‘Said that the white men when they first came cut the head of a man on a tree and children, that the natives 

never destroyed it and that it is still there at Recherche Bay. Natives called it WRAGEOWRAPPER, and when 

the children saw it they were frightened and run away. Said when they saw the first ship coming at sea they were 

frightened, and said it was Wrageowrapper’. Finally, he witnessed Baudin’s visit in 1802: “Said he saw the French 

discovery ships and that the men had white collars on”. ‘Collars’ here is a mistranscription by Plomley of 

Robinson’s word ‘clothes’ (c.f. Robinson (1831-1833(1): Frame 0072). Artwork featuring the French ashore is 

frustratingly sparse (but see Bonnemains, Forsyth, & Smith (1988: Plates 26,30)) and in those the French are 

dressed in mid-tone or dark hues, not white. It is intriguing to speculate that Wooraddy saw the French ashore at 

Cap de la Sortie (today’s Dennes Point at the northern tip of Bruny Island) in white undress, the informal clothing 

being worn because of the hot northerlies prevailing for most of the first two weeks in February 1802; northerlies 

that were preventing the expedition escaping the Channel into the open sea.  
47 Collins to Governor King 8 December 1804 in Hamilton-Arnold (1994) 
48 Nicholls (1977: 67). 
49 Nicholls (1977: 67). 
50 Nicholls (1977:165). 
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meat representing 200, mainly female, Foresters.51 The population was further depressed by the 

collateral deaths of pouch young. The game taken by the settlers was additional to those taken 

by sealers, whalers and explorers, a growing proportion from Bruny Island. 

Prior to European incursions, the Bruny Islanders would have survived in a long-term, 

sustainable equilibrium with their food resources. European targeting of the Aborigines’ 

favourite prey species would have upset that equilibrium. The game would have become shy 

and cryptic, scared by musket noise and the sound and smell of dogs. There would have been a 

change in prey behaviour within a marsupial generation or two and this, in turn, would have 

required devising new foraging strategies. Until they acquired their own dogs, the impact on 

forager society would have been shattering. In the interim, hunger and malnutrition could have 

resulted.52  

The European settler population grew rapidly, from 433 in June 1804, 1062 in 1810 to 

10,010 in 1823, most of it in southeast Tasmania.53 The competition for resources and the 

impact on the Aborigines grew accordingly. Timber was just such a resource and Bruny Island, 

with forests down to the shore line, a convenient source for forest raiders. Saw-pits were dug, 

jetties built, trees were felled and processed into lumber, shingles and palings for the Hobart 

building trades. Timber was also cut for fuel. By 1818 there appears to have been a free-for-all 

on Bruny Island, so much so that the Government issued a proclamation: 

The Public will take Notice, that the Timber and Shells at and round Barnes’s 

Bay, Bruny Island. to the extent of Two Miles, being required for the use of 

the Government, all Persons are prohibited from using and taking away any 

of said Timber and Shells.54 

 
51 Fels (1982). 
52 See section 2.3.  
53 Commonwealth of Australia (1914-1925: (VII):284); Nicholls (1977: 494). 
54 The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter (21 March 1818: 2a). 
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By 1819, so serious was the depredation, that the Government began employing an “Overseer 

of Timber Fallers”, probably based at Adventure Bay to protect the stems of ‘pine’, the stands 

of straight-standing mast timber.55 It is telling that the only Government overseer of timber 

fallers was employed on Bruny Island. Newspapers between 1819-1827 commonly noted the 

shipping of timber and split palings from Adventure Bay to Hobart as well as quality ships’ 

spars being exported as far away as the East Indies.56 The Bay also offered a safe anchorage to 

take on wood and water and make repairs.57 

The only restriction on unlocated lands was the cutting of rare species, the “cedar” and 

Huon pine.58 Otherwise the settlers were free to exploit the forests. Besides the Government 

Sawing Establishments, such as those on the Mainland at Northwest Bay and later Birchs Bay, 

there were numerous unofficial timber camps dotted throughout the Bruny Island bush set up 

to fell and break down stringy bark (Eucalyptus obliqua)59 for building timber and White 

peppermint (E. viminalis)60 for shingles. The timber was also felled for its bark: “A gang of 

prisoners, who took away a whale boat belonging to the Regalia some time ago, have been all 

taken, except one. It appears that after going to Bruni Island, where they plundered men 

employed in collecting bark …”61 Bark was used to construct shelters but also as a tanning 

agent. The trees commonly used were ‘mimosa’ (Acacia spp.). They were not just partly 

stripped but felled and killed to make the job easier. 

Temporary single-sex camps of the timber fellers, often populated by ex-convicts, free 

or escaped, would have accelerated the impact on the social fabric of the Bruny Islanders; 

becoming foci of trade where barter of flour, sugar, tea, alcohol and perhaps hunting dogs for 

 
55 The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter (4 December 1819: 1b).  
56 The Hobart Town and Southern Gazette (10 April 1819: 1a, 3 July 1819: 1a , 1 April 1820: 2a); The Hobart 

Town Gazette & Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser (24 Feb 1821: 2a, 14 April 1821: 2c).   
57 The Hobart Town Gazette & Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser (1 June 1822: 2a). 
58 Commonwealth of Australia (1921 (III):326).  
59 Commonwealth of Australia (1921 (III): 357). 
60 Commonwealth of Australia (1921 (III): 563). 
61 The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter 27 May 1820: 2a.  
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sex would have created a vehicle for the transmission of sexual as well as skin and pulmonary 

diseases. Sexual disease, particularly, by lowering the fertility rate of the Aboriginal women, 

would have had an impact on forager demography.62 

Physical confrontation became endemic. Robinson noted: 

Woorrady gave me a long account of several white people up the Huon River. 

Said the white people shot the natives; one man was shot in the arm and he 

had to carry it on his head, it swelled and was so heavy. Said the white men 

took away the black women and that one night the natives came to the white 

men’s hut when they were asleep, told the black women to run away, took 

away the musket, beat the white man on the head with a stone and run away 

with the boat … Another time the white men was pursuing the native women 

when the black men came; the white men threw a stone at them, when the 

natives stoned them and drove them away. Those men were generally 

employed in getting shingles.63  

The timber fellers not only attacked Aborigines; they also attacked their habitat. 

Today, while North Bruny Island appears to be heavily treed, the area has been extensively 

logged in the past and all that remains is remnant regrowth, occasional large decaying stumps 

of >2 m diameter are rare reminders of a once grander forest (Figure 6.1). The complex 

habitats were quickly lost, the intricate cycles of firing abandoned, further compromising 

efficient foraging. 

The first substantial recorded evidence of permanent incursions on to Aboriginal land 

is the issuance of a land grant for 100 acres to James Kelly in 1818, ironically right across an  

 
62 Sexually transmitted diseases are a major cause of infertility (5-25%) in sub-Saharan Africa (Larsen 2000). 

Reduced fertility in two hunter-gatherer tribes from that ‘infertility belt’, the !Kung and the Hadza, has been noted 

(Blurton-Jones 2011: Chapter 15; Pennington 1992: 505-506). Blurton-Jones (2011: Chapter 15) shows that an 

annual risk of infertility as low as 3.9% will cause the Hazda population to decline.  
63 Plomley (2008: 405).  
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Aboriginal communication route to Mainland Tasmania (Figure 6.2).64 As he advised the 

Royal Commissioner, John Bigge, in 1820, Kelly was slow to take up the grant because of 

Aboriginal resistance: 

Some part of it [the land on Bruny Island] is good on the North End. I have a 

grant of 100 acres upon it; but it is not cultivated. The natives are hostile, 

chiefly consisting of those that have been Driven from the Coasts of N.W. 

Bay and the Banks of the Huon, and it wd. not be safe to begin to cultivate 

unless there was a sufficient number for Protection.65  

 
64 TAHO LSD354/1/3:196 
65 Commonwealth of Australia (1921(III):461).  

 

Figure 6.1. A stump of a large tree now incorporated as a farm gate post, rare remaining evidence 

of the original Bruny Island forest (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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But the invasion was inexorable, by 1829 when its first phase came to an end with the 

removal of the last Bruny Islander, 10,310 acres (4172 ha) had been alienated by sixteen land 

grants (see Table 10.1). Most of north Bruny Island had been appropriated without permission. 

However, because of the delays, sometimes of many years, between the provision of location 

orders and the survey and issuing of grants,66 these figures are a great underestimate of the true 

extent of land appropriation. Bruny Island was seen favourably by settlers because: 

There appears to be none of those ravenous creatures [thylacine or Tasmanian 

devil ] in the whole island which destroys lambs and poultry on the main land. 

 
66 Robinson’s mission establishment of 500 acres is a case in point. 

 

Figure 6.2. Kellys (Dennes) Point today. A view overlooking Kelly’s original farm and across the 

Channel. This is the shortest distance to swim to the Mainland. One of the rare freshwater lagoons can 

be seen in the middle distance to the right of the low tree (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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It is therefore a very eligible place for the planting of rabbit warrens. Captain 

KELLY, on his farm at the northern extremity, keeps a large stock of geese 

and fowls in perfect security.67 

Besides taking their land, these settlers, like the sealers, also kidnapped women and 

children to act as domestic slaves and farm hands or simply as curios. Research into baptism 

records across Tasmania list 49 native children and 14 ‘half-castes’ living in settler households 

between 1810-1836.68 So concerning was this practice that Lieutenant-Governors Davey and 

Sorell issued proclamations69 banning kidnapping though this did not stop educator T.L. 

Richardson advocating it to Arthur as Government policy70 nor Governor Franklin and his wife 

Jane later adopting and then abandoning Mathinna, an Aboriginal girl.71 There is no evidence 

that this practice occurred on Bruny Island though when surveyor Thomas Scott’s expedition 

met the Aborigines of Recherche Bay and Bruny Island: 

Mr. Scott was desirous of having one of the children, an interesting girl, of 

six years of age, in order to bring her to town and civilize, and the mother was 

very anxious for the measure, but her husband had so great an affection for 

his child that he could not be prevailed upon to part with her.72  

Within months of locating, the farmer-settlers began clearing the forests of Bruny Island 

to plant crops and establish pasture. The felled timber was used for fencing. Charts of land 

grants show post-and-rail threading across the land. Lush paddocks took over from native 

forests, so much so that Kelly had difficulty protecting his fodder from thieves: 

 
67 The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a-b. 
68 Plomley and Henly (1990: 25-27). 
69 Arthur (1831: 36-37); Boyce (2006: 128-130); Plomley and Henly (1990: 25); West (1966:10). For Sorell see 

The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter 13 March 1819: 1c & 2a.  
70 Richardson to Arthur 25 April 1825 (TAHO CSO1/2/1:233-234).  
71 Pybus (2008).  
72 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4b. 
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All Persons are hereby cautioned against trespassing by falling or removing 

Timber, or cutting Grass on my Farm, known by the name of Elizabeth Farm, 

Cape-get-out, or Lagoon Point, on Bruni Island, in Storm Bay Passage, as I 

am determined to prosecute utmost Rigor of the Law and Persons for 

trespassing after this public Notice, especially those who are detected stealing 

Grass.73 

For years, easy access to Bruny Island by boat across the Channel facilitated a constant 

flow of unofficial visitors and thieves. Pilot James Kelly published an unusual ‘Caution to 

Boatmen’ warning:  

All persons found landing with boats, cutting or carrying off Timber and 

more particularly killing or taking Cows or Bullocks will be prosecuted 

according to Law, as the proprietor has sustained serious losses from such 

practice.74 

Other impacts on Aboriginal life were subtler. Lime burners spread along the coast 

appropriating and mining Aboriginal shell-middens (as well as natural shell beds), clearing the 

forest for fuel and roasting the shells to convert to lime. Lime was used in mortar and lime 

wash as well as a fertiliser on orchards and gardens. The Government was using 100 bushels 

(4.8 tonnes) a week:75 private consumption is unknown but it is no longer possible to locate 

substantial middens on Bruny Island. By 1819, the authorities felt that the industry was out of 

control and decided to regulate its activity by appointing an “Overseer of Lime burners” 

resident on Bruny Island.76 In 1822, one burner, Simmonds, was processing the once extensive 

oyster middens in Barnes Bay when he ran afoul of the local Aboriginal group. “Within these 

 
73 The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter 13 February 1819: 2b.  
74The Hobart Town Courier 23 February 1828: 2d and 1 March 1828: 4c. 
75 Commonwealth of Australia (1921(III): 240-241).  
76 The Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter 4 December 1819: 1b.  
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few days past the black natives of the Colony have been rather troublesome among the settlers 

in the interior. With their spears, they have wounded two men, and killed one, named 

Simmonds, a lime burner.”77 The first killing on Bruny Island of a European interloper shocked 

the settlers to the core, entering their oral history to be remembered half a century later, though 

intriguingly the Aborigines were viewed in a positive light:  

… Simmonds’ Bay (a nook of Barnes’ Bay, North Bruny) is called after a 

lime-burner, who sacrificed his life to a senseless feeling of contempt for the 

courage of the black men. This beautiful cove was great [sic] a place of great 

resort of the Bruny tribe, and their intrusions, as Simmonds thought them, 

were resented by him, as though they, and not he, were the trespassers on the 

ground he occupied, and they were ordered off whenever they came. 

Mistaking his commands for requests, they were at first complied with. But 

finding them so frequently repeated, they got tired of them at last. On these 

occasions, it was his custom to take a stick with him to beat them off if 

necessary. The last notice that Simmonds gave them to quit was late in 

November of 1822; but they began to understand him by this time, and 

laughed in his face at his impertinence, whereon he struck the one nearest 

him. But this was the last act of his life, for the offended black turned on him 

like a tiger, drove his spear through him, and he was a dead man the next 

moment.78 

Prospecting for minerals for resource hungry Hobart was also occurring at this time. By 

1819 a coal seam at Adventure Bay had been discovered by speculator and merchant ‘Mad 

Tommy’ Kent,79 though it was still being investigated in 1826 by Surveyor Scott80 and was 

 
77 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 30 November 1822: 2a.  
78 Calder (1875: 92). 
79 Kent, Thomas (?-1832). (1967). 
80 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4b.  
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eventually deemed to be of poor quality. Kent also had links to the wattle bark and soda 

industries on the island.81 The latter was extracted as lye from the salt bush ‘Barilla’ (most 

likely Coastal Saltbush Rhagodia candolleana candolleana)82 and used in soap manufacture.83 

The bush grows on foreshore dunes and would have been harvested by gangs cutting, stacking, 

drying and burning the plant and bagging the ash for transport to the soap works. It was also a 

resource that attracted the criminal element: a Mr Norton warned potential thieves from 

meddling with “a quantity of barrilla, lying at Isthmus Bay”.84 Whether Aborigines had a use 

for barilla is unknown though Truganini was named after the plant.85 As it was usual for 

Aborigines to be named after species of economic, phenological or mythological importance, 

barilla may have played a part in the Aborigines’ spiritual life and its destruction may have 

impacted on them. Certainly, all this activity would have been a major imposition on the 

Aboriginal use of the coast, particularly nearby shell beds, and was another potential area of 

conflict.  

There must once have been large expanses of barilla on the island for, in 1823, “A 

manufactory of soap, and also of salt, has recently been established on Bruné Island [at the 

eponymous Roberts Point], upon a scale of sufficient magnitude to supersede a reliance on 

importation for the supply of those indispensable articles of domestic use” by R.A. Roberts.86 

Harvesting barilla was not sustainable and Roberts soon had to relocate his works to Hobart 

and source his raw material from the Bass Strait. But he may also have been influenced by the 

attitude of the local Aborigines: 

 
81 Commonwealth of Australia (1921(III): 255, 257, 639-640); Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land 

Advertiser 9 March 1822: Supplement. 
82 Hans Wapstra (personal communication 2012). 
83 Whinray (1981).  
84 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 9 March 1822: Supplement. 
85 Calder (1875: 108). 
86 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 9 January 1824: 2a.  
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Intelligence has just now reached us that a party of about thirty natives have 

attacked the house of Mr Roberts at Brune Island, where, although some of 

them had been previously entertained, they returned with increased numbers 

and stole every knife, fork, hatchet or other iron implement they could lay 

their hands on.87 

The Bruny Islanders continued to resist the Europeans. In April 1825, they arrived en 

masse at the Birchs Bay Sawing Establishment and demanded and took a boat to cross the 

Channel.88 Later that year they raided Kelly’s farm: 

A few days since, a large body of the aborigines, led by a one-armed woman 

named “Nelson,” well known here, attacked Capt. KELLY’s farm, at Bruné 

Island, and plundered the house of every thing portable, amongst other things 

a valuable fowling-piece. — They had shortly before speared three of Capt. 

K.’s cows.89  

European appropriation of Aboriginal resources was accelerating. There is indirect 

evidence that by 1825 animal skinners (most likely wallaby and possum) had been operating 

across the island. The Aboriginal man Tegg (or Teague), who had assisted in the capture of the 

renegade Mosquito, had been promised a boat as a reward and “he intended to have traded from 

Brune Island with skins.”90 Unfortunately, the Government reneged on this promise and lost a 

golden opportunity for “he in all probability would after a while have succeeded, in rendering 

 
87 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Dieman’s Land Advertiser 4 February 1825: 2c. Though a follow-up item 

contradicts this for: “We are desired to state that there was no truth in the account which was last week inserted 

respecting a party of natives having attacked the home of Mr Roberts, on Bruny Island (Hobart Town Gazette and 

Van Dieman’s Land Advertiser 11 February 1825: 2d). Roberts seems to have had an ambivalent relationship with 

the Bruny Islanders. He was interested in them enough to be the first to collect a vocabulary (The Hobart Town 

Courier 3 May 1828:4c.) and was trusted by them to accompany them to Hobart to meet with officials (The Hobart 

Town Courier 3 May 1828: 3b; TAHO CSO1/1/170/4072: 57-58) – yet there is evidence that his house was 

vandalised by the Aborigines (TAHO CSO1/1/170/4072: 69-70).  
88 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 8 April 1825: 3c; 15 April 1825: 2c. 
89 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 25 August 1825: 3d.  
90 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 8 April 1825: 3a. 
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gentle one of the most notoriously savage tribes in all Van Diemen’s Land.”91 Ship and 

boatbuilding had commenced on the island around this time, with the first recorded, the brig 

Apollo, being launched from the eponymous Apollo Bay in 1826.92 The industry would have 

created a semi-permanent establishment, with associated forest-clearing and timber camps, 

impacting further on the Aborigines’ habitat and lifestyle. Whaling too had been continuing 

over the past generation. Oceanic whalers continued to call in at Adventure Bay to load oil that 

had most likely been processed on-shore.93 This activity preceded the formal establishment in 

1825/26 of shore stations in Adventure Bay by bay whalers.94 The relationship between whalers 

and Aborigines (discussed further in Chapter Nine) had been ongoing for two decades.  

About this time a fascinating and comparatively lengthy vignette describing the 

Aborigines of Bruny Island appeared in a newspaper account.95 The local group had met an 

expedition led by the surveyor Thomas Scott and the explorer James Hobbs96 who were 

examining the shorelines of the Channel for coal as well as searching for an alternative site for 

a sawing establishment as the Birchs Bay locale was becoming difficult to work efficiently.97 

Scott and Hobbs reported that “While the tent was pitched at the head of Isthmus Bay, 5 men 

came down, but without their women or children.”98 The explorers noted that the remnant 

population “… does not appear to be more than 20 black natives on the whole island”.99 They 

now avoided the northern part of the island heavily populated by Europeans for “Their fires are 

generally seen on the hills to the south, opposite Satellite Island. Occasionally however, they 

 
91 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 8 April 1825: 3a. This news item suggests that as late 

as 1825 the Bruny Islanders were perceived by the settlers as a “most notoriously savage” tribe, yet the available 

evidence does not bear this out.   
92 The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser 4 November 1826: 3c, though Thomas Harper in a 

memorial to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur stated he had been a boatbuilder on the island since 1825 (TAHO 

CSO1/1/321/7578: 26-29).  
93 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 5 May 1821: 2a; 31 August 1822: 2a. 
94 Evans (1993); Kostoglou (1995); Lawrence (2006); Nash (2003).  
95 The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a-b. and 28 October 1826:4a-b. 
96 Crawford (1967); Pretyman (1966), Scott (1820-1830: Frames 11-14).  
97 Scott (1820-1830).  
98 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
99 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
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make excursions to the north.”100 By 1826, symbiotic labour relationships appear to have 

developed between Aboriginal group and parties of friendly Europeans.  

The black natives frequently accompanied the expedition and always with the 

most friendly and obliging intentions. They assisted to carry the loads of the 

party, hunted, and brought them Kangaroo, and the women were always ready 

to fish from the boats.101  

In exchange, they expected food for “They are remarkably fond of bread, and frequently 

asked the party for it.”102 This meeting took place in Simpsons Bay in October 1826, a month 

after the whaling season had ended in nearby in Adventure Bay. It may have been common for 

this type of transaction (bread for native food) to have occurred between whalers and 

Aborigines.  

The Aborigines’ physique drew the Europeans’ praise: “They are a stately race of 

men”103; “They appear to be of a more noble stature than those who visit Hobart Town and are 

free from all cutaneous eruption”.104;“Their countenances were placid, generally with a smile, 

and their manners were friendly. They were in general 5 feet 6, or 5 feet 8 in height.”105 The 

women’s swimming capabilities particularly gained the explorer’s praise and 

… are indeed worthy of great admiration, and are a remarkable instance of 

the almost unlimited extent to which the human powers can be carried, 

particularly in the female sex. They directed Mr Scott to moor his boat over 

a bank of sea-weed, where the water was about five or six fathoms deep, and 

plunging over the side, uttering an ejaculation peculiar to themselves, they 

dived to the bottom, and after remaining from five to fifteen minutes, 

 
100 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
101 The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a. 
102 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
103 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
104 The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a. 
105 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
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ascended loaded with Oysters, or Craw-fish, and this they did so repeatedly 

as soon to fill the boat.106  

The men’s capacity with the spear also drew praise: “They had spears with them, with 

which Mr SCOTT asked them to aim at a tree. After many trials, it appeared that within a 

distance of 30 yards they never fail to strike their objects, but beyond that success is 

uncertain.”107 As late as 1826 the Aborigines were still wary of the invaders’ guns: “In 

approaching strangers they hold both hands above the head, to shew that they carry no offensive 

weapons, and if this signal of peace is answered they approach with confidence.”108 The Bruny 

Islanders had by  now successfully incorporated dogs into their food procurement strategies: 

“They have with them a number of little dogs, very expert at hunting the small species of 

kangaroo, with which the island abounds. This accounts for the owners being stout and 

healthy.”109 They had not yet assimilated European clothing for “Their only covering was a skin 

over their shoulders …”110 Nevertheless, fifty years after Cook’s visit, they still valued the gifts 

they had received for “ … suspended to the neck a few trinkets, buttons, and other things which 

they had obtained from the navigators who had at former periods visited these coasts.”111  

Despite this friendly meeting, there was a growing distrust between the two races. Two 

months later, two men, William Cox and Andrew Swanson stationed on Partridge Island, 

returned from fetching water and found their gunpowder, firearms, sugar, flour and biscuits 

stolen and the floor of the hut littered with their belongings. Suddenly: 

… about fourteen men natives rose from the ground and followed us down to 

the beach throwing spears at us all the way down … Bruni Jack he was on the 

side of a bank about twelve yards from the hut. He had about six spears in his 

 
106 The Hobart Town Gazette 21 October 1826: 2a. 
107 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
108 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
109 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
110 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
111 The Hobart Town Gazette 28 October 1826: 4a. 
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hand. He was quite naked. When I first saw the natives they were running 

toward us as fast as they could with the spears in their hands uplifted in the 

attitude of throwing them. I immediately cut the boat’s painter … and we 

launched her. I jump’d into her. Swanson waded into the water up to his neck 

pulling and pushing the boat — all the time the natives were throwing spears 

at me and Swanson … At least sixteen spears were thrown at us. One of the 

spears passed between my legs and stuck in the boat — Another spear passed 

thro’ the left sleeve of this frock grazed my arm it made these holes in my 

sleeve … I saw a spear thrown by the tall man Bruni Jack strike Andrew 

Swanson on the hand and take a piece of his finger out.112 

Given the accuracy that Scott had found in their spear throwing, the Aborigines 

‘missing’ with sixteen spears suggests, on this occasion, their reluctance to kill in retaliation for 

the ills the invasion had brought to them – perhaps for fear of reprisals. Instead, resistance took 

other forms. Peter Munro, Superintendent of Sawyers at Birchs Bay, informed the Government 

that a large fire had destroyed infrastructure and a considerable quantity of sawn timber there, 

adding: “I suspect that the natives to have caused the Fire, one of their Dogs having been seen 

about the same time, which leaves no doubt of their being in the neighbourhood.”113This turned 

into a devastating fire of similar magnitude to the 1967 fire for it seems to have jumped the 

Channel, the French explorer Dumont D’Urville recording as he sailed past it a week later: 

On every side, and notably on Bruny Island, huge fires are burning out the 

dried grass and scrub. As the natives have entirely moved out of this area, we 

 
112 TAHO CSO1/1/316/7578: 815-827. The fourteen men noted are an increase over the five men seen by Scott 

and Hobbes, suggesting that the Bruny Island population had been reinforced in the interim – perhaps by members 

of the ‘Wild Mob’ — the Port Davey people.  
113 Peter Munro to Government Civil Engineers John Lee Archer 12 December 1827 (TAHO CSO1/1/17/291: 

42). The appearance of one dog to suggest an Aboriginal cause for the fire may be moot, though the local 

inhabitants were believed to use fire as a weapon. Péron and Leschenault thought earlier fires they experienced 

were to scare off the French (Plomley 1983: 29, 133, 203; Thomas 1991: 59). If that was the case at Birchs Bay 

they almost succeeded for Munro’s report continues, “… it may be the most convenient opportunity for removing 

the Establishment to the other side of the River”.   
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can only attribute this blaze to the colonists who use this means of clearing 

the land they intend to put under cultivation. The thick smoke resulting from 

them has prevented us from getting a clear idea of all the twists and turns of 

the d’Entrecasteaux Channel …114 

Whoever lit the fires, the devastation of the Aborigines’ habitat was great: this was a 

large-scale hot fire, destroying the environment, the harbinger of a new regime contrasting 

starkly with the cool mosaic burns of the fire-stick farmers typical of the preceding millennia.  

The final resistance to the invaders came in late summer, 1828, with the last annual visit 

of the Islanders’ more aggressive allies:  

Last week, a party of between 30 and 40 came across to Mr Kelly’s farm at 

Bruné island and carried off some of the utensils belonging to a stock-keepers 

hut, the inmates having fled in case of danger. They belonged to the tribe 

called the Port Davey mob.115 

That summer, too, ‘Black’ John Baker, a sealer and man of colour, kidnapped three 

Aboriginal women, Make.ker.lede.de (Kit), and two of Truganini’s sisters, Low.he.nun.ne and 

Mur.rer.ning.he, from Bruny Island.116 This must have been the final straw. Shortly after, a 

party of Bruny Islanders arrived in Hobart.117 The subsequent actions of the colonial 

Government suggest this delegation had been sent to sue for peace. 

 

 
114 D’Urville (1987(1): 166 for 17 December 1827); also (Duyker 2014: 240). D’Urville was incorrect in stating 

that the Aborigines had abandoned the island at this time. 
115 The Hobart Town Courier 1 March 1828: 4b 
116 Plomley (2008:91, 122 n 50, 281). 
117 The Hobart Town Courier 3 May 1828:3b. 
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PART II: PREFACE 

 

The first murders of Tasmanians in 1772 by Dufresne’s expedition (Chapter Six) initiated a 

reprise in European-Aboriginal relationships over the following decades: European beliefs that 

the land and its resources and sometimes its people were free for appropriation; initial 

rapprochement by the Aborigines at first meetings, followed by miscomprehension resulting 

in protest; a disproportional response by musket-armed Europeans killing and maiming 

Tasmanians; resulting finally in the destruction of their society. These accounts have often been 

described. The counternarrative, the humanitarian response of Europeans appalled by this 

apparently inevitable trajectory has yet to be fully analysed. The remainder of this thesis 

examines the humanitarian response of the colonial government on Bruny Island. 

In late 1824, the year which opened the Black War with the killing or wounding of ten 

settlers1 and an unknown number of Aborigines, a large party of Tasmanians walked into 

Hobart. One keen observer, a London builder recently arrived in the colony, George Augustus 

Robinson, scrawled a hurried pencil note on a scrap of paper. 

3 November 1824 

at ½ 3 P.M. 64 Black natives came into town; They were quite naked. under 

the protection of Government. Went to see them at 8 pm. They were placed 

in the Market House. they were formed into 3 Circles with a fire in the middle 

of each. on one side of Each Circle Elevated about 3 feet above the rest sat a 

Person whom I supposed were the Chief. one out of the 3 of these Chiefs 

could speak Broken English. They were all committed to the care of Mr 

 
1 Plomley (1992: Table 5). 
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Mansfield the Wesleyan missionary one of them had a white feather stuck in 

his ear.2 

Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, himself a new arrival, “advanced to meet and welcome them”,3 

and later fed, sheltered and protected the party. Elements of the Hobart citizenry met in St. 

David’s Chapel and formed an “Institution for the Civilization and Instruction of the 

Aborigines of the Island”4 which “proposed to institute a school for the education of the 

natives’ children and to grant 2000 acres of land to be cultivated by the adults if they can be 

brought to any sense of the benefits of a settled life”.5 

Bureaucratic torpidity rapidly conquered this flurry of citizen do-goodism. Mansfield 

was unable to initiate an Aboriginal mission, the citizen’s Institution was never heard of again, 

the school was never set up, and the 2000 acres never granted. One cannot but regret what 

might have been. Aboriginal attacks increased with 12 Europeans killed or wounded in 1825, 

30 in 1826, 52 in 1827 and 71 in 1828.6 In late 1828, Arthur was forced to proclaim Martial 

Law to remove Aborigines from the settled districts.7 However, one region excluded from this 

proclamation was “All the country extending southward of Mount Wellington to the Ocean, 

including Bruné Island”.8 Arthur had been encouraged by the visit of the Bruny Islanders to 

Hobart earlier that year to set up a rationing station on the island.9 The newspapers had been 

enthusiastic at a possible rapprochement: 

We rejoice to learn, that a sort of depot, or place of refuge, is forming for 

them on Brune island, under the sanction of Government, where those of who 

 
2 Robinson (1818-1844: Frames 0211-0213). 
3 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 5 November 1824: 1a. 
4 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 19 November 1824: 1d.   
5 Shelton (1993: 61). 
6 Plomley (1992: Table 5). 
7 Arthur to Murray 4 November 1828 in Arthur (1831: 9). 
8 Arthur to Murray 4 November 1828 in Arthur (1831: 12). 
9 The Hobart Town Courier 3 May 1828: 3b; TAHO CSO1/1/316/7578: 140. 
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are inclined will be supplied with food and most probably be inured to useful 

labour.  Everything depends on the persons with whom they first associate 

who must treat them with kindness, attention and even respect, if they would 

conciliate [my emphasis]; and by such means, if properly followed up, we 

doubt not that their present hostile feelings may be gradually obliterated. 10 

On the same day that Arthur issued his Proclamation an unusual story of confrontation 

between settlers and Aborigines appeared in the The Hobart Town Courier:  

Among them we are informed was a white man, with his face blackened, clad 

in a striped cotton shirt. For the credit of humanity we hope this report is not 

correct, but we confess we have long suspected such a circumstance … in the 

midst of the present alarm the occurrence, horrible as it is gives birth to one 

ray of hope. For if a character of the forbidding and unconciliatory manners 

which this man must possess, has succeeded in intermixing himself with these 

savages, how much more easy would it be for a person [embued] with the zeal 

and forbearance that distinguish many of the noble characters who at this day 

devote themselves to the Missionary cause.11 

Was this article the seed that led George Augustus Robinson to dedicate himself to the task? 

 

 
10 The Hobart Town Courier 3 May 1828: 3b. 
11 The Hobart Town Courier 1 November 1828: 2c 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

GEORGE AUGUSTUS ROBINSON: THE EARLY YEARS 

7.1. Introduction 

… I resolved to live as the nt [native] did and told them so — they tried to 

persuade me from it, but when they saw I was serious, they seemed pleased 

… 

… & wed sit down under their bark covering or a few boughs & relate 

some hunting story or other adventure & as night wore away lay down & rest 

— 

I employd my time mostly in conversatn & writing up my Journal & 

adding to my vocabulary & when wearied, lay down on my bed of fern wrapd in 

my blanket & rest from my Labor 

… I had then, physical strength and energy — It was my first 

experiences, however in savage life — but I tried to get inured to it and to 

become familiar with privations & bush travelling1  

 

These are George Augustus Robinson’s words when, as an old man, he recounted the 

memories of his earliest adventures amongst the Tasmanian Aborigines. The representative 

that Lieutenant-Governor Arthur selected to befriend and intercede with these hunter-gatherers 

was a unique individual who achieved astonishing feats. Robinson was born of a lower-middle 

class family in a London terrace house. He parleyed an early career as a builder and brickmaker 

into remunerative colonial service in Australia. Returning to Europe, he undertook the Grand 

Tour and eventually retired to live a respectable life as a self-styled “land and fund holder”2 in 

 
1 These are from notes Robinson made in retirement for an unpublished autobiography. Robinson (1837-1865: 

Frames 0092, 0095, 1095).  
2 His description of himself in the 1861 Census (Public Record Office 1861: RG9/1689: 12(17)). 
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the fashionable spa city of Bath. Here he became a member of the British Association for the 

Advancement of Science and corresponded widely with intellectuals regarding his observations 

of Australian Aboriginal life. Those observations, written down in lists, letters, notes and 

journals, are contained in c. 30,000 pages comprising his 70 volumes of papers. They form one 

of the finest nineteenth-century ethnohistorical records in existence. Through those records, 

Robinson illustrated the Georgians’ mind on the frontier. Understanding that man is the 

purpose of this chapter and the next; the two chapters offering a counterpoint to the preceding 

descriptions of the lifeways of the Bruny Islanders. 

An overall view of Robinson’s early life trajectory from childhood, his career as a 

builder and brick maker to his appointment as the Superintendent of the Aboriginal 

Establishment on Bruny Island is fundamental to an understanding of his particular motivations 

and mind set when first meeting Tasmanians in 1829. Robinson has yet to be subject to a 

comprehensive and analytical biography. Short introductory summaries of his early life are 

contained in Brian Plomley’s monumental edition of Robinson’s Tasmanian travels carried out 

during his quest to meet with Aborigines,3 as well as in Plomley’s superficial editing of 

Robinson’s immigrant journal.4 Robinson’s sole full-length biographer, Vivian Rae-Ellis,5 

produced an unsympathetic assessment of Robinson and his motives which received mixed 

reviews by scholars.6 More nuanced and sympathetic views have recently been written of his 

early life in Britain7 and Hobart8 by Jacqueline D’Arcy and on Flinders Island by Grant Finlay9 

but these, along with the earlier biographies, suffer from several fundamental 

misunderstandings of Robinson’s religious leanings.  

 
 
3 Plomley (1966: 11-14).  
4 Plomley (1973: 4-7).  
5 Rae-Ellis (1988). 
6 Ryan (1988) is critical; Broome (1988); Windschuttle (2002: 199-201) are supportive.  
7 D’Arcy (2010, 2014). 
8 D’Arcy (2014). 
9 Finlay (2015) 
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Religion was at the core of Robinson motives, beliefs, and understanding of his 

surrounds and his fellow humans. Historians have long been confused or dismissive about 

Robinson’s religion. Plomley noted in passing Robinson had some “interest in religion, perhaps 

in its proselytising and missionary aspects”.10 Plomley was not the most astute commentator 

on such matters, elsewhere dismissing Robinson’s religious thoughts and writings as 

“vapourings”.11 Reynolds in an article entitled “George Augustus Robinson in Van Diemen’s 

Land: Race, Status and Religion” was only able to offer that Robinson held to an “evangelical 

Christianity”.12 Robert Penner claims variously he was a Methodist13 and a Wesleyan.14 Rae-

Ellis believed him a confirmed Anglican, probably based on an 1848 passage in his journal 

describing the Bishop of Melbourne, Charles Perry’s, visit to comfort his dying wife,15 together 

with Robinson later taking the sacrament (his confirmation) from Perry — ignoring the 

complexity of Robinson’s relationships with the various modalities of Protestant thought that 

occurred through different stages of his life.16 D’Arcy, in turn, appears to suggest that Robinson 

had strong links to the Anglican church by citing Robinson’s friendship with Thomas 

Northover, Secretary to the Church Missionary Society (CMS),17 the Anglican Church’s 

missionary arm, Robinson’s marriage in an Anglican church presided by the Reverend Samuel 

Crowther, another member of the CMS,18 as well as receiving from another CMS man a 

reference in support of his application for the position of superintendent of the Aboriginal 

 
10 Plomley (1973: 6).  
11 Plomley (2008: 54).  
12 Reynolds (2008: 167). 
13 Penner (2012: 232). 
14 Penner (2012: 197 n. 12).  
15 Rae-Ellis (1988: 7, 269 n.24) refers here to Robinson’s journal for 10 August 1848 (Clark 2014: 780, Robinson 

1848-1849: Frames 632-637) as evidence for Robinson’s Anglicanism. However, it may have been that it was 

Perry’s evangelicalism and interest in missionary works (Robin 1974) that was attractive to Robinson. Certainly, 

Robinson later continued to attend services of other Christian denominations (Clark 2014:810, 811) 
16 Robinson’s journal 5 November 1848 (Clark 2014:780; Robinson 1848-1849: Frame 674). 
17 D’Arcy (2010, 2014: 34ff.). 
18 D’Arcy (2014: 27). Though D’Arcy also recognises in a footnote Robinson’s links to the Independent 

Congregationalist church through the baptism of his eldest sons. 
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Establishment.19 Simple associations such as these are not strong supportive evidence for 

Robinson’s belief system. Finlay offers the latest and most considered opinion of Robinson’s 

religious inclinations and concludes firmly that Robinson was an Anglican, supported in his 

view by Robinson’s baptism in the parish church of St Bride’s, his first marriage taking place 

in an Anglican church and the later baptism of his Tasmanian-born children in the Established 

Church.20 Finlay, however, as I will show later, has misunderstood the duality operating within 

the administration of English parishes at this time; namely, their ecclesiastical function and 

their civil function and the complex interrelationships between the two. Thus, the stories that 

have been woven around Robinson have been varied and often poorly substantiated. 

Consequently, this and the following chapter, in stepping methodically through the evidence, 

are detailed and unfortunately by necessity somewhat dense. 

The remainder of this and the next chapter, therefore, offer a reconstruction of 

Robinson’s background by the interweaving of five themes. First, an understanding of his 

family background gained through genealogical research. Second, a reconstruction of his 

milieu — the parish of birth and his London childhood experience as well as his later places of 

residence. Third, identifying his religion and beliefs system up to the end of the period of the 

Bruny Island Establishment in 1830. Particularly important are the influences on Robinson 

from his likely local missionising activities in and around London. These contrast with the links 

to international missionary activities that have been ascribed to him at length by D’Arcy. 

Fourth, touching upon his career as a builder around Middlesex (London), Kent, Suffolk, 

Surrey and Scotland and the skills he gained through following the building/brickmaking trade 

in the early nineteenth century. And finally, reconstructing his library (or readings) particularly 

up to 1830 — in order to understand his internal dialogue and the trajectory of his interests. 

 
19D’Arcy (2014: 196). 
20 Finlay (2015: 34-35). 
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While I do not intend these chapters to conform to a structured riposte to his earlier biographers, 

I note where my opinions differ from theirs. 

 

7.2 English parish administration 

The greater part of the evidence presently known for the Robinson family in London is 

contained in ecclesiastical records. However, to interpret these effectively with respect to the 

Robinsons, it is necessary to digress here and touch upon English parish administration21 and 

particularly its effect on Nonconformists at this time. A lack of appreciation of its subtleties 

has misled Robinson’s biographers, most latterly D’Arcy22 and Finlay,23 as well as others, in 

thinking that Robinson held allegiance to the Established Church.  

The English parish was both an ecclesiastical administrative and a civil administrative 

unit.24 The former, through the incumbent, ministered to the parishioners’ souls, the latter, 

through a number of overseers, constables, wards and wardens, ministered to their secular 

needs. The parish at this time was responsible for the collection of taxes and rates and the 

distribution of those monies to support the incumbent and maintain the church fabric, besides 

maintaining roads, hedges and common land. Most importantly the greatest expenditure went 

on supporting the parish poor.  

The welfare of the poor in England at this time was not centralised but the responsibility 

of each parish. Parishes were mini-welfare states. This responsibility first had its basis in the 

1388 Statute of Cambridge25 which required each hundred (a collection of parishes) to relieve 

its poor. The statute also attempted to limit vagrancy by limiting the movement of labourers 

between parishes. The Statute’s welfare provisions were refined by the Elizabethan legislation 

 
21 For a detailed treatment see Tate (1969). 
22 D’Arcy (2014). 
23 Finlay (2015). 
24 Tate (1969), Herber (1997: Chapter 7). 
25 12 Rich. II c.7. 
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An Acte for the Reliefe of the Poore ,26 commonly called The Old Poor Law, which allowed for 

the collection of poor rates from property owning parishioners by elected overseers.  

Parishioners, understandably, were careful to protect the disbursement of poor relief to 

only the deserving poor belonging to their parish. This was assisted in 1662 by An Act for the 

Better Relief of the Poor of this Kingdom27 (known as the Settlement Act) which allowed 

parishes to remove people from the parish that could not prove ‘settlement’. ‘Settlement’ was 

embodied in customary law and limited to those born in or who had married into, usually the 

husband’s, parish. The only way to prove birth or marriage, and thus the right to access welfare, 

was an entry in the parish register kept by the church incumbent. Thus an individual’s parish 

register entries served two purposes: i) from an ecclesiastical perspective it showed the person 

had been baptized into and married under the aegis of the Anglican Church, and ii) from a 

welfare perspective it proved ‘settlement’ and that the person had the right of access to parish 

relief.28 Thus there was every inducement for a family, even Nonconformists, to ensure that 

their children were formally baptised into the Church of England and for that to be recorded in 

the parish registers. 

It does not necessarily follow, therefore, that individuals cited in parish registers were 

followers of the Established Church. Indeed, dissenters were doubly prejudiced against. First, 

they had to pay lip service to the rites of the Established Church to be able provide their 

children, if it became necessary in the future, with a capacity to prove their claim to parish 

relief. Additionally, if they wished their marriage to be considered valid under law, a necessary 

prerequisite for any property disbursement at death, they were also required under the Marriage 

 
26 43 Eliz. I c.2. 
27 13 & 14 Car. II c.12. 
28 There were three other less common ways of entitlement to settlement: living in the parish for a year and a day, 

holding property worth ₤10 a year rental, or being apprenticed to a master residing in the parish. These typically 

were proven by an individual either recruiting witnesses or proffering documentary evidence that, except for 

church taxes on householders recorded in tithe rate books, was rarely included in the parish chest. 
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Act 1753,29 commonly known as Hardwicke’s Marriage Act, to be married by Anglican clergy. 

Dissenters were prevented by the Act of Uniformity 166230 in performing legally recognized 

marriages. 

This pressure to conform to the requirements of the Anglican church was not extended 

to the dissenter dead from which taxes could not be collected and to whom welfare need not be 

distributed and whose souls were not deemed the responsibility of the Established Church. 

Dissenters were free to bury their dead in unconsecrated ground following their own rites. 

These burial grounds were some distance away from Anglican churches. This discrimination 

arose from other restrictions that had been placed on dissenters stemming from their actions 

against the Established Church during the Civil War. First, the Conventicle Act of 166431 

limited conventicles (unauthorized meetings of worship) to less than six persons. Second, the 

Five Mile Act 1665 (An Act for restraining Nonconformists from inhabiting in Corporations)32 

prevented Nonconformist ministers from approaching within five miles of their former livings 

or incorporated towns. While these acts were repealed in 1689, the dissenters’ burial grounds 

had already become established. The dissenting dead were therefore rarely buried in the parish 

cemetery, and even when, for convenience sake, permission of a sympathetic incumbent was 

gained, they were interred in remote parts of the parish cemetery, at night, and rarely appear in 

the burial registry. Most dissenters were buried in dissenters’ burial grounds, the burial being 

recorded in a register kept by the local Nonconformist preacher. Unfortunately for future 

researchers, many pre-nineteenth-century Nonconformist preachers were itinerant, particularly 

in rural areas, travelling on a circuit to serve their dispersed flock, carrying with them their 

register in pack or saddlebag and retaining them (and often misplacing them) at the end of their 

life of ministering.  

 
29 26 Geo. II c. 33. 
30 14 Car. II c. 4. 
31 16 Car. II c. 4. 
32 17 Car. II c. 2. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_II_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_II_of_England
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7.4. Robinson’s Family Background 

To understand George Augustus Robinson, and particularly the cultural baggage he carried, it 

is necessary first to attempt a reconstruction of his parental background from the meagre 

records available. In 1857, while visiting Boston, Lincolnshire, as part of his search for an 

English residence to retire to, Robinson wrote a card posted to his young second wife Rose. 

Robinson noted on the card: “Boston where my father was born”.33 He then continued with a 

lyrical description of the town of Boston albeit one substantially plagiarised from a railway 

guide.34 

George’s father is most likely the William Robinson baptised in St Botolph’s Church 

in Boston on 28 April 1737 to parents William and Frances.35 ‘Robinson’ is a common family 

name in England found concentrated from Lincolnshire, north through the Midlands, to 

Cumberland in the Northwest.36 ‘William’ was the most popular forename in late eighteenth-

century name-stock.37 It is this commonness of forename and surname that may have 

constrained historians in attempting to trace the family background.38 William was later 

variously described as a “Bricklayer and builder”39 and possibly followed a long family 

tradition.40 Boston had started importing bricks from Holland in the twelfth century, mainly as 

 
33 Robinson (1846-1924: Frame 542-544).  
34 Elements of Robinson’s description of Boston are copied from Bradshaw’s Railway Handbook (Bradshaw 

2012). 
35 Church of England (1557-1983).  
36 Based on 1881 census data (“Robinson” n.d. a). In 1853 ‘Robinson’ was the 11th most common name comprising 

0.36% of the population (“Comparative table of 300 leading surnames” n.d. b.). b).  
37 Based on a sample of 664 baptisms from Buckinghamshire, a county to the south of Lincolnshire, William 

accounts for 20% of late-eighteenth-century male fore names (Hatch n.d.). 
38 For William Robinson’s birthplace in Boston, D’Arcy (2014: 18 n. 15) simply quotes Rae-Ellis (1988: 4 n.6.) 

who relies on Robinson’s memory of his father. Rae-Ellis appears not to have examined the parish records. 
39 Robinson to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, 29 July 1824 TAHO CSO1/1/86/1939:202. 
40 Rae-Ellis (1988: 4 note) suggests a William Thomas Robinson of Boston may have been a forebear, citing 

apprenticeship papers issued in 1726 which, therefore, suggests a birthdate c. 1712. However, a search of ten years 

either side of this date found no William Thomas Robinson born in Boston. Nor has it been possible to trace 

beyond George Augustus Robinson’s grandparents. There is a confusion of ‘William’s’ and ‘Frances’s’ in the 

parish records as well as evidence for considerable mobility from outlying parishes into Boston at this time. The 

transcription of English parish records into searchable electronic form is awaited before further progress can be 

made. 
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ships’ ballast,41 but soon became a major centre itself for the manufacture and use of brick as 

the Boston Guildhall, and the nearby Great Towers of Hussey, Rochford and Tattershall Castle 

testify.42 This was a time when builders commonly made their own bricks on site and the local 

alluvium in the shallow valleys around Boston provided a ready source of material.43 During 

the typical seven-year apprenticeship, William Robinson would have become steeped in the 

crafts of brickmaking, bricklaying, and building. His learning experience would have 

culminated in the creation of ‘gauged work’ — the ornamental finish to facades through the 

use of different shaped and coloured bricks.44 There is evidence that the ‘mysteries’ of these 

crafts were later passed on to William’s son George Augustus.  

Strangers would have been commonplace to William. Boston was an important port 

and market town and had a long tradition of openness to the outside world and the welcoming 

of foreigners. It was the centre of the wool trade to Europe in the fourteenth century and later 

hosted the Hanseatic traders who set up a base there, the Dutch drainers who were shipped over 

to drain the nearby Fens, and the Scottish and North English herders who walked their stock 

down the ‘droves’ to fatten on the partly drained Fenlands to the south before driving onwards 

to Smithfield Market in London.45 

William grew up in Lincolnshire, a county famous for dissent which may have 

predisposed his later strong Nonconformist views. Henry VIII’s greatest ever internal threat 

was the Lincolnshire Rising when, in 1536, 20,000 marched on Lincoln46 to protest the 

confiscation of the richest concentration of monastic lands in Britain, many of which lay along 

the River Witham leading to Boston. The county became a hot bed for recusants and other 

dissenters (Nonconformists). In 1607 it was from Boston that Calvinistic separatists later 

 
41 “Boston Guildhall: What’s in a brick?” (n.d.).  
42 “Building with bricks” (n.d.); “Boston Guildhall: Pilgrim Fathers”. (n.d.); Pevsner and Harris (1989: 153 ff.). 
43 Miller and Robinson (1989).  
44 Lloyd (1983); Lynch (2007).  
45 Stephens (2016); Thompson (1856); Secretary to the Board (1799; Chapter 12).  
46 Hoyle (2001: Chapters 4 & 5). 
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named the ‘Pilgrim Fathers’ made their first attempt to live in religious freedom by sailing to 

Holland. They were prohibited from sailing and incarcerated in the Guildhall in Boston.47 

Following the Civil War, the passing of the Act of Uniformity in 166248 initiated the ‘Great 

Ejection’, when Nonconformists were banned from practicing in the Established Church and 

instead itinerant preachers would circulate between outlying cottage and barns to minister to 

their congregation.49 It is perhaps no accident that the unofficial anthem of the county is the 

antiestablishment folk song The Lincolnshire Poacher.50 

Sometime around the 1760s, his apprenticeship over and now a journeyman, William 

left Boston and followed the drovers down the old Roman Icknield Way, now the Old North 

Road, into London. A fit young man on foot could have covered the 116 miles to London in 5 

to 6 days, travelling beside an ox-pulled cart carrying the tools of his trade: the hackbarrow, 

crowbar, sieves, shovel, pick, cuckold, mould and stock-board for brickmaking; the hod, 

trowels, callipers, and string of the bricklayer; and the brick axe and saws for creating the 

special gauged work that the upper classes required to embellish and define their residences.51 

However, there is a hint that William may have resided in a number of places over a number 

of years before arriving in the metropolis. Given the seasonal nature of the building trades it 

was usual for journeymen mechanics to ‘tramp’ from place to place in search of employment52 

and it may have been during this period, between leaving Boston and arriving in London, that 

William met and married his wife Susannah Perry,53 a woman who claimed to be from Yeovil, 

 
47 “History of the Pilgrim Fathers in Lincolnshire” (n.d.); Bunker (2011: 187); McGrath (2011); Thompson (1856). 
48 14 Car 2 c 4. 
49 Herber (1997: 206). 
50 Bell (1857: 216-217).  
51 Dobson (1850, 1877); Lloyd (1983: 389-397); Lynch (2007: Figures 79, 97); Woodforde (1976: 1, 54, 99). 
52 Prothero (1979:30).  
53 William did not marry Susannah in his hometown of Boston. (Church of England (1557-1983: Film 1542033 

Item 3)) nor in London (Nonconformist Registers (1694–1921a); Church of England (1538-1812a); Church of 

England (1754-1921)). One method for tracking William to London would be to follow the records of his marriage 

and subsequent births of his children across England. There are a number of possible candidates in counties 

between Boston and London, both in Church of England and Nonconformist records. However, until the 

transcripts of all parish records are complete, thereby allowing triangulation, this is an exercise in futility.  
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Somerset.54 His bride was much younger, born around 1754,55 and the marriage would most 

likely have occurred between her twenty-first birthday (1775) and the birth of a child in London 

in 1781. It may also have been William’s second marriage.56 

The high demand for bricklayers in the rapidly expanding capital was probably the 

reason why William Robinson decided to migrate.57 The need for William’s talents was 

amplified by a series of new laws promulgated in response to the 1666 Great Fire of London 

which became consolidated in the London Building Act 1774 (The Black Act).58 This ordinance 

prohibited exposed timberwork on buildings, and required fronts instead to be constructed of 

masonry, including brick.  

The couple’s first experience of London would have been the eerie view as they crested 

the low hills of Tottenham and saw, as Henry Hunter, a Scottish minister, later described “… 

 
54 Robinson (1846-1924: Frame 577). This information was contained in Robinson’s obituary published in the 

December 1866 of the Gentleman’s Magazine. There are some errors in this obituary (including Robinson’s age 

at death) so the information about his mother’s family name needs to be treated cautiously. It was not possible to 

confirm Susannah’s birth: the parish baptismal records and the bishop’s transcripts for Yeovil have not survived 

from that period. There is a concentration of Perry’s in the West Country (“Perry” n.d.) which offers some slender 

support to Robinson’s mother’s name and place of birth. 
55 See her age in the Burial Register discussed later. 
56 William would have been in his late thirties or early forties at marriage suggesting time for a possible earlier 

marriage. In a letter from his brother Henry to George on 11th January 1829, he mentions that “Martha was still 

living”. Plomley (2008: 11) asserts that this was a sister who died of cholera in 1832 but gives no reference in 

support of this. Elsewhere Plomley (1973:4) suggests that the cholera victim was another sister, Mary-Ann, 

registered as a Mary Robinson buried in Bunhill Fields. D’Arcy (2014: 21 n. 36) suggests Martha may be an aunt 

and reconstructs a link with a family living close by in London. As will be shown later, Plomley is wrong and 

both Plomley and D’Arcy use no corroborative evidence in support of their respective assertions. Consideration 

should be given to Martha being the daughter from an earlier marriage and thus a half-sister to the brothers. If so, 

evidence for this will become available following the country-wide transcription and digitization of parish 

registers presently underway. 

D’Arcy’s (2014: 18) alternative suggestion, that a couple married in St. Botolph’s Bishopgate on 28 

October 1787 (England, Select Marriages (1538-1973)) is William and Susannah, is not supportable. As D’Arcy 

notes that this particular William’s spouse was, in fact, named ‘Ann’ not ‘Susannah,’ an unlikely diminutive and 

one not subsequently used for Susannah in any other records featuring her. She further notes that this ‘Ann’ was 

unused to writing; her signature being shaky. In fact, Susannah appears to have been unable to write her name at 

all, signing the register at her second marriage (25 years after this entry) with a mark. D’Arcy goes on to note that 

this marriage was witnessed by Martin Robert Pyrke, a merchant tailor and former pupil of the prestigious 

Merchant Taylor’s School, and a man later described as a ‘Gent’. While she suggests that this provides an 

indication that the Robinson family “were higher in class than previously suspected” (2014: 18), it seems unlikely 

that Pyrke had much to do with them. Actually, Pyrke appears on many marriage records in this register (there is 

even an entry facing the one for this couple in the banns (London, England, Church of England Marriages and 

Banns (1754-1932)), a common phenomenon of churchwardens who were roped in to witness ceremonies when 

a couple did not have sufficient friends to do so (Herber 1997: 105). Pyrke was probably blithely unaware of these 

Robinsons and vice versa. 
57 Darby (1973). 
58 Lynch (2007: 194). 
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the face of the land … deformed by the multitude of claypits, whence are the dug brick-earth 

used in kilns which smoke all round London”. 59 “At night, a ‘ring of fire’ and pungent smoke 

encircled the City.”60 This was a blighted landscape. Contemporaries responded by chronicling 

the horrors of some of the earliest impacts wrought by the Industrial Revolution on England’s 

verdant countryside. Jonas Hanway, merchant traveller and philanthropist, wrote “displeasing 

both to sight and smell. The chain of brick-kilns that surrounds us, like the scars of smallpox, 

makes us lament the ravages of beauty and the diminution of infant aliment.”61 The poet and 

novelist Charles Jenner penned “Where’er around I cast my wand’ring eyes/ Long burning 

rows of fetid bricks arise”.62 For William Blake, poet, painter, printer and mystic, brickmakers 

and their glowing, smoking brick-kilns became a symbolic image: “The King of Light beheld 

her mourning among the Brick kilns, compell’d/ To Labour night & day among the fires … / 

To carry the heavy basket on our scorched shoulders, to sift / The sand & ashes, & to mix the 

clay with tears & repentance.”63  

It is no accident that William and Susannah first stopped in Islington, a district just 

north of the old City walls. This was both a suburb under development and the London centre 

of the brickmaking trade, both strong economic factors encouraging a builder and his family to 

put down roots. William first appears in the London records as a householder paying an annual 

land tax of £1 11s 6d, to the land owner, John, 2nd Viscount Bateman. The collection was 

completed on 14 June 1780, suggesting they had arrived at least by mid-1779. The tax was for 

property the family occupied as tenants on Holywell Street in the parish of St Leonard’s, 

Shoreditch.64 The assessed rental of £21 per annum on the home, was in the upper range for 

 
59 Hunter (1811(II): 2). 
60 Milne (1800:3).  
61 Hanway (1767) in George (2005).  
62 Jenner (1772).  
63 Blackstone (2015: 3 n. 2); Bronowski (2012).  
64 As a full year’s tax was paid, it suggests that the Robinsons had been living there since mid-1779. 
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the street, suggesting the Robinsons were amongst their neighbourhood’s better off residents.65 

Close by, at the end of the road, stood the recently built Holywell Mount Chapel, founded in 

1777,66 where later records show the family worshipped. In their Holywell Street home, 

William and Susannah67 experienced the birth of their first recorded child, Thomas, born in 

February 1781.68 Sadly, the child died five months later and was buried in the local church 

cemetery.69 The burial of their baby, in a Church of England cemetery, suggests however, that 

the couple may yet not have fully assimilated the Nonconformism for which the area was 

famous.  

In the following months the Robinsons left this address and appear to have purchased 

a property about ¼ mile (400 m) north in Hoxton Square. There William was recorded both as 

a “proprietor” (owner) and an “occupier” of a property with an assessed rental of £14, paying 

land tax of £1 3s 4d.70 While the diminished rent assessment suggests the house must have 

been smaller and meaner than the one they had left, it was situated in a much more refined 

neighbourhood. Hoxton Square is one of the oldest garden squares in London, having been laid 

out one hundred years earlier. By the time the Robinson’s arrived it was an established treed 

park still close to open fields to the west.71 It is tempting to suggest that the precipitating event 

for the couple’s move was to seek out a more salubrious environment after the death of their 

baby. Hoxton Square was also the epicentre of the London dissenters. The environs first hosted 

many of the Huguenot refugees, French Calvinists fleeing the persecutions of the 1680s. When 

 
65 London, England, Land Tax records (1692-1932: Vol 5687: 56). The thoroughfare was called variously a “lane” 

and a “road” in the tax records and a “lane” on Horwood’s map (Horwood 1985).  It should not be confused with 

Holywell Street just off The Strand in St Clement Danes. The digitisation of these tax records is not comprehensive 

and it may be that the family arrived in London earlier.  
66 Holywell Mount Chapel (Shoreditch: Independent) (1986: Endpaper). 
67 This is the earliest record so far found of Susannah 
68 “S(on). of William & Susanna Robinson of Holywell Street Born February ye 15th Baptised ye 18th Inst (March)” 

(Church of England 1538-1812b).  
69 “Buried 6th August Thomas Robinson from Holywell Street aged 5 months” (Church of England 1538-1812c).  
70 London, England, Land Tax records (1692-1932: Vol 5688: 48). 
71 Horwood (1985). 
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the Robinsons arrived, the square accommodated the Hoxton Academy, the premier dissenting 

academy of England.72 

 

7.5 Robinson’s childhood and childhood milieu  

In an 1824 petition to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur of Van Diemen’s Land from George 

Augustus Robinson in which he requested a land grant to set up a manufactory, Robinson 

provides some autobiographical information. He notes: “in early life I was initiated into the 

building department as Bricklayer and builder my father having practised in that Profession for 

more than twenty years in the parish of St Bride’s fleet St London”.73 As a “builder” William, 

and later his two sons, would likely have headed a small family business involved in the 

speculative construction of a few houses at a time. He would have led a small team of 

brickmakers, bricklayers, carpenters, plasterers, glaziers, smiths and painters in constructing 

houses perhaps of the “first sort”,74 the smallest houses permitted by the building ordinances, 

comprising a cellar (the excavation of which provided the raw material for the bricks), first and 

second storeys, and a garret under a gambrel roof. Such houses were separated by party walls 

and lined the streets in ‘terraces’. In addition, as a brickmaker, William would have managed 

a ‘stool’, a team of around six, who dug, wrought and fired the clay into bricks. As a London 

craftsman, men like William would have been “of considerable status — proud, conscientious, 

and expensive. He lived well and drank heartily. He was capable of writing a fairly good letter 

and could usually … make a plain ‘draught’ of a small building.”75 He and his family were 

members of the ‘middle sort’, prosperous and secure, respectable and self-respecting, 

independent and proud of their skills and the status those skills brought, and above all, 

 
72 Cockburn, King, and McDonnell (1969); Whitehouse (2011).  
73 Petition: George Augustus Robinson to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, 29 July 1824 TAHO 

CSO1/1/86/1939:202. 
74 Clarke (1992: Figure 2). 
75 Summerson (1978: 69).  
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considering themselves free from the need for charity that the poor so often had to rely on to 

survive.76  

Sometime in the 1780s William Robinson moved with his family about a mile from 

Islington, south-westwards to St Bride’s parish which lies just outside the old City walls and 

back from the northern bank of the River Thames. Given William’s burial in 1804 provides a 

terminus post quem for a possible presence in the parish, Robinson’s assertion to Arthur of 

“more than twenty years in the parish” suggests that the family arrived in St Bride’s around 

1784.77 Why William and his family moved to St Bride’s can only be conjectured. However, 

for a builder, the parish would have provided ready work repairing deteriorating building stock 

nearing the end of its life following the rebuild after the Great Fire. The parish was also 

centrally placed between the wharves where building material such as sand, lime and timber 

were unloaded78 and the frontiers of new build stretching in an arc from Islington in the 

northeast to Regents Park in the northwest, all less than two miles, a forty-minutes-walk, away. 

The first recorded appearance of the family in the area is on 23 April 1788 when a 

daughter, Sarah Ann Venables Robinson,79 was baptised in St. Andrews, Holborn, the parish 

adjacent to and north of St Bride’s. Pointedly the register notes that the child and her parents 

are “from St. Brides” thus avoiding any future claim of settlement for the child born in that 

neighbouring parish.80 Indeed, later in that year, William appears in the Tithe Rate Books kept 

in the St. Bride’s parish chest, indicating that the family were, in fact, tenant householders of a 

 
76 Prothero (1979: 26-27). 
77 It has not yet been possible to closely track the Robinson’s movements during this period. William disappears 

from Land Tax records from 1782 and does not reappear until 1788 in parish records. There is a plethora of 

‘William Robinsons’ in tax and parish records of that time but without supplementary information it is not possible 

to identify the correct individual.  
78 Horwood (1985). 
79 The Robinson’s were to employ binomials for their children, a growing fashion of the day. Using a trinomial 

was highly unusual. It is possible that this is a transcription error with the child being given another’s surname. 

The parish registers that we have access to today were often final clean copies written up some time after the event 

from rough notes kept by the incumbent (Herber 1997: 119). No burials and marriages for a Sarah Ann Venables 

Robinson could be found in England in either the Church of England or Nonconformists registers. There were 

many burials and marriages for Sarah Ann Robinsons. 
80 Church of England (1781-1792).  
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property in St Bride’s.81 It is possible that the family were present in the parish even earlier as 

lodgers and thus would not have appeared in these rate books. William and Susannah had at 

least four more children after Sarah: Henry Thomas born 30 May 1789, George Augustus born 

22 March 1791, Mary Ann born 27 May 1793 and Elizabeth born 28 June 1795. This was a 

fertile couple with five children successfully born and baptised in seven years. The gap of seven 

years between the first-born Thomas and the second child Sarah, with no children registered in 

between, points to a possible succession of still births. 

On Tuesday, 22 March 1791, George Augustus Robinson was born into a cool third 

day of spring with the noonday temperature hovering at “51° height of Fahrenheit’s 

Thermometer” kept at the establishment of “Mr W. Cary, Mathematical Instrument-Maker, 

opposite Arundel Street, Strand.”82 That month, the Bill of Mortality produced by the 

Worshipful Company of Parish Clerks recorded that 587 children under two years old had died 

in the City of London in the preceding three weeks. However, St Bridget (St Bride), the patron 

saint of babies, must have been shining down on him for Robinson was baptised three weeks 

later on 12 June 1791 in St Bride’s church. This, one of Wren’s designs, sported the largest 

spire in London after St. Pauls (Fig 7.1).  

Robinson was born at No 11, a small house on the northern side of Stonecutter Street, 

a narrow alley, five yards wide, 100 yards long, containing on either side terraces of small 

multistorey houses each with frontages of fifteen feet,83 so tightly packed that the street was 

left in constant shade. The immediate environs were beginning to run down. By the time the 

Robinsons were living there, a number of the houses on the street were becoming uninhabited 

ruins.84 

 
81 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000a).  
82 “For MARCH, 1791” (1791)  
83 Horwood (1985: 14Cb).  
84 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000a).  



217 

 

 

To better understand Robinson’s early environment, the archaeological field technique 

of site catchment analysis was applied to 11 Stonecutter Street. In the 1970s, analysis of 

subsistence agriculture had shown that the effective territory around a settlement is limited to 

a radius of about an hour’s walk — after which the economic returns decline significantly. The 

distance is the same even if horse transport is used.85 By walking the cardinal points emanating 

from the central site and mapping soils, vegetation and agricultural patterns, an understanding 

of the arable land, rough grazing, and forest pasture accessible to the settlement can be made. 

So too with the Robinsons, all that they required for their physical and intellectual sustenance 

 
85 Higgs and Vita-Finzi (1972). 

 

Figure 7.1. St Bride’s Parish Church where Robinson was baptised. The Robinsons lived two 

blocks behind the houses lining Fleet Street on the left. This print was drawn by John Donowell fl. 

1751-1786 and published in 1825. Robinson had a copy in his collection, perhaps to remind him 

of home (Yale Centre for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection. 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3639815). 
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was bound within that one-hour radius of their home. Undertaking a ‘desk-top’ catchment 

analysis centred on Robinson’s home helps in appreciating the built, natural and cultural 

environment in which Robinson grew up and participated.  

Despite its population of nearly a million, London was a confined city. “From St Paul’s 

Cathedral we should have been able to view London in its entirety, surrounded on every side 

by sylvan landscapes of meadows, orchards, deer parks, woods, heaths and rutted lanes.”86 The 

circular bounds of the Twopenny Post Delivery, shown in light red on a contemporary map 

(Fig. 7.2), actually defines an hour’s walk from St. Paul’s Cathedral, the centre of the City, and 

close to Robinson’s home. The circle thus handily circumscribes Robinson’s early world as a 

boy and teenager. Thus, as a child, it is likely that he was familiar with the whole of the city, 

north and south of the Thames. In 20 minutes, he could also easily reach the countryside from 

his Stonecutter Street home. After the family moved to Islington, when Robinson was eight, 

even more countryside became available to explore (the blue circle on the map). Close by are 

the ancient woodlands of Epping Forest bordered by the River Lea, which ends in a tidal estuary 

where it meets the Thames; the meandering river along its upper course bounded by marshland 

pasture. Here also are paddocks, market gardens, nurseries and orchards.  

But it was his parish that most defined and influenced Robinson’s early childhood. In 

Figure 7.3, St. Bride’s parish is delineated in blue. Like all inner-London parishes, it is tiny, 

only some 34 acres in extent, butting up against the Fleet River, by then a stinking sewer 

flowing below the western walls of the old city southwards into the Thames and covered over 

by Fleet Market. Over 7,500 people were crammed into the parish’s alleys, courts, stews and 

rookeries.87 The red cross at the centre of the circle is 11, Stonecutter Street where Robinson  

 
86 Prince (1973: 392).  
87 Page (1911).  
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was born and where he lived for the first 7 to 8 years of his life. For convenience, an area is 

chosen encompassing just a five-minute walk for a young boy sent on daily errands, here 

defined by the red circle, its 500-yard radius centred on Robinson’s house. This was a landscape 

 

Figure 7.3. St Brides Parish delineated in blue. The red cross is Robinson’s childhood home at 11, 

Stonecutter Street. The red circle has a radius of 500 yards, a five-minute walk from Robinson’s house. 

FM = Fleet Market, NG = New Gate Gallows, NP = New Gate Prison, OB = Old Bailey, FP = Fleet 

Prison, WH = Parish Work House, BH = Bridewell House of Correction, BB&W = Black Friars Bridge 

and wharves. Base map from Noorthouck (1773).  
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Robinson would have been intimately familiar with; a landscape rich in commercial and 

institutional power. 

The immediate soundscape that surrounded Robinson’s childhood was deafening. The 

Ancient Society of College Youths practiced for their Treble Bob Maximus on the great 12-

bell peel of the parish church just a furlong away.88 George Sex may often have led his iron-

shod horses along the cobbles past the Robinsons’ doorway to his stables on the corner with 

Shoe Lane. The trundle of barrels and carousing of customers came from the Rose and Crown 

tavern just over the back wall and a cacophony of calls rang up from the stallholders and 

costermongers of Fleet Market in which Stonecutter emerged 50 yards away.89 When Robinson 

was a toddler he may have witnessed from an upstairs window the uproar at the commencement 

of the infamous 1794 Crimp Riots when “a mixed multitude of men, women, boys and children 

here assembled, who though not at that moment in the act of rioting were very disorderly and 

troublesome” came along Stonecutter Street shouting “Down with recruiting houses”.90  

The local smellscape was just as rich, one in which the aromas of cooking meals on the 

open hearths of domestic accommodation and the coffee from the many coffee houses lining 

Fleet Street was overpowered by the stench of offal from nearby Smithfield market and the 

stink of raw sewage from privies, the night soil carts and the open sewer of the turgidly flowing 

Thames nearby. The nearby breweries and gin distilleries added their fragrance of yeast and 

hops and spirits and on still nights the burning whale oil in the guttering street lights and the 

sulphurous choking fumes of damped fires of sea coal and coke in domestic ovens and hearths 

dominated all.  

 
88 Wilby (n.d).  
89 Horwood (1985: 14); Rocque (1982: 4); St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000a).   
90 Stevenson, J. (1971). A crimp house was usually a hostelry where likely men were kidnapped when drunk or 

taken off the street and incarcerated in a room to await transport to naval ships short of manpower. The system 

was a civilian form of impressment. Shoe Lane which joined Stonecutter Street was renowned for its crimp houses. 
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Further afield, the sights and sounds of an alluring outside world would have been 

available to a young boy via the three major transport routes feeding London City. The parish 

straddled these routes into the city centre bringing the exciting outside world to the doorsteps 

of a small boy. The north/south route formed by New Bridge Street continued from the recently 

constructed Black Friars Bridge and carried an incessant kaleidoscope of foreign sights, sounds 

and smells sourced from the wharves lining the Thames and the rural counties of Kent and 

Sussex to the south. Along this road came the mail coaches, stage coaches and the trotting 

horses of the hackney coaches accompanied by the swearing of the chairmen who wove 

between them. From the Thames-side wharves the carmen with their carts came loaded with 

hogsheads of tallow and sugar, baskets of Denta raisins, caroteels of currants, tapnets of figs, 

and puncheons of prunes, barrels of almonds and rice, bales of aniseed and Turkish silk, bags 

of Spanish wool and Smyrna cotton, chests of linen from Hamburg and Ireland, East India tea 

by the ton, sacks of mohair and silk, pipes of wine and puncheons of rum and loads of pearl 

ash, offering an irresistible attraction to a child.91 

The other two routes through St. Bride’s traversed east/west: Fleet Street and Holbourn 

Street. The former, 150 metres to the south of Robinson’s home, was one of the busiest 

thoroughfares in London, where thousands of carts and tens of thousands of pedestrians moved 

along it each day. Along Fleet Street came the rich from the West End to shop as well as to see 

and be seen in the coffeehouses. On the pavements they mingled with the criers of milk, 

mackerel, fruit, herbs and wares, beggars, ballad singers and rogues. Here too was the din of 

printing houses and newspaper offices. Travelling along this route, had come, until recently, 

the moving theatres of jeering crowds accompanying the carts bringing the condemned to hang 

at Tyburn.92 The other thoroughfare, Holbourn Street, was the main route from the West 

 
91

Reconstructed from Trusler (1790: 88-117).  
92 Wilf (1993). 
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Country into Smithfield market before which it branched into the eponymous Cow Lane, Chick 

Lane, Sheep Lane and Cock Lane. Along Holborn Street came 

 … the incessant barking of dogs, the bellowing of oxen and calves, the 

bleating of sheep, the grunting of swine, the roaring and swearing of men, 

with torches, passing to and fro amongst the frightened animals, and the 

continued sound of blows inflicted on the horns, heads and bodies of the poor 

animals.93  

Here they entered Smithfield Market where they “were violently forced into an area of five 

acres … through its narrowest and most overcrowded thoroughfares: and are there sold, and 

there slaughtered, in the dark and undrained cellars, stable and outhouses adjoining”.94 

Robinson’s neighbourhood would also have been hazardous, as illustrated by the advice 

of a contemporary guidebook to London: 

 … never pass under any goods, etc that are drawing up to the top of a house 

by a crane, lest anything should fall on your head … and if you should save 

your clothes never pass under a lamp, whilst the lamplighter is trimming it … 

don’t dispute the wall with a cart or carriage, lest you should be crushed … 

Be careful, if you meet a porter carrying a load upon his head, that you do not 

get a blow that is fatal … never … contest the way with a baker, barber, 

chimneysweeper, barrow-woman … never stop in a crowd, or to look at the 

windows of a print-shop or shew-glass, if you would not have your pocket 

picked … It is very dangerous walking in thick fog, as you cannot see the 

danger before you … Don’t hastily cross a street when a coach is coming up, 

lest your foot should slip and you be run over.”95 

 
93 “Smithfield Cattle Market” (1849: 142).  
94 “Smithfield Cattle Market” (1849: 142). 
95 Trusler (1790).  
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Robinson’s childhood terrain was also rich in impressive symbols of institutional 

power. Along nearby lanes he must often have seen the cloaked and bewigged lawyers walking 

between their chambers and Furnival’s, Staple, Barnard and Thavie’s Inns; the Temple Inns of 

Chancery.96 In the north east was St Bartholomew’s Hospital (The House of the Poore).97 At 

the bottom of his street was the cacophony of Fleet Market, the largest general market in 

London, where everything from oranges to house paint, watercress to coffins, from meat and 

fish to earthenware was sold. And across the market Robinson would have been able to wander 

freely in and out of the open Fleet Prison, the Prison for Debtors. To the East was New Gate 

Gallows where public hangings offered frequent entertainment. Close by was New Gate Prison 

and the Old Bailey which offered moral lessons for a young boy. To the south was Bridewell 

House of Correction, a place of horror for the poor and orphans and one of the major catalysts 

for the prison reform movement.98 Close by too was the parish workhouse which formed a 

salutary lesson for all.  

It is likely that this childhood environment strongly influenced Robinson in later life. 

The smell of printers’ ink and the crash of the presses along Fleet Street possibly imbued him 

with his love of books and learning. Robinson’s philanthropic leanings might have originated 

amongst the nearby symbols of justice — in Hobart he was a prison visitor and attended men 

condemned to hang.99 Similarly, the family’s fear of the workhouse and the lessons provided 

by the nearby Debtors Prison and House of Correction might have inculcated Robinson’s 

healthy respect for living on the right side of the ledger book and for his drive throughout his 

life to better himself and acquire wealth to support himself and his family in retirement. The 

nearby countryside may have imbued him with the picturesque, with a love of the land, his love 

of gardens and a fascination with nature that he exhibited throughout his life. As in his later 

 
96 Feltham (1828: Chapter 7). 
97 Thornbury (1878).  
98 Feltham (1828: Chapter 7). 
99 Hobart Town Courier 7 June 1828: 4b. 
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life, he may have attempted drawings of landscapes and plants and animals. Here also he may 

have hunted with the shotgun that he arrived with in Van Diemen’s Land.100  

 

7.6 The leaving of St. Bride’s 

The family disappear from the records of St. Bride’s parish sometime between Lady Day (25 

March) 1797 and Lady Day 1798,101 when George was six or seven. They do not appear in any 

records again until 1804, when George was twelve; the family having meanwhile returned a 

mile northward to Islington, a now rapidly expanding area on the outskirts of London (see 

Chapter Eight). 

The disappearance from the St. Bride’s records was presaged by the annotation of the 

word ‘Poor’ against William’s name in the Parish Tithe Rate Book for the quarter between 

Lady Day (25 March) 1795 to Michaelmas (29 September) 1795.102 From that point William, 

a regular payer of tithes since he first began after Christmas Day 1786, paid none, the 

annotation “p” against his name signifying his poverty. From these annotations, D’Arcy 

concludes the family had a “reverse of fortune” from which they “soon descended into 

poverty”, noting that “it is reasonable to argue that he [William] suffered some kind of injury 

or sickness, which prevented him from working and generating an income”.103 For D’Arcy, 

this descent culminated with William (and presumably the rest of the family) becoming 

incarcerated in the workhouse of St Sepulchre, Holborn, a parish adjacent to St Bride’s. Here, 

D’Arcy opines, William eventually died and was buried as a 58-year-old in 1801104 when 

George was 10 years old. However, other interpretations are possible and the probable 

trajectory of the family at the turn of the century was different and more nuanced.  

 
100 Robinson (1818-1844: Frames 0105, 0168). 
101 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000a). 
102 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000a). 
103 D’Arcy (2014: 20). 
104 Church of England (1792-1812). D’Arcy (2014: 21 n. 39). 
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The change in the Robinsons’ circumstances were probably influenced by matters far 

afield. In the early 1790s, there was an immense recall of credit, the financial crisis peaking in 

1793 on declaration of war with France.105 Building supplies, particularly timber which had to 

be imported, became expensive. Many bankruptcies occurred among larger builders who 

employed the smaller concerns such as Robinson’s. Buildings, except for those of a necessary 

military purpose, were postponed and abandoned across Britain, and especially in London. 

Unfinished, empty shells of houses became a feature of the streetscapes for years to come.  

While the collapse of the labour market in the building trades threw many on to parish 

relief,106 it seems the Robinsons were able to avoid its worse aspects. It is worthwhile noting 

that while William may have been claiming poverty to the church tithe collectors and advising 

them that he was incapable of paying the required 1s 3d a quarter (i.e. 5s a year) over the period 

of three years (1795-1798), he and his family were still living in a house whose annual rent 

was ₤10 — forty times the tithe. This suggests that they were not poor enough to require the 

support of the parish, but instead were independent of parish relief and quite capable of 

supporting themselves throughout this period with food, fuel, and other consumables which 

would have amounted to at least another ₤80 a year.107 It is also intriguing to note that at the 

same time William was avoiding his tithing responsibilities he was continuing to pay the annual 

Land Tax for 1795, 1796, and 1797 of ₤1 16s to the Commissioners delegated to collect it by 

the Ward of Farringdon Without.108 In sum, rather than being destitute as D’Arcy implies, it 

 
105 Clarke (1992: 156; 163 ff.); Summerson (1978: 154). 
106 Clarke (1992: 165). 
107 Estimating the cost of living for the Napoleonic War period is fraught, particularly as bad harvests could cause 

10-20% annual inflation (Turvey 2010: Table 4). In 1795, the Robinsons’ accommodation was assessed at a 

rateable (rental) value of £10 per year, the minimum that permitted a claim of settlement in a parish (Herber 1997: 

291). Detailed household expenditures available for a metropolitan artificer for 1823 (Anonymous 1823: 20) 

suggests rent was c. 11% of total household income which, in turn, indicates an annual expenditure of c. £90. This 

is considerably less than D’Arcy’s estimate (2014:19) and would not permit the employment of a servant as she 

seems to imply.  
108 “London Land Tax Records”. (1692-1932a). The ward was a supra-parochial administrative unit peculiar to 

London, containing a number of parishes, responsible not only for the collection of Land Taxes, but also for the 

election of Aldermen who sat on the London City Council and from which the Mayor of London was selected. 
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would appear that the Robinsons were claiming poverty to avoid a church tax, choosing to 

retain their disposable income for other purposes.109 It may be that the advent of the recording 

of poverty marks the watershed of the Robinsons full conversion to the dissenter cause. Tithes 

were particularly objectionable to Nonconformists as they were contributing to the upkeep of 

the Established Church. Quakers, for instance, refused point blank to pay.  

The disappearance of the Robinsons from the parish tithe accounts in 1798 suggests 

that they may have simply stopped being householders in the parish and therefore were no 

longer responsible for paying tithes. The most parsimonious explanation is that they moved out 

of the parish or that they remained as lodgers in another household within the parish. The latter 

explanation might suggest a reduction in annual income but would not necessarily represent a 

“descent into poverty” as D’Arcy suggests. 

In any case, the workhouse was not the inevitable destination of the poor, especially of 

the ‘middling sort’. If the family had fallen on hard times, they would have sought to avoid at 

all costs the loss of their ‘respectability’ by incurring the social stigma that came with a reliance 

on poor relief. Instead they would have turned for economic support from their trade benefit 

society which William, as a mechanic, would have contributed towards throughout his career 

and to which he would have felt readily entitled to.110 Additionally, a close inspection of the 

Churchwardens’ Accounts (which included those of the Overseer of the Poor) for St Bride’s,111 

shows that every attempt was made by the parish authorities to allow the poor to stand on their 

own two feet and remain productive citizens. Placing them in the workhouse was a last resort, 

which entailed a much greater expense to parish funds. This ‘outdoor relief’ could include the 

provision of funds to purchase food, coals and clothes, the purchasing of tools of the trade 

(presumably to replace those sold in desperation to raise cash), and the redeeming of items 

 
109 It is unfortunate that the Overseer’s Rates Books are not available for these years to confirm or deny this. 

Overseers collected poor relief, a much greater imposition than tithes.  
110 Prothero (1979: 33). 
111 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000b). 
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including tools and clothes pawned for a similar purpose. There is no record of William 

Robinson or his wife and family needing and receiving such outdoor relief.112  

Moreover, D’Arcy offers no explanation for the highly improbable occurrence of a 

parishioner of St Bride becoming a charge on the neighbouring parish of St. Sepulchre, 

Holborn. Parishioners expected the local authorities to protect their funds and only support 

those who, like them, had ‘settlement’ in the parish. As a corollary, parishes went to great 

trouble and expense, including often the hiring of transport and an accompanying constable 

escort, to ensure that paupers were returned, sometimes over great distances, back to their 

parish of origin. The St. Bride Overseers Accounts instances many of these occurrences.113 If 

the Robinson’s became paupers in St. Sepulchre, Holborn, their destination would have been 

the St. Bride parish workhouse not St Sepulchre. There is no evidence for this.  

Finally, the William Robinson buried in St. Sepulchre, Holborn, on 26 April 1801 was 

aged 58 years.114 Thus, this man was born between 27 April 1742 - 25 April 1743. There is 

evidence in the Boston, Lincolnshire records for a William Robinson baptised on 2 September 

1742 but he was the son of the incumbent, the Reverend Mr. Mathew Robinson and his wife, 

Mary. It is stretching a point to extremes to suggest that this William, the son of a gentleman, 

and likely grammar school boy, had been apprenticed to a builder/bricklayer and later migrated 

to London and ended up in the St. Sepulchre workhouse. 

The death and burial of William and the subsequent religious allegiances of his family 

are more intriguing. Five years after the family disappear from the St Bride’s records, they 

appear back in the records for Islington. It was the area in which they had first resided on their 

arrival in London. As mentioned earlier, this was a locale steeped in Nonconformism. The 

family’s activities here are explored in more detail in the next chapter. 

 
112 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000b). 
113 St. Bride Fleet Street Parish (London) (1968-2000b). 
114 Church of England (1792-1812). 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

GEORGE AUGUSTUS ROBINSON: THE MIND ON THE FRONTIER 

 

The Robinson family had become dissenters but, like most dissenting families of the time, 

evidence of them is found mainly in the records of the Established Church. Indications of 

Nonconformism in records prior to the mid-nineteenth century are often rare and subtle and it 

can be a challenge for historians to reconstruct a subject’s links to particular dissenting belief 

systems. In the case of the Robinsons there are a number of hints scattered amongst the records 

to suggest that their dissenting beliefs were present as early as the eighteenth century. By the 

early nineteenth century there is strong evidence that they were Calvinistic Methodists who 

worshipped in a particular minority sect. 

 

8.1 The Islington Connection 

The depression of the domestic building trade during the French War aside, in the late 

eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries Islington had been undergoing rapid urbanisation and 

industrialisation partly aided by the availability of cheap raw materials for building, particularly 

bricks. Islington had been home to brickmakers who, since the medieval period, had mined the 

rich brickearth that overlies the alluvial gravels.1 For a family of builder/bricklayers, father 

William and his two sons Henry Thomas and George Augustus, Islington offered the best 

opportunities for trade in those depressed times. Here the frontier of newbuild had been rapidly 

advancing into the countryside. The Robinsons had not moved far. The family move would 

have simply entailed following the banks of the Fleet River northwards half a mile to a mile 

(800-1600m) where they probably settled on the then northern fringe of London close to 

 
1 Baggs et.al. (1985); Milne (1800). 



230 

 

Pentonville. The first evidence for the Robinsons’ relocation from St. Bride’s is the actual 

burial of the patriarch, William, at the age of sixty-seven, in the Spa Fields Burial Ground, 

Islington2 on 1 January 1804.3 William’s body was noted in the burial register as being brought 

from Clerkenwell, a parish lying north of St. Bride’s and containing the burial ground in which 

he was interred.  

The purchase of William’s burial plot for twelve shillings again shows he did not die a 

pauper as D’Arcy suggests.4 The family chose a burial plot at the higher end of the typically 

four to fourteen shillings range being charged for burials at Spa Fields, suggesting they could 

afford the luxury of honouring William by burying him deep in an unused plot or maybe in one 

containing just a single prior occupant. Indeed, the total cost of his burial, including his coffin, 

pall bearers, perhaps the simplest of funeral coaches, rental of funeral insignia (black scarves, 

hat bands, gloves, etc), burial fees for the officiating minister and a burial feast for friends and 

family would have added another few pounds or so, suggesting his family was still maintaining 

a lower middle-class life style at that time.  

The burial ground was situated adjacent to the Spa Fields Chapel and has long been 

thought of as the cemetery for that chapel.5 The Spa Fields Chapel was one of the wealthiest 

dissenting chapels in London, founded in 1777 by Selina Hastings, Countess of Huntingdon 

 
2 Islington is a large borough, formed in 1965, on the northern edge of the old City of London subsuming a number 

of the earlier Established Church of England parishes (Baggs, Bolton and Croot 1985). For convenience, I retain 

the term here for that general geographic area north of the old city walls in which the Robinson family operated 

over the coming decades, because that seems to be the sense that earlier commentators used it (Plomley 2008; 

Rae-Ellis 1988: 7; D’Arcy 2014). It is likely, however, that the members of the Robinson family were more 

familiar with the names of the parishes in which they resided and worked in (St. John Clerkenwell, St. Luke Old 

Street and St. Leonard Shoreditch) in the very south of the borough and all south of St. Mary, Islington parish 

proper. They would also have been familiar with the neighbourhoods in which they worshipped: Spa Fields (part 

of Clerkenwell), Hollywell Mount and Hoxton (part of Shoreditch): all locations which will feature in the 

following chapter. 
3 England and Wales, Nonconformist and Non-Parochial Registers (1567-1970a). This man’s age on this date 

closely aligns with the previously discussed William, son of William and Frances Robinson, who was baptised in 

Boston, Lincolnshire, on 28th April 1737. There is no other William Robinson, conformist or Nonconformist, 

buried anywhere in London that would allow for this baptismal date in Boston. 
4 England and Wales, Nonconformist and Non-Parochial Registers. (1567-1970a). Again, William’s trade benefit 

society would, if required, have provided funds for a decent funeral (Prothero 1979: 26).  
5 Welch (1993). 
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(1707-1791).6 A Robinson family association with that chapel is relevant not only in terms of 

their social standing but also their belief system. However, attribution of the burial register by 

the United Kingdom National Archives (usually an authoritative source) to the Countess of 

Huntingdon’s Connexion is erroneous.7 Additionally, further inspection of the register shows 

that c. 60 burials a month were being recorded, requiring a population of chapel attendees 

numbering in many tens of thousands — an improbably-high figure. 

On the other hand, there is strong circumstantial evidence that the burial ground was 

being used as a final destination for dissenters. It is a non-parochial, commercial burial ground 

in which people would have been interred who, because of their religious affiliations, could 

not have found a place in a local Anglican parish cemetery. While ‘non-parochial’ identifies 

that the burial ground was not administered by a Church of England parish, it does not 

necessarily mean that it is Nonconformist.8 However, in this case it is likely that dissenters 

ended up buried there. The local incumbent of the Anglican parish church was the Rev. William 

Sellon of St James, Clerkenwell. Sellon’s remuneration was nominal and he had to rely on 

other fees, including burial fees, for his living. In 1777, Sellon prosecuted the Rev. William 

Taylor and Rev. Herbert Jones, two dissenting Calvinistic Methodist clergymen, in the Bishop 

of London’s Consistory Court, for conducting services in his parish without the Bishop’s 

licence.9 Taylor and Jones were associated with Northampton Chapel, the chapel soon to be 

purchased by Lady Huntingdon and renamed by her the Spa Fields Chapel. Sellon believed 

that these two ministers were attempting to deprive him of these burial fees by officiating over 

 
6 Harding (2003); Schlenther (1997); Thornbury (1878); Welch (1995). See Appendix I. 
7 Edwin Welch (1993) convincingly argues that this register was indexed incorrectly in 1857 and the records have 

never been corrected since. Inspection of the register corroborates his observation. In the front is pasted a note 

from the Non-Parochial Registers Commission (1857) to the effect that the register was sourced from the Spa 

Fields Burial Ground not the Spa Fields Chapel Burial Ground. See National Archives RG4/4319 in 

Nonconformist Registers, (1694–1931). On bringing this matter to the attention of the National Archives they 

acknowledged the error and advised that they would amend their records. 
8 Herber (1997: 120). 
9 Welch (1972: 177). 
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interments in the adjacent burial ground.10 It also later appears that Sellon believed that 

ministers of the successor Spa Fields Chapel under Lady Huntingdon’s management continued 

to officiate at interments, for Lady Huntingdon, when providing a defence to the Consistory 

Court, had to firmly deny any links to the burial ground nor receiving burial fees from 

interments there.11  

Nevertheless, despite the ambiguity generated by claim and counterclaim, it seems 

highly likely that William Robinson was a member of Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion and was 

consequently interred in the burial ground next door to the chapel. When the family’s 

relationship with the Connexion was first established is unknown. It may have commenced 

when William and Susannah arrived in north London in the 1779. It may have been around 

1795 when the family stopped paying church taxes in St. Bride’s. The relationship was likely 

on-going by 1804 when William was buried. Certainly by 1816, as will be shown, there is 

irrefutable evidence that William’s son, George Augustus, was worshipping in a chapel with 

strong links to Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion.  

That William was buried in the Spa Fields Burial Ground may not have been a relief to 

his continuators as he probably did not stay buried long. The burial ground was a commercial 

operation, the land leased from the Marquess of Northampton by a carriage salesman and a 

currier.12 Its two acres would normally have held 2,722 adult interments.13 By the time of 

William’s incarceration, when it had been in existence for seventeen years, the register shows 

that it was receiving c. 700 burials a year, and by the early 1840s it had received 80,000 

interments (Figure 8.1). By 1843: 

 
10 Harding (2003: 330). 
11 Harding (2003: 330); Welch (1993); Cheshunt College Archives, E3/2, 16. I am indebted to Helen Waller, 

Archivist at Westminster College, which holds correspondence of the Countess of Huntingdon, for a copy of this 

draft. 
12 Temple (2008). 
13 Thornbury (1878). 
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There were up to forty burials a day, gravestones being moved about to create 

an impression that parts of the ground were empty … To accommodate new 

arrivals, bodies were exhumed nightly, and chopped up and burned with their 

coffins in a ‘bonehouse’. The resulting stench reportedly drove nearby 

residents who could to move away, others to despair at the health implications 

… Reuben Room, a gravedigger, spoke of his working practices: “I have been 

up to my knees in human flesh by jumping on the bodies so as to cram them 

into the least possible space at the bottom of the graves”.14 

 

The burial ground became a macabre cause célèbre15 and efforts led by surgeon and 

pamphleteer George Alfred Walker16 resulted in Parliamentary inquiries, which in turn led to 

 
14 Temple (2008). 
15 News of the scandal travelled to the far corners of the Empire. See, for instance, Parramatta Chronicle and 

Cumberland General Advertiser 20 August 1845:4; Star and Working Man’s Guardian (Parramatta, NSW) 20 

August 1845:4; Sydney Morning Herald 17 July 1845:3.  
16 Walker (1846).  

 

Figure 8.1. The Spa Fields Burial Ground in 1845. William Robinson’s body would have long been 

removed. (Temple 2008: Fig 57). 
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the establishment of cemeteries situated in the distant suburbs and controlled by burial boards. 

The Spa Fields affair was a major impetus for early Victorians to consider cremation as an 

alternative disposal practice. 

The Robinsons remained in Islington after William’s death and the next record is a 

possible entry for his widow in Holden’s Triennial Directory for 1805, 1806 and 1807.17 The 

data for this directory would most likely have been collected in 1804, shortly after her 

husband’s death. A ‘Mrs Robinson’ is noted in the section listing ‘private residences’ living at 

112, Bunhill-row.18 There were twenty other entries in the private residences section of the 

Directory for Bunhill Row in addition to the five noted in the ‘Businesses, Professions, etc’ 

section comprising a dyer, a tavern, a straw bonnet manufacturer, a tailor and woollen draper, 

and a paper hanger. This was a neighbourhood of lower middle-class mechanics, yet these were 

also individuals who wished to be known and sought out by the Directory’s patrons who were 

prepared to pay the price of ₤1 19s 6d per volume. 19 Often people retired from trade or people 

living on their own income purchased an entry.20 This Mrs Robinson was one of an estimated 

25,50021 entries to be found in the ‘Private residences’ section of the Directory, out of a total 

London population of a million at this time. Again, this does not support the suggestion that 

the family had “descended into poverty”. 

Susannah Robinson, a fifty-eight-year-old widow, was next recorded marrying a 

William Frost on 2 September 1812 in the parish church of St. Leonard’s, Shoreditch.22 Again, 

that a dissenter was married in the Established Church was commonplace before the 1837 

repeal of Hardwicke’s Marriage Act of 1753. Unusually, the officiating Minister was not the 

 
17 Holden (1807).  
18 There are seven entries for a ‘Mrs Robinson’. One is a ‘Mrs Susannah Robinson’ living in ‘Mile End’ a suburb 

east of Islington. However, I agree with D’Arcy (2014: 22 n. 43) that the most likely entry is for Bunhill Row as 

a Bunhill Row residence for Susannah is corroborated by a note in her burial record stating her body was brought 

from there.  
19 Shaw and Tipper, (1997: 8).  
20 Family Search (2016).   
21 My estimate based on counting the entries on a sample of pages. 
22 Church of England (1754-1921).  
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regular curate of the parish in which they resided but was instead, by special dispensation, an 

incumbent from a nearby parish — the minister Charles Champnes. Champnes was a very 

upper-class anti-Reformist,23 received his living by Royal prerogative,24 later became Chaplain 

to the future King,25 and was eventually made a Canon of St George’s Chapel, Windsor.26 Why 

was this lower-middle class couple being married by Champnes? It was probably because he 

was also at the time Chaplain for the Mile End Philanthropic Society instituted for the 

“temporary relief of the necessitous manufacturing and labouring poor in London and its 

environs”.27 It was unlikely that the Frosts and the Robinsons were two of the many thousands 

of necessitous clients of this philanthropic society. That the chaplain of the society went to the 

trouble of seeking special dispensation to marry this couple in the parish to which Susannah 

had an earlier relationship28 and where he was not the incumbent, speaks of a favour given. 

This suggests, in turn, that the couple may have had a special relationship with the society, 

perhaps as assistants who helped in organising and running it. 

Two years later, on 28 February 1814, her twenty-three-year-old son, George Augustus, 

married Maria Amelia Evens also from Islington. Intriguingly the couple were married in the 

inner-city Christchurch, Newgate, an Anglican church, by the incumbent Reverend Samuel 

Crowther. D’Arcy29 suggests that this may be because Crowther was strongly linked to the 

Church Missionary Society (CMS), being one of the society’s founders.30 It is one of D’Arcy’s 

 
23 Saunders (2014). 
24 “Academical Register, Oxford, June, 1825: Ecclesiastical preferments.” (1825).  
25 Anonymous (1829).  
26 “Cathedral Establishments” (1841: 231). 
27 “Abstract of Foreign and Domestic Intelligence.” (1818: 360); Anonymous (1819). 
28 Susannah had lived there with William for at least two years and her first baby had been buried in the 

churchyard.  
29 D’Arcy (2014: 27) 
30 He was not, however, the Crowther who was the first appointed by Wilberforce to be chaplain for the infant 

colony of New South Wales as D’Arcy claims (2014: 27). That Crowther was a John Crowther (Bladen 1978: 

1(2):260). Lester and Dussart (2014: 69) make the same mistake, possibly taking their unattributed comment from 

D’Arcy’s then unreleased thesis.  
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major theses, both in her PhD dissertation and her earlier paper,31 that Robinson had strong 

links to the CMS through people like Crowther and others. There is no direct evidence for this. 

The Robinsons’ interest in Samuel Crowther, and he in them, was probably more prosaic. 

Again, Hardwicke’s Marriage Act obliged the Robinsons to marry in an Anglican Church to 

ensure their marriage was legal. Crowded city parishes with overworked clerks who might 

overlook inaccurate residence statements were attractive to couples who needed to marry 

quickly or quietly away from their home parish.32 Alternatively, Crowther may have been 

attractive to the Robinsons because, by all accounts, he was an excellent sermoniser. One 

obituary noted that: “His tenderness of manner, his gentleness, his winning suavity of address, 

his very mien and voice were calculated to induce persuasion.”33 Robinson seems to have 

enjoyed good speakers and also appeared to be a ‘devil-dodger’, attending a number of services 

of different denominations on the same day.34 Then again, Robinson could have met Crowther 

at many venues at which they may have shared a common interest. Crowther, who owed his 

living to the Governors of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, founded a Benevolent Institution and 

often visited the sick. He was also Afternoon Lecturer at the highly attended talks given at St. 

Botolph’s Bishopgate, just a short walk for Robinson across Islington. Further, The Christian 

Observer noted that: 

He formed and nurtured a large Sunday School … In his school he had a 

peculiar success … Many of the scholars became teachers when they grew 

up, and as many as twenty or thirty went out as catechists and schoolmasters 

in the foreign stations of Missionary and other institutions … He took a lively 

interest also in public religious institutions. The City National School, the 

Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, Church Missionary Society, and 

 
31 D’Arcy (2010, 2014) 
32 Olsen (1999: 42-43).  
33 “Obituary” (1830: 714). 
34 Evidenced in his journals for Tasmania 1851 (Clark 2014: 810, 811).   
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the British and Foreign Bible Society ... The Prayerbook and Homily 

Society35 

Certainly, during their period of interaction with Crowther, the couple’s dissenting ties 

appear to have strengthened. This is evidenced by the baptism of their two eldest boys in 1816 

in the Independent Congregationalist, Holywell Mount Chapel, Shoreditch, of which they must 

have been members and where they would commonly worship.36 Usually, like many dissenting 

groups, Independent Congregationalists were champions of local, autonomous control of 

religious matters. They had no hierarchy of priests and bishops but elected their own 

ministries.37 They championed freedom of religion for other (Christian) minority groups. 

Congregationalism  

… inclined to an individualism untempered by a sense of mystic union with 

God and in Him with all men … Congregationalists generally have been to 

the fore in attempts to apply Christian principles to matters of social, 

municipal, national and international importance.38 

However, the Holywell Mount Chapel was unusual in that, as early as 1789, its 

congregation had decided to shelter under the umbrella of another sect. They applied to Lady 

Huntingdon to supply a minister for the chapel. This she did provided that the chapel subscribed 

to “the rules observed in the Chapels belonging to the said Countess.”39 

George and Maria’s first children were baptised by the Rev. William Francis Platt (1758-

1831). Platt had been trained by the Countess in her theological college of Trevecca in Wales 

and gave his first sermon at the age of twenty-one. He was a powerful and compelling orator 

and he was to record that he gave 10,476 sermons during his long career.40 He was both an 

 
35 “Obituary: Rev. Samuel Crowther, A.M.” (1830). 
36 England & Wales, Nonconformist and Non-Parochial Registers (1567-1970b).  
37 Bartlett (1910: 933).  
38 Bartlett (1910: 933). 
39 Cheshunt Archives, E4/15/9 as quoted in Welch (1995: 193). 
40 Morison (1844: 406). 
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itinerant and settled Minister at a number of locations around England but by 1788 he arrived 

at the Spa Fields Chapel where he became a supply (assistant) minister. In the following year, 

in response to a request by the congregation of Holywell Mount Chapel, Shoreditch, to provide 

them with a minister, Lady Huntingdon selected Platt for the position. Nominally an 

Independent Congregational Chapel, through Platt’s ministering over the next forty years until 

his death, the congregation at Holywell maintained strong links with the Connexion.41 Besides 

being a famous preacher, Platt was also a manager of ecclesiastical business. He was a founder 

and Director of the London Missionary Society, a society closely associated with Independent 

Congregationalists, and tasked with bringing Christianity to ‘heathens’ overseas but also 

strongly involved in the ecumenical movement at home.42 Platt was a trustee of the Evangelical 

Magazine, another vehicle for ecumenicism, secretary of the London Itinerant Society (an 

organisation that founded Sunday schools), secretary of the Protestant Union (organised to 

provide annuities to ministers’ widows and orphans), and member of the Village Itinerant, or 

Evangelical Society (which educated men for home missionising in English villages and 

towns).43  

Perhaps inevitably, as a man of business, Platt was sometimes vulnerable to accusations 

of peculation. In 1818, he was subjected to a sensational trial for conspiracy to help an Anglican 

parish clerk defraud a parish poor fund of £925 but was honourably acquitted.44 As a Director 

of the London Missionary Society, Platt hosted missionaries and their wives around his fireside.  

He also hosted a visiting islander from Tahiti and also the Marquesas Islands.45 In 1820, the 

Marquesan became a member of the same congregation as the Robinsons. It may have been 

from his contact with Platt, the direct observations of Pacific Islanders, and the stories he heard, 

 
41 Harding (2003: 108); Morison (1844: 397 ff).  
42 Martin (1980). 
43 “Memoir of the late Rev. Wm. Francis Platt, Minister of Holywell-Mount Chapel.” (1831: 422). 
44 “A true bill was yesterday found by the Grand Jury for the County of Middlesex, against the Rev. W. F. Platt” 

(1818), Gurney (1819a: 88-97); Gurney (1819b: i-8).  
45 Morison (1844: 400-403). 
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that Robinson later became open to the idea of travelling overseas and possibly entering the 

missionary field.  

Platt was so respected that in 1791, he was invited by the Connexion to provide a sermon 

at the death of the Countess.46  

In his doctrinal sentiments he was a Calvinist of the old school; he always 

united doctrine, experience, and practice, and often lamented that he had lived 

to see so many persons carried about with every wind of doctrine. As a 

preacher he was scriptural and affectionate. In prayer he often excelled: it was 

here that the piety of his heart appeared. As a pastor he was faithful in the 

discharge of his pastoral duties, and was beloved by his people.47 

Many elements of Platt’s life can later be seen echoing in Robinson’s own life. It was 

this man, William Francis Platt, and not Crowther, who likely acted as an important role model 

for George Augustus Robinson to follow.  

 

8. 2 Other Nonconformist connections 

The on-going relationship of the wider Robinson family with Nonconformism is evidenced by 

a number of records kept by George. In an intriguing set of notes made on the day after 

Christmas 1851 — just before he was to leave Australia for good and return to England — 

Robinson summarised correspondence he and his now-dead wife had received from home over 

the previous 25 years. All of the notes are about family — who is dead, who is alive — and 

their last known addresses. It would appear that he was preparing notes in order to visit the 

survivors whom he had not seen for nearly three decades. In this summary he quotes a letter he 

had received from his brother Henry in early 1829 which advised him that his brother had 

 
46 Platt (1791). 
47 “Memoir of the late Rev. Wm. Francis Platt, Minister of Holywell-Mount Chapel.” (1831: 422). 
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buried their mother in “Bunhill Field, City Road” at his own expense.48 On 2 November 1828 

Susannah Frost’s body was brought from Bunhill Row just across the way and buried nine feet 

down in plot 74/59. The plot had cost Henry nineteen shillings. However, Susannah’s was not 

the first body in the plot, nor the last; another woman being interred on top of Susannah on the 

same day.49 

Bunhill Fields Burial Ground was the greatest dissenters’ burying ground in England. 

Over 122,000 were buried here, often more than ten deep. The poet Robert Southey, perhaps 

snidely, noted it was the “Campo Santo” of the dissenters - an allusion to Campo Santo, the 

Sacred Fields, in Pisa.50 To be buried in Bunhill was a political statement. As the cultural 

historian Thomas Laqueur noted:  

the dead of Bunhill Fields are a collective that proclaims, in the center of the 

capital city, that England can no longer claim an ecclesiastical polity, indeed 

that some of its most distinguished citizens chose to be buried outside the 

national church.51 

And truly Robinson’s mother was in stellar company. She lies in company with Oliver 

Cromwell’s family; Daniel Defoe the novelist, merchant and spy; John Bunyan, preacher and 

the imprisoned writer of Pilgrim’s Progress; William Blake, mystic, artist and poet who was 

buried the year before Robinson’s mother; Susannah Wesley, the mother of the Wesley 

brothers, founders of Wesleyanism; the Countess of Huntingdon; Isaac Watts, the celebrated 

hymn writer and friend of the countess; Thomas Newcomen, preacher and pioneer of steam 

engines; Thomas Bayes, preacher, mathematician and Fellow of the Royal Society; Thomas 

 
48 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0283). 
49 England and Wales, Nonconformist and Non-Parochial Registers (1567-1970c).  
50 Bunyan and Southey (1830: lxxxi). 
51 Laqueur (2015: 301). 
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Fowell Buxton (senior), abolitionist and social reformer; and many, many members of the 

London Missionary Society.52 

Robinson’s notes also reveal something of his sisters. While nothing has been found 

about the eldest, Sarah Ann Venables Robinson, the deaths of the younger sisters, Mary-Ann 

and Elizabeth reinforces the family’s continuing strong commitment to Nonconformism at this 

time. The sisters had dispersed from Islington. They never married. Elizabeth died first at the 

age of thirty-seven. She had most likely succumbed to cholera which ravaged London and 

particularly Stepney that year. 53 Her body was brought from Sidney Street, Stepney and was 

buried on 18 November 1832 in the burial ground attached to Wycliffe Congregational Church. 

54 The Wycliffe Chapel was one of the earliest Independent chapels in London, being founded 

in 1642. When Elizabeth worshipped there the minister was the Rev. Dr. Andrew Read a noted 

philanthropist.55 George’s other sister, Mary-Ann, died the following year, aged thirty-nine, 

and was buried in the New Bunhill Fields Burial Ground on 5 July 1833.56 New Bunhill Fields 

was originally attached to the Upper Street Independent Chapel, though by this time it probably 

accepted burials of dissenters from other areas.  

 

8. 3 Robinson the builder 

Of course, Robinson’s secular life was also important to him. Robinson’s career as a builder in 

Britain has been touched upon by D’Arcy57 and his activities in this field, both in Britain and 

Tasmania, even while in the field undertaking his Friendly Mission, are worthy of an extended 

study.58 Here I wish to limit myself to some remarks about Robinson’s abilities in his chosen 

 
52 “Bunhill Fields Burial Ground.” (2018); City of London (n.d.); Light (1913). 
53 Reed and Reed (1863: 167). 
54 England & Wales, Nonconformist & Non-Parochial Registers (1567-1970d). 
55 Reed and Reed (1863). 
56 London, England Nonconformist Registers (1694–1931).  
57 D’Arcy (2014: 22-31). 
58 Ranson (in preparation b) 
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profession, partly to exemplify some of the talents he brought to his activities on Bruny Island 

and partly to act as a corrective to Rae-Ellis’s criticism59 of the man. 

It is likely that Robinson was apprenticed at age 14 shortly after his father’s death. The 

old seven-year apprenticeship regime had broken down with the weakening of the Guilds and 

the exigencies of the French War and substituted by a three-year training period.60 By 1809, 

when he was eighteen and had graduated to a journeyman, he was working on military 

fortifications in Chatham and later on Martello towers along the coast.61 At the end of the 

French War in 1815 he appears to have worked in southern England and Scotland and by 1818 

had become self-employed, saving enough surplus to become a speculative builder.62 In 1822, 

Robinson was listed in Robson’s London Commercial Directory63 as a “bricklayer” at 24, Old 

Street, St. Luke’s, close to his mother’s residence.  

Robinson became a highly skilled artisan who was much sought after. His notebook 

contains a few of the jobs he undertook or quoted for in Islington around this time including: 

“at Mrs Britens Built 2 Houses in Brick Church Lane London”,64 “Nov 1821 Edmunds. Baker. 

Hoxton Town oven Mr Helshem. Whitechapel Bd [build] 3 Houses”.65 One of the most telling 

notes includes a cross-section of an annealing oven (Figure 8.2) with the annotation: “Mr Storr 

silversmith Harrison St Gray’s Inn Road … 1 nealing oven for Silver”.66 Annealing ovens are 

technically difficult structures to build, requiring cut and rubbed firebricks to form a strong, 

heat resistant dome, and the project would have showcased the bricklayer’s art. This was a job 

he did for Paul Storr the silversmith. 67 It is evidence of the business connections that Robinson 

 
59 Rae-Ellis (1988:14).  
60 Ballin (1910-1911).  
61 Petition: George Augustus Robinson to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, 29 July 1824, TAHO CSO1/1/86/1939: 

202-203. 
62 “Sales by Auction” (1821).  
63 Robson (1822).  
64 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0294).  
65 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0295). 
66 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0295). 
67 D’Arcy (2014: 31 n. 92) is mistaken in thinking the annealing oven was for a ‘Major Mackintosh’ She has been 

misled by Robinson’s habit of jotting notes in any spare space he could find in any notebook to hand, often 
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had built across north London, for Storr’s workshop was England’s most celebrated 

silversmithing and goldsmithing concern at the time — favoured by George III and IV. Storr 

created items ranging from small neo-classical tableware to large centrepieces such as the 

presentation cup given to Nelson after the Battle of the Nile.68 The fact that Robinson was 

contacted by Storr for this job showed that his work was valued by other master craftsmen. 

 
resulting in entries out of chronological order. In this case “Major Mackintosh saw mills 29 July 1826” refers to 

a meeting he may have arranged with Hugh Macintosh the entrepreneur owner of the sawmills at Cascade (Jeffreys 

(2011)). 
68 Hartop (2015); Penzer (1971: 23-25, 106, Plate XIV).  

 

 

Figure 8.2. Evidence for Robinson’s business in Islington. The entry highlighted by 

the upper box refers to the building of an oven and three houses. The lower box shows 

the costing for an annealing oven for Paul Storr, the silversmith. (Robinson (1818-

1844: Frame 0295)). (State Library of New South Wales). 
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Robinson’s wide-ranging capabilities as well as his work environs as a teenager and a 

young adult when he returned to Islington to set up business, is wonderfully summed up by 

George Cruikshank’s contemporary cartoon of the destruction of the countryside by the 

advancing tide of newbuild. This is almost drawn from a viewpoint in Islington itself (Figure 

8.3). On the left is the advance of the shoddy jerry-built terrace houses which were already 

cracking because of shallow foundations on clay. In the foreground, the brick earth is being 

dug from pits that were backfilled by rubbish from the City at four-pence a cartload. In the mid 

distance ashes and clinkers were being sieved before being incorporated as fuel into bricks to 

create an exothermic reaction during firing. In the distance an open kiln — a brick clamp is 

spewing bricks which are attacking the countryside — devastating hayricks, hedgerows, 

pastures and farm animals. Just behind the brick clamp are so-called bottle kilns — forced-

draft chimneyed constructions created to bake firebricks and tiles at high temperature. The 

cartoon exemplifies Robinson’s world. This was his first frontier.  

When Robinson arrived in Hobart in 1824, he came ashore with the tools of his trade 

“1 seive … 2 Spades 1 Shovel 1 Crow bar.”69 A closer understanding of Robinson’s skills can 

be gained from his own description of his capacities in his petition to Arthur that year.70  In 

that document Robinson variously noted that:  

I was establishd has builder Generally in London and carried on the brick and tile 

making …  during my Short residence I have manufactured 60.000 Bricks besides 

Paving tiles have erected 8 buildings including small store and 2 6 room houses … 

having had considerable experience in furnaces I feel anxious to improve that 

department of my profession in this Colony and the more so has several 

application(s) have been made to me for that purpose these I have declined untill I  

 
69 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0105). 
70 Petition: George Augustus Robinson to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, 29 July 1824 TAHO CSO1/1/86/1939: 

203-205. 
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shall be able to furnish fine Brick for that express purpose which cannot be done 

but by regular process … Superior brick for Gauged Arches would be a Great 

acquisition to the builder … should your honor decide favourable in my Case & 

Grant the prayer of my petition I purpose immediately to manufacture 100.000 

Brick with which I purpose intend Erecting a Conical Kiln 

What does his description mean of the man? Robinson said he had been a bricklayer, but 

that he was also a builder, who had already built 8 buildings in Hobart. He could build and 

operate furnaces, a highly specialised skill. As well as common bricks, he could produce highly 

fired specialist products such as firebricks and tiles. He understood gauged work, the epitome 

of the builders’ art (Figure 8.4).71 He had learnt all these trades — he could do them all. This 

is not a sign of a simple mechanic specializing in one field all his life as Rae-Ellis would have 

us believe,72 but a sign of a manager in construction and an entrepreneur who could not only 

manage teams undertaking complex processes across a number of trades but could do the hard 

labouring himself if necessary.  

 

8. 4. Missionising endeavours 

In his 1838 meeting with Sir George Gipps, Governor of New South Wales, Robinson was 

asked “what induced you first to undertake the duty Connected with the Aborigines?”  

Robinson responded:  

I had been connected with missionary soct  at - home and became impressed 

with the importance of some attempt being made — I had reflected upon the 

 
71 Robinson’s mention of gauged work smacks of special pleading with an economic rationale in mind. He hoped 

to encourage Arthur to support this form of embellishment on brick buildings. He failed singularly, colonial 

owners preferring sandstone fronts on their buildings to signify status. Brick gauged work is thus very rare in 

Tasmania.  
72 “He was more bricklayer than builder, but even in that capacity he was less than successful” (Rae-Ellis 1996: 

6).  
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subject and considered them as Human beings and thought they should be 

treated as such.73 

 

D’Arcy is of the firm opinion that the missionary society that Robinson was linked to 

was the CMS despite finding no direct evidence of such a link.74 Similarly, there is no evidence 

in the archives that Robinson had any formal relationship with that other great missionary 

society, the LMS, which gained its support from Nonconformists such as himself. He certainly 

did not apply for a position as a missionary with that society.75  

 
73 Robinson (1837-1838: Frame 0229).  
74 D’Arcy (2010: 55.1-55.2; 2014: 62).  
75 LMS archives held by the Library of the School of Oriental and African Studies, London.  

 

Figure 8.4. A very rare example for Tasmania of early (c. 1839) gauged work in a flat or jack arch above 

a curved window showing the cut and rubbed voussoirs with mortar joints radiating to a common centre. 

Formerly the Saracen’s Head, 12 Barrack Street, Hobart. 
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The clue to Robinson’s missionising during his early life lies in notes he made for a 

sermon he gave during his retirement in Bath: 

It was my happy Lot & portion in Early Life to Labour among the poor, in 

courts & Alleys of the Metropol, in Hospitals & in prisons — among sailors 

& among soldiers & this God has I believe fitted me for Labor among the 

heathen.76 

There were many hundreds of missionary, philanthropic, charitable and benevolent 

societies operating in various parts of London at the time, each catering to various client groups 

and each with their hundreds of patrons, officers and committee members, and their legions of 

workers on the ground who actually ministered to the poor.77 The historian Thomas Babington 

Macaulay called it the “age of societies”. “There is scarcely one Englishman in ten who has 

not belonged to some association … for sending invalids to the hospital, or beggars to the 

treadmill; for giving plate to the rich, or blankets to the poor.”78 Reading the literature and 

reports of the organisations involved one gains a sense that before mid-Victorian times there 

was little or no competition between these societies and a great deal of mutual respect and 

support: the rapidly rising tide of the destitute, particularly after the end of the confrontation 

with Napoleon, combined with cheap alcohol and lack of godliness seemed overwhelming even 

for the white heat of the evangelical revival — there were plenty of lost souls to go around. 

Teasing apart Robinson’s text allows us to appreciate his possible involvement in this area.  

It may be that Robinson’s first missionising began in his and his father’s own work place. 

Brickmaking was perceived as a desperate occupation filled with desperate characters. Forty 

years after Robinson left Britain for Australia, a Parliamentary Commission examining 

 
76 Robinson (1846-1924: Frame 472- 473). 
77 Feltham (1825: 78ff., 208ff.) See also the various annual issues of the publication The Philanthropist: or 

Repository for Hints and Suggestions calculated to Promote the Comfort and Happiness of Man and the index of 

the periodical The Annual Subscription Charities and Public Societies of London.  
78 Macauley (XI: 219). 
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working conditions in the brickfields recorded that children as young as six often worked from 

4 am to 9 pm in hot and exhausting conditions, that drunkenness and irreligiosity was rife 

amongst adults and that the cramped living conditions suffered by mixed groups of men, 

women and children out in the brickfields led to degeneracy and immorality.79 Children were 

alcoholics at 10 years old. Philanthropist George Smith, himself a former child labourer in the 

brickfields, described the appalling working conditions.80 Charles Dickens in Bleak House 

featured a stereotypical brickmaker as a brutal character. John Woodforde, a historian of bricks 

and brickmaking, noted that: 

Brickfields were … a cause for concern for missionary clergymen because of the 

degenerative behaviour that went on in them: few occupations were thought 

meaner than brickmaking and few kinds of workers rougher than those who 

followed it.81 

Robinson speaks of the “courts & Alleys” reflecting the warren that was then inner-city 

London. As a young boy he may have accompanied his parents on missions to the poor and 

destitute of the streets around St Bride’s. The overseers’ accounts speak of many indigents 

sleeping rough in the parish who were provided sustenance. Close by the prisons of Fleet and 

New Gate, the Bridewell House of Correction and local workhouses as well as St. 

Bartholomew’s Hospital offered a large field for ‘home’ rather than ‘foreign’ missionising. 

When the family later moved to Islington, Clerkenwell’s House of Correction and Bethlem 

(Bedlam) Hospital, the first hospital to specialise in the care of the mentally ill, offered similar 

opportunities. Opportunity for being “among sailors & among soldiers” most probably arose 

in the barracks of the Royal Engineers and in the ships and dockyards of Chatham. Robinson 

would have also found a rich missionary field along the docks and wharves lining the Thames.  

 
79 Tremenheere (1866: xv-xviii, 126-167).  
80 Smith (1879).  
81Woodforde (1976: 1).  
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8.5 Robinson’s library and readings 

An individual’s library, self-selected to consult and enjoy, can provide immeasurable depth to 

our understanding of a person and their evolving development throughout their life. A major 

route to understanding Robinson’s worldview,82 his attitudes, beliefs, values and behaviour, 

therefore, would be an analysis of his library and readings. Robinson was a voracious and 

eclectic reader. In his papers, he left evidence of reading over 600 books and other items, 

besides numerous newspaper articles he annotated,83 a stunning catalogue for a man who 

started out life as a lower-middle class mechanic. He read newspapers and journals, novels, 

poetry, travelogues, religious tracts, books on languages and architecture, and scientific 

treatises on geology, geography, botany, zoology, palaeontology, medicine, physical 

anthropology and ethnography. A close analysis of these works is a major endeavour beyond 

the scope of this thesis.84 Instead, this section is limited to a consideration of those works he 

consulted or quoted or may have collected up to the beginning of 1830; the date that he 

abandoned the mission at Bruny Island. I consider only the evidence contained in his journals, 

particularly his immigrant diaries and his Bruny Island journals,85 as well as a tattered sweat-

stained pocket book that he carried with him around the mission on Bruny Island,86 and lists in 

his estate of items in his possession at his death which may date from this period.87 I have not 

considered here the largest source of evidence, the journals and endpapers that make up his 

 
82 A complex and variable concept depending on the disciplinary approach adopted. Here I take it to mean the 

way one views the world and others through the cultural lens one grew up with. This is close to Ninian Smart’s 

(2000) approach.  
83 A collection of his annotated newspapers is held in Museum Victoria.  
84 But see Ranson (in preparation c). This may be a unique study as such evidence is rarely encountered amongst 

the records of the working class or ‘middling sort’. The nearest, perhaps, being an analysis of a Victorian library 

kept on a remote New Zealand station (Wevers 2010).  
85 Some of the works mentioned in his immigrant journal have been discussed by D’Arcy (2014: Chapter 4) though 

my insights differ from hers. In the following, I give the earliest edition of a work that Robinson could have 

consulted. 
86 Robinson (1829-1833: Frames 0561-0648).  
87 The lists are the least reliable indicator of his readings at any one time for while they contain manuscripts dated 

to pre-1830, it is not known when he purchased and read them. 
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later Tasmanian travels and those written during his residence on Flinders Island and in 

Victoria; records which make up the greater part of his corpus.  

Robinson left Leith for Australia on the Scottish immigrant ship Triton on 7 September 

1823. On his voyage to Van Diemen’s Land, he often sought solitude in the tops of the ship’s 

foremast in order to read. Many of the works he read either have a Scottish author or Scottish 

flavour and it may be that there was a ship’s library he could access even as a steerage 

passenger.88 Certainly, religious books were provided to passengers and crew by the recently 

constituted Edinburgh and Leith Seaman’s Friend Society89 which circulated portable libraries 

among sailing vessels.90 Robinson may also have brought his own books on the voyage. 

Robinson made a promise to himself to read the Bible from end to end on the voyage 

out.91 There is no evidence that he succeeded in this endeavour. However, biblical passages 

were occasionally at the forefront of his mind. During a wild North Sea storm, he quotes a 

verse from Psalm 107: “they who decend to the Sea in Ships who prosecute business in many 

water these behold the works of Jehovah Even his wonders in the deep.” 92 This is not the 

standard King James version, but a poetic variation of the Psalm first published in the 

Evangelical magazine, The Christian Observer in 1810.93 Other intellectual interests may have 

prevented him succeeding in completing the Bible. For instance, he enjoyed poetry, shown by 

his fondness for quoting (and misquoting) passages — often without attribution (and 

sometimes with misattribution).94 On one occasion when his ship was caught in a huge gale on 

a lee shore off the coast of Scotland he wrote: “‘Lifted on Gathering billows up She flies’ 

 
88 Research of British ships’ libraries and their use by passengers is a little tapped field — but see Otness (1979). 

Skallerup (1974) discusses USA ship’s libraries. Hillway (1974) analyses the possible effect of access to a ship’s 

library on the writer Herman Melville. 
89 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0113).  
90 Kennerly (1999: 247). 
91 Robinson (1818- 1844: Frame 0116).  
92 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0109).  
93 “Religious Communications for the Christian observer Psalm CVII” (1810). 
94 Robinson rarely states his sources. It is relatively easy to locate these by placing selected phrases in the Google 

search engine.  
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falconer”.95 This is a line from the Scottish sailor-poet, William Falconer’s epic poem The 

Shipwreck. But Robinson misquotes it, suggesting he wrote it from memory, in turn suggesting 

that he had a body of work from which he could mentally call upon for various occasions and 

situations. A small ship was vulnerable to the elements and Robinson became very aware of 

the power that his god could display towards mortals. Again, probably relying on memory, he 

slightly misquotes the Scottish poet, James Thomson’s Spring, ironically while experiencing a 

flat calm.96: “… The tempest blows his wrath:/ the thunder in his voice; the red flash/ His 

speedy sword of justice. At his touch/ The mountains flame. He shakes the solid earth, / rocks 

the nations. Not in these alone-/ In ev’ry common instance God is seen.”  

Robinson greatly enjoyed travel and travel literature. On the voyage to Van Diemen’s 

Land he read Mungo Park’s two-volume Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa: Performed 

Under the Direction and Patronage of the African Association, in the Years 1795, 1796, and 

179797 and commented on Samuel Johnson’s A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland.98 

Landfalls fascinated Robinson. Passing the Orkneys, he copied out an entry for the island of 

Hoy from Thomas Bourn’s A gazetteer of the most remarkable places in the world.99 At 

Tenerife he consulted and transcribed the relevant passage from the gazetteer in Barclay’s 

English Dictionary.100 Passing the tiny island of Trinidad off the coast of Brazil he assiduously 

reproduced the relevant section from Christopher Kelly’s A new and complete system of 

universal geography.101 All these sources suggest access to a professional library on board. In 

anticipation of future landfalls, Robinson also made a copy of large sections of descriptive text 

 
95 Robinson (1818- 1844: Frame 0109). Robinson was misquoting from the epic poem The Shipwreck, Canto III 

by the Scots sailor-poet William Falconer (1732-1769): “Across the foundered deck o’erwhelming roar, And 

foaming, swelling, bound upon the shore. Swift up the mountain billow now she flies, her shattered top half 

buried in the skies”.  
96 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0150). Thomson (1789: 224) reworked this long poem and omitted this passage 

in later editions.  
97 Park (1799); Robinson (1818-1844: 0157). 
98 Johnson (1775); Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0108). 
99 Bourne (1822: 368); Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0173). 
100 Barclay (1815: 845); Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0036). 
101 Kelly (1819: 750); Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0074-0075). 



253 

 

of recent discoveries and news from Australia reported in a newspaper102 as well as descriptions 

of the Cape of Good Hope.103 

Robinson’s horror of slavery moved him to paraphrase a section on the kidnapping of 

women written by the army officer and explorer, Donald Campbell, whose letters to his son 

were collected in the popular work A journey over land to India, partly by a route never gone 

before by a European.104 Incidentally, Robinson copied from Campbell a proverb adapted from 

Maria, a character created by Laurence Sterne, noting that Sterne’s works were ones he was 

familiar with and, in a sentimental moment, recorded that Maria was also his wife’s name.105 

Sterne introduced Maria in the bawdy comic novel Tristram Shandy.106 It may also be that 

Robinson had read Sterne’s popular travel novel A sentimental journey through France and 

Italy,107 in which Maria also featured; a work appealing perhaps to Robinson’s romantic, 

emotional side. 

Robinson’s eclecticism is further illustrated by leavening his travel readings on the 

same voyage with the Picture of Edinburgh, an historical and architectural treatise by John 

Stark.108 This may have been of particular interest because Robinson had earlier worked on 

buildings in Edinburgh.109 Stark was read alongside the evangelical Calvinist writer and 

clergyman James Hervey’s treatment of god and nature in Meditations and Contemplations.110 

Robinson’s romantic inclinations are here revealed when he relates that he read the sublime 

Contemplations on the Starry Heavens in Hervey’s second volume while experiencing the 

 
102 Robinson (1818-1844: Frames 0130-132). 
103 Robinson (1818-1844: Frames 0173). 
104 Robinson (1818-1844: 0148). The work was variously titled, but Robinson may have read the first edition, 

Campbell (1795) A journey over land to India, partly by a route never gone before by a European. Cullen, London. 

(Lane-Poole 2004).  
105 Robinson (1818-1844: 0149). 
106 Sterne (1849: 489ff.) 
107 Robinson probably read a later edition than the original (Sterne 1766).  
108 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0155, 157); Stark (1806).  
109 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0158). 
110 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0151); Hervey (1816). Robinson was reading Contemplations on the Starry 

Heavens in the second volume. 
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solitude and the wide horizons high up in the foretop. Hervey was an Anglican who dismissed 

differences between denominations and developed warm relationships with dissenting 

intellectuals including the Countess of Huntingdon.111 This pluralism may also have been 

attractive to Robinson.112  

Robinson’s religious interests are evidenced in his jottings. On the voyage to Australia, 

he records that he was in the foretop reading “Methodist magazines”.113 Robinson used up old 

notebooks for his immigrant journal and earlier aide-mémoires in these notebooks are also 

often revealing. In the same notebook in which he drafted his immigrant journal he had earlier 

noted down the words “The act of the 52nd Geo III entitled An act to repeal certain acts & to 

amend Certain other acts relating to religious worship & to Persons teaching or Preaching 

therein”.114 This was an act passed on 29 July 1812 coming into force on New Year’s Day 

1813.115 The title might have looked attractive to a Nonconformist when he came across it in 

the literature116 and copied it for future reference. However, George Rose’s Act of 1812 was 

badly written and would have been a great disappointment to Robinson, being related mainly 

to the administration of the parochial registration system, losing much of its relevance to the 

registration of dissenters (and thereby their acceptance) in its passage.117 On the same page as 

the note on legislation, Robinson has jotted down the address of “Mr Field” “a reporter to Mr 

Williams Editor of the philanthropic newspaper.”118 This was probably the quarterly 

Philanthropist: or, Repository for hints and Suggestions calculated to promote the Comfort 

and Happiness of Man, a radical journal founded and edited by the Quaker scientist and 

 
111 Rivers (2004).   
112 A point noted by D’Arcy (2014: 79).  
113 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0136); 
114 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0128).  
115 “Appendix to report on penalties and disabilities in regard to religious opinions” (1812); Tate (1983: 50, 287 

n. 26). 
116 Such as the general interest Monthly Magazine or British Register (1813: Vol 36:156a). 
117 Basten (2006).  
118 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0128). 
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philanthropist William Allen.119 The journal was issued between 1811-1819 and was a strong 

advocate for abolition and social and penal improvement. What the young Robinson’s links 

were to the publication or to its officers is unknown.  

A list of printed material from Robinson’s estate120 notes other items probably collected 

around this time and, given their retention, likely influenced Robinson. Mingled with Daniel 

Defoe’s The Family Instructor, a conduct manual on religious duty in the form of moral 

dialogues for families, parents, children and servants121 as well as Reverend John Scott’s 

account of God’s revelation to a young woman attendee of the Bible and Church Missionary 

Societies,122 is a copy of Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register.123 This was a working-class 

newspaper edited by the radical William Cobbett. It so scared the establishment that the 

Government instituted a stamp duty on newspapers to keep them out of the hands of the 

working class. Cobbett responded by excising the news but keeping the political comment and 

acidic social critiques. In this issue Robinson would have read articles entitled ‘The Land of 

Bibles and of Friends of the Turks’, ‘Catholics in Ireland and in England’, and ‘Protestants in 

France’.124 Robinson’s radical leanings are further illustrated by his copy of Thomas Thrush’s 

A Letter addressed to the King by Thomas Thrush on resigning his Commission as a Captain 

in The Royal Navy on the ground of the unlawfulness of war, a pacifist document and cause 

célèbre resulting in Captain Thrush losing his half-pay for life.125  

Robinson carried a tattered pocketbook at the mission in which he kept mundane lists 

of tools, materials and equipment ordered and issued. But in the front, he copied (and slightly 

 
119 Stephen (2004).  
120 Plomley (1961-1962). 
121 Defoe (1771). 
122 Scott (1822) The original was not sighted but a review can be found at “The character and happy death of Miss 

Sarah Jane C- who died at Hull in her 19th year” (1822: 401-402), which advises that the piece contains “… hints 

well adapted to the present times, particularly young persons brought up in religious families, and who take part 

in Sunday Schools and other public institution. The cautions here suggested deserve the serious attention of our 

young friends”. Part of the story is to be found Scott (1844).  
123 Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register (1824). Vol 52 Part 4. 
124 Cobbett (1824).  
125 Thrush (1825) Robinson may have come into possession of this in Hobart. 
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miscopied) Latin quotations based on those from Virgil and Horace (Figure 8.5).126 Three of 

the quotations are found close to each other in Henry Fielding’s sentimental novel Amelia and 

were most likely copied from that work.127 Robinson not only enjoyed novels but here 

evidences both his constant attempt at self-improvement and perhaps his use of quotations in 

conversation: “Varium et mutabile semper foemina” Ever a fickle and inconsistent thing, 

woman;128 “Interdum volgus rectum videt, est ubi” Sometime the common people see correctly, 

sometimes they err;129 “Omne vitium in proclivi est” All vice is on a slippery descent.130 Why 

Robinson read Fielding’s domestic novel about a husband and wife is unknown. He seems to 

have been attracted to the extensive Latin quotations contained there and may have enjoyed the 

Virgilian episodic format of the book. Robinson may even have identified with Fielding’s 

heroine, Amelia: who shared the same name with his wife. 

In the same pocketbook, Robinson copied a quotation from The Gulph of Tartarus, a 

section of The adventures of Telemachus, the son of Ulysses, a French novel of morality and 

enlightenment by François Fénelon, Archbishop of Cambay: 

Where the cruel Danaids are eternally drawing water in leaky vessels; where 

Ixion for ever turns his wheel; where Tantalus, burning with thirst, cannot 

taste the stream which flies from his lips; where Sisyphus in vain rolls up an 

ever-falling stone, and where Tytius will eternally feel the gnawing vulture in 

his ever growing bowels.131 

 
126 Robinson (1829-1833 (Part 1): Frame 0561). Plomley, who catalogued Robinson’s papers, notes that the 

writing in this notebook was in a number of hands, including Charles Sterling and an unknown person (Robinson 

(1829-1833 (Part 1): Frame 0559). I have identified the two following items discussed here as being in Robinson’s 

hand.  
127 Fielding (1821: 664, 680).  
128 Virgil Aeneid IV.569-70. 
129 Horace Epistles II.63. 
130 This quotation appears to be invented by Fielding but is possibly based on Juvenal Satire I.149. I am grateful 

to Informal for translating the Latin, identifying the sources and bringing to my attention their use by Fielding. 
131 Robinson (1829-1833: Part 1: Frame 0591). First published in 1699, Robinson copied a later English 

translation.  



257 

 

 

This evocative description of hell may have served the social reformer Robinson as a useful 

illustration with which to belabour his recalcitrant convict servants during one of his weekly 

sermons.  

Robinson’s involvement with Aborigines on Bruny Island commenced a lifelong 

interest in ethnology as he struggled to understand and contextualise his experiences with the 

Tasmanians as well as the Tasmanians’ experiences of their invaders. Within days of first 

 

Figure 8.5. Latin quotations from the inside cover of Robinson’s pocketbook used 

at the Mission. Robinson (1829-1833: Part 1: Frame 0561). Courtesy of the State 

Library of New South Wales. 
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meeting with them, Robinson had become the colonial expert on the Aborigines. There was 

no-one else in the colonial service with such intimate firsthand knowledge and insight to whom 

he could turn for advice. His only recourse was to read himself into the subject area.  

He turned first to American literature and read James Adair’s The History of the 

American Indians.132 Adair traded with Native Americans for forty years, living primarily 

amongst the Chickasaw. His History was one of the earliest detailed ethnographies produced 

and it is tempting to see it as a model for Robinson’s own endeavours. However, the most 

extensive quotation Robinson made throughout his journals is from a passage from William 

Robertson’s History of America.133 Robertson was an eminent eighteenth-century historian, a 

leader in the Scottish enlightenment, one of the founders of cultural anthropology, and, as was 

common in that period, a stadial social evolutionist.134 He believed that societies were 

predestined to evolve inextricably from savagery through barbarism, pastoralism and 

agriculture to, finally, a civilisation such as his own. The extract from William Robertson that 

Robinson made describes the mythological royal founders of Inca society, Manco Capac 

(Manqu Qhapaq) and Mama Ocollo (Mama Uqllu) bringing agriculture as well as the crafts of 

spinning and weaving to savage tribes, thereby improving their subsistence and comfort. 

Plomley omitted a large section of this quotation from Robinson’s journal, thereby losing its 

sense and relevance.135 This seems not to have been noticed by later commentators and is 

therefore given in full in Appendix J. Robinson appears to have read Robertson around 

November 1829 by which time his early experiment in ‘amelioration’ by attempting to settle 

the Tasmanians on the mission had failed. The historian’s words resonated with Robinson, 

providing an intellectual underpinning for his future endeavours:  

 
132 Adair (1775); Plomley (2008: 99). 
133 The first edition of this was Robertson (1777). It is not yet known which of the over 100 editions of this heavily 

pirated work Robinson was quoting from.  
134 Brown (1996, 1997); Hoebel (1960).  
135 Plomley (2008: 102).  
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The welfare of this unfortunate race will ever be a paramount object in my 

mind — I am encouraged in the belief that the Aboriginal Tribes of this 

Territory may ère long assume a more favorable cast in the scale of improvement 

than would be imagined from their present rude and uncultivated state —The 

practicability of such a result will appear from the following record. [Then 

follows the Robertson quotation, see Appendix J].136 

Robertson reinforced Robinson’s belief that survival for the Tasmanians required them 

to evolve and essentially become the equivalents of Englishmen and women through the 

adoption of agriculture and the mechanical arts. There is an impression that Robinson saw 

himself as an emissary of god — a latter-day Manco Capac — collecting the “wandering 

tribes”, instructing and reclaiming them, converting them to Christianity, and bringing them to 

a place of safety where they could settle. Once they had adopted agriculture and industrial 

pursuits, Robinson could then introduce them to British “laws and policy”. He would become 

their authority figure and under his firm leadership achieve a “regular and well governed state”. 

Robertson provided Robinson with the template for his future dealings with the Tasmanians, 

which culminated in their removal and eventual settlement at Wybalenna.137  

 

8.6 Robinson the man 

The man who landed in Hobart in 1824 was a tough and formidable leader tempered in the 

harsh brickfields of Islington. He designed and controlled complex projects, whether they be 

buildings, missions or later leading large exploratory teams safely through Tasmania’s bush. 

 
136 Robinson (1829-1830b: 113-116).  
137 The influence of William Robertson’s History of America on nineteenth-century European treatment of native 

peoples worldwide would be a fertile research project. Of the USA, for instance, Lenman notes “… he nevertheless 

helped to set in concrete the assumptions which even the best-intentioned of Jeffersonian philanthropists shared 

with him and many others: there was only one way forward for North American Indians. It was a path of 

unconditional assimilation conceived as stadial progression, and if they did not take it the fault was theirs. Few 

mentalities can be so dictatorial as the enlightened condescension of the authoritarian liberal. Robertson had his 

place among the architects of Indian Removal in the North American republic and that ultimate pathway paved 

with good intention, the Trail of Tears” (1997: 209). 
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Robinson was an entrepreneur who saw the acquisition of wealth as a necessity in an age where 

there was no welfare state and no superannuation to protect him and his family in sickness and 

old age. Robinson was an introvert who enjoyed solitude but also a person who loved his 

fellows. He loved travelling, loved the land, loved nature and had a strong appreciation of the 

picturesque. Robinson in his early years was a very religious man and saw in his religion the 

path to salvation for himself and others. He had philanthropical, abolitionist and radical 

leanings which drove him to missionise amongst the poor and working class and which later 

led him to apply for the position of Superintendent at the Aboriginal Establishment on Bruny 

Island. Robinson had an ever-inquiring mind. He was a curious about the world, intelligent and 

widely read. He was the epitome of the early nineteenth-century artisan polymath.  
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PART III: PREFACE 

 

The creation and abandonment of the Aboriginal Establishment was the last phase of the 

frontier on Bruny Island; its culmination bringing the final deaths and removal of the island’s 

traditional foragers. The remainder of this thesis examines the activities on the Establishment 

during this period in a thematic form, commencing in Chapter Nine with an analysis of the 

inter-relationships between the Aborigines, Robinson and the Establishment during this time. 

A closer analysis of the interrelationships between the Aborigines, the island’s white settlers 

and Robinson during this period is given in Chapter Ten and the relationship between the 

Aborigines, Robinson and Robinson’s convict servants in Chapter Eleven. Off-stage Robinson 

was beset by the limitations of officialdom in Hobart and elsewhere which appears almost to 

have been designed to set him up to fail. Some instances of this are also touched upon in the 

two later chapters. The following abbreviated1 timeline is provided to assist the reader 

contextualise the various elements and navigate this thematic approach. 

 

Timeline 

1827. Seventy-two recorded Aboriginal attacks on European settlers occurred across Tasmania 

this year, resulting in fifty-two deaths or woundings.2 

1828. The intensity of Aboriginal resistance to the settlers intensifies during this year, 

culminating in 144 attacks which result in seventy-eight settler deaths or woundings.3 

Aboriginal deaths are at least forty-five.4  

 
1 A more detailed chronology can be found in D’Arcy (2014) and Ranson (2013a).  
2 Plomley (1992: Tables 2 & 5). 
3 Plomley (1992: Tables 2 & 5). Plomley’s figures are likely to underestimates (Clements 2013: 279-281). 

Clements (2013: Appendix 2) lists 113 and 198 incidents for 1827 and 1828 respectively but a lack of a key to his 

table makes his compilation difficult to interrogate further.  
4 Clements (2013: Figure 13). 
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10 January 1828. Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur writes to Viscount Goderich (Secretary 

of State for War and Colonies) suggesting the only remedy is removal of the Aborigines to a 

remote area (the northeast coast), providing them with food and clothing, and confining them 

to certain limits beyond which Arthur could not guarantee his protection of them.5 

9 February 1828. Discussions were occurring amongst settler society for a missionary to be 

placed among the Aborigines.6 

11 April 1828. Captain John Welsh, Superintendent of Government Vessels, reports to Arthur 

on the friendliness of the Bruny Islanders.7 

3 May 1828. Arthur decides to set up a rationing station for Aborigines on Bruny Island 

superintended by an army veteran.8 

12 May 1828. Private James Jordan of the Royal Veterans’ Corps, first ambassador and 

conciliator to the Aborigines, sails to the island and sets up a rationing station at Robert’s 

residence in Barnes Bay.9 

23 May 1828. Arthur learns that Jordan retreated in a funk from the isolated and abandoned 

house.10  

Late 1828. A second rationing station is proposed at Rat Bay, still with Jordan in charge, but 

provided with a boat and three convict companions.11 

3 March 1829. Arthur decides that a person capable of ‘ameliorating’ (civilising) the 

Aborigines be appointed superintendent12 and orders that an advertisement for the position to 

be placed in local newspapers.13  

 
5 Arthur (1831:4).  
6 The Hobart Town Courier 9 February 1828: 3b. 
7 Welsh (1828).  
8 The Hobart Town Courier 3 May 1828: 3b. 
9 Ranson (2013a: 28). 
10 Ranson (2013a: 28-30). 
11 Ranson (2013a: 31-35). 
12 Arthur (1829). 
13 The Hobart Town Courier Saturday 7 March 1829:2b.  
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9-17 March 1829. Robinson14 and nine others applied for the position. Robinson is successful. 

30 March 1829. Robinson set out in a whaleboat with six convict crew to search for a suitable 

site for the Aboriginal Establishment. 

31 March-8 April 1829. After calling at Rat Bay and finding it unsuitable, Robinson explores 

the western coastline of Bruny Island, eventually calling at Birchs Bay where he met Truganini 

for the first time. Truganini probably guided him to Lelli (later Missionary) Bay. Robinson 

returns to Hobart to begin planning for the mission.15 

15 April 1829. Robinson submits his master plan of the Establishment16 to Arthur and 

commences the long running debate about appropriate rations for the Aborigines. 

29 April 1829. Robinson returns to Bruny Island and locates his 500-acre grant on the shores 

of Lelli Bay.17 

1 May 1829. Robinson proceeds to Hobart, leaving behind two men to erect a hut.18 

13 May 1829. Robinson returns again to the Establishment site in the Prince Leopold carrying 

extensive stores and supplies. 

14 May 1829. Finding the Aborigines absent from the area he writes his first letter to the 

whalers requesting them to stop interfering with the Aborigines.19  

18 May 1829. The first Aborigine, Morley, dies on the Establishment. Robinson is confronted 

with his first cremation.20 

20 May 1829. A small party of eight Aborigines returns to the Establishment.21 

24 May 1829. Robinson performs his first divine service with the Aborigines “very 

attentive”.22 

 
14 Robinson (1828).  
15 Plomley (2008: 55-56). 
16 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frames: 008-011). 
17 Plomley (2008: 59). 
18 Plomley (2008: 59). 
19 Plomley (2008: 60). 
20 Plomley (2008: 61). 
21 Plomley (2008: 61). 
22 Plomley (2008: 62). 
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25 May 1829. Convict resistance against Robinson commenced, likely occasioned by the 

confiscation of their dogs.23 

31 May 1829. Robinson performs divine service, this time giving the sermon in the Tasmanian 

language. The second Aborigine, Joe, dies. 24 

12 June 1829. Robinson returns to Hobart25 submitting a report to Arthur on the progress of 

building at the Establishment.26 He advocates, for the first time, travelling to Port Davey to 

collect Aborigines to live at the mission. He asks for a suitable convict to manage the 

Establishment in his absence.  

23 June 1829. Arthur agrees to the expedition to Port Davey.27 

3 July 1829. Robinson returns to the Establishment to find the Aborigines absent, the convicts 

mutinous and work proceeding slowly. Charles Sterling, convict, is appointed as clerk and 

schoolmaster.28 

8 July 1829. The third Aborigine, Jack, dies and is cremated.29  

9 July 1829. Robinson meets with a party of Port Davey Aborigines who arrived at the 

Establishment.30 

11 July 1829. Catherine, the fourth Aborigine dies. Robinson prevails and has the body 

buried.31  

13 July 1829. Robinson returns to Hobart this time with Truganini and Dray who he presents 

to Arthur.32  

 
23 Plomley (2008: 62). 
24 Plomley (2008: 63). 
25 Plomley (2008: 67). 
26 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 19-29. 
27 Plomley (2008: 67). 
28 Plomley (2008: 68). 
29 Plomley (2008: 69). 
30 Plomley (2008: 70). 
31 Plomley (2008: 71). 
32 Plomley (2008: 72). 
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25 July 1829. Robinson returns to the Establishment and finds again that it has been abandoned 

by the Aborigines.33 

2 August 1829. Robinson argues with Davies, a neighbouring settler, regarding his friendliness 

towards Robinson’s convict servants. The three Aboriginal children at the Establishment 

escape temporarily.34  

11 August 1829. William, an Aboriginal boy, is the fifth to die and is buried.35 

12 August 1829. Robinson visited the whalers at Adventure Bay to retrieve the Aborigines 

staying there. However, the Aboriginal women hid from Robinson.36  

18-27 August 1829. Robinson returns to Hobart.37 

11 September 1829. Robinson learns that Dray’s infant has died.38 

19 September 1829. Wooraddy arrives at the Establishment and informs Robinson that his 

wife and youngest child have died.39  

21-30 September 1829. Wooraddy searches for Truganini to marry, importuning Robinson for 

help.40  

28 September 1829. Robinson writes to the whalers complaining again about their men’s 

behaviour.41  

3-14 October 1829. Robinson returns to Hobart, reported to Arthur and was asked to inspect 

the Aborigines held in Richmond Gaol.  

15-16 October 1829. Robinson escorts two Aborigines, Mary and a child, to the Establishment 

and returns to Hobart.42 

 
33 Plomley (2008: 73). 
34 Plomley (2008: 74-75). 
35 Plomley (2008: 76). 
36 Plomley (2008: 78). 
37 Plomley (2008: 80). 
38 Plomley (2008: 81). 
39 Plomley (2008: 82). 
40 Plomley (2008: 85-88). 
41 Plomley (2008: 87). 
42 Plomley (2008: 92-93). 
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17 October – 28 November 1829. Robinson returns to Hobart for an extended period. At 

Arthur’s behest, he inspected the suitability of Maria Island for an Aboriginal establishment 

and attended a newly constituted board of enquiry set up to examine the Aboriginal question.43 

29 November – 4 December 1829. Robinson travels to the Establishment. He finds an 

Aboriginal child has absconded. Otherwise reports on very little else.  

5-25 December 1829. Robinson again returns to Hobart and starts extensive planning for the 

Port Davey expedition. During this period, he was asked by Arthur to visit New Norfolk to 

locate Port Davey men who were raiding the locality.44  

26-27 December 1829. Robinson made a fleeting visit to the Establishment probably to pick 

up the Bruny Island Aborigines to accompany him on the forthcoming Port Davey trip. 

However, they were missing.45 

28 December 1829 – 27 January 1830. Robinson remained in Hobart planning for the Port 

Davey expedition and organising accommodation for those Aborigines not accompanying 

him.46 

28 January 1830. Robinson left Hobart for Port Davey calling in at Bruny Island to pick up a 

party of six Aborigines.  

30 January 1830. Wooraddy, the islands’ last traditional owner, left Bruny Island with 

Robinson. The frontier had passed. 

 

 
43 Plomley (2008: 93-102). 
44 Plomley (2008: 103-108). 
45 Plomley (2008: 108). 
46 Plomley (2008: 108-114). 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 
ABORIGINES, ROBINSON AND THE ABORIGINAL ESTABLISHMENT 

 

By 1829, the first phase of the frontier passing over Bruny Island was coming to an end.1 The 

Aborigines remaining on the island were a remnant, a group of refugees from a number of 

tribes, clinging to a traditional way of life that was rapidly being eroded by the invading and 

surrounding British settlers. Into this increasingly marginal environment, Lieutenant-Governor 

Arthur injected an idea: An ‘Aboriginal establishment’ he thought would save them. Instead, 

the Establishment became a microcosm of the frontier; operating only eight months, it 

witnessed the final demise of the Aboriginal group through disease and death. Ironically, at the 

same time, it became the origin of a vast corpus of ethnographic material, a testament to that 

rapidly passing way of life. This chapter explores some aspects of the interactions that occurred 

at the Establishment between the Aborigines and the exceptional individual appointed by 

Arthur to manage it, George Augustus Robinson.2 

 

9.1. An experiment in failure: The Rat Bay Establishment 

Arthur’s concept of creating a permanent establishment for issuing rations to attract, control 

and ‘civilise’ the Aboriginal population in order to curtail their raids on settler farms, was 

eventually put into action at Rat Bay, present day Killora, above a small beach on the north-

western end of Bruny Island (Figure 9.1). The experiment was a failure. Less than a year after 

the Establishment was created, Robinson, the new storekeeper, arrived, met for a few hours 

with those Aborigines present, then continued down the Channel to search for a more propitious 

 
1 See Chapter Six.  
2 See Chapters Seven and Eight.  
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site.3 The station’s greatest weakness was its proximity to farms and its ease of access to passing 

boats’ crews which allowed for “wanton outrages” to be “committed upon the Aboriginal 

females by convict servants in the employ of settlers”.4 Additionally, the very convicts who 

had been sent by Arthur to distribute food to the Aborigines were instead selling those 

Government rations to Aborigines for sex.5 Moreover, it was probably the desire for fresh 

produce and greater quantities of tea and sugar than the Government rations allowed, as well 

as the attraction of check shirts, that made the Aboriginal women trade sex with the convict 

 
3 Plomley (2008: 55).  
4 Robinson to Arthur 8 April 1829, TAHO CSO1/1/327/757 (Vol 12):73-75 
5 Plomley (2008: 119 n. 20); Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 7). 

 

Figure 9.1 Nur.ning.er.teed.di or.Rat Bay (Photo: Don Ranson) 
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servants of Kelly and other settlers.6 To be safe, Robinson later advised Arthur, the Aborigines 

should “have no correspondence with the White Heathen”.7  

 

9.2 The General Plan 

The Aborigines at the ration establishment were suspicious of Robinson at first and departed 

quickly. The convicts stationed there, seeing Robinson as a threat, had created “mistrust in their 

[the Aborigines’] minds as to frustrate the benevolent intentions of the Govt.”8 However, later, 

when those “benevolent intentions of the Govr were made know their joy was great”.9 

On his return to the ration station Robinson noted that in his absence a seventeen-year-

old Aboriginal man named Wéanée had died and been cremated.10 In rough notes written years 

later Robinson described how a severe winter had set in and the Aborigines had contracted a 

virulent influenza which was causing deaths.11 Indeed, it was the severest winter that the 

Europeans had recorded to date.12 It was urgent that Robinson find a safe place for the 

Aborigines away from the surrounding settlers and to that end he formed a temporary 

encampment where he could issues clothes, blankets and medicine. Up to this time the issue of 

supplies had been precarious because of a lack of a store room. Robinson saw that the selection 

of a new site for the Establishment was urgent and set out with two convicts and two Aborigines 

to search for a more salubrious location.13 He was guided by the Aborigines to an area of grassy 

 
6 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 7). 
7 CSO1/1/327/757 (Vol 12): 73-75. The White ‘Heathen’ was a common trope of those British middle classes 

concerned for the spiritual welfare of the ‘depraved and wretched’ ‘savages’, members of the spiritually bereft 

lower orders found in remote rural villages and the overcrowded rookeries of the rapidly industrialising cities of 

England (Twells 2009: 1-3, & ff.). Robinson’s distancing use of the term encapsulates and emphasises class 

difference between himself and the convicts, at the same time evidencing his involvement in home-missionising 

as well as reinforcing a shared Evangelical experience with his superior.  
8 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1088). 
9 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 156).  
10 Plomley (2008: 59).  
11 From Robinson’s draft autobiography, The colonial race: The brown men, written in later life (Robinson 1837-

1865: Frame 1093). 
12 Hobart Town Courier 4th July 1829: 2d.  
13 Robinson (1837-1865: Frames 0990-0991).  
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open forest adjacent to a running creek at the head of Lelli Bay.14 Here he located his grant of 

500 acres and “Set out the village on a gentle declivity leading down to the bay” (Figures 9.2 

& 9.3).15  

 

 

A recent attempt to locate the mission using geophysical prospection was unsuccessful 

as the magnetic nature of the underlying Jurassic dolerite created too many false positives.16 

However, a number of cadastral charts were located with the mission marked upon it (Figure 

9. 4). When overlaid on to a modern aerial photograph the position of the mission could be 

determined. Serendipitously, during a recent dry summer, differential vegetation marks were 

discerned confirming the presence of the foundation benching for the structures. A large flat 

area cleared of surface cobbles marks the area of the larger native hut (Figure 9.5).  

 

 
14 Robinson (1837-1865: Frames 0998-0999). 
15 Plomley (2008: 59). 
16 Ranson (2013b). 

 

Figure 9.2. Site of the Aboriginal Establishment. “Set out the village on a gentle declivity leading 

down to the bay, the site delightfully pleasant and close to the water” Robinson 29 April 1829 

(Photo: Don Ranson). 
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Early on, Robinson had confirmed in writing Arthur’s “General Plan” for this 

“establishment” or “native village” in which he itemised its components and how it would 

operate.17 Based on only a few hours of direct experience of Aborigines as well as a 

conversation with the Governor, Robinson’s articulation of Arthur’s plan provides a stark 

illustration of the yawning cultural gap between foragers and farmers on this ‘frontier of the 

mind’. The Europeans believed that, in order to “ameliorate” or better their condition, the 

Aborigines should be “civilized”. This required setting up a farm on which Aborigines would 

grow crops. The Tasmanians would settle in a village of log huts roofed with bark which they 

would construct for themselves. The village would be quadrilateral in plan (Figure 9.4). On the  

 

 
17 Appendix K; Robinson (1829-1830a: Frames 008-0011). 

 

Figure 9.3 Aerial view of the site of the Aboriginal Establishment, looking west (Photo: Don 

Ranson). 
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upper side, centrally placed and dominating panopticon-like, would be Robinson’s mission 

house, distinguished from the Aborigines’ and the convict servants’ huts by being constructed 

in brick and sawn timber. On one side of the surveilling Robinson would be the married 

quarters, on the other side the single persons accommodation, each hut divided by an 

interwoven stake-and-bark fence enclosing an allotment in which gardens would be created 

(Figure 9.5). Government rations would be provided to the Aborigines to encourage them to 

cease their wanderings, particularly those visits to nearby settlers where they would often 

“submit to immoral practices for the sake of provisions”. For without such encouragement it 

was feared the objective of the “mission” would be retarded. In addition to receiving rations, 

 

Figure 9.4 One of the charts showing the Aboriginal Establishment and its quadrilateral plan 

overlooking Lelli Bay. (TAHO AF396/1/155 Map- Buckingham 146). 
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the Aborigines would be expected to grow their own potatoes which they would eat with fish 

they caught.18 This provender the Aborigines would be expected to cook “after the manner of 

Europeans”.19 A formal schoolhouse would be constructed and the children would be separated  

from the adults and taught in English using Bells’ System.20 The children would be taught a 

trade and would eat separately from the adults. Most importantly for Robinson was the 

instruction of the Aborigines in Christianity through an extensive program of worship. Besides 

 
18 Robinson did not appear to have yet learnt about the Tasmanians’ taboo against fish consumption. 
19 Presumably boiling, frying and baking in metal cookware. 
20 Bell’s System was devised by the educationalist Andrew Bell (1797, 1808) after observing a Madrasi munshi 

instructing large numbers of children to write in the sand. It was a monitorial system which allowed a single 

teacher to control hundreds of pupils through a descending hierarchy of pupil-monitors. It provided cheap mass 

education suitable to the rapid industrialisation underway in Britain at the time. Robinson was over-ambitious. 

Despite having a number of sand boxes constructed for the pupil’s writing lessons, there is no evidence that even 

a single class was held for the three children at the Establishment.  

 

Figure 9. 5. The site of the Aboriginal Establishment today, looking southwards, giving Robinson a fine 

view over the Mission and down the Channel. The ranging rods bracket a change in vegetation which 

represents a bench for a hut (Robinson’s?). The figure is walking towards a larger flat bench, the probable 

site of the native dormitory (Photo: Don Ranson).  
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Sunday services, the Aborigines would be subjected to catechisms on Monday evening and a 

further public service on Wednesdays. The children would additionally be required to open and 

close each school day with prayer. The sicknesses threatening the Aborigines were to be treated 

with European medicines and the native recourse to scarification and bloodletting to cure ills 

was to be discouraged. By following Robinson’s proposals, the Aborigines would acquire 

“habits of industry”. Furthermore, Aboriginal strangers visiting the site would see much to 

interest them and thereby be induced to settle.  

The concept for such a village had probably been circulating in New South Wales for 

over a decade in conversations amongst a select group of humanitarians and officials 

responsible for resolving the tension there between settlers and Aborigines. A precursor to this 

village, and perhaps a model for it, was attempted by Governor Lachlan Macquarie in 1815 at 

Georges Head, New South Wales. The Reverend William Cowper describes Macquarie’s 

attempt to establish a reserve in which huts were to be built and gardens prepared for the 

settlement of sixteen adult Aborigines. Here too a boat was provided to allow them to fish and 

a European was to be appointed to issue rations and clothing. This village failed.21 

Arthur and Robinson may also have reinforced their understandings with readings from 

the evangelical press, such as the Evangelical Magazine, where news of mission stations in 

South Africa and the Pacific was commonly published. In his application to Arthur for the job 

of superintendent, Robinson alluded to his familiarity with these establishments, writing: 

… and believing the plan which your Excellency has devised. to be the only 

one whereby this unfortunate race can be ameliorated — that has the 

degraded Hottentot has been raised in the Scale of beings — and the 

inhabitants of the Societies Islands are made an industrious and intelligent 

 
21 Gunson (1974: 12) quoting Cowper to Judge Burton, 11 June 1838, “Attempts made to ameliorate the condition 

of the aborigines of New South Wales, 1814-1823”, NSW State Archives & Records, 1161. Supreme Court 

Records 24-68a. The farm was to host sixteen adult Aborigines (Commonwealth of Australia 1916: 467).  
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race — So Likewise, — by the Same exertions may the inhabitants of this 

territory be instru[cted?] [my emphasis]22 

In addition, Robinson had links to the LMS through William Francis Platt, his 

Congregationalist minister in London and would have heard during sermons about the LMS 

missions in the South Pacific.23 The sermons would have included news of Henry Nott and 

William Pascoe Crook, both Congregationalist missionaries in the Pacific. Similarly, 

Robinson’s links to the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion would have brought him 

information about Thomas Lewis, Henry Bicknell and William Henry, South Pacific 

missionaries, and all members of the Connexion.24 He would also likely have met returned 

missionaries as well as Polynesian natives, who had accompanied them back to England and 

who resided with William Platt. Besides the Pacific missionaries there were many 

representatives from the LMS as well as other denominations throughout South Africa whose 

strivings would have been well known.25 In late October, 1828, George Frankland, the 

surveyor-general, had sent Arthur an unsolicited twelve-page memorandum on the Aboriginal 

question suggesting a model for setting up a station where rations could be issued to the 

Aborigines. 

Under the proposed system the Natives would necessarily become totally 

dependent on the Europeans, and — removed from the atrocities of Convicts 

— they would cease to be stimulated to revenge, and would probably reaffirm 

their former peaceful disposition. In two years there is room to hope that they 

could be induced to cultivate enough ground to maintain themselves, and a 

Missionary establishment on a somewhat similar plan to that formed by the 

 
22 George Augustus Robinson to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur TAHO CSO1/1/321/7578: 30-33. 
23 Gunson (1978). 
24 Gunson (1978: Appendix IV).  
25 “The history of South African mission stations: Museums and archives”. (n.d.). 
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Moravian at “Gnadenthal”26 in South Africa, would undoubtedly lead to the 

most happy results.27 

The Aborigines, then, were to be turned into settled British farmers. These were not to be 

independent yeomen, but peasants owing fealty to a seigneur, for what is not overtly admitted 

in documents of the day is that the “native village” was situated on 500 acres of land granted 

especially to Robinson,28 and Robinson would own and control the farms on which the 

Aborigines would settle and work.  

A month after building started at the site, Robinson was able to report that:  

… a substantial log hut 15 by 20 ft covered with bark has been erected for the 

reception [accomodation] of the Natives with which they are very much 

pleased — Alth’ this erection is built with Logs and Trunnelled [together and 

no other iron used there [except] the instrument for boring the holes] still [the 

extra labour required for this purpose [and]] the time lost in boring the holes 

 
26 Frankland would have viewed Genadendal (Gnadenthal) in 1824-5 when he was convalescing in the Cape of 

Good Hope. There were many tens of mission stations in South Africa (“The history of South African mission 

stations: Museums and archives”. (n.d.)). However, Genadendal was on a common tourist route through the Cape 

and was invariably pictured in an ideal, bucolic light. The suggestion by Alan Lester (2008: 31) that the Kat River 

Settlement was the model for the Bruny settlement is erroneous as that settlement had only been founded in 1829 

and by October, a couple of months before Robinson’s abandonment of Bruny Island, inhabitants at Kat River 

were only just beginning to move from their wagons to temporary huts (Kirk 1973: 413).  
27 Frankland to Arthur 25 October 1828. Mitchell Library: Letters to Sir G. Arthur Vol 19 (Location No ZA 2179; 

Microfilm MAV/FM4/3676).  
28 “Report of the Land Board upon the application of Mr G.A. Robinson for a grant of land” (TAHO 

CSO1/1/380/8613:303-304). The document suggests that Robinson originally applied for a larger grant, offering 

to fund improvements from rental of his town properties which the Land Board thought Robinson had greatly 

overvalued. The Board appears suspicious of Robinson’s motives for requesting a grant noting that “Mr 

Robinson’s views as regards agricultural improvements, are very uncertain & depend upon other engagements”. 

The document was dated 30 March 1829, the day Robinson first set out for Bruny Island. It was not endorsed by 

the Colonial Secretary, John Burnett, until 9 April, the day after Robinson returned from his first visit and reported 

his intentions regarding Bruny Island. It would appear that the original aim was to have the grant close to the Rat 

Bay establishment so he could farm while he also supervised ration distribution. It was not until he located at Lelli 

(Missionary) Bay that the decision must have been taken to use his grant to settle the future Aboriginal farmers 

upon it, thus changing the status of the establishment from a Government endeavour to a quasi-private one, with 

all that that implies for the Aboriginal inhabitants. The Government must have been complicit in this arrangement 

otherwise it could have set up the establishment on Crown Land. Robinson never did pay for the improvements 

out of his own pocket; all building materials and labour being provided by the Government. 
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for the tree nails makes it expensive & tedious besides which, it would require 

plastering in order to filling up the interstices]…29 

Additional construction probably included a pole and bark accommodation hut for the 

convicts, beside a store and Robinson’s brick and sawn timber cottage.30 Robinson’s 

convict servants were also employed in clearing the bush to create a garden. There is no 

evidence that the Aborigines helped in building or land clearing.  

Despite all this activity the mission was to be a failure. Robinson was no farmer. 

He soon complained the soil was so poor that constructing each turf chimney for the native 

hut required “5 rods31 of Turf — consequently so much soil is rendered incapable for 

vegetation.”32 The Jurassic soils, while considered locally fertile, were too thin and rocky 

for successful cropping; all they support today is substandard sheep pasture. Despite 

carefully selecting his grant, the mission was soon found to be located too close to other 

settlers’ farms, presenting no problem for highly mobile foragers to walk away to more 

attractive resources available elsewhere. And the creek, running when Robinson first 

observed it during a very wet winter, rarely flows today. 

 

9.3 Robinson and the Aborigines: Learning the language 

Robinson greatly admired the Bruny Islanders. Many years later he was to reminisce:  

The B. Islanders were adventurous navigators. On urgent occasions wd cross 

in rough weather, the Channel, & even venture to sea in their frail canoes, to 

the rocks off S. Cape in search of seal & birds eggs. Sometimes they were 

 
29 There are two versions of this report. The one substantially quoted here is from Robinson’s letter book, dated 

erroneously to 1 June 1829 (Robinson 1829-1832: Frame 12). The other version at TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 19-

30 is that received by Arthur, dated 12 June 1829, which in a number of places varies with, and adds elements to, 

the original copy. These added elements have been inserted in the above text and are contained within square 

brackets.  
30 A possible construction history of the site is detailed in Ranson (2013a).  
31 A square rod is 25.3 square metres. So, the two turf chimneys built for the native hut used up 253 square metres 

of valuable sod.  
32 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 12); TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:19-30. 
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driven off the coast and lost … The Bruné Islanders were a much superior 

race to the other tribes of the coast. Prowess in arts & manufacture.33 

The first meetings that Robinson had with these Islanders were to set in train his modus 

operandi for his ventures in following years. He was to write of these times: 

the Aborigines require to be dealt with in a peculiar way and that the art of 

ingratiation was only to be acquired by freedom of manner and a seeming 

participation in all their little incidents & amusements. I had also discovered 

that a cheerful aspect operates with much considerable force amongst them and that 

affability of manners is the surest method of road to conciliation.34 

Robinson was later to add further that he would “... live as they lived — and thus, by giving 

them my confidence hoped to gain theirs — proving by example — rather than words I was 

their friend.”35 

There were at least twenty-three Aborigines located on Bruny Island when Robinson 

was there in 1829.36 They were constantly mobile, coming and going frequently from the 

mission, though by June he was claiming that fifteen were in a “tractable state”.37 One of 

Robinson’s earliest priorities was to learn their language so that he could communicate from 

day-to-day as he went about studying the intricacies of Aboriginal society. Like missionaries 

the world over, he also needed to translate the Gospel and sermonise in the native language in 

order to proselytise effectively. This was accepted LMS and other missionary policy; 

communicating with natives in their mother tongues was recognised as fundamental to any 

attempts to Christianise and civilise.38  

 
33 Robinson (1837-1865: Frames 0983-0984). 
34 Robinson (1829-1830b: Frame 0135). This passage was written six months after the abandonment of the mission 

(see Appendix N).  
35 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1094). 
36 Appendix L. 
37 Colonial Times 26 June 1829: 3b. 
38 Gunson (1974: 307 n. 3); Twells (2009: 139-143).   
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Robinson had a facility for languages. Within days he was peppering his journal entries 

with Aboriginal words and phrases. He proudly noted in his first report to Arthur after three 

weeks at the mission: “I have closely studied their language and have made some proficiency. 

Can make myself tolerably well understood. — I seldom speak to the Adults in any other”.39 In 

a short time, he had quickly become the leading expert on the Tasmanian language. Ominously, 

Robinson had already separated the children from the adults and reported that he only addressed 

them in English, the language he would instruct them in.40 Robinson was at pains to emphasise 

the difficulties he faced. Because the Aborigines did not have a written language, he had to 

employ an orthography to record their sounds most of which they abbreviated.41 He outlined to 

Arthur how he went about collecting the language:  

I have accompanied them in their hunting & fishing excursions & have 

frequently been engaged till a late hour at night in conversation in order to 

obtain a knowledge of their words — Night I have found the best time for this 

purpose — they are then disengaged from the toils of the day & are free to 

converse. [by these nocturnal labours] I have been enabled to acquire a 

knowledge of [upwards of] 270 words towards an Aborigl Vocabulary42  

Early on, Robinson learnt that the Tasmanians had a number of dialects for, besides the 

Bruny Islanders, he had discovered amongst those present members also of the Southport, Port 

D’Esperance and Port Davey groups.43 This was not going to slow Robinson “… there is a 

trifelling difficulty in their dialect, but the language is the same”.44 He emphasised this by 

illustrating his mastery to Arthur: 

 
39 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 10).  
40 Robinson’s first report to Arthur erroneously from his letter book dated 1st June 1829 (Robinson 1829-1832: 

Frame 10). Additional text in square brackets is from Robinson’s fair copy report to Arthur dated 12 June 1829 at 

TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:20 & 21. 
41 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 10). 
42 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 10). Additional text from TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:20 & 21. 
43 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:21. Nine years earlier Kelly had noted that there were also refugees from the 

Hobart/Kingston area (Commonwealth of Australia 1921: Series III: v.3: 461).  
44 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:21. 
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In a conversation with one of them who is a Native of Li-lilly near Port Davey 

he said he would mue-ka-a (see) Par-ler-wa (Native) Boor-ra (Smoke) Tay-

ger-a (Go) Kan-na-nu (speak) Par-ler-war (Natives) Mr Robinson Nyrae 

(good) Mr Robinson Larie-ny (give) Parlerwa Nobberly (plenty) Wooira 

(Clothes) Nobberly Pannerbu (bread) Nob-ber-ly Parmat-ter potatoes - Mr 

Robinson Nobberly Parlerwar Linene Bruné.45 

He applied himself to the task of learning the additional dialects, having realised within 

three weeks of founding the mission that it would, in fact, be best if he left it and travelled to 

Port Davey to meet with the many Aborigines that lived there. Consequently, he “spared no 

diligence in becoming acquainted with their language”.46 

Besides the language, Robinson also showed early on that he could master media 

relations to advance his cause. On his first return to Hobart, he must have contacted newspaper 

editors for this article appeared: 

We are much pleased to find, that Mr G. A. Robinson has been appointed 

Superintendent of a number of black Natives at Bruné Island, and that he has 

already succeeded in bringing fifteen of them into a tractable state. He is, we 

understand, forming an alphabet, and a kind of dictionary of their language 

and terms; and he entertains strong hopes that they are capable of civilization, 

to a certain extent.47 

Robinson, like Arthur, realised that acquiring a vocabulary and mastering the language 

was central to communicating with the Tasmanians and important for resolving the tension 

between the tribespeople and settlers. To this end, Robinson advised Arthur on his progress in 

his first report: “These words may require correction on which account I defer sending a copy 

 
45 Robinson’s 12 June 1829 report to Arthur (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 21). Robinson also noted a sermon he 

gave to the Aborigines in their own language (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 24 & 25). 
46 Robinson (1829-1830b: Frames 0128-0129). 
47 Colonial Times 26 June 1829: 3b.  
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with this report but will (God willing) in my next”.48 Robinson had quickly realised his 

ascendency in this area was unique and placed him in a powerful position for future prospects 

and remuneration. Despite repeated requests over the coming years from Arthur, he kept the 

knowledge to himself and never submitted and shared his collected vocabulary. He was not 

above using his interest in linguistics to support his self-aggrandisement in other ways, 

attempting, in this case unsuccessfully, the recruitment to the Establishment of all Aborigines 

residing with settlers in other parts of Tasmania so that he could study whether they spoke 

different languages or simply the dialects of one language.49 

Robinson had a love for words.50 Within a year he had collected nearly 2,000.51 While 

he could be faulted for not recording the grammar, Robinson’s efforts in collecting Tasmanian 

vocabulary should not be underestimated. He contributed far more to the corpus than all other 

recorders together.52 He was the only collector to travel Tasmania-wide and document a 

number of dialects.53 His collecting now enables increasingly sophisticated analyses of those 

dialects and languages, their genetic relationships, and the social organisation underlying their 

distribution.54 It is mainly through his efforts that the reconstructed language palawa kani 

could be initiated.  

Robinson’s success with his language collection would not have been possible without 

Aboriginal support and assistance. By this time, 1829, it is likely that many of the Aborigines 

on Bruny Island were becoming acculturated. Some of the men had probably actively been 

working in the merchant marine, possibly as whalers. Joe was accomplished in boat handling 

 
48 This report is from two sources: the majority (with corrections) is from Robinson’s Letter Book at (Robinson 

(1829-1832: Frames 9-13)). Additional text in square brackets is from Robinson’s fair copy 12 June 1829 report 

to Arthur at TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 20 & 21.  
49 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 20). 
50 Not only Tasmanian. Throughout his fieldnotes can be found lists of unusual English words that he came across 

in his reading, many with ticks besides them as he appears to have checked definitions and committed them to 

memory; testament to his continual striving for self-improvement. 
51 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 29). 
52 Plomley (1976: 4).  
53 Plomley (1976: xiii). 
54 Bowern (2012).  



283 

 

and could handle a bow oar, an ability requiring great skill.55 Some of the women were already 

capable of using needle and thread.56 Through this acculturation a number of the Aborigines 

could speak English. Dray was fluent57 and Truganini was noted as being fluent in English as 

well as speaking four Tasmanian dialects.58 Wooraddy also could speak the language59 and 

his family could speak “a few words of broken English”.60  

 

9. 4. Robinson’s behaviour towards the Aborigines 

Robinson interacted with the Aborigines on Bruny Island in two major ways. He spent time 

proselyting, though with little apparent immediate effect. He also spent a great deal of time 

observing and recording the Aborigines’ day-to-day behaviour.  

Robinson’s proselytising got off to a fine start. Within weeks he records in his journal 

carrying out conversations with the Aborigines about god, the devil, life, death, heaven and 

hell. These complex concepts were probably discussed in a mixture of English and halting 

Tasmanian. Within ten days from the founding of the mission he was able to report that, as per 

his General Plan, he had held a divine service, at which “the aborigines [were] very attentive”.61 

A week later he was able to give part of his sermon “in their own tongue”: 

Motti Nyrae Parlerdi Motti Novilly Raegewropper. Parlerdi Nyrae.  

One good God one bad Devil. God good.   

Parlerdi Maggerer Warrangelly Raegewropper Maggerer Toogenner Uenee.   

God stop sky. Devil stop below fire. 

 
55 Plomley (2008: 62).  
56“… some of them can use needles. To such I would give unmade garments and let them sew them together.” 

(Robinson 1829-1832: Frame 13). 
57 Plomley (2008: 683).  
58 Robinson (?1837-1865: Frame 0976). 
59 Plomley (2008: 640) 
60 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1086).  
61 Plomley (2008: 62).  
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Nyrae Parlerwar Logerner Taggerer Teenny Lawway Warrangelly Parlerdi 

Nyrae Raege,  

Good native dead go road up sky. God good Whiteman, do, do, do. 

Novilly Parlerwar Logerner Taggerer Teenny Toogunner – Raegewropper 

Uenee Maggerer Uenee 

Bad native dead go road below devil fire stop fire.62 

Robinson was to later write of his sermonising methods.  

I endeavour to simplify my expressions so as to render them intelligible to 

those of my auditors who speak the English tongue but little, and at the same 

time to mingle my prayers on behalf of black men as well as white men, and 

withal to make them sensible that I mean them good.63 

With the Aborigines absent from the Establishment most of the time Robinson was only 

able to perform another two services at which they were present. At each the Islanders “behaved 

with the greatest decorum” or were “very attentive”.64 It is most likely that the Tasmanians 

recognised the ritual relevance of these moments and were therefore duly observant and 

respectful. They were also probably dutifully ensuring the orator (in this case Robinson) was 

accorded space to speak. Months later, Robinson, took a party of seventeen Aborigines to St 

David’s church in Hobart where  

Their conduct was as usual very decorous and satisfactory … The grandeur 

of the edifice, the crowded and highly respectable audience, together with the 

sacred music which at times poured forth its melodious strains, was too much 

 
62 Robinson (1829a: 31 May). Another version (Robinson (1829-1830a: 31 May)) substitutes “spirit” for “Devil” 

and has varying spellings of the Tasmanian words. 
63 Plomley (2008: 111). 
64 Plomley (2008: 72, 82).  
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for their untutored imagination. Their attention was deeply riveted on this 

imposing spectacle …65 

However, it was probably the spectacle of these services rather than the messages which 

they were intended to transmit that interested the Aborigines. A week earlier, Robinson had 

taken them to a dissenting church: “Their attention was not so rivetted here as at the Protestant 

church, not only because there was less pageant but because it bore a resemblance to my own 

family worship.”66  

Shortly after Robinson’s sermon in the Aboriginal language he asked them where they 

went after their death: “One said to England. I scarcely credited what I heard. I asked the 

question again, when they all replied that they went to England, that there was plenty of 

Parlevar in England.”67 Despite Robinson’s best efforts at conversion, Truganini was still 

maintaining months later that the dead go to England.68 Indeed, the Bruny Islanders believed 

too that all good things came from England: “the sun comes from England; and that the seal 

comes from England, and that the Needwonne natives made large catamarans and went to 

England …”69 “and the moon (Vetea) came from England”.70 The Bruny Islanders’ resistance 

to Robinson’s proselytising though is exemplified by an exchange a year later. After Wooraddy 

had recounted the Bruny Islanders’ creation story, “Tom [Kickerterpoller] said he would not 

believe it, he only believed the white people’s story. Trugernanna was angry with him and said 

‘Where did you come from? White woman?’”.71 

The other major interaction Robinson had with the Aborigines was the amassing of 

information about their life style. Robinson set himself the task of becoming “acquainted with 

 
65 Plomley (2008: 113). 
66 Plomley (2008: 111). 
67 Plomley (2008: 64).  
68 Plomley (2008: 265 n.79). 
69 Plomley 2008: 409). The context of the Needwonne (the Port Davey people) going to England is unclear but 

intriguing. Is this after they were killed by disease and their land became empty? 
70 Plomley (2008: 412). 
71 Plomley (2008: 411). 
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the habits, manners, language, country and political relationship of each nation”.72 He wrote 

thousands of folios of observations about the Aborigines he met across Tasmania and Victoria, 

creating one of the greatest collections of ethnographic records ever undertaken at that time. 

All the more impressive is that he started these detailed ethnographic writings de novo from his 

first days on Bruny Island, raising the question as to where he derived the model for this 

enormous endeavour.  

Robinson was at the vanguard of an intellectual movement that was giving birth to the 

scientific mentalité that fed on the enthusiastic collection of things: facts, curios, words and 

ideas; combined with the dissemination of those observations through various forms of a 

burgeoning public media. Robinson was the fortunate inheritor of three streams of intellectual 

traditions that became particularly focussed in the industrial heartlands of Britain. One of these 

streams, its roots founded upon sixteenth-century cabinets of curiosities,73 gave rise to 

antiquarianism which, combined with the collections and illustrations of ‘artificial curiosities’ 

by eighteenth-century maritime explorers and nineteenth-century missionaries,74 presaged the 

development of ethnography, anthropology and anthropological societies in early-Victorian 

times.75 The second stream was an escalating press that became more accessible to the lower 

classes and which provided a diet of travellers’ tales, and particularly tales from that peculiar 

subset of travellers who stayed in one place for lengthy periods of time, the missionaries.76 

Most importantly was a third stream, which saw education shift from classical learning, the 

sole preserve of the privileged elite who were destined to attend Oxbridge, to one of technical 

and scientific learning, which served the aspirations of mechanics and the ‘middling sort’. This 

 
72 Plomley (2008: 243).  
73 Mauries (2002).  
74 Kaeppler (1978). Robinson was most likely familiar with the London Missionary Society Museum and its 

collection of idols and other ‘artificial curiosities’ (Seton 2012; Wingfield 2017) and the Museum Leverian a few 

hundred metres from his birthplace near Blackfriars Bridge which included many artefacts collected on James 

Cook’s voyages.   
75 Stocking (1987).  
76 Twells (2009: Chapter Six).  
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education was fostered particularly through the rise of dissenting academies, which in turn 

encouraged the promulgation of new ideas through increasing numbers of public lectures and 

magic lantern displays.  

Of more immediate relevance was Robinson’s own fondness for reading travellers’ tales 

(exemplified by evidence of his consuming the works of travellers such as Samuel Johnson, 

Mungo Park and Donald Campbell)77 and perhaps modelling of himself upon them. While his 

immigrant journal provides an early example of his capacity for extensive journaling, it was his 

capacity for amassing facts about another culture while working under difficult conditions on 

the move that was almost unique.78 One specific role model for his ethnographic recording was 

possibly William Ellis, an early LMS Missionary who worked in the Polynesian missionary 

field between 1817 and 1824. Ellis’s reports home were edited and published in evangelical 

magazines from 1817 onwards, and were likely accessed by Robinson.79 Ellis’s first book, 

Narrative of a Tour through Hawaii, or Owhyee; with Remarks on the History, Traditions, 

Manners, Customs, and Language of the Inhabitants of the Sandwich Islands, was published in 

1826.80 It is a description of an expedition around Hawaii, describing the places Ellis visited 

and the people he met, and is written in the form of a journal. It differs in this respect from 

Ellis’s later, much better-known publication of 1829, Polynesian researches, which takes a 

thematic approach.81 The Narrative was reviewed and summarised extensively in the widely 

sold moderate social reformist Quarterly Review of March 1826, a review published the 

 
77 See Chapter Eight. 
78 He leaves in the shade his nearest contemporary Tasmanian rival, Jurgen Jorgenson (Plomley 1991) and 

surpasses in the detail those mainland ethnographies collected by George Grey (Grey 1841), John Eyre (Eyre 

1845) and the stationary Lancelot Threlkeld (Gunson 1974).  
79 Johnston (2007: 494). 
80 Ellis (1917).  
81 Ellis (1833). Robinson read Polynesian researches in February 1834 while on his last expedition. He offered a 

scathing criticism (Plomley 2008: 879). 
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following year in a Sydney newspaper.82 It is possible that Robinson may have become 

informed of Ellis’s work and particular style through these sources.83  

Robinson began collecting facts and curios almost immediately he arrived on Bruny 

Island. In this, his first field journal, Robinson’s observations about the Bruny Islanders’ 

behaviour were wide ranging. He described their land management, their marriage practices, 

the disposal of their dead, the sexual division of labour, their hunting and gathering methods 

and the food they garnered, their butchery, the treatment of the sick, their capacity at tracking 

and their acute sight.84 In his unpublished notebook covering this period he discussed their 

response to hunger, the telling of hunting stories, the women’s gathering of shellfish and the 

danger from sharks in doing so, his amazement at their breath-holding capacities,  the shellfish 

consumed and middens left behind on the landscape, the consumption of whales, and the 

Aborigines’ navigation skills.85 Robinson accompanied the people on their foraging86 and was 

interested in the habits and ecology of their game.87 He tasted a variety of their foods, including 

fungi, marine plants and abalone.88  

On Bruny Island, Robinson also began his collection of material culture with a few 

waddies and baskets.89 Gaye Sculthorpe, in a review of Robinson’s journals, notes that over the 

years he records collecting mainly spears (67), though baskets (11), shell necklaces (11) and 

clubs (10) were also well represented.90 Less than 20% of these artefacts have survived in 

museum collections.91 Tellingly, Robinson hardly ever collected the ubiquitous stone tools 

 
82 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 3 September 1827: 3a-d and 5 September 1827:3a-f.  
83 Ellis’s works are not found in the list of books noted in Robinson’s deceased estate by his son (Robinson 1846-

1924: Frames 624-627) nor in the collection of material received by the Mitchell Library and listed in Plomley’s 

(1961-1962) Guide to the papers of George Augustus Robinson. However, there are many publications cited by 

Robinson in his journals that did not survive to be lodged in his library and incorporated into these lists.  
84 Plomley (2008: 55, 59, 60, 61, 63, 71, 87). 
85 Robinson (1837-1865: Frames 0983, 0993, 0998, 0001, 0003).  
86 Plomley (2008: 66). 
87 Plomley (2008: 82). 
88 Plomley (2008: 63, 71, 87). 
89 Plomley (2008: 59).  
90 Sculthorpe (1990: 7, Table 4).  
91 Sculthorpe (1990: Table 2). 
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which littered the ground in their millions.92 The baskets particularly interested Robinson. He 

records that he discussed the workmanship of the Bruny Islanders’ baskets with the women, 

comparing them unfavourably with those from upcountry. This suggests that he already had a 

familiarity with the objects before he had arrived at Bruny Island,93 implying in turn that native 

baskets were a common curio collected and traded by Europeans.94 Robinson’s concern for the 

quality of the Islanders’ baskets may have revolved around their suitability for that trade 

amongst the Europeans. Part of the civilisation process, and possibly bureaucratic cheeseparing, 

was to encourage the Aborigines to take up profitable trades. Less than five weeks after the 

founding of the Establishment, John Burnett, the Colonial Secretary, wrote to Robinson 

advising that it was “desirous to promote the useful employment of the Aborigines” and further 

stating “If the natives can be brought to split shingles, or perform any other useful handicrafts, 

it will be highly desirable, and the manufacture of Baskets, should be extensively promoted”.95 

A unique artefact from this period is a pencil sketch of the left profile of an Aboriginal  

man executed in Robinson’s 1829 pocket book that he carried at the Establishment (Figure 

9.6).96 The profile is tolerably well executed. It is of interest, being the first known rendition of 

a Tasmanian since those of the French explorer/artists accompanying Baudin and bridges the 

period to the later professional colonial artists who painted Aboriginal subjects: Glover, Bock 

and Dutterrau. The drawing shows a mature man with curly dark hair and aquiline features. 

The subject is unknown. However, it is likely to be of an Aboriginal male at the Establishment 

with whom Robinson had a particular sympathetic relationship. That suggests it could be either 

 
92 See Sculthorpe (1990).  
93 Plomley (2008: 63). 
94 Though, being extremely fragile, few have survived, only 34 finding their way into museum collections around 

the world (Sculthorpe 1990: Table 3).  
95 Robinson (1829-1839: 27 June 1829). Arthur wanted trade in them to be “extensively promoted” (TAHO 

CSO1/1/317/7578: 123 marginalia). It is likely that baskets as native curios would have quickly flooded a limited 

middle-class market. There might, therefore, have been an expectation that the Aborigines would transfer their 

skills to the production of utilitarian baskets in the European style.  
96 Robinson (1829-1833: Frame 0565).  
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Wooraddy or Joe. Given that it bears no similarity to later renditions of Wooraddy, the tentative 

conclusion is that is Joe, a man who Robinson particularly mourned when he died.97 

 

9.4 Sickness and death  

 

The twenty-three Aborigines who Robinson met on Bruny Island were the remnants of a group 

of people, perhaps eight hundred strong, who a generation earlier had inhabited a region 

encompassing Northwest Bay, the Channel including Bruny Island, the Huon River catchment, 

Southport and as far south as Recherche Bay.98 While many of the original group may have 

been killed by gunfire, most had probably succumbed to introduced European diseases. The 

 
97 Plomley (2008: 64). 
98 Commonwealth of Australia (1921(III):461); TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:21.  

 

Figure 9.6. A sketch of an Aborigine(?), possibly Joe(?), made in 1829 while at the mission. 

Robinson (1829-1833: Frame 0565). (State Library of New South Wales). 
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survivors, the fittest of their generation, still carried a massive disease load. Robinson’s Bruny 

Island journal and associated correspondence provides us with the earliest and most detailed 

overview of the diseases that Aborigines succumbed to on the frontier. Four types of illnesses 

were recorded in the population: influenza, croup, an unspecified venereal disease, and a 

‘scorbutic affection’. Physical trauma was also evident. 

On first arriving at Rat Bay, Robinson noted many of the Aborigines were suffering 

from a virulent form of influenza and that there had been a recent death of a young man.99 The 

Aborigines appear to have been particularly susceptible to this disease. Robinson described 

their symptoms: “At this season indeed many deaths happen among the blacks from the effects 

of cold. They are seized with rheum, accompanied with severe pains in different parts of the 

body, and a purulent running of the nose.”100 Robinson also noted some individuals being in 

great agony,101 suffering chest pains102, having difficulty breathing,103 being very weak and 

having difficulty in walking104 and one exhibited, what appeared at first, to be “mental debility” 

(confusion?).105 Few could take food,106 some could eat only the flesh of birds,107 and one 

exhibited wasting.108 The onset of the disease was very rapid. On 24 May, one Aborigine, Joe, 

was fit enough to row a boat across the Channel, on 26 May he was very ill, on 31 May he was 

dead, testimony to the swift, overwhelming nature of the disease in those who were 

immunologically naive.109 

 
99 Plomley (2008:59); Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1093). 
100 The Hobart Town Courier 18th July 1829: 2c.  
101 Plomley (2008: 61). 
102 Plomley (2008: 61, 76). 
103 Plomley (2008: 69). 
104 Plomley (2008: 62). 
105 Plomley (2008: 76). 
106 Plomley (2008: 61). 
107 Plomley (2008: 71). 
108 Plomley (2008: 61). 
109 Plomley (2008: 62-64).  
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There are no contemporary accounts of the European population in Tasmania suffering 

from influenza that winter, as would be expected if the disease was an epidemic.110 Instead, the 

disease seemed limited to the Aborigines. Their suffering was exacerbated by the coldest winter 

yet experienced by the settlers: temperatures in Hobart were as low as to -7°C, Mt Wellington 

was covered in snow, and ponds were covered in ice up to 50 mm thick.111 The winter may also 

have prevented the effective procurement of native foods, causing malnutrition to set in. 

Robinson later described the Aborigines from this period binding their stomachs with cords to 

stave of the pangs of hunger.112  

Another type of respiratory disease was a single case of croup recorded in a young boy, 

Joe the orphan, who had been brought to Bruny Island from elsewhere. John Freak, one of 

Robinson’s convict servants explained to the Aboriginal Committee: “The child that was brought up 

in the boat had a terrible purging. But I think he died of the croop - as his mouth and tongue was 

ulcerated and in a dreadful state.”113 The Committee determined that “the death of the latter was 

occasioned by the ravages of a complaint peculiar to children at that early age, viz. the croup 

which takes place in the shedding of the teeth”, though the medical officer appointed to the 

committee was absent that day.114 The death would have been horrendous. Severe croup is a 

respiratory disease caused by the diphtheria bacterium and is common in children under six. 

The neck swells, the airways become constricted and, in serious cases, healthy tissue is 

destroyed and a thick pseudomembrane covers the nose and tonsils adding to the difficulties of 

breathing. A combination of a high-pitched wheezing sound and a barking cough made this 

 
110 For instance, “influenza” epidemics were reported in the Sydney press in 1826, 1827 and 1829. None were 

reported from Tasmania during that period. The Australian 4 November 1826:3b, Colonial Times and Tasmanian 

Advertiser 15 December 1826:.3c, The Australian 15 June 1827:3c, The Monitor 15 June 1827:8a, The Sydney 

Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser 20 August 1829: 2c, and subsequent editions.  
111 Hobart Town Courier 4 July 1829: 2d; Colonial Times 3 July 1829: 3d; Colonial Times 31 July 1829: 3d.  
112 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 993).  
113 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578:103-106. Though mouth ulcers are not a direct symptom of croup and suggest an 

additional secondary infection of some sort, caused perhaps by nutritional deficiency or a weakened immune 

system. 
114 Plomley (2008: 101). 
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condition easily diagnosable in the nineteenth century. One of the few treatments available at 

the time was to alleviate the symptoms by keeping the patient calm. The opposite was done in 

the case of Joe. This child, separated from his people, thrown about in a heaving boat probably 

for the first time in his life, purged to induce the evacuation of the bowels,115 would have 

become greatly stressed. This likely led to abnormal cardiac rhythms, respiratory failure, cardiac 

arrest and death. 

After the two respiratory diseases, the most debilitating condition was an unspecified 

sexually transmitted infection (STI) suffered by the Aboriginal population. This was 

particularly prevalent among the women, who were trading sex for food.116 It is difficult to 

determine at this distance what type of disease it was because of Robinson’s reticence to name 

it up, using instead terms such as “loathsome and dangerous disorder”.117 Sterling, in his journal, 

called it “venereal disease”118 and as he had suffered from such a disorder himself during his 

passage out to Tasmania, he could be deemed a more reliable observer. What variety of STI or 

whether it was a cocktail of diseases is also imponderable. In a stunning case of racism, as well 

as blaming the victim, the Europeans termed it “Black Pox” or “Native Pox” and it was noted 

to be “extremely troublesome” when a European caught the disease.119 The use of the informal 

term ‘pox’ points in this case to syphilis. However, the only comment by a medical man, John 

Barnes, in the 1820s, was that the disease was gonorrhoea. As syphilis and gonorrhoea were not 

distinguishable from each other until 1838, Barnes’s ability to categorise the disease is moot.120 

 
115 Second only to bleeding, the favourite recourse of nineteenth-century doctors for most ills was the 

administration of a purgative. The spectrum of purgatives available in the colonial pharmacopoeia was impressive, 

ranging from relatively “mild and safe” Epsom salts (magnesium sulphate) as well as Castor oil or Senna, to the 

poisonous Mercury pill, “powerful” Jalap Powder and the powerful but “unpredictable” Extract of Elaterium to 

the “drastic” Gum Gambogia and its equal colocynth, finally to the “dangerous” Croton oil (Plomley 1986: 668).  
116 See Chapter Nine.  
117 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:79-80. Also, Plomley (2008: 85, 87, 88, 107, 115). Robinson used the word 

‘loathsome’ in other contexts. e.g. “loathsome distemper” for scabies (Plomley 2008: 174).  
118 Plomley (2008: 138). However, in their submissions to the Aboriginal Committee, both Sterling and Freak 

averred that there was no venereal disease amongst the Aborigines at the establishment (TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 

103-106).  
119 Gregg (2000: 21). Suggesting that the disease had mutated within the indigenous population. 
120 Frith (2012: 52). 
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Barnes noted that it “commits terrible ravages in the parts affected”,121 but the only symptom 

recorded by Robinson was that the women were sometimes in such severe distress they had 

difficulty in walking and required the use of crutches.122 This is suggestive of pelvic 

inflammatory disease, possibly also with associated septic arthritis. All except one person 

survived the STIs, confirmation for Plomley that it was gonorrhoea.123 The one fatality, 

Mangerner,124 Truganini’s father, suggested to Plomley his case was syphilis.125 The nineteenth-

century remedy was the administration of mercuric chloride internally126 and, while “mercury 

or blue pills” were included in later government medical supplies to Flinders Island,127 there is 

no evidence that Robinson had access to them or was able to administer them on Bruny Island. 

Whatever the disease, it would have had a severe impact on the fertility of the women afflicted, 

leading to a fall in birth rate, thereby directly impacting on the Aboriginal population.  

The least deadly disease the Aborigines suffered was “scorbutic afflictions”.128 It is 

unclear whether Robinson’s initial diagnosis of this disease, that of scurvy, was correct129 

though he would have been aware of the common symptoms of a condition that was more 

prevalent in those days.130 The obvious ones include bleeding gums and loss of teeth, oedema 

and petechiae, small blood spots, particularly on the lower limbs. The cure, administering the 

juice of citrus fruits (containing Vitamin C), was commonly known by the end of the eighteenth 

century. However, Robinson’s recommendation of “cleaning” these “afflictions” with a 

 
121 Gregg (2000: 21) 
122 Plomley (2008: 86, 139). 
123 Plomley (1989: 667). 
124 Plomley (2008: 115). 
125 Though its rapid onset and seeming lack of reported signs of late stage syphilis suggests that Magerner died of 

some other condition. 
126 Frith (2012: 53).  
127 Plomley (1986: 668).  
128 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frame 011).  
129 See also Plomley (2008: 119. n. 23) 
130 Scurvy is associated with malnutrition and would have been present in the poorer parts of London. It was 

observed on convict ships as late as the 1840s (Mahon 1841-1842) and was widespread during famines such as 

the Irish potato famine.  
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stinking ointment of “sulphur and lard” 131 suggests instead that he was observing the eruption 

of a parasitic skin disease caused by scabies mites.132 This condition seems to be the same as 

the “cutaneous distemper” that the Bruny Islanders called loity and which a few months later 

Robinson himself contracted through direct contact with an Aborigine while on his Port Davey 

expedition.133 In its advanced form, “Black Scab” or “Native Itch” covered the body in a scaly 

coat.134 Some Aborigines recognised that it was transferred from their dogs.135 The Bruny 

Islanders believed it was caused by a Raegeowrapper or evil spirit wandering at night 

dispensing the distemper in a kangaroo skin. The burrowing mite creates an intense itch: “I 

have seen these poor creatures in the greatest torment and scratching themselves as if they 

would tear the flesh, the blood trickling down their naked bodies”.136 After contracting the 

affliction himself, Robinson vehemently pronounced that he “Would sooner face a thousand 

hostile natives than have this horrid infection”.137  

Finally, physical trauma appears to have been commonplace amongst Tasmanian 

foragers. James Cook had seen a man with a deformed back.138 The French had noted small 

wounds on legs, possibly caused by walking through the bush, as well as the scars from burns 

from getting too close to fires.139 Barnes reports that accidents with camp fires appear to have 

been common, citing evidence of the loss of toes burnt when, as infants, they crawled on to the 

 
131 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frame 011). 
132 Wood and Bache (1833: 1018) and an internet search using “sulphur and lard” as a key phrase reveals numerous 

applications in veterinary and folk medicine, past and present, for mites and scabies.  
133 Plomley (2008: 171, 172). “Distemper” here is used by Robinson to mean “disorder” and not canine distemper 

which may also have been prevalent in the Aborigines’ dogs but which is not contagious for humans.  
134 Gregg (2000: 22).  
135 The scabies mite (Sarcoptes scabiei) exhibits a number of varieties, each formerly considered specific to a 

particular host species.  Canine scabies (var. canis) has only recently been observed to be transmittable to humans 

(Aydingöz and Mansur 2011).  
136 Plomley (2008: 173) 
137 Plomley (2008: 172). Robinson did not have the appropriate ointment on this expedition and had to paint 

himself and his Aboriginal companions black with a mixture of gunpowder and urine, a treatment that met with 

little success; he was still infected six months later. 
138 Plomley (1989: 666). As did Dr John Barnes of another man in the 1820s (Gregg 2000:21).  
139 Plomley (1983: 200). A contrasting view is that some of the scars may be suggestive of an indigenous yaws 

(Plomley 1989: 666). This disease has been identified on a Tasmanian skull whose provenance is open to doubt 

(Hackett 1974).  
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hot ashes for warmth.140 In the absence of surgical intervention, injuries had to be born with 

fortitude. The most confronting injury described was that by Barnes of the one-armed woman, 

Nelson, who had apparently lost her arm in a fire as a child: “[T]he bone protrudes considerably 

beyond the stump presenting a dark dirty brown colour and insensible to the touch and may be 

felt without the least annoyance or giving her the slightest uneasiness.”141 

The Aboriginal remedies for sickness, particularly respiratory, were extensive 

scarification at the source of pain or discomfort142 and the placement of a small container of 

ashes (a “relic” or “charm”) from a cremated individual against the affected part.143 Robinson 

was scathing of the Aboriginal response to the disease, suggesting their remedies exacerbated 

their condition: 

The treatment they give themselves when so afflicted, is so much at variance 

not only with all the rules of medicine but with common sense, that the disease 

in most cases proves fatal. Wherever the rheumatic pains are felt they cut 

open large gashes in the flesh with sharp flints, and as the throat in these cases 

is usually much affected it is no unusual thing to see their neck all cut round, 

and the wounds bound up with pieces of bark of curryjong. At the same time 

they throw off all covering, and abstain from food of all kinds.144  

Robinson noted that the Aborigines were resistant to European ministering. The surgeon of the 

Prince Regent, while the vessel was stranded in the channel opposite the Establishment, visited 

Nelson in her illness and prescribed for her, but she obstinately rejected it.145 The patient was 

wise in refusing. The surgeon was a Monsieur Fattorini, a self-styled “page” of Napoleon, who 

 
140 Gregg (2000: 21).  
141 Gregg (2000: 21). Barnes is not recorded as visiting Bruny Island. He must have observed Nelson with the 

“Tame Mob” in Hobart or around Richmond where he practised. 
142 Plomley (2008: 72). 
143 Plomley (2008: 71). 
144 Hobart Town Courier 18th July 1829:2c. 
145 Hobart Town Courier 18th July 1829: 2c. This description is at variance with that in Robinson’s journal. There 

Robinson did not witness Nelson’s death but received the news on his previous return to the Mission. The person 

examined was Jack not Nelson. 
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diagnosed a lung complaint and congested throat for which he recommended bleeding.146 The 

European treatment was no better and ironically so very similar to the Aboriginal cure. 

At first the sicknesses and deaths concerned Robinson, though, as matters continued to 

unfold, he became more resigned to events. He was stressed during the earlier occurrences, 

evinced by his descriptions particularly of the deaths of Morley and her husband Joe. Not only 

are his journal accounts of these events lengthy,147 in rough copy they are worked over and over 

again as he searched for the right words to describe his feelings.148 Robinson’s concern caused 

him at various times to send individuals to the Colonial Hospital,149 summon a doctor for a sick 

Aborigine from Hobart as well as from a nearby stranded ship150 and to request the Government 

to provide the Establishment with a medicine chest.151 He even attended the Colonial Hospital 

to learn basic medical procedures.152 However, at this time bloodletting was considered the 

universal panacea for almost all fevers153 and the one time he thought it was applicable 

Robinson seemed to be reticent (squeamish?) to apply the technique, blaming bad light.154 

Reasons for death are infrequently given in Robinson’s journal, though sometimes the 

symptoms described or the context hint at the cause. It is likely that respiratory disease exacted 

the greatest toll on those Aborigines Robinson encountered or heard about on Bruny Island. He 

recorded two deaths that were possibly ascribable to the disease in April, two in May, three in 

July, three in August, eleven in September, and one in November.155 Of the fourteen who died 

 
146 Plomley (2008: 69). Jean Baptiste Charles Lamonnierie dit Fattorini later claimed to be graduate of medicine 

from Edinburgh University, though he attended few courses and received no degree. He also claimed to be the 

illegitimate son of Napoleon. He settled in Port Macquarie where his career was more that of a colourful quack 

(Gill 1971).  
147 Plomley (2008: 60-65). 
148 Robinson (1829b: 18 & 31 May 1829). 
149 Plomley (2008: 67, 107). 
150 Plomley (2008: 61, 69). 
151 Plomley (2008: 58). 
152 Plomley (2008: 67). 
153 Parapia (2008: 491). Bloodletting was still being advocated in a 1942 medical textbook though evidence-based 

studies from 1855 onwards had suggested that pneumonia victims recovered more effectively without bloodletting 

(Parapia 2008: 492, 494).  
154 Plomley (2008: 76) 
155 Plomley (2008: 59, 61, 64, 68, 69, 71, 76, 78, 81, 82, 85, 101).  
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in August and September, nine comprised the whole Port Davey party who visited the 

Establishment in early July where presumably they contracted the disease. Two weeks later, 

sporadic reports started to come in to Robinson of them falling sick and dying at south Bruny 

as they attempted to return home.156 Additional deaths included one Aborigine who was 

kidnapped and presumably killed by the British in September,157 a child dying of croup in 

November158 and a final death reputedly from venereal disease occurring in the following 

January.159 Thus, out of a total of the twenty-three Bruny Islanders, nine Port Davey people and 

three Aborigines brought to the Establishment from elsewhere, only six people were surviving 

at the end of nine months: Wooraddy, his two sons and three women, Dray, Pagerly and 

Truganini.  

A comparable analysis of the illness contracted by Aborigines at Sarah Island on the West 

Coast in 1833160 has been provided by Hamish Maxwell-Stewart.161 Here, the death rate was 

25% over 38 days, compared to 83% over nine months on Bruny Island. Two autopsies carried 

out at Sarah Island revealed diseased lungs, one containing fluid, as well as decayed pericardia, 

both indicative of a viral infection. Maxwell-Stewart suggests that bacterial pneumonia was the 

cause. To the untrained observer both influenza and pneumonia may be confused and 

pneumonia can often be a complicating factor of influenza. While the final diagnosis is 

presently moot, it is more likely to have been influenza, a disease which is one of the most 

highly contagious in humans and is characterised by sudden onset.162 A number of evidentiary 

lines supports this conclusion. Robinson identified the Bruny Island disease as “influenza”. 

Both the Bruny Island and Sarah Island cases occurred in mid-winter. Influenza, because of its 

 
156 Plomley (2008: 70, 73, 78, 80, 82, 85).  
157 Plomley (2008: 83). 
158 Plomley (2008: 101). 
159 Plomley (2008: 115). 
160 Plomley (2008: 806-816) 
161 Maxwell-Stewart (2009: 66.13-66.15). 
162 Crosby (2003).  
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capacity to mutate rapidly, becomes particularly prevalent during most winters in temperate 

climes, hence the so-called ‘flu season’.163 Present hypotheses suggest the seasonal expression 

of the disease is caused either by depression of vitamin-D levels in the host164 due to decrease 

in sunlight or the change in absolute humidity during winter, both circumstances affecting the 

virus as well as its transmissibility.165 

Maxwell-Stewart rightly cautions against the sole use of an immunological deterministic 

argument for the rapid and overwhelming progress of the disease amongst the Tasmanians. In 

a seminal paper David Jones concludes that the impact of introduced diseases on indigenous 

populations might be caused by a concatenation of “poverty, malnutrition, environmental 

stress, dislocation and social disparity” that provided the opportunity for those epidemics to 

flourish.166 Unfortunately, understanding how these particular forces operate on the human 

organism to initiate and encourage these devastating diseases is not easily disentangled. In order 

to explicate Jones’s hypothesis, I offer here a tentative speculation as to how this might have 

occurred in the Tasmanian situation.  

In Tasmania, influenza infection is most often seasonal with a heightened expression 

during winter.167 There is evidence that susceptibility to influenza is related to the concentration 

of vitamin-D in the body.168 Most of the body’s vitamin D requirement is synthesised when the 

skin is exposed to sunlight.169 Sunlight varies seasonally and differences in solar radiation are 

particularly pronounced at high latitudes. At the general latitude of Bruny Island mid-winter 

solar radiation can be up to five times less than in mid-summer (Table 9.1). The melanin-rich  

 
163 If the ‘flu season’ is assigned to the period April to August then a further seven out of eight Aborigines died in 

those months on Gun Carriage Island in 1831 and twenty-four out of thirty-two at the Flinders Island Settlement 

in 1833, the timing suggestive of influenza. They were not assigned a cause of death at the time (Plomley 1987: 

Appendix IIC). 
164 Cannell et.al (2006). 
165 Shaman & Kohn (2009). 
166 Jones (2003: 742) 
167 Department of Health and Human Services (2019a, b). 
168 Cannell et.al. (2006). 
169 Nowson et.al. (2012). 



300 

 

 

skin of dark people filters out and thus restricts the amount of solar radiation received by the 

vitamin D-synthesising cells. Those living at higher latitudes are particularly vulnerable. In 

Hobart, at the height of winter (July and August), dark-skinned people require 3-6 times (1.5-

3 hours versus 0.5 hour) more exposure to sunlight than light-skinned people in order to 

synthesise their daily requirements of vitamin D. These figures are for the exposure of about 

15% of the body, e.g. bare arms, to the sun.170 However, surprisingly, many dark-skinned 

people the world over, even those in low latitudes, suffer vitamin D deficiency; one of the major 

causes being the adoption of clothing.171 Aborigines at the Establishment saw “Wooira” 

(clothes) in a positive light.172 There is evidence that Tasmanian Aborigines had begun to cover 

themselves by at least 1824.173 Issues of blankets and rugs were made by the Government to 

Channel Aborigines in the winter of 1825174 and later in 1828175 and, by the following year, 

clothing was being issued at Rat Bay as well as actively traded to Aborigines by nearby 

convicts.  

At the same time, a change in the Tasmanians’ diet caused by the impact of the 

European invasion, would have exacerbated their vulnerability. Modern day sources of dietary 

vitamin D are limited and generally provide only 5-10% of total requirements. It is most 

commonly found in fatty fish – an animal that was not eaten by the Tasmanians. Being fat 

 
170 Osteoporosis Australia (2012). 
171 Green et. al (2015).  
172 Robinson’s 12 June 1829 report to Arthur (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:21).  
173 Robinson (1818-1844: Frame 0214). 
174 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 15 April 1825:2c. 
175 Arthur to Colonial Secretary 29 November 1828 (TAHO CSO1/1/170/4072: 66).  

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

23.1 18.4 13.1 9.1 5.8 4.6 5.3 7.9 11.8 16.7 19.8 22.6 

 

Table 9.1. Mean monthly solar radiation received at the latitude 43º S (Hobart). Units in Megajoules per 

square metre Source: Bureau of Meteorology (2018). 
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soluble, vitamin D is only found in extremely low concentrations in lean marsupial meat. 

Instead, minor sources of dietary vitamin D were available to the Tasmanians from shellfish 

and (seasonal) birds’ eggs, but predominately would have been obtained from the blubber of 

seals and whales.176 By the 1820s resident populations of seals would have been wiped out 

along the Bruny Island coastlines and whale blubber, sourced from European whaling stations, 

would have been accessible only to women.177 The government rations available would have 

been poor sources of vitamin D. Additionally, there is evidence that during the winter of 1829 

the Bruny Islanders may have been suffering from malnutrition.178 This may have been 

exacerbated by the appropriation of the most productive grasslands by settlers.  

In sum, Jones’s suggestion of environmental and social pressures reinforcing 

immunological deficits is borne out. The Tasmanians Aborigines were threatened not only by 

the influenza virus introduced by the Europeans, but their resistance to the disease was 

compromised by the introduction of western dress which restricted their capacity to synthesise 

vitamin D. This, in turn, was unable to be countered by dietary intake due to the loss of access 

to traditional foodstuffs rich in the vitamin.  

 

9.5. Conclusion 

For Robinson this was an exciting and challenging period in his life. Within days of his 

application for the job, he had been thrown in at the deep end, had been required to meet and 

live with an alien culture, get to know its representatives and learn their habits and their 

language. Modelling his behaviour on his heroes, he commenced recording his interactions 

with this culture, recordings that he hoped would also become the basis of his own traveller’s 

tales. He had also been ordered to convert the Islanders to Christianity and teach them European 

 
176 These animals were the major source of vitamin D for traditional Inuit who lived in areas with even less access 

to solar radiation than Tasmanians (Andersen et. al 2013: 931). 
177 See Chapter Ten.  
178 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 993). 
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modes of behaviour. This was a task central to all proselytising evangelicals and one he would 

have welcomed wholeheartedly. It must have been heady times. He was living a dream, an 

adventure amongst savages that he had only heard about in sermons from the pulpit of his 

London chapel or read about in missionary magazines. But it was also a time of despair and 

one that was emotionally difficult for Robinson. He was man of compassion and the deaths of 

his charges whom he had no capacity to aid affected him deeply.  

It is difficult at this distance to discern from his journals the Aborigines’ thoughts about 

Robinson. It is likely that, at first, they were hopeful that this man would protect them from the 

ravages of the invaders and help them keep some of their traditional lifeways intact. It quickly 

became apparent that he was unable to help. Instead, he required them to live in one location, 

in alien shelters, where they experienced disease and death. Early promises of sustenance were 

quickly shown to be empty and provision of insufficient and inappropriate government rations 

encouraged them to leave. For most of the period that the Establishment existed, the Aborigines 

absented themselves, driven to seek food elsewhere. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

ABORIGINES, SETTLERS AND ROBINSON 

 

Robinson’s hope that the Aborigines would settle down on the Establishment soon evaporated. 

From almost the beginning, much to his chagrin, there was constant movement in and out of 

the Establishment by most of the tribespeople. At these times, Robinson did not accompany 

them on their journeys away from the mission, so only indirect references as to their 

destinations and the rationale for their trips survive. The Aborigines, in effect, continued their 

modus operandi as foragers, that of visiting resource rich areas, ‘patches’, in order to efficiently 

garner food. Favourable bush containing wallaby, pademelons and possums together with 

suitable coastal rocks and offshore kelp beds harbouring shellfish continued to be visited. 

Additional new resource areas, settler farms and their fields, both rich sources of novel 

foodstuffs, particularly carbohydrate such as potatoes and flour, as well as sugar and tea, 

rapidly became incorporated into their traditional round. The paddocks with their introduced 

grasses offering ‘green-pick’ would have been attractive to wallabies and would have served 

to increase the population of that traditional prey.  

This evolution of the food quest reflects the Aboriginal adaptability to the new 

conditions facing them, and resulted in constant fluidity within this frontier. Indeed, it begs the 

question as to why the Aborigines even bothered revisiting Robinson’s Establishment at all. 

From the start, Robinson faced difficulties with rations. Salt meat held no attraction to the 

Bruny Islanders, Robinson’s personal stock of tea and sugar soon ran low, and Arthur’s 

restriction on the issuance of tobacco was similarly self-defeating. Much better fare could be 

got elsewhere. Added to which, the expectation that they live in fixed abodes with all the 

attendant filth surrounding them was unappealing. In the absence of any obvious attractor, one 

is left with the conclusion that the Aborigines were simply curious of the novel experience. 
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They were curious about this white man who showed interest in their lifeways, belief system 

and languages, curious as to whether there was anything in it for them and curious about the 

possibility of visiting their friends on Tasmania’s west coast under his aegis and protection. 

This chapter attempts to reconstruct the Aboriginal interaction with the settlers across this 

island frontier.  

 

10. 1 The settler population of Bruny Island  

From Hobart’s inception in 1804, the Bruny Islanders were vulnerable to the ever-increasing 

numbers of the invaders. Its position, just down river from the growing settlement, meant that 

it became a readily accessible source for material to feed the growing colony. Being a long, 

narrow island, meant that its natural resources were easily reachable from its shores. No point 

of north Bruny is more than 2 km from the sea; nowhere on south Bruny is more than 5.5 km 

from a coastline. Transport by boat away from the island meant that most resources could be 

quickly despatched to nearby Hobart just a few hours away on a beam reach — a much more 

efficient method than the days of travel with smaller loads by ox-pulled drays over the heavily 

rutted tracks of the Midland Valley to the north. At first, small teams of hunters and skinners, 

timber getters, shingle splitters, tanning bark extractors, lime burners and barilla harvesters 

descended on the island.1 While these men initiated the early confrontation with the Aborigines 

— Wooraddy speaks of shingle splitters kidnapping women and shooting others2 and 

Simmonds the lime burner was the first recorded white speared to death on Bruny Island3 — it 

was the commencement of permanent farmer settlement and the establishment of bay whaling 

stations that was to begin the final destruction of traditional Aboriginal society.  

 
1 Chapter Six. 
2 Plomley (2008:405). 
3 Chapter Six 
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There are no regional censuses from these early years. However, some estimate for the 

European population of Bruny Island can be made. During the period 1804-1818, each of the 

small parties temporarily down from Hobart to extract resources from the island, probably did 

not amount to more than 1-4 men in each team, in all a maximum of 50 or so on Bruny at any 

one time. Nevertheless, that number was greater than the island’s Aboriginal population. For 

the period post-1818, a qualitative appreciation of the growing tide of permanent settlers on 

Bruny Island can be gained by studying the progress of land alienation there. Table 10.1 lists, 

in chronological order, the early grantees and the size of their grants on the island. Land 

 

Name of grantee Acres Date of 

order 

Reference 

page 

   LSD 354 

KELLY James 100 (1818) v. 3 p.196 

ROBERT Robert 500 (1823) v.5 p. 372 

   LSD 409/1 

KELLY James 100 1824-1826 19 

DAVIS William 200 1824-1829 110 

KELLY James 100 1825-1826 19 

KELLY James 100 1827 75 

KELLY James 2000 1828 104 

MCCRACKEN Hugh 700 1828-1828 106 

STALLARD J.P. 500 1828-1828 108 

ADAMS Henry 320 1828-1829 122 

PYBUS Richard 2560 1829-1829 125 

HARPER Thomas 150 1829-1830 132 

   LSD 409/2 

WALFORD Bernard 1200 1829 20a 

KELLY James 500 1829 28a 

YOUNG William 1280 1829-1832 36a 

SCRIMER George 320 1831-1831 9a 

LAWRENCE William 320 1830-1831 12a 

PIERCE Thomas 500 1831 22a 

SCRIMER George 320 1831 20a 

BATEMAN J.R. 640 1831-1831 24a 

 

Table 10.1. Early grantees on Bruny Island in chronological order of grants issued. List culled 

from TAHO Land and Surveys Department (LSD354/1/vols 1-8; 409/1; 409/2, information 

also distilled in McKay (1991, 1994b). 
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alienation is graphed in Figure 10.1.4 Assuming each principal settler represents a free family 

of five persons besides an additional convict servant required to help farm each 100 acres,5 

then a rough estimate of the annual growth of the settled farming population can be made (Table 

10.2 & Figure 10.2). The data shows the sudden surge in numbers around 1827/8, just at the 

time that the Bruny Islanders visited Arthur to plead for help.6 From 1828, most of these settler 

numbers were made up of convict servants, many of whom would not have been closely 

supervised. It is likely that these convicts had a disproportional impact on Aboriginal society.  

 

 

 

 
4 This is indicative only. Settlers may have located their land earlier than the dates noted and thus have been 

present well before the grant was issued. Robinson was a prime example of this phenomena. He was occupying 

his grant in 1829 but does not appear in the data.  
5 Estimates of free settlers does not take into account absentee owners. A settler was entitled to a convict for every 

100 acres farmed (Maxwell-Stewart and Watkins 2017-2018).  
6 Chapter Six. 

 

Figure 10.1. Cumulative acres alienated on Bruny Island by year. 
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Year Acres 

alienated 

Cumulative 

acres 

alienated 

New 

settler 

families 

Estimated 

cumulative 

free 

population 

Estimated 

cumulative 

convict 

population 

Estimated 

total  

cumulative 

farming 

population 

1818 100 100 1 5 1 6 

1819    5 1 6 

1820    5 1 6 

1821    5 1 6 

1822    5 1 6 

1823 500 600 1 10 6 16 

1824 300 900 1 15 9 24 

1825 100 1000  15 10 25 

1826    15 10 25 

1827 100 1100  15 11 26 

1828 3520 4620 3 30 49 79 

1829 5690 10310 3 45 111 156 

1830 320 10630 1 50 106 156 

1831 1780 12410 2 60 124 184 

 

Table 10.2. Acres of Bruny Island alienated and estimated farming population. (Convict figures for 

1828 inflated by three stationed at Rat Bay and for 1829 inflated by eleven provided to Robinson 

minus the three removed from Rat Bay). 

 

Figure10.2. Estimated farmer-settler population for Bruny Island (including convict servants). 
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In addition to the small teams in the extractive industries and the farmers and their 

servants, there was a constant stream of escaping convicts using Bruny Island as a stepping 

stone to freedom. Robinson was to report to Arthur: 

Bruni Island & the Western Coast of the Channel have long been the resort 

for Runaways, and it is to be feared, that many prisoners have escaped from 

this Colony from thence by slipping on board Vessels which are frequently 

wind-bound, or becalmed for several days, in their passage down the 

Channel:- During my tours through the Island, I have often met with 

Strangers, few of whom could give me a satisfactory answer.7  

It is unlikely, however, that the Aborigines engaged much with these men, who had no or 

minimal supplies to trade. In contrast, by far the greatest impact on Aboriginal society was 

brought about by the bay whalers, comprising seasonal camps of well-resourced single men. 

It is these two groups, whalers and farmer-settlers and their impact on Bruny Islander society 

that are discussed in the remainder of this chapter.  

Turning first to the interaction between farmer-settlers and Aborigines, the few scholars 

who have considered the matter see race relations varying depending on the origin of the 

settlers. Sharon Morgan observes that settlers who probably had had prior experience of 

Aborigines from elsewhere, such as around Port Jackson, were likely to respond more 

aggressively towards the Tasmanian indigenous population than settlers directly from the 

mother country.8 Morgan’s evidence for this is slim. She identifies the first known murderers 

of Tasmanians, William Russel, Thomas Carrett and Richard Lemon, being previously resident 

in New South Wales. She further suggests that Europeans, who had earlier lived in that colony 

were scared of Aborigines and thus concomitantly more aggressive.9 Her single point of 

 
7 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 60-61. Also, a slightly different draft at Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 19). 
8 Morgan (1992: 143-144). 
9 Morgan (1992: 144).  
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evidence for this is purportedly surveyor Charles Grimes firing on Aborigines in 1804 during 

a survey in the environs of the Derwent River, though her analysis is unreliable.10 In contrast 

to Morgan, John Molony suggests European residents of New South Wales, particularly the 

‘currency’, the landless, native-born Europeans, were sympathetic towards Aborigines. He 

suggests the currency, like the Aborigines with whom they identified to some extent, saw 

themselves as being downtrodden and discriminated against by the ‘sterling’, free settlers from 

the mother country, who were provided land and government assistance with the intention of 

forming a colonial upper class. Molony, placing reliance on dated entries in the Australian 

Dictionary of Biography, provides Hamilton Hume and John Batman as exemplars of the 

currency attitude,11 though he seems to have missed the latter’s matter-of-fact self-reporting of 

shooting Aborigines in cold blood.12 Bruny Island offers two exemplars of contrasting settler 

attitudes towards Aborigines to add to this evidence: those of James Kelly, son of a convict and 

a member of the ‘currency’, and the Davis family, representatives, albeit not affluent, of the 

‘sterling’.  

 

10. 2. James Kelly 

James Kelly, born in Paramatta, became a well-known Tasmanian entrepreneur involved in 

sealing, whaling and logging Huon pine. Kelly also claimed to have discovered Port Davey 

and Macquarie Harbour on the West Coast during the first circumnavigation of Tasmania in an 

open whaleboat.13 He was issued the first land grant, a parcel of 100 acres, on Bruny Island in 

 
10 This could not have been Grimes who was on leave in Britain at the time and did not arrive in Tasmania until 

1807 and then only to survey around Port Dalrymple in the north. Examination of the survey notes describing a 

surveyor’s altercation with the Tasmanians suggests that they were labelled as being Grimes’s at a later date (the 

use of the term ‘Tasmanian’ in the title suggests post-1856). However, they are in the hand of Grimes’s servant, 

James Meehan, who was surveying in the Derwent area during 1804 (Perry 1967). Meehan, also earlier resident 

in New South Wales, does not evince fear, just a heightened sense of wariness being surrounded by a band of 

armed men; at the same time exhibiting confidence in being able to repel them with firearms (Surveys in Tasmania 

by Mr Surveyor Grimes 1804 (TAHO LSD355/1/3)). 
11 Molony (2000: 4-5, 10).  
12 Clements (2014: 74).  
13 Pretyman (1967a).  
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1818, though it is possible he may have located there earlier. Kelly, who was the Hobart pilot 

at the time, had an eye for the main chance and located his grant on the extreme northern tip of 

the island, to be eponymously named Kellys Point, later Dennes Point. Kelly eventually 

established a farm there which grew wheat, poultry, cattle, sheep, vegetables and fruit. 

Windbound ships anchoring in the Channel and those waiting to pick up the pilot (Kelly 

himself) were supplied from the farm with much needed luxuries after their long voyages out 

from Britain.14  

Kelly’s property was well situated on light soil surrounding one of the rare permanent 

lagoons on north Bruny Island (Figure 6.2). Unfortunately for them, the lagoon was also 

favoured by Aborigines as a source, not only of fresh water, but likely waterbirds and aquatic 

plants as attested by nearby middens and stone tool sites on the adjacent slopes. Additionally, 

the farm straddled the route to the point closest to the Mainland from where the Aborigines 

would swim or launch their canoes to cross the Channel. It was this inadvertent competition 

for resources as well as placing his farm across a major communication route that was to initiate 

years of conflict.  

While Kelly was given his grant in 1818, he experienced such a hostile response from 

the Aborigines that for some years he was incapable of farming it efficiently. Two years later, 

in 1820, he was complaining to Commissioner Bigge that he had been unable to cultivate his 

farm because of the aggression of the islanders who had been reinforced by disaffected and 

disenfranchised tribespeople forced by the British from their traditional lands on the shores of 

Northwest Bay and along the Huon River.15 So dire was Kelly’s relationship with the Bruny 

Islanders that he advised Bigge that he would not be able to farm until he had sufficient soldiery 

to protect the property. This did not happen. Seven years after his initial grant, which had now 

 
14 Widowson (1829: 8-9).  
15 Commonwealth of Australia (1921: Series III: v.3: 461). Kelly may have been exaggerating his problem to 

Bigge as he was able to grow fodder (which was being stolen by Europeans) as he reported the year before (The 

Hobart Town Gazette and Southern Reporter 13 February 1819: 2b). 
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expanded threefold, Kelly was farming, though frequent clashes still continued between him 

and the Bruny Islanders: 

A few days since, a large body of the aborigines, led by a one-armed woman 

named “Nelson,” well known here, attacked Capt. KELLY’s farm, at Bruné 

Island, and plundered the house of every thing portable, amongst other things 

a valuable fowling-piece. — They had shortly before speared three of Capt. 

K.’s cows.16 

This particular action has all the hallmarks of Aboriginal retribution. Spearing his cows, 

precious in the eyes of settlers like Kelly, suggests payback for some past injury. Stealing his 

shotgun may have been to remove a weapon that had been used against them, for despite 

numerous cases from Tasmania of muskets and shotguns being stolen, and despite the 

Aborigines knowing how to fire them and some being excellent shots, there was only one 

instance of firearms being used against the British enemy and that apparently as a 

‘demonstration’ to attract attention.17 Sometimes, lack of ammunition may have been a limiting 

factor,18 and in some instances, the guns were intended to be used against other Aborigines.19 

However, it would appear that spears were considered a more efficient weapon for attack and 

defence over the slow to reload muskets.20 Because of their little use, guns such as Kelly’s may 

have been perceived ritually, as potent prizes captured from the enemy, for they were well kept 

and maintained,21 and often protected from the elements by being stashed in trees.22  

 
16 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 5 August 1825: 3d.  
17 Plomley (2008: 872). 
18 Plomley (2008: 545, 546, 550). 
19 Plomley (2008: 550).  
20 Plomley (2008: 872).  
21 Plomley (2008: 547, 603). 
22 Plomley (2008: 312, 338, 395, 405, 413, 451, 525, 526, 528, 544, 550, 585, 603, 872, 889). 
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As late as 1828, ten years after its founding, Kelly’s farm was still being attacked, this 

time on an outlying stock-keeper’s hut (Figure 10.3) by allies of the Bruny Islanders, again 

suggesting payback: 

Last week, a party of between 30 and 40 came across to Mr Kelly’s farm at Bruné 

island and carried off some of the utensils belonging to a stock-keepers hut, the 

inmates having fled in case of danger. They belonged to the tribe called the Port 

Davey mob.23 

 

Questions arise as to the causes for the on-going aggression between Kelly and the 

Aborigines; hostility that lasted for a decade. It has been mentioned that his farm surrounded a 

 
23 The Hobart Town Courier 1 March 1828:4b. In the same issue of the newspaper he was cautioning European 

cattle duffers from operating on his farm (The Hobart Town Courier 1 March 1828: 4c).  

 

Figure 10.3. Eroded cob walls, remnant of one of Kelly’s stockkeeper’s huts, Woodcutters Point (c.f. 

photograph of ‘sod hut’ in Gray (n. d. 1985?: 42)) (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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lagoon and the plant and animal resources it contained, as well as straddled a major Aboriginal 

communication route to mainland Tasmania. The resentment created would have been a 

continuing source of conflict. Further discord may have arisen when the Aborigines continued 

up until 1829 to hunt across the land appropriated by Kelly,24 perhaps burning the grasslands 

to facilitate access to wallabies. Another point of contention may have arisen with individual 

farm servants trading sex with Aboriginal women for food and clothing.25 Another reason may 

have been because Kelly grew potatoes,26 an introduced food greatly appreciated by 

Aborigines. The Aborigines might have appropriated part of this crop each year — a very ready 

carbohydrate source vulnerable to predation, being one that did not entail the effort by the 

women that harvesting bracken roots, the traditional resource, required. G. T. Lloyd describes 

a method whereby Aborigines surreptitiously rooted up the potatoes, afterwards carefully 

rearranging the ridges and brushing their footmarks away to hide all disturbance. By this 

means, hundredweights of the tuber were removed each night to be roasted in feasts, the 

Aborigines gorging themselves so much as to prevent them from moving easily.27 

 

10.3 The Davis family  

The farmer-settlers that both the Aborigines and Robinson appear to have had the most 

interaction with during the life of the Establishment were William Davis28 and his wife Jane 

(née Murray), who held a 200-acre grant at Trumpeter Bay. This property was 12 km south of 

 
24 Plomley (2008: 68). 
25 Chapter Nine. Plomley (2008: 119 n. 20); Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 7). 
26 For instance, Kelly shipped ten tons of potatoes to Sydney in 1827 (Hobart Town Gazette 31 March 1827: 4). 
27 Lloyd (1862: 57-60).  
28 Plomley spells his name ‘Davies’. Plomley gives this man’s first name variously as James or John (2008: 1072) 

or James and/or William (2008: 120 n. 38) but gives no reference for these assertions. It was certainly William 

who received the grant for the land (TAHO LSD409/1/1:110; McKay 1994), and it is William named on early 

cadastral maps (TAHO Map - Buckingham 146 AF396/1/155 and TAHO Map - Buckingham 147 

AF396/1/156) and Gresley’s rough chart of 1850 (TAHO MAP1/1/150) and it is William who leaves the land in 

his will (TAHO AD960/1/6: 281). Plomley’s confusion may have arisen either because the man’s name is given 

as Jonathan in Charles Sterling’s notes (Plomley 2008: 128) or because the land was left by William to his son 

James who appears named on a later, twentieth-century cadastral map 

(http://www.westlakehistory.info/viewer/WEST/item/WEST00014/5). 
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Kelly’s farm and 4.5 km east of the Establishment, less than an hour’s walk from there through 

an open forest (Figure 10.4). The Davis’s interactions with the Aborigines were in marked 

contrast to Kelly’s. Though ‘sterling’, the couple were probably more alive to racial prejudice, 

themselves being members of nations commonly discriminated against by the English. William 

was a forty-year-old Welshman and his wife a thirty-five-year-old Scot at the time they met 

Robinson. The couple had three young children: Thomas a three-year-old, Jane a two-year-old 

and the first white child born on Bruny Island, and William a babe in arms a few months old.29 

The family had arrived on Bruny Island over two years before Robinson appeared, sometime 

between late 1826 and early 1827.30 The elder William had a working class background with 

little formal education31 and was reputed to have been a mariner32 before turning his hand to 

farming and whaling when he arrived on Bruny Island. Jane was better educated than her 

husband, keeping up a correspondence over the years with her family in Scotland, and is 

reputed to have been a dressmaker.33 The land parcel that the Davis’s chose was an elongated 

rectangle running inland from the shoreline of Trumpeter Bay, the latter offering a good 

anchorage and a sheltered place to launch his boat. A lagoon tucked behind a foreshore dune 

provided permanent water for his stock, a rare commodity on the island (Figure 10.5). This 

lagoon was, in turn, overlooked by the timber34 farmhouse the couple built, together with 

outbuildings which probably included a hut for his convict labourers.35 William seemed to have 

 
29 Harper (2010). 
30 Between the birth of their first child in Hobart on 14 April 1826 and their second child on Bruny Island 6 July 

1827. 
31 He was incapable of signing his will which had to be read and explained to him (TAHO AD960/1/6: 281). 
32 Harper’s (2010: 5) assertion is unconvincing. There are records of a number of William Davis (Davies) at the 

time, some of whom were seamen. There is no firm link between these records and the William Davis of 

Trumpeter Bay. However, William owned a sloop and became a whaler which suggests some maritime 

experience. 
33 Family lore recorded by Harper (2010: 8). Jane’s family was recorded by Ernest Westlake as being associated 

with the doctor and Presbyterian minister Rev. Dr Adam Turnbull (Taylor with Jones & McCarthy (2010: Series 

3, Notebook 6: 15) and Turnbull’s biographer (Finlay 1967) notes that the Murrays were friends of the Turnbulls, 

the families arriving together in 1825 off the City of Edinburgh before settling in Campbell Town.  
34 1851 Census.  
35 Plomley (2008: 73). Copping (1880:5) notes ‘several assigned servants’ at the farm including a servant girl who 

looked after the children. By the 1851 Census Davis had dispensed with labourers and farmed the property himself 

(TAHO CEN1/1/107:174).  
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cannily chosen an easily worked light sandy loam, some of the most productive land on north 

Bruny Island, suggesting that he may have originally come from a farming background. The 

land would have been lightly wooded and easily cleared by fire which would have initially 

created a weed-free fertile soil.36 The paddocks formed from Davis’s original grant are still 

some of the most productive land on the present property of Murrayfield. This is in marked 

contrast to Robinson, who choose for his Establishment the thin, rocky Jurassic soils of 

Missionary Bay, where he was unsuccessful in growing crops and which today support a coarse 

grass that has all but been given up as suitable pasture for sheep.  

 

 
36 Personal communication Bruce Michael, Manager, Murrayfield (3 January 2018).  

 

Figure 10.4. Map of the Aboriginal Establishment and Trumpeter Bay. Robinson’s mission overlooking 

Missionary Bay on the left, Davis’s property overlooking Trumpeter Bay on the right. (TAHO 

AF396/1/155 Map- Buckingham 146).  
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Davis also become involved in the bay whaling trade that was beginning to blossom on 

the Island. He permitted a whaling station to be situated on his land for which he extracted an 

annual fee of £30.37 The gentle sloping foreshore of Trumpeter Bay allowed whales to be 

conveniently drawn up and flensed. Sheltered behind the foreshore dune were huts for the 

seasonal labour and tryworks for rendering the blubber. This station was financed by Bernard 

Walford and William Young, who had become adjacent landowners in 1829, most probably 

using the timber on their land to fuel the tryworks.38 William Davis was a whaler during the 

 
37 Harper (2010: 10). 
38 Kostoglou (1995(II):20). 

 

Figure 10.5. Trumpeter Bay. The patch of low green vegetation in the middle ground is the site of a 

freshwater lagoon, with the whaling station tucked between it and a low foreshore dune. Davis’s early 

hut was just to the left of the structures on the distant ridge (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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season,39 acting as overseer for Walford and Young’s business.40 In his memoir, Captain 

Richard Copping noted William in passing as the “chief Headsman [a day to day manager as 

well as a harpooner] and managing owner of the Fishery [who] had his wife and family living 

at the farm which belonged to him during the whaling season”.41 

From Robinson’s journal we learn that he seemed to have had a mixed and sometimes 

fraught relationship with Davis, which probably had its origins in the family’s openness to and 

acceptance of the Aborigines as well as the convicts working on the Establishment. In one of 

their earliest meetings, Robinson had walked over to Trumpeter Bay and found that William 

was out in his boat fishing with three of Robinson’s convict servants. The convicts, on their 

Sunday off, were probably attempting to garner much needed protein to bolster their deficient 

Government rations. But Robinson, either cavilling at them labouring on a Sunday or seeing 

this alliance between his servants and a neighbour as a threat to his authority and control, was 

annoyed: 

Went to his [Davis] hut and informed his wife what I had seen. Desired her 

to acquaint her husband that if I again detected him in the act of encouraging 

the prisoners belonging to the establishment I should prosecute him. She said 

she hoped I would overlook it this time.42 

Ironically, and what must have been particularly galling, on the following day Robinson 

had to purchase half a hundredweight (25 kg) of potatoes from Davis to feed his starving men. 

Robinson also had to ask a favour of Davis to carry one of his men towards the south in his 

sloop in search of Aborigines. Indeed, Robinson had to ask for the use of Davis and his sloop 

 
39 His occupation of ‘whaler’ was recorded on his youngest child’s, James’s baptism record (Harper 2010: 27). 

He later spent the season away from his family working on other stations ((TAHO CSO5/1/133/3167: 83-88). 
40 Harper (2010: 9). 
41 Copping (1880: 5). Davis was noted in a c. 1838 memorial as a “chief Headsman” (TAHO CSO5/1/133/3167: 

84) 
42 Plomley (2008: 74, 132). 
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on further occasions to transport Robinson’s sons together with mail to Hobart43 as well as mail 

and general cargo on a return voyage.44 

Beside their friendship with Robinson’s convict servants, the Davis family appear to 

have developed a sympathetic relationship with the Aborigines. One result of this was that 

Davis had a clearer understanding of their movements and whereabouts over a much larger 

area than Robinson seems to have attained. It is likely that Davis had encountered the remnant 

group a number of times while exploring and travelling in the bush and had studied their 

behaviour. After only two years on the Island, Davis was able to inform Robinson that the 

Aborigines would travel the shoreline at the end of August searching for birds’ eggs.45 Davis’s 

convict servants also appear to have roamed independently. On one occasion, a servant reported 

he had observed an Aboriginal party on the Neck in a state of sickness and distress, 12 km 

south of Trumpeter Bay.46 On another occasion, Davis was able to inform Robinson that 

Wooraddy and his wife were sick and unable to move past the Isthmus and that Dray’s infant 

had died.47 Davis’s farm seems to have been astride the main track that ran from the whaling 

stations at Adventure Bay along the northern ridge to Dennes Point and this may have been a 

conduit for intelligence. The farm and nearby whaling station must have been a convenient 

place for travellers to call in and swop fresh water and food for gossip. Here, Robinson met a 

whaler travelling this route, who was able to tell him, much to his dismay, that the Aborigines 

were consorting with the whalers at Adventure Bay.48  

Perhaps most telling about the relationship between these settlers and the original 

inhabitants is that the Davis’s homestead appears to have been recognised by the Aborigines 

as a place of refuge and aid. When one of the Aboriginal children escaped the Establishment, 

 
43 Plomley (2008: 81). 
44 Plomley (2008: 86). 
45 Plomley (2008: 75). 
46 Plomley (2008: 73,130). 
47 Plomley (2008: 81). 
48 Plomley (2008: 76).  
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she made her way to Davis’s farm.49 When the Port Davey people became sick and could not 

make their way back to the Mainland, two individuals attempted to return to the Establishment, 

passing by Davis’s farm where they were given potatoes to roast to assuage their hunger.50 

Intriguing confirmation of the Davis’s relationship with the Bruny Islanders comes 

from a document written eighty years after Robinson’s journal. Between 1908-1910, Ernest 

Westlake, an English archaeologist, toured Tasmania, collecting stone tools and interviewing 

elderly settlers about their memories of the Tasmanian Aborigines.51 He visited Bruny Island 

where two of his informants were George Davis, the fourth child of William and Jane Davis, 

and George’s wife Annie, both then in their late seventies. Analysing ethnohistories written 

nearly eighty years after the events they describe is obviously fraught and such documents need 

to be treated with a great deal of caution. For, despite George’s claim to have been a baby when 

the Aborigines lived on Bruny Island, and indeed to have been nursed by them,52 this was not 

true. He was born in late 1832, nearly three years after Wooraddy, the last Bruny Islander to 

have lived a traditional life style, had left the island. Annie was even younger than George and 

ascribing her ‘reminiscences’ to her memory of events is even more moot.53 Elements of their 

account may have been borrowed from the oral history about the Tasmanians that must have 

commonly circulated amongst the descendants of the first settlers, as well as directly or 

indirectly gleaned from the later literature, such as Roth’s ethnography.54 A few observations 

may also have been made directly of the Aborigines who were later held at Oyster Cove and 

who occasionally visited the island. However, notwithstanding those caveats, one gains a sense 

when reading Westlake’s notes that George was repeating stories that he had heard from his 

 
49 Plomley (2008: 103). 
50 Plomley (2008: 128). 
51 Taylor (2017). 
52 Mercury Tuesday 20 November 1923: 5. It was likely, however, to have been a family story of an older sibling 

being nursed, that was passed down.  
53 Annie was born in 1837 and did not arrive in Tasmania until “quite a child” (Mercury Tuesday 20 November 

1923: 5). She married in Hobart in 1858. When she arrived in Bruny island is unknown. 
54 Roth (1890). 
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parents, even though some he ascribed to himself. Usefully, in many places, Westlake also 

annotated his notes with the name of the informant, whether George, his wife or, indirectly, his 

parents. Particularly telling is that Annie (‘Mrs D’.) contributed material she could not have 

witnessed firsthand and often made referral to “Granny”, that is Jane Davis, her mother-in-law. 

Some of this material is told from a woman’s perspective and is thus extremely rare, perhaps 

unique. The overall impression gained is that William and Jane are speaking from the late 

1820s down through their children. Certainly, Westlake must have been impressed with the 

authenticity of his informants as his interview with them was one of the longest of the nearly 

one hundred that he carried out, taking up seventeen closely written pages in his notebook.55 

Westlake’s notes provide evidence that William and Jane were highly disparaging of 

their fellow Whites and very sympathetic towards the Aborigines: “I’ve heard granny say they 

were good natured & kindly & would give things …”56 “I believe that more dependence could 

be put on them than on the white men.”57 “The whites are the greatest murderers in the world, 

worse than any Blacks.”58 “Can’t say that any white man was ever punished for ill-treating the 

Blacks.”59 William appears to have closely observed the day-to-day behaviour of the surviving 

Aboriginal group when it was still functioning in a traditional manner and became the local 

expert.60 Sterling, Robinson’s clerk and putative schoolmaster at the Establishment, had this to 

say of him: “we derived most of our information from Davis a settler at Bruné Island — who 

is well acquainted with the natives.”61 William noted their land management practices, 

especially the use of patch burning in contrast to settler practices: “They were very particular 

 
55 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:15, 18-33). Page numbers listed are Westlake’s 

pagination and not the image numbers. An expurgated version of these notes can be found in Plomley (n.d 

(1991?):14-18). 
56 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:24). 
57 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:27). 
58 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:26). 
59 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:25). 
60 Contemporary with William Davis’s memory, the surveyor Thomas Scott observed a group of twenty-six 

Aborigines on the island in 1826. See Chapter 5. 
61 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 97-101. An expertise that went unrecognised by Robinson.  
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with fires would burn small patches where they knew there was game to drive them out, but in 

the hot dry weather they never lit no big fires to burn acres. It destroys a lot of their game. The 

fires make it bad for their feet travelling.”62 William spoke of the game, the shellfish and some 

vegetables that were eaten: “My father had to go out all day kangarooing with them …”63 

William observed them butchering their prey: “Would cut with a stone by drawing the stone 

backwards & forewards in quartering or 8- or 9- ing a kangaroo. Have heard father speak of 

this many a time.”64 He described the men carrying their spears: “Each man would carry 4 or 

5 spears or 6 tied up with a bit of grass, I saw the bundles. They would carry one ready to 

throw”.65 “Spears on Bruni 6 or 7 feet to 8 at the outside; about 7 feet the average.”66And 

further: 

When they was hunting on Bruni the men mostly walked a little distance apart 

with the two sides further forward like a half moon so that if any game put 

up, get a better chance to kill it all the gang (?) might go, 20 or 30 or 40, & 

spread out a little distance, 12 or 15 yds apart & surround bits of scrub & go 

all round them & hunt them out.67 

Jane appears to have developed a close personal relationship with some of the Bruny 

Islanders: “Trugy[Truganini] called granny ‘mudder’ … The blacks were always in and out 

with grandmother.”68 “To show affection the women would pat a person (a woman) = granny 

Davis in the shoulder.”69 Jane’s baby (William jnr.) was a source of wonder for the Aboriginal 

women: “First were terrified at the white baby but she gave it the breast & it pacified then & 

 
62 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:30). 
63 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:27). 
64 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:18). 
65 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:30). 
66 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:26).  
67 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:25). 
68 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:15). 
69 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:27).  
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there they came & they put their hand on it.”70 This tale is corroborated by another family 

source:  

the blacks would come round our home and my people were always kind to 

them. My brother was a baby then, and I have heard my mother say that the 

black women would beg of her to let them take him in their arms. My mother, 

not liking to cross them, would comply with their request and my brother was 

on more than one occasion suckled by a native …71 

In bad times, the Davis’s sometimes fed the Aborigines. Robinson records the Davis’s 

giving them potatoes to roast (above). Westlake noted “when scarcity (?) black man would take 

bread (slices) to wife & children.”72 George and Annie remember the Aboriginal word for bread 

— “breadle”.73  

Jane was also invited to Aboriginal ceremonies: “They invited granny to a corrobboree 

& when they had cooked their fish they offered it to granny before they offered it, before they 

offered it to anyone else.” “I’ve seen them jumping about in the Corroborees & throwing their 

arms up — they would invite Their white friends & hold it not far from the house.”74 It may 

have been on these occasions that some tribal lore was communicated: “They had an idea that 

‘Wang’ the Crow had bought (sic) them the firestick in the first instance according to their 

belief like a spiritual gift (heard of this from granny of the Bruni islanders).”75 

 
70 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:21).  
71 Harper (2010: 10) gives this source as James Davis, the youngest child of William and Jane, speaking in a 1916 

interview, probably of his brother George. Frustratingly Harper, throughout his work, provides no references; 

posing difficulties in confirming his assertions. This quote is found word for word in an article in The World, 

Saturday, September 18 1920:6c as well as in a series of articles in the Weekly Courier of 1914 transcribed and 

published by Duncombe (1995). While it has the ring of authenticity, being nursed by Tasmanian Aborigines 

appears to have been a common trope of some elderly settlers of the period, perhaps designed to add verisimilitude 

to any conversation they were having about the original inhabitants. For instance, the Rev. Henry Brune Atkinson 

was said to have been nursed by Truganini (Condon 1979). 
72 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:30). 
73 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:15).  
74 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:24). 
75 Taylor with Jones and McCarthy (2010: Series 3, Notebook 6:23). 



323 

 

In sum, and in stark distinction to the apparent experiences between Kelly and the 

Bruny Islanders, the relationship between the Aborigines and the Davis family were reciprocal 

and respectful, so much so that positive stories about the Aborigines were retained within the 

Davis family, and retold and passed down to other family members over the succeeding 

century. The Kelly and the Davis stories appear to exemplify the contrasting frontier 

experience; on one hand, one of conflict and violence; on the other, one of interest and 

accommodation across the cultural divide, both responses occurring here just a few kilometres 

apart. It is difficult to know why this should be so. Part of the answer might be that Kelly, with 

his business interest elsewhere, was often an absentee landlord, leaving the running of his farm 

to convicts. As far as we know his family never resided on the island, and Kelly’s relationships 

with the Aborigines were mediated through his convict servants trading food and clothes for 

sex. In contrast, the Davis family, and particularly the matriarch Jane, closely oversaw their 

convict servants. Jane particularly shared much with the Aboriginal women, passing over 

babies to be suckled, giving and receiving food (bread on one hand, fish in return), as well as 

being invited to participate in corrobborees. Evidence for this domestic relationship between 

the two races is symbolised by a battered old sugar bowl (together with associated oral history) 

now residing in the Bruny Island Historical Society rooms, from which, the story goes, sugar 

was offered by the Davis’s to the Aborigines when they visited (Figure 10.6).76 This bowl, 

valued by Jane, and treasured by generations of the Davis family because of its reminder of 

 
76 The object, 15 cm x 10 cm x 10 cm high, is in fact a repurposed sauce tureen, often paired as a standard inclusion 

in a dinner service. It is decorated with a ubiquitous blue-and-white transfer pattern probably of the ‘British Views’ 

series (Coysh and Underwood 1982: 10) and dates from 1820-1840. It is a shoddy piece; the transfer being cut 

down probably from a larger soup tureen and slapped on askew. The most parsimonious suggestion for the source 

of the pot is Jane Murray’s (Davis’s) dowry brought with her from Scotland when she emigrated. I am grateful to 

Kathy Duncombe for bringing this item and its associated story to my attention, to the Bruny Island Historical 

Society for permitting me to examine and photograph it, and to James Flexner, Alasdair Brooks and Penny Crook 

(personal communications 9 March 2018) for their discussions about the object. 
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their matriarch’s relationship with the Aborigines, continues to be cherished through its display 

in the local history museum.77 

 

10. 4. The Bay Whalers 

While Robinson was challenged by the relationships between Aborigines and the farmers, it 

was the tribespeople’s interaction with the bay whalers that was to provide the ultimate threat 

to the success of the mission establishment. Bay whalers had been setting up shore stations on 

Bruny Island at least since 1822,78 some seven years before Robinson arrived at the island. At 

 
77 An accompanying undated (1950s?) newspaper article with photograph speaks to this valuing down through 

the generations. 
78 Chapter Six 

 

Figure 10.6. Jane Davis’s bowl from which sugar was offered to the Bruny Islanders when they 

visited her farm (Photo: Don Ranson). 
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first, perhaps only a single station was formed, but by 1829 there were at least five stations: 

three at Adventure Bay 28 kilometres to the south of the Establishment; one on Trumpeter Bay 

only 4.5 kilometres to the east; and one at Bulls Bay 10 kilometres to the north. Each station 

comprised 20-30 men79 so, by 1829, the seasonal population of whalers had steadily increased 

from around twenty-five or so seven years earlier to 150, temporarily doubling Bruny Island’s 

settler population, which then outnumbered the surviving Aborigines 15:1.  

To the Aborigines, the whalers represented a cornucopia.  They were super-hunters able 

to kill and process hundreds of tons of flesh in a few days and could also provide access to a 

range of other desirable foodstuffs. Especially appealing, the whaling season usually occurred 

between the end of April until October,80 a period straddling the Aborigines’ winter hungry 

season now becoming amplified by the loss of access to their land. Their presence during this 

hungry season further increased the importance of the resources controlled by the whalers. The 

Aborigines, predisposed by their desire and taste for whale meat and oil, simply modified their 

former habits of scavenging the randomly cast up whale carcases on the shoreline and the 

occasional hunting of embayed dolphins,81 and gravitated towards the whaling stations instead. 

Or at least the Aboriginal women did, having the only tradeable item that interested whalers, 

their bodies. As Wooraddy informed Robinson, the Aboriginal women “‘mag gerer raege’ (stop 

with white men) meaning the Whalers, that they slept with them in their huts, and that the 

Whalers gave them plenty of meat, tea, sugar and tobacco …” 82 It is simplistic to see the 

women’s actions simply as prostitution as Robinson did when he reported to Arthur that the 

women were being “made subservient to their [the whalers’] carnal propensities”.83 Robinson 

was denying the Aboriginal women independent agency. A whole spectrum of other reasons 

 
79 Lawrence (2006: 45); Nash (2003: 75).  
80 Nash (2009: 23). 
81 Chapter Three. 
82 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 50-51. See also Plomley (2008: 78).  
83 Robinson to Arthur 9th September 1829 (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 53).  
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could have been in play, including the women choosing of their own volition to cohabit with 

the whalers. Elsewhere in Australia, Diane Bell suggests Aboriginal women may have willingly 

initiated such contacts to satisfy their sexuality and provide an opportunity to secure goods, 

admiration and pleasure in exchange.84 In a similar vein, Annette Hamilton has observed of 

Mainland tribes that: 

‘wife-lending’ was frequently practiced, especially on ritual occasions, and 

the exchange of goods would be an aspect of this. The offer of women to 

whites in exchange for food or other valuables could be understood as an 

extension of this practice … this was a primary means of incorporating whites 

into the structure of Aboriginal society and was a means of creating 

controllable relationships subject to Aboriginal morality … However, such 

practices were perceived by Europeans as ‘prostitution’.85  

On a pragmatic level, gathering food via this bartering process made the food quest 

much easier for Aboriginal women. Under a traditional regime, the hard work of procuring and 

processing carbohydrate-laden vegetables fell to the women. Hours spent each day digging for 

bracken roots and orchid bulbs with a stick and splitting tree ferns to collect the pith were 

avoided by bartering for rich packets of carbohydrates in the form of bread, biscuits and flour 

used in damper. A recent parallel in such trade can be seen in Betty Meehan’s Northern 

Territory study of the out-station movement, where, despite Aborigines removing themselves 

from government stations to forage for bush tucker, trading with the local store continued for 

the majority of the carbohydrate portion of their diet. Women were still responsible for 

procuring these carbohydrates, using money received from their crafts, pensions and child 

endowments.86 

 
84 Bell (1993: 98).  
85 Hamilton (1989: 252). 
86 Meehan (1982: 149). 
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Similarly, tea, sugar and tobacco were incorporated into the Tasmanian women’s 

procurement strategy. The Aborigines constant craving for these items was well attested by the 

settlers.87 Tobacco, containing the highly addictive mood-altering drug nicotine, rapidly 

became a necessity. Tea also contains a psychoactive stimulant, caffeine. The effect of both 

drugs must have been novel to Aborigines.88 Sugar too activates the dopamine reward system 

in the brain and can generate addiction as well as cause ‘binges’.89 European introduced sugar 

was especially valued as sweet foods were rare and seasonal and found only in discrete 

quantities in the Tasmanian bush; access being limited to sucking on nectar rich flowers such 

as the silver banksia (Banksia marginata) available only from late summer to early winter, or 

tapping the sap of the cider gum (Eucalyptus gunnii) for those tribespeople who had access 

rights to the Central Highlands in November. Because Tasmanians prior to the invasion did not 

have the technology to boil liquids, they were unable to concentrate their drugs of choice by 

infusion. The combination of year-round availability of infused caffeine taken as a hot billy of 

tea, copiously sweetened with more sugar than they could ever have experienced from nature, 

and accompanied with a pipe of tobacco, must have been irresistible.  

Robinson had firsthand experience of the Bruny Islanders’ craving for sweetened tea: 

“So extremely partial are the aborigines generally to this article of this diet that I have no doubt 

any aborigine once tasting it would willingly forgo a meal of substantial food for the sake of 

it.”90 The Islanders had developed an addiction to the drink: “Their cry for this beverage is so 

regular and irresistible”.91 In a vain attempt to retain the people at the mission, Robinson was 

“compelled to appropriate to their benefit a part of my own stock”.92 However, the resources 

 
87 Plomley (2008: 71) 
88 Notwithstanding the possible use of psilocybin discussed in Chapter Five.  
89 Avena, Rada and Hoebel (2008). 
90 Plomley (2008: 85). Robinson through the Rev. William Bedford once opined that the “adults, would rather 

forgo their meat, and bread, than be deprived of their tea …” (TAHO CSO1/1/1/323: 79). 
91 Plomley (2008: 89). 
92 Plomley (2008: 89). 
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he had to hand nowhere equalled those of the whalers and he was unable to compete in the 

provision of the “luxuries”. A pannikin of the sweetened drink had become an overwhelming 

driver for human movement, one much stronger than the mythical swans and mutton-birds so 

beloved of modern historians and archaeologists. A comment from the man who experienced 

this first hand: 

… I am fully assured from absolute experience that it is accounted a great 

luxury amongst them, and is one of the chief sources of attraction in directing 

their migration to those places or abodes where they think they can procure 

it. It is very apparent that those aborigines who have been used to visit the 

habitations of settlers who are in the habit of using tea and sugar at every 

meal, could not easily endure a privation of it and must consequently fly to 

such sources when so impelled.93  

Further, in marginalia to this report: “It is easy to account for that predilection which the 

natives entertain for tea and sugar, especially those tribes who have had intercourse with 

the Settlers in the interior, with whom it is common to use this beverage three or four 

times per diem”.94 

One of the problems for this traditional society as it underwent transition was that the 

Bruny Island men were excluded from this bountiful exchange system. Given the then 

restrictive mores of the invaders, it would have been difficult for Aboriginal men to trade their 

bodies for food and tobacco. Instead they had to rely on the munificence of the Aboriginal 

women to pass on European goods. However, this did not appear to happen. Wooraddy “Said 

also they [the whalers] were ‘no oilly’ (no good) and expressed a desire to avenge this act of 

aggression upon his tribe, but regretted his inability to do so from the paucity of their 

 
93 Plomley (2008: 89). 
94 Plomley (2008: 90).  
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numbers”.95 The women, however, took a different view and were not interested in leaving the 

whalers when Robinson visited the station to recover them; instead, “upon seeing us absconded 

out of sight”.96  

At the same time as being unable to access European foodstuffs, Aboriginal men found 

it difficult to access those essentials traditionally garnered by the women because they were 

otherwise engaged. This must have become a major aspect of the breakdown in Tasmanian 

traditional society. Usually, an Aboriginal family worked as a foraging team: The man hunted 

the larger game, the women harvested shellfish and vegetables, both sexes contributing to a 

balanced diet. Without a wife, a Tasmanian man was severely limited in his nutritional regime 

and found it difficult to support his surviving children with only what he could hunt. As 

Robinson noted: 

An aborigine of this Colony without a female partner is a poor dejected being. 

When arrived at the years of maturity his tantamount object is a wife who can 

provide himself and family with shellfish, and as animal sustenance must at 

certain periods become scarce even where game is most prolific, that is the 

only food to which under such an emergency they can resort.97 

Robinson reported Woorraddy’s experience of this when his wife died, his immediate 

desire to take Truganini, the only woman available to him, as a wife,98  and her extreme dismay 

and anxiety when she was propositioned.99 One of the underlying reasons for Truganini’s 

resistance may have been because her access to European food stuffs might become restricted 

by a new husband. Also, anything she gained would have to be shared with Woorraddy and his 

children and she would have to revert to the hard work of foraging for natural foods during 

 
95 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 51.  
96 Plomley (2008: 78). Robinson, in his report to Arthur at TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 51, states that the whalers 

“took the precaution to send their female associates out of sight”.  
97 Plomley (2008: 87). 
98 Plomley (2008: 85-88). 
99 Plomley (2008: 92). 
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periods outside the whaling season to feed Wooraddy’s large family. Further evidence for this 

comes from the behaviour of the Aboriginal women after the whaling season ended. Instead of 

returning to Robinson’s Establishment where Wooraddy had based himself, they travelled to 

Kelly’s farm and consorted there with the convict servants.100 Despite searching for the women 

and locating their fires, Wooraddy, the great hunter and the epitome of trackers, was unable to 

locate the women who were hiding from him.101  

It was unfortunate for Robinson that he inadvertently established his mission during the 

height of the whaling season and one of the most prolific to that date. Robinson was helpless 

against the competition created by the whalers for the Aborigines’ hearts and minds (and 

stomachs), especially with the rations issued by the Government for the Aborigines’ 

consumption. Robinson had inherited a very circumscribed ration, initially issued at Rat Bay, 

of 1 lb of biscuit102 or alternatively ½ lb biscuit and ½ lb potatoes.103 This was not adequate to 

prevent the Aborigines from wandering off-site to gain the rest of their nutritional requirements 

either from traditional foraging or trading with and begging from neighbouring settlers. 

Robinson was immediately aware of this problem from observing Aboriginal behaviour at Rat 

Bay. As early as mid-April 1829, on his return from his first exploratory trip to locate a suitable 

site for a permanent establishment, he wrote to Arthur suggesting the Aborigines should be 

provided with a ration that was larger and more varied than the simple biscuit ration presently 

 
100 Plomley (2008: 85). 
101 Plomley (2008: 86). 
102 These were ships biscuits, hard baked, made simply of wheatmeal flour, water and a little salt, weighing “five 

to a pound” (c. 91 gm), and stamped with a “crows foot” broad arrow (Macdonald 2006: 17). The Aborigines 

would boil them to make them edible (TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 97-101) (suggesting they also had access to 

novel technology — billies). Kept dry, the biscuits would last for months.  

It was almost impossible to bite into these biscuits without first soaking them. The normal technique 

was to break bits off on the edge of the table, or to use a hard object to crush them, having first 

wrapped them in a piece of cloth to avoid explosive dispersal. These pieces could be sucked and 

chewed …  

The Government stamp compressed the dough “making the middle even harder than the 

rest; eaters tended to leave this hard piece until last, designating them purser’s nuts” (Macdonald 

2006:17). 
103 Plomley (2008: 50)  
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being issued, for “unless they have what is sufficient they wander from the settlement in quest 

of food join Mr Kellys servants or the servants of Settlers — and submit to immoral practices 

for the Sake of Provisions — Whereby the objects of the mission become retarded”. Further, 

he asked “whether a little tea sugar and tobacco should not be kept in the place in case of 

sickness — and at certain times104 when the aboriginal female would require a little tea of 

which they are very fond. The tobacco might be given as rewards to the men.”105 What followed 

was seven months of bureaucratic ineptitude, involving rebounding correspondence together 

with the formation of a committee to ponder the problem, when what was required was an 

immediate issuing of a suitable ration to win over the Aborigines from visiting the settlers, and 

particularly the whalers.  

Robinson appears to have been trying to ensure that the Aborigines received full rations, 

unsuitable though they would have been for the purpose of keeping them away from the settlers. 

The 1820 weekly convict rations were 7 lb meat, 7 lb flour, 1 lb sugar, ¼ lb tea and ½ lb salt.106 

To Robinson’s first request for an expanded ration, John Burnett, the Colonial Secretary, 

responded by simply pointing out the initial 1828 order for the issuance of biscuit at Rat Bay 

and took no further action.107 Robinson riposted that the diet was inadequate given he was 

about to attempt to get the Aborigines to work for their living:  

… they must be taught to labour, in the first instance to hoe the ground, to 

plant potatoes, to catch fish, to assist in building their huts, etc, etc, I would 

submit to His Excellency whether the former allowance of one pound of 

biscuit and one pound of Potatoes may not be continued -  

 
104 Could this be the elliptical Robinson alluding to menstruation? 
105 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frames 010 & 011). 
106 Nicholas (1988a: Table 12.2).  
107 Robinson (1829-1839: no pagination or frame, Burnett to Robinson 18 April 1829). 
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My apprehensions are considerable excited that by adopting a less 

scale of ration than what they have been accustomed to, it would render them 

dissatisfied and cause them to leave the settlement -108 

Burnett simply replied that Robinson had been mistaken in describing the original 

ration as biscuit and potatoes (it was biscuit or potatoes) and that the Aborigines could 

compensate for any deficiency in their diet by catching fish.109 Burnett, isolated from the field 

in his Hobart office, seems unaware that Tasmanians had restrictions against consuming fish. 

Perhaps as a sop to soften the response, Burnett added that “The Lieutenant Governor will have 

no objection to some little addition being made to the present ration at your discretion should 

you find it practically, desirable or necessary …”.110 Four days later, Robinson tried again, 

asking for a small quantity of tea and sugar and tobacco be given for sickness and as a 

reward.111 It took nearly a month to receive a reply to this request and then he was only advised 

that “In case of sickness, a small quantity of Tea and Sugar may be used, but otherwise there 

can be no necessity for giving these people a taste for luxuries.” There was a further sting to 

this niggardly response: “His Excellency strongly objects to the use of tobacco.”112 An 

unhelpful comment given the Aboriginal women’s capacity to easily access this drug at the 

nearby whaling stations. 

Finally, in October 1829, the Government convened a committee to consider the 

problem and invited Robinson to attend and contribute. The committee agreed to a daily 

allowance consisting of: “one pound of Wheat Meal,113 Half a pound Potatoes or Vegetables 

one pound of fresh meat, Two ounces of Sugar, Quarter of an ounce of Tea, Half an ounce of 

Soap, Half an Ounce of salt, and Quarter of an ounce of Tobacco. In Case Potatoes and 

 
108 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 7).  
109 Robinson (1829-1839: 7-8).  
110 Robinson (1829-1839: 8). 
111 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 12). 
112 Robinson (1829-1839: 10.) 
113 A coarsely ground brown flour, nowadays rarely encountered except in ‘digestive’ biscuits. 
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Vegetables should not be issued, the allowance of Wheat Meal is to be one pound and a 

Quarter”.114 This allowance included not only sugar, tea and tobacco but substituted fresh meat 

for the salt pork and beef, which the Aborigines abhorred. The ration also broke through a 

psychological barrier for the officials. Government rations played a central and symbolic role 

in early colonial society from the earliest days of the founding of settlement. Then, all the 

settlers were dependent on Government rations for survival. Later, when food supply was 

guaranteed, all Government servants, whether public servants, military personnel or convicts, 

were provided a ration. Rations were carefully controlled and itemised. By issuing full rations 

to the Aborigines they had, for the first time, been placed ‘on the books’, and thereby without 

their knowledge, the Aborigines had become wards of the state.115 

A month after the committee’s decision, it was again walked back by Arthur who 

emphasised: 

… with the exception of the Tea and Sugar, which are only to be given them, 

in cases of sickness. 

Great care however, is to be taken that no Tobacco, be either issued 

or given to them, as it was included by mistake in the Colonial Secretary’s 

communication referred to, and it is considered highly inexpedient to teach 

them the use of that article.116 

And there the matter ended. It must have been galling for Robinson who had been hamstrung 

in the use of the only inducement that he had at his disposal to prevent the Aborigines from 

 
114 Robinson (1829-1839: 20 October 1829). While aligned with the 1820 rations for convicts (Nicholas 1988a: 

Table 12.2), it falls short in sugar (2 oz instead of 2 ¼ oz) and tea (¼ oz instead of ⅓ oz) but includes tobacco and 

fresh meat not available in a standard convict ration.  
115 The Crown seems to have assumed here, wittingly or unwittingly, an obligation to protect the vulnerable: 

parens patriae. Kunc and Heath (2014) provide an historical analysis of this concept. While food and eating are 

a major sub-field of anthropology (Mintz and Du Bois 2002), and historians have analysed the nutritional value 

of convict rations (Nicholas 1988a: Chapter 12), the logistics of the distribution of colonial rations has hardly 

been touched upon and the symbolic nature of rations and rationing in this context has never, to my knowledge, 

been examined.  
116 Robinson (1829-1839: 17 November 1829).  
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wandering away from the Establishment. It must have been particularly exasperating for, in the 

collection of Robinson’s miscellanea, he had kept a small card, about the size of today’s 

business card. On one side of the card had been jotted “Mr Batmans Party Scale of Rations” 

and on the reverse the list of rations including: 2 lb flour, 1 ½ lb meat, ½ oz tea, 3 oz of sugar 

and ½ oz of tobacco a day.117 Batman’s Aboriginal Sydney trackers were being supported by 

Arthur with generous rations 50-100% more than those recommended for issue to the Bruny 

Islanders, and moreover one that included tobacco. Arthur’s strictures against the use of the 

product did not extend so far as to interfere with the pragmatics of rewarding those who were 

hunting the Tasmanians down.  

While negotiating with the government over the rations, Robinson also petitioned the 

owners of the whaling enterprises based in Hobart to cease harbouring the Aboriginal women 

on their stations.118 He reported to Arthur the presence of Aboriginal women at the whaling 

stations, as well as his direct remonstrance with the station overseers. He was incredulous at 

the latter’s  

empty excuse ... instantly adopted to screen their misconduct viz. that the 

females were there contrary to their [the whalers] wish. In confutation of 

which, it is very certain that this race of people never frequented a place where 

they are refused or where their intrusion is followed by marks of displeasure 

on the parts of the inmates.119  

Arthur was horrified at the news that the whalers were buying sexual favours from the 

Aboriginal women with the very goods that he was unwilling to provide Robinson with at the 

Mission. He ordered Lieutenant Samuel Hill RN,120 the Port Officer and Superintendent of 

 
117 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frame 043). 
118 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frame 041-042); Robinson to Arthur 9th September 1829 (TAHO 

CSO1/1/317/7578:52-54); (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 94-5). 
119 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 7). 
120 Hill was a landowner and an amateur artist and one of the first to use a camera obscura in Tasmania (Brown 

1992).  
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Government Vessels “to see if any further protection can be given to the natives at Bruné 

against the atrocious conduct of the Whalers with regard to the native women.” 121 As part of 

his duties, Hill would have had many dealings with whalers and most likely had back-channel 

connections with the owners of the whaling stations: Kelly, also pilot and harbourmaster; and 

Lucas, also a ship owner.122 As an ex-naval officer, he was the right person to have a man to 

man conversation with those whaling station proprietors: 

A week later, the worldly and pragmatic Hill reported to Arthur via Burnett: 

The Port Officer is quite satisfied that it is altogether impossible to prevent 

communication between the Native Women and the Whalers as they appear 

in all cases to prefer them to the men of their own Tribes, whom they usually 

treat with great contempt, after they have for a very short time associated with 

the Whalers123 

Arthur was not impressed, scribbling the last note on the memorandum: “It is 

lamentable that nothing can be done in this matter!” 

And there the matter of the interference by the whalers rested for good. 

 

10.6. Conclusion 

When Robinson arrived at Bruny Island in 1829, he entered a fluid frontier that that had been 

underway for twenty-five years. Already the growing European population was hovering 

seasonally between 170-320. In contrast, the Aboriginal population, around 25 or so, probably 

half of the island’s original forager numbers, was to plummet further during Robinson’s 

 
121 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:82.   
122 Arthur was also to appoint Hill to another committee, the “Committee on the Aborigines” set up to advise the 

Governor on Aboriginal matters (The Hobart Town Courier 20 February 1830:2c). Again, what his qualifications 

were for such an appointment is unknown but perhaps it was the link to the whalers and sealers and an 

understanding of the problems they could create for officials in contriving a lasting settlement with the Aborigines. 
123 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:82. Hill’s comment about the relationships Aboriginal women had with their 

menfolk once they associated with whalers echoes Truganini’s response to Wooraddy’s overtures. 
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residence there. Arthur had chosen Bruny Island for his first attempt at amelioration because 

the Bruny Islander ‘tribe’ was seen as friendly and tractable.124 In fact, they were a defeated 

band comprising remnants from other tribes in the Northwest Bay and Huon River areas who, 

no longer physically capable of resistance, were in the process of negotiating and transitioning 

a pathway towards an accommodation with the interlopers. But in doing so, they had in 

Robinson’s eyes, become corrupted by the worst elements in settler societies: 

It has been supposed that the Bruni Aborigines required less exertion, in order 

to their attainment of civilized habits, than those tribes, who have had less 

intercourse with civilized man —  my experience convinces me, that the 

reverse is the case, for it is quite obvious that these people have only 

associated with the worst descriptions of white men and have therefore 

imbibed similar debauched habits, and vicious propensities; — hence has 

arisen that hatred, through which, those predatory warfares which has spread 

such universal alarm owe their source.125 

Here Robinson sheets home the blame for frontier violence on Aborigines encountering the 

worst elements of European society, particularly members of the labouring class which 

included the convicts. But was that really the case? Robinson was required to use mainly 

convict labour in his endeavours at the mission. His journals and letters provide a unique view 

of Aboriginal/convict interaction occurring on the frontier much of which negates his 

assumption. This is explored in the following chapter. 

 

 

 
124 Arthur (1831:10). 
125 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 54.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CONVICT LABOUR, ROBINSON AND ABORIGINES 

 

The inability of the colonial government to respond appropriately to the Aborigines’ needs and 

adapt and furnish a ration to encourage their retention at the Establishment, was only one of 

the institutional failings encountered by Robinson. The Birchs Bay Sawing Establishment had 

to be constantly chivvied to supply him with the promised timber for building construction 

purposes,1 the Port Officer had to be importuned for a suitable seaworthy boat to service an 

establishment that could only be accessed by sea,2 a request for a doctor to minister to ailing 

Aborigines was unsuccessful,3 and even rations for himself and his convict servants were 

incomplete and late in arriving.4  

But of all the institutional failings faced by Robinson that jeopardised the success of 

the mission, the most acute was the obligation to employ convict labour. Tasmania was, after 

all, a penal settlement. Free labour was scarce. The Government had no alternative but to supply 

Robinson with convicts to help him establish the mission, and Robinson had no alternative but 

to accept them. Convicts were employed at the Establishment to clear the land, plant a garden, 

build structures and care for and teach the Aborigines. They were, however, a constant thorn 

in Robinson’s side. Because Robinson’s troubles with his convict servants were recorded in his 

journals together with associated notes, posterity has been served by the creation of some of 

the most detailed and intimate records available of convict resistance against a master.5 

 
1 Plomley (2008: 76, 80, 133, 135, 136).  
2 Plomley (2008: 67, 82, 86, 98 It was so decrepit that it required one man to continually bail it (TAHO 

CSO1/1/317/7578/59-60.) 
3 Plomley (2008: 61,69,91). 
4 Plomley (2008: 66, 131).  
5 The only other diary that I am aware of that contains entries about a master’s problems with convict servants 

(but only a few) is that of the Police Magistrate James Cubbitson Sutherland (TAHO NS61/1/1). Quinlan (2017) 

reviews the wider context of early worker (including convict) mobilisation in Australia.  
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Unusually and uniquely, these sources also provide evidence for the benign interaction between 

convicts and Aborigines on the frontier. All up, however, with poor and inadequate rations, 

lack of building supplies, sub-par transport, no medical assistance, and less than efficient 

convict labour, it is hard not to suggest that Robinson had been set up to fail by certain 

departments of the colonial government. 

 

11.1 The convicts on the mission 

It is unclear how many convicts worked for Robinson. Because he considered them socially 

inferior, Robinson often simply termed them collectively as the ‘prisoners’ and described their 

activities in general terms. When he did name them, often when they performed particularly 

poorly and received his opprobrium, he called them, in the British fashion, by their patronym 

thus sowing future confusion when a number of men with the same surname existed in the 

convict system. Robinson had a poor hand and was never a consistent speller, and in a time of 

illiteracy when there was no universal spelling of surnames, he may have recorded names at 

variance from those in the convict records. Strong regional dialects and accents elicited 

confusion between speaker and hearer and added to misunderstandings. Finally, the mission’s 

convict population was mobile with individuals being sent away on other duties or to Hobart 

for supplies or for punishment or for treatment of their ills. While it can be assumed most 

returned, it is often not clear if so and when. In sum, at least eleven convicts probably worked 

on the mission at different times over the nine months of its existence, though maybe a 

maximum of only seven laboured there at any one time. 

The convicts named by Robinson, either in his journal or in his notes are: Stephen(?) 

Ashton, William Brown, John Chadwick,6 [?] Dimson(?) or Dennison(?), John Freek (Freake), 

Thomas Macklow, John Rayner, Robert Rhodes, Robert(?) Simpson, Charles Sterling and 

 
6 Plomley (2008: 62, 127) and D’Arcy (2014: 226) had this man’s name as Thomas Chadwick.  
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William Thompson. Despite Tasmania generally being blessed with outstanding convict 

records, particularly of the individuals’ entry into Van Diemen’s Land and subsequent conduct, 

the finer details of each convict’s locations of employment and their intra-colonial movements, 

as well as their punishments for any offence, are often lacking. Thus, records for Ashton, 

Chadwick, Freek, Macklow, Rayner, Rhodes, Simpson and Sterling were located. The 

particular William Brown who served Robinson could not be found. Nor could 

Dimson/Dennison or Thompson be identified. The records of all these men are discussed in 

detail in Appendix M.  

The convict authorities appear to have matched the men’s former occupations and skills 

with the likely jobs that would be encountered in setting up a remote agricultural establishment 

designed to teach Aborigines to become farmers.7 Ashton had been a brickmaker, though as 

most of the mission’s structures were of log, pole, bark and turf construction, and Arthur would 

not permit Robinson to manufacture bricks,8 Ashton was unable to follow his trade. Chadwick 

was a former baker. Macklow had spent a short time apprenticed to a brushmaker and in later 

life was to become a wheelwright. Within his short stay in the colony he must have already 

developed skills in bush carpentry for it was to him that Robinson initially issued tools and 

nails during the construction of Robinson’s cottage. Macklow had the most impressive criminal 

history of the group and was obviously a resourceful man who could think laterally and exhibit 

leadership skills. Because of these qualities, Macklow became the informal leader of the 

convict gang and was appointed to the role of overseer by Robinson.9 Rayner was a farm 

labourer and ploughman and thus potentially one of the most useful men at the Establishment. 

 
7 Confirming observations of the assignment system first made by Nicholas and Shergold (1988) and Maxwell-

Stewart (1990: 71). 
8 Robinson (1829-1839: 27 June 1829). 
9 Plomley (2008: 68). Amanda Laugesen (2002a: 23-24) points out that overseer, a word redolent of slave 

societies, was a laden term in the colony, imbued with the power of authority, and could thus have been used to 

create a social hierarchy amongst convicts, thereby preventing their unity. If that was Robinson’s intention here, 

Macklow’s later responses show that he failed.  
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Rhodes, a veteran cavalry trooper, was most likely skilled in animal welfare and in horse 

breaking, though, as the mission was never to have any animals other than dogs, these former 

skills were never utilised.  

Three convicts stand out for bringing skills unhelpful to Robinson’s project. Chadwick 

the former baker, while following a trade potentially useful to the Establishment, had earlier 

been actively developing his bushranging skills, a less than useful vocation on the island. 

Chadwick was only to work for Robinson for a month. Freek had formerly been a fishmonger, 

a skill not of great use in the mission endeavour, but maybe it was because of a sensitivity 

towards this food that Robinson’s convicts made him their cook. He was a gentle, caring man 

and Robinson was to delegate to him the job of tending and washing the young Aboriginal 

orphans. Simpson, a hairdresser, was the least useful recruit. But in examining these last two 

men’s records the authorities’ ulterior motive can be revealed. Both men were probably 

alcoholics, and their partiality for drink constantly led them impulsively into petty crime. The 

lust for alcohol overrode any deterrent the authorities could administer. Simpson’s condition 

was so bad that his conduct record was annotated: “not to be assigned in Hobart Town” and 

“ordered to reside in the Interior.”10 The two men were almost certainly sent to Robinson’s 

remote station to dry out and where their access to liquor was constrained.  

The final recruit, Sterling, was a former clerk. Robinson, who spent a large part of his 

time away from the mission, needed a second-in-charge during his absences. He also initially 

needed a schoolmaster to teach the Aboriginal children who were expected to reside at the 

Establishment. When few children arrived to be taught, Robinson diverted Sterling’s talents to 

copying out his extensive journals in a clear hand. In so much as was possible in a master-

servant relationship, Robinson and Sterling developed, at least initially, a mutually respectful 

and supportive rapport, best exemplified in a letter Sterling wrote to Robinson who was away 

 
10 TAHO CON 31/1/38:578. 
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on other duties, plaintively complaining that: “I am extremely dull here, having no more paper, 

nor even a book to read.”11 

 

11. 2 Convict resistance  

The master-servant relationship in a penal colony seemed weighted against the convict. The 

authorities had an ascending range of punishments that could be brought to bear against any 

subsequent malefactors: reprimands, lashings, stints on the treadmill, being ‘ironed’12 and 

assigned to punishment gangs, solitary confinement and the ultimate sanction, death by 

hanging. Convicts, on the other hand, had firm expectations regarding working and living 

conditions and believed they had rights that should be upheld by their masters. When these 

were not met, they responded by resisting. Convict resistance is an interesting sub-genre of 

convict studies that has rarely been reported on.13 Most evidence for such resistance comes 

from police and magistrates reports as well as the public press. Perhaps uniquely, the following 

account provides an intimate story of convict resistance gleaned from within the personal 

journal of a master. 

Convict resistance started early, at Rat Bay, even before the Establishment was 

founded. Two convicts were caught by Robinson “consorting with the natives” and on being 

ordered to desist one “behaved impertinent this morning and refused to work”.14 Robinson does 

not name this man, but a rare intersection with the convict records show it was John Rayner, 

the farm labourer who Robinson describes as particularly confrontational (see Appendix M). 

Thus, only two days after he had come to him, Rayner had rebelled and Robinson had him sent 

 
11 Plomley (2008: 124 n. 59).  
12 Leg irons (darbies or slangs) typically weighed 7 lb. They comprised basils (fetters) fixed around the ankles 

and these were joined to each other by a short chain. They were difficult and tiring to work in. (See 

https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/convict-sydney/objects#object-110896).  
13 But see and Atkinson (1979); Karskens (1986); Nichol (1982); Reid (1997); Robbins (2003) and for Tasmanian 

examples, Dunning and Maxwell-Stewart (2002) and MacFie (1988).  
14 Plomely (2008: 59). 
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up to Hobart where he was tried and sentenced to 50 lashes, 14 days on the tread wheel and 

being worked in a chain gang for a month.15 This was a harsh punishment for showing insolence 

to a master — even for a repeat offence — the crime typically attracted fifty lashes. It may be 

that the additional punishment was to make an example to Robinson’s other convict servants, 

and show that, though Robinson was in a remote situation and operating on his own, he had 

the Convict Department’s full backing. Rayner was later to continue giving Robinson 

problems. 

All was quiet for a month, then Robinson committed a grave error. He learnt that the 

convicts had acquired two dogs and confiscated them.16 Robinson would have had no problem 

with dogs; the Aborigines had plenty around the Establishment which do not appear to have 

caused him any discomfort and he took hunting dogs with him on his later expeditions. 

However, for Robinson, the acquisition of dogs by the convicts, pointed to a level of 

independence from him that he could not abide. These dogs must have been traded from the 

Aborigines or nearby settlers. They were likely to be used to hunt down kangaroo to provide 

the men with much needed fresh meat to supplement their poor and unpredictable rations. By 

having their dogs removed, not only did they lose valuable resources that they must have traded 

for with scarce goods or cash, the convicts lost access to fresh meat. Immediately, John 

Chadwick responded by neglecting his duty, “refusing to work and being insolent to me”.17 

Chadwick’s conduct record suggests that this insolence occurred over a three-day period. 

Eventually, Robinson had had enough. He sent Chadwick up to Hobart for trial where he was 

sentenced to 14 days on the treadwheel after which he was ordered to return to duty.  

Such responses posed difficulties for masters. They had to go to the trouble of writing 

a witness statement as well as losing the labour not only of the prisoner sent for trial, but also 

 
15 Conduct Record (TAHO CON 31/1/34: 159). 
16 Plomley (2008: 62). 
17 Plomley (2008: 62). 
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that of the one or two convict servants detailed to accompany and guard the prisoner back to 

town. That Robinson was prepared to do this, however, was not lost on the prisoners. An out-

and-out strike like Chadwick’s, rare in convict/master relations did not occur at the 

Establishment again. Instead, Robinson’s convicts continued their response in a typically more 

insidious manner by going slow, subverting the system and subtly sabotaging work and tools.18  

This action began two days later. Robinson remarked in his journal “Much perplexed 

with the behaviour of the convicts”.19 The first to respond was William Brown who scalded his 

foot and claimed he was unable to work. Brown maintained this position over the following 

week before Robinson relented and sent him up to the Colonial Hospital in Hobart.20 Robert 

Rhodes, the ex-trooper had already been invalided up to Hobart and that Sunday only four 

convicts were present to attend Divine Service given by Robinson.21 

In mid-June 1829, Robinson went up to Hobart.22 The only reasons he gave in his 

journal was to report to Arthur and attend the hospital to learn some basic medical skills so as 

to treat the ailments of the Aborigines as well as the convicts. Resolving the rationing of the 

Establishment must also have been imperative. He was also to pick up John Rayner and John 

Chadwick, convicts who had completed their sentences and were now to return to the 

Establishment. Rayner, the farm labourer, had learnt his lesson for now and returned with 

Robinson. Chadwick, the proto-bushranger, had other ideas. Perhaps hearing about his 

imminent return to Robinson’s service, he escaped from the Prisoners Barracks and, perversely, 

absconded back to Bruny Island. During the earlier time with Robinson he must have either 

familiarised himself with the island and felt he could hide out there or, more likely, had 

 
18 First analysed by Atkinson (1979).  
19 Plomley (2008: 62, 63). 
20 Plomley (2008: 63, 66). The scald on his foot could have been a self-inflicted wound and Brown might have 

been working a ‘blighty’. Elsewhere in his notes, Robinson remarked he was rheumatic, an excruciatingly painful 

condition at the best of times, made worse by physical labour under cold winter conditions. 
21 Plomley (2008: 61, 63). 
22 Plomley (2008: 67-68). 
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conversed with a number of fellow convicts on the island and learnt that it was the most 

efficient place to await a passing ship and escape from Tasmania altogether.23 Unfortunately 

for Chadwick, Bruny Island was the hunting ground of Andrew Rhind,24 a special constable 

charged with recovering escapees, and he was quickly picked up. This time he was sentenced 

to six months on the chain gang including six weeks on the treadwheel and was never returned 

to Robinson.25 

The relationship with his convict servants continued to deteriorate. Two days after his 

return Robinson recorded that “The convicts on the establishment by their unsatisfactory 

conduct gave great displeasure.”26 This remark was written on a Sunday, a day Robinson 

usually reported convict attendance at the Divine Service he gave. Robinson’s criticism was 

the only entry that day and suggests the convicts had refused to attend, leaving no-one for 

Robinson to sermonise to.  

Affairs temporarily improved and the following week the convicts turned up to 

Robinson’s service. Were the convicts trying to train Robinson to be more accommodating? It 

may have been that Robinson had begun to learn the use of incentives for, in July, he recorded 

for a Saturday “The prisoners exempted from Government labour as an incitement to industry 

and good conduct”.27 As convicts were required only to work a half day on a Saturday anyway, 

this, however, was not a huge encouragement.  

A fortnight later, at the end of July, matters came to a head in a stunning reversal. The 

convicts struck Robinson where he was weakest — in his stipulation that Sunday was a holy 

day and a day of rest (except when Robinson in a fit of hypocrisy wanted something done on 

 
23 Robinson commented on this problem in a note to Arthur (TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 60-61). Also, a slightly 

different draft at Robinson (1829-1832: Frames 18-19). 
24 Plomley (2008: 63, 68, 610 n. 9, 1087) has this man named as ‘Ryan’. A colourful character, one worthy of his 

own dedicated study, Rhind, a convict himself, was a very efficient hunter of men, so much so that the authorities 

were prepared to overlook his own continuing petty crimes to keep him on the job.  
25 TAHO CON 31/1/6: Image 165.  
26 Plomley (2008: 68). 
27 Plomley (2008: 129). Robinson was slowly learning, like other masters, that positive incentives and rewards 

were more efficient in extracting labour from prisoners than coercion (Nicholas 1988b:200). 
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that day). The initiating moment was Robinson requiring the boat to be launched on a Sunday 

so it could fetch rations from Birchs Bay, across the Channel. He sent Charles Sterling, his 

clerk to get the necessary men. Sterling found only two, Rayner and Freek, in their hut. Both 

were adamant that they did not know where the others were. Filled with suspicion, Sterling 

fetched Robinson and both went into the bush and saw the others felling a tree and splitting 

shingles for sale. While they were watching, Rayner, who had been acting as a ‘cockatoo’, 

came up from the hut to warn the men that Robinson was asking after them. Robinson was livid 

and wrote: 

What conduct can be more audacious and deserving of punishment than this. 

They are not satisfied with the indulgence of being permitted to work for their 

own benefit the whole of Saturday, but they must fly immediately in the face 

of their Maker and profane the day which God has set aside for universal rest, 

and act also in defiance of the government. A more glaring outrage I never 

witnessed and I could not have believed these men had been so depraved.28 

By acting as an informer, Sterling had placed himself firmly in Robinson’s camp. Next 

day he went down again to the convicts’ hut to order them out to crew the boat. Macklow, the 

leader, and Rhodes were there openly splitting shingles. When asked why they were not at 

work, Rhodes replied “‘You don’t expect me to work in the rain’”.29 As Sterling returned to 

Robinson to report this response, he saw Macklow running into the bush to warn the others. 

Sterling followed Macklow to the place where they had been working on the sabbath and 

“counted upwards of 4,000 shingles tied up in hundreds, and about 1,000 more as they lay 

scattered on the ground.”30 As he returned, Sterling found a newly felled tree that they had been 

 
28 Plomley (2008: 130). Robinson seemed blithely unaware that he had been asking them to row the boat eight 

kilometres across the Channel to Birchs Bay and back again on a Sunday. By refusing they had been “in defiance 

of the Government”. The term government was a common term used to denote the convict system and also pointed 

to the “pervasive nature of government authority” (Laugesen 2002a: 24). 
29 Plomley (2008: 130-131). 
30 Plomley (2008: 131). 
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working on that morning. Robinson remonstrated with the men and ordered Simpson and 

Thompson to accompany him out in the boat to search for Aborigines. Simpson refused to go 

until he had had his dinner.31 Robinson fulminated: 

The general tenor of these men’s conduct, and of this man in particular, is 

highly bad. They are a set of men that require to be dealt with vigorously to 

bring them to their proper senses. Mild treatment is lost upon them and, unless 

each offence be followed by an immediate check, no good can possibly result 

either to themselves or to the authority under whom they are placed.32  

The following day matters did not improve for Robinson. In the afternoon, the men 

were absent from their labours. He sent Sterling to the men’s hut where he: “… saw Rayner 

asleep, ordered him to work. He replied he would not be b.......d about. He would go to work 

when he liked and leave off when he liked, that he had nothing to do with government or 

government with him.”33  

It is likely that the convicts continued to circumvent Robinson and persisted felling 

trees and splitting shingles. After all, the bush was thick and the activity could be hidden and 

the increasingly absent Robinson could not provide continuous oversight. At the end of 

September, Sterling was sent up to Hobart with despatches but was late returning “on account 

of the men who had been inebriated”. Patently, Robinson’s men had access to cash or goods 

with which they could barter for enough alcohol to get drunk and were thus likely still involved 

in the production and transport of contraband.34 Robinson alluded to the problem in part of a 

report to Arthur headed “In suppression of Runaway Convicts” regarding the: 

… improper traffic, which is now carrying on with impunity between the 

Owners of Small Crafts and Absentee Convicts who are to be seen passing 

 
31 Plomley (2008: 131). 
32 Plomley (2008: 131). 
33 Plomley (2008: 131).  
34 Plomley (2008: 139). Maxwell-Stewart (1990: 114) suggests that access to alcohol equates with access to cash. 
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and repassing up and down the Channel two or three times per week, such 

parties bartering with the Runaways for Shingles, Laths, Palings etc. in return 

for which they give them Tea, Sugar, Meat, Spirits etc.35  

Altogether, this revealing series of passages describing the prisoners’ resistance can be 

read at a number of levels. What is fundamental is that all the convicts at the Establishment, 

except for the unfortunate stooge Sterling, were unanimous in their actions against Robinson. 

Today these actions would be called a strike or a go-slow. In the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century the men were acting in combination.36 Combinations, groups of workers organising 

themselves to resist management, were to form the eighteenth-century seeds of trade unionism. 

Combinations were feared by owners and masters who were imbued with accounts of secrecy, 

nocturnal meetings, insubordination, the workers entering into conspiracies and turning into 

tyrants. So much so that Parliament passed a series of Combination Laws (the Combination 

Acts 1799, 1800,37 and the Combinations of Workmen Act 182538), later described as “an odious 

piece of class action”39 to prevent their formation. But here in all its glory, displayed within 

Robinson’s journal, was the characteristic resistance of the English labouring class, a resistance 

imported into the antipodes and being acted out in a remote bay on Bruny Island by a collective 

of brick-makers, brush makers, fishmongers and farm labourers. Predictably, Robinson 

displayed all the characteristics of the patronising master: the men must be “dealt with 

vigorously to bring them to their proper senses” and “no good can possibly result either to 

themselves or to the authority under whom they are placed”.40 While in stark contrast, it is 

telling that Rayner said he was going to have “nothing to do with government or government 

 
35 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 60-61. A slightly different draft is at Robinson (1829-1832: Frames 18-19). 
36 Orth (1991).  
37 39 Geo. III, c. 81 and 39 & 40 Geo III, c. 106. 
38 6 Geo IV, c. 129. 
39 Aspinall in Thompson (1964: 504). 
40 Plomley (2008: 131).  
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with him.” 41 The latter statement suggested that the men were aggrieved that the authorities 

were not keeping up their end of the bargain and providing the rations and other necessities 

due to them. 

Why did this happen? The contrast between the earlier individual disobediences and 

the later collective action is plain. The former was a response to single instances of overbearing 

criticism and high-handedness by Robinson towards certain individuals; the latter was a shared 

reaction to working conditions that affected all. The precipitating instance seems to be the 

prisoners’ growing atrocious working conditions. They were having to undertake hard manual 

labour clearing the bush during the worst winter the colony had experienced to date; their pole 

bark and turf accommodation was sub-par and was unlikely to be weather proof (they rightly 

expected that their residence should be at least equal to the stone and brick prisons that the 

government supplied for shelter); their bedding had only been issued late the previous month;42 

and to top it all, they were hungry.  

On the days that the altercation between Robinson and the prisoners came to a head, 

the working conditions were particularly bad. Robinson records strong winds, boisterous 

weather and falls of hail and snow. On one occasion, attempting to get out of Lelli Bay by boat, 

Robinson writes of “the wind right ahead”. The bay is sheltered from all winds except 

southerlies sweeping up from Antarctica, bringing high winds and freezing precipitation and 

kicking up a spray from the strong fetch on the Channel. Working conditions became so poor 

that Robinson had to call a halt to activities.43 At the same time, the prisoners were starving. 

The lack of rations was beginning to jeopardise the mission. Convicts were very aware of their 

rights, especially the quality and quantity of rations they should be regularly issued with, and 

 
41 Plomley (2008: 131). I am taking that Rayner was using the term ‘government’ again in the manner that 

Laugesan (2002a: 24) defines it as being the pervasive ‘convict system’ which, through symbolic markers such 

as rations, appropriate accommodation and working conditions, shaped the convict’s life. 
42 Plomley (2008: 68). 
43 Plomley (2008: 131). 
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their resistance under these conditions were entirely reasonable. At the beginning of June 

Robinson recorded that he had had “Few rations no meat for 10 days, no tea and sugar for 

six”.44 Given the difficult winter conditions, the hard, physical labour they were required to 

perform and the fact that Robinson had confiscated their only means of gaining fresh meat —

their dogs — matters were getting dire. Fortunately for Robinson, an hour after Rayner had 

told Sterling he would not be “buggered about”, “the flour which had been due to the men more 

than a week came from Birchs Bay.”45 

The respite was temporary. Five days later on the following Sunday, Robinson found 

Davis, a nearby settler, in his boat fishing with Macklow, Rhodes and Simpson.46 The men 

were attempting to catch much needed protein, but for Robinson their relationship with the 

neighbour must have been a threat to his authority. This constant activity of the prisoners on 

Sundays continued to rankle Robinson. He accused Macklow of duplicity after he had earlier 

promised not to work on Sundays. Macklow pointed out Robinson’s error. He said “he was not 

two-faced … he said I did not understand him: he meant that for the future he would elude my 

vigilance.”47 Robinson noted “A confidential [secretive] man this to take advantage of my 

absence. These men require looking after.”48 

While Macklow appears to have been the main ringleader in all of this, the convict 

resistance had depth. The same day Robinson criticised Macklow, he had sent Simpson and 

Ashton across the Channel to fetch rations and later wryly remarked of their absence “The four 

men [remaining] on the establishment have done more labour today than has been done by the 

whole complement on any other occasion for a full week.”49 Despite these problems, Robinson 

was still offering Saturday mornings off as an inducement to good behaviour so they could 

 
44 Plomley (2008: 66). 
45 Plomley (2008: 131). 
46 Plomley (2008: 132). See Chapter Ten.  
47 Plomley (2008: 132). 
48 Plomley (2008: 132). 
49 Plomley (2008: 132). 
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work for themselves.50 To little avail. The following Sunday the men continued to show their 

displeasure and failed to turn up to hear Robinson’s Divine Service. It would seem that the 

weekly Divine Service was a safe place for intellectual jousting and power projection between 

the prisoners and Robinson. Sometimes they turned up and sometimes they did not. When they 

did, Robinson would pounce and preach an admonitory sermon. The Sunday after their latest 

absence, the prisoners rewarded Robinson and attended Divine Service. Robinson struck 

immediately, taking the opportunity to preach passages from the third Chapter of St. John.51 

Charles Spurgeon, a great nineteenth-century Baptist preacher, said of this chapter that it is the 

one that he would read to a dying man (both literal and metaphorical) who was ignorant of the 

Gospel.52 This chapter contains such maxims as “Ye must be born again” and “… that 

whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”,53 useful 

encouragements to the prisoners to adopt Christian piety.  

In late August, Robinson departed on one of his trips away from the Establishment, 

leaving Sterling in charge. This time it was the turn of Ashton and Simpson to play the good 

prisoners and they volunteered to go fishing on their Saturday off to supplement the rations. 

On their return, however, they had difficulty hauling up the heavy boat and Rhodes and Rayner 

refused Sterling’s request to help. The next day, a Sunday, Sterling ordered the boat to Birches 

Bay probably to collect rations. This time Thompson refused to go — “‘hell sweat him’ if he 

would go”54 he advised Ashton. Sterling searched for Thompson but he had departed into the 

bush. The following day, as the prisoners were undertaking the hard labour of clearing timber. 

Sterling queried Thompson’s behaviour. The man played Robinson’s sabbath card. “He said 

he had no right to go on a Sunday.”55 Sterling then asked “… if he would have refused the 

 
50 Plomley (2008: 132). 
51 Plomley (2008: 79). 
52 Spurgeon (1873 (1907): 7) 
53 John 3: 7, 16.  
54 Plomley (2008: 135). 
55 Plomley (2008: 136). 
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order had Mr Robinson been here.  He replied, ‘yes’”.56 Possibly forced on the defensive by 

asking a question he had not known the answer to, Sterling, was unable to retreat and was 

obliged to make an example of Thompson and send him in charge of Ashton to Hobart for 

punishment.  

At the beginning of September, the final recorded episode of the resistance played out. 

During this period, Robinson’s formal residence was being constructed.57 Macklow had been 

placed in charge of this project and had been issued with the necessary tools. As nails were at 

a premium on site, Macklow was also issued a set number of these every day. Robinson must 

have sensed that all was not progressing well with his cottage and he mustered the men’s tools. 

“Found Macklow deficient of an inch firmer, a chisel, a hammer, an axe and 450 weatherboard 

nails.”58 What Macklow did with these items goes unrecorded. He may have sequestered them 

to sabotage the project. He may have purloined them to work on his own jobs away from the 

Establishment or to exchange for contraband such as alcohol and tobacco. He may have pilfered 

them to make up for the supplies the government were not providing. Amazingly, he was 

unable to show Robinson the 450 nails he had been issued earlier that day! The issue rumbled 

on. A week later Robinson recorded: “Macklow very insolent; told me I might be damned and 

there was no pleasing me.”59 Thompson then became the recipient of the nail issue and took 

the lead in construction (Figure 11.1). 

From that point on, the records relating to the resistance become silent, ending a unique 

and intimate view of convict opposition, seen through the accounts kept in a master’s journal. 

For most of October, November and December 1829, Robinson was away from the 

Establishment and anything written by Sterling has not survived. The resistance, most likely 

 
56 Plomley (2008: 136). 
57 For a detailed discussion of the construction history of this and other buildings on the site, see Ranson (2013a: 

Chapters 5 & 6).  
58 Plomley (2008: 137). 
59 Plomley (2008: 137). 
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continued in some, though probably ameliorated, form. As late as 29 January 1830, on the eve 

of his expedition to Port Davey, Robinson was recording, “Macklow somewhat impertinent.”60 

It seems, however, that the master and his convict servants had come to an uneasy 

accommodation. 

 
60 Plomley (2008: 115). 

 

 

Figure 11.1. A page from Robinson’s tattered notebook from the Establishment days showing the 

careful issue of nails by number and type (Robinson. (1829-1833: Frame 0593) State Library of New 

South Wales). 
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11. 3. Convict relationships with Aborigines 

Paralleling Robinson’s descriptions of the convict resistance are uniquely recorded passages 

relating to convict/Aboriginal interactions. Contemporaries, and modern historians, often 

blame the poor relationships between settlers and Aborigines on the violence meted out by 

unsupervised convicts, such as shepherds and timber getters, living in remote situations on the 

frontier.61 Passages in Robinson’s journal provide a corrective to this, showing a much more 

nuanced, considered and positive relationship between the two groups, especially when under 

supervision. 

There is little evidence, unfortunately, about what the Aborigines thought of the 

prisoners. They could discriminate between prisoners and free: The Bruny Islanders had a term 

kan.nown.ner for ‘freeman’, while ‘convicts’ were more generally known as per.ing.ye. Joseph 

Milligan recorded pueetoggana as a term for ‘vassal’. All were perhaps subsumed under the 

word raege for white man.62 Early in the history of the Establishment, Robinson reported to 

Arthur (untruthfully) that “They [the Aborigines] have no intercourse whatever with the 

Prisoners; know them to be such and distinguish them from other persons by the appelation of 

'Prisoner Raege’ (white man)”.63 It is likely that male convicts were looked down upon, for 

often, and especially around the Establishment, they were lone males without women who did 

women’s work such as fetching and carrying, hard physical labour, collecting wood and 

tending fires, and caring for young Aboriginal children.  

In contrast to our lack of understanding of the Aborigines’ thoughts about convicts, we 

have a fairly good record through Robinson’s writing regarding some convict responses 

towards Aborigines. Ambiguous observations about how settlers, and particularly convicts, 

viewed Aborigines was touched upon in a previous section (9.1). Ambiguity also characterised 

 
61 For instance, see Maxwell-Stewart and Oxley (2017-2018).  
62 Plomley (1976:318-320). Tellingly per.ing.ye was a homonym for bushranger and raege a homonym for devil.  
63 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 10).  
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the convicts’ responses to the Aborigines at the mission. On the one hand, they recognised a 

shared common humanity across the vast cultural divide, exemplified by their comments to 

Robinson at the early death of Joe, one of the Aboriginal men. “The convicts mourn on account 

of him: ‘Sir, said one, I feel very sorry: I liked him because he was affectionate; I remember 

giving him bread and he gave it first to his children’”.64 In contrast, evidence suggests the 

convicts initially distrusted the Aborigines at the mission. Early in its history, Robinson records 

overhearing a convict conversation: “Overheard a discourse amongst the prisoners respecting 

the object of the establishment. Thought it would be a bad job to civilise the natives as it would 

make work very scarce.”65 This intriguing passage can be read at a number of levels. By 

implication, the convicts recognised that most of them would be trapped in Van Diemen’s Land 

after their sentence and that they would continue to occupy the lower stratum of society that 

they had occupied in Britain. There, many had already experienced falling wages during the 

agricultural depression in the post-Napoleonic War period, their difficulties exacerbated by the 

artificially high food prices created by the Corn Laws. At the same time the introduction of 

efficient farming techniques, especially enclosure, was making labouring jobs scarcer. The 

subsequent poverty of the workers saw them drawn into petty crimes and vulnerable to 

transportation to Van Diemen’s Land. The convicts recognised that Aborigines ‘civilised’ by 

Robinson would also be joining the agricultural labouring classes and could only add further 

to their experience of devastating competition for scarce jobs. 

Ambiguous too, was the potential trading relationships between the Establishment 

convicts and the Aborigines. Mention has been made of the convicts acquiring dogs to hunt for 

game meat. They likely acquired these from the Aborigines, using cash and goods exchanged 

from the shingles they split in their spare moments. Unlike the nearby settler’s convict servants, 

 
64 Plomley (2008: 64). 
65 Plomley (2008: 66). 
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they had very little else to trade with. In late 1829, as the mission was seen to be failing, a 

failure brought about particularly by the extensive Aboriginal deaths and the perceived 

problems of the women cohabiting with the whalers, Arthur appointed a committee to 

investigate the problem.66 Unusually, three of the convicts, Charles Sterling, Robert Simpson, 

and John Freek were ordered to appear before the committee members alongside Robinson.67 

Amongst other matters, Sterling was asked by the committee whether the mission convicts ever 

had sexual relations with the Aboriginal women. Sterling responded that “Every effort has been 

made to prevent any intercourse or sexual(?) connexion(?) between the Native women and the 

Convict Servants of the Establishment and I do believe that no such connexion does take 

place”.68 He was probably correct about the lack of sexual relations between the parties, though 

not because of any oversight by Robinson and himself; convicts who could split 1000s of 

shingles without the master’s knowledge could surely hide sexual congress from him. It was 

simply that the mission convicts were the poorest of the poor, they had little to trade for sex. 

They were not as affluent as nearby settlers’ convicts who, from their established farmsteads, 

could trade tea and sugar, agricultural produce, such as flour and potatoes, and clothing, such 

as check shirts. The mission convicts were often desperate for food themselves and had little 

to spare. 

Perhaps the most sympathetic response the convicts had towards the Aborigines was in 

their concern for the native children. On the death of their parents, Robinson had placed the 

orphan children with the convicts to be cared for.69 Strange as this seems to modern 

susceptibilities, Robinson had little choice: they could only be placed with him or with the 

convicts; Sterling the putative schoolmaster and a more obvious choice, was then a month away 

 
66 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578 (Vol 12): 87-89. A copy of this memorandum was converted into a Government 

Order and can be seen at TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578: 109-112. That version has pencilled addenda summarising 

the main points in the 1st December report back to Arthur. 
67 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 97-102. 
68 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 101-102 
69 Plomley (2008: 66).  
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from arriving at the Establishment. The experience of the young children is hard to imagine, 

especially the roistering, swearing, card playing that was likely to have gone on in the 

evenings.70 At one stage the children deserted the mission,71 but whether they did so because 

of the ‘push’ factors of their life with the convicts and their dissatisfaction with Robinson and 

the mission or whether it was a ‘pull’ factor of missing a life in the bush, their tribal elders, and 

their language and customs, is impossible to discern. Freek, the cook, was made directly 

responsible for their care and was to report: “I was frequently employed to clean and wash the 

Children — every morning I was in the habit of seeing the provisions given out for both the 

adults and the children … Mr Robinson was very kind to them and frequently gave them share 

of his own meals”.72 Sterling too noted the care he took in tending to the sick Aborigines:  

 … as far as my means did admit of they had everything necessary and when 

ill, I gave them extra bedding — Mary had never left the Establishment since 

her arrival — I gave her a share of my own meat ration and made gruel & puddings 

for her of the flour — for some time they had fish when a boat offered.73 

Notwithstanding the self-reporting nature of these witness statements, there is a sense 

throughout Sterling’s and Freek’s accounts of genuine caring by the convicts for the 

Aborigines, especially the children and the sick. In contrast, the convicts’ views about the 

Aboriginal men were jaundiced. Sterling was to note that “The males are extremely averse to 

labor — cannot be induced to work from what I have seen of them”.74 Freek again:  

The men had so great a dislike to anything like labor or exertion that I would 

with difficulty prevail on them to assist me collect a large log of wood on 

 
70 Hindmarsh (1999).  
71 Plomley (2008: 75). 
72 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 103. 
73 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 99. 
74 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 102. 
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their own fire and would suffer their fire to go out rather than collect any wood 

themselves, tho’ close at hand, brought to the very door for them 75 

Sterling’s and Freek’s observations of the apparent aversion to work of male Aborigine needs 

to be viewed through the cultural lens of the time. Collecting wood and tending fires was 

women’s work. Similarly, though Aborigines would unlikely be interested in the activities 

that the Europeans thought useful, they were not averse to sustained work they were familiar 

with; as evidenced by Robinson’s admiring accounts of Woorrady’s continuing hunting 

efforts to feed his family.76  

One particular characteristic of the Aborigines disgusted the convicts. Freek noted 

“They are extremely dirty in their habits, filthy in the extreme — .”77 Freek’s comments echo 

the earlier French explorers’ observations that the Tasmanians would urinate and defecate 

where they stood without isolating themselves.78 Another convict, Francis Browne, who had 

been stationed on the East Coast, opined “They are the most filthy beings, in the wild state, 

imaginable — nothing can be much more disgusting, than to come upon a rendezvous which 

they have recently left — appearances warrant the idea that they will not leave their fire, even 

to answer the call of nature!”79 This would have been a perfectly normal activity when the 

camp moved each day, but must have become quickly noisome in a more permanent settlement. 

 

11. 5 Conclusion 

On the whole the convict response to the Aborigines after their initial fear of the natives 

competing on the future labour market appears to have been a positive and caring one. On the 

 
75 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 105. 
76 Plomley (2008: 86, 87). 
77 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578: 105. 
78 Plomley (1983: 195). 
79 Browne, F.G.D. to Peter Archer Mulgrave, Chief Police Magistrate 28 February 1830 (TAHO CSO1/1/323: 

129).  
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other hand, the Aboriginal response to the convicts on the mission appears to be indifference: 

they had nothing to offer them, in contrast to the whalers and the settlers’ convict servants.  

Robinson’s master/servant relationship with his convicts was always going to be 

difficult. He faced the complications of managing a convict labour force in a remote situation. 

On the whole, he did this well. With those convicts who, early in the mission, were impertinent 

to his face, he rapidly proceeded against them with the full effect of the law. He sent them up 

to Hobart for trial and punishment, which involved the lash, the treadmill and the chain gang. 

However, as the Establishment developed and the convict resistance became more covert, he 

had difficulty managing the team. His convict servants were working under intolerable winter 

conditions, lodged in poor accommodation and receiving substandard rations. In response, they 

acted in combination, withdrawing their labour and stealing work tools. Robinson would have 

understood that his best reaction in such cases was not coercion via the threat of violent 

punishment, but rather one of providing incentives such as extra rations or time off to work for 

themselves.80 Unfortunately for Robinson, the colonial authorities were dilatory in providing 

even basic rations let alone a surplus for inducements. For some unknown reason he would not 

allow the convicts to keep dogs to aid them to forage for fresh meat. He left himself only the 

capacity of allowing the prisoners Saturday mornings off from time to time to work for 

themselves. However, this was never going to be enough and here Robinson’s beliefs in the 

sanctity of the sabbath interfered with a common-sense solution of allowing the convicts to 

split shingles for sale or fish for much needed protein on Sundays.  

Also, as the resistance of the convicts changed from overt to covert as the Establishment 

progressed, it made their intransigence more difficult to discern and therefore more difficult to 

counteract. Why Robinson did not report the convict combination to the authorities, is hard to 

understand. Perhaps the incremental actions of the convicts were difficult to hang a charge on, 

 
80 As Nicholas (1988b: 132-133, 180-181, 200) and Maxwell-Stewart (1990: 131-132) have noted. 
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perhaps Robinson did not wish to appear to the authorities as weak and ineffectual and unable 

to handle his men, perhaps he realised the loss of labour incurred by sending up a malefactor 

under escort far outweighed the diminution in labour he was incurring though the resistance, 

perhaps he had begun to care less as he was called away by Arthur to attend to other business; 

certainly his mind was elsewhere as he planned his Friendly Mission to the west coast. 
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CONCLUSION  

PART 1: THE FRONTIER PASSES 

 

For 35,000 years, 1,400 generations, Aborigines traversed the land now called Bruny Island. 

At first the country formed a low-lying, inland range of hills backing the dune-barred 

freshwater lakes that fringed the coast, then some 50 km distant and 120 metres lower than 

today. These grass-covered hills hosted countless wallabies and kangaroo; the animals an 

important source of meat and skins for the ice-age human foragers on their annual trek to their 

summer camps in the glacier fringed highlands to the west. About 18,000 years ago, a shift in 

the earth’s climate began that was greater than any we will experience in coming years. That 

the Tasmanians survived this climate change is testament to their flexibility and adaptability. 

The sea rose, on average, more than a metre per century. Within a human lifetime, hunting 

grounds and bountiful lakes were flooded; stone and ochre quarries, living sites and sacred 

places were inundated. Eight thousand years ago, the rising seas had created Bruny Island.1  

For three hundred generations, forty to fifty people, operating at most times in eight to 

ten independent families, called this new island home. The people learnt to adapt and forage in 

an evolving complex mosaic of temperate forests and grasslands, to dive upon the newly 

formed shellfish beds along the coast and to appreciate the benefits of the massive stores of fat 

that came ashore at each whale stranding. They evolved their catamarans to cross the 

sometimes-fierce chop of the channel, and in doing so became the most maritime oriented of 

the Tasmanian foragers and some of the most adventurous hunter-gatherers in the world. This 

maritime capacity allowed them, over generations, to forge economic ties with mainland 

groups, to develop reciprocal foraging rights as well as trade links in stone material and perhaps 

 
1 For a few thousand years, however, Bruny Island was two islands, north and south, before the tombolo, now 

called the ‘Neck’, joined the two. 
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ochre and, particularly with the southwest peoples, to share belief systems, evidenced by their 

creation of a common rock-marking style. However, four hundred years ago, a mere flick of 

time in Aboriginal history, the first strangers began appearing over the horizon and visiting 

their country. 

 

12.1. The Thesis 

This thesis set out to describe the impact of these invaders on the Bruny Islanders. It first 

described the Aborigines’ environment prior to the outsiders’ arrival, taking an unconventional 

viewpoint of an environment ordered and managed in a series of ‘foodscapes’, collections of 

plants and animals, within which the Aborigines operated and gained their daily sustenance. 

To do this effectively the islanders rarely organised themselves in the bands and tribes 

commonly characterised in the Tasmanian literature. Instead, they more often foraged in groups 

comprising one to three family units. The Bruny Islanders developed an intimate relationship 

with their landscape, imbuing it with a sacrality that is reconstructed here.  

Following an initial exploratory offshore sighting of Bruny Island by Tasman, there 

was a one-hundred-and-thirty-year hiatus as the settler forces gathered impetus. The 

evolutionary course of the resulting frontier was typical of most other frontiers around the 

world, differing only in the timing and the nationality of the invaders involved. The happenings 

on Bruny Island were reflected in almost contemporaneous events in the same high latitudes 

occurring with people as far apart as the Beothuk in Newfoundland, in Canada2 and the Yaghan 

in Tierra del Fuego at the tip of South America.3 Here at Bruny Island, the initial pause 

following Tasman (1642) was interrupted by a series of expeditions led by Furneaux (1772), 

Cook (1777), Bligh (1788 and 1792), D’Entrecasteaux (1792) and Baudin (1802), whose 

 
2 Marshall (1996) 
3 Chapman (2010). 
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ostensible aim was scientific discovery, but whose writings incidentally revealed commercial 

resources of such great interest to fellow Europeans that they quickly attracted the attention of 

the entrepreneur class. The resulting resource extraction phase of the frontier is closely 

described. It lasted barely thirty years during which the remnant tribespeople of the lower 

Derwent, Huon and Channel who had been forced to seek refuge on Bruny Island were subject 

to the final appropriation of their land and its resources, while their bodies were exposed to 

attendant violence and novel diseases. The psychological and social impact of the European 

invasion on these remaining Aborigines was so comprehensive that the colonial authorities 

thought it safe to attempt an experiment in assimilation at this place that might prove a 

forerunner for the pacification of the other Tasmanian Aboriginal groups. The mechanism used 

for this pacification was to be the founding of an ‘Aboriginal Establishment’, a type of mission 

to harbour the ‘refugees’ while they were taught the ways of ‘civilisation’. The person placed 

in charge was a London builder and lay preacher, an Independent Congregationalist, follower 

of Selina, the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, George Augustus Robinson. This thesis 

re-examines Robinson’s early biography to understand the cultural prejudices, tools and 

mindset he brought to his job, a mindset contrasting starkly with that of the indigenous 

landowners. The thesis concludes with an analysis of the Aborigines’ relationships with 

Robinson, the convict servants employed by Robinson, and the local white settlers that lived 

adjacent to the Aboriginal Establishment.  

 

12.2 The Aboriginal Establishment 

In many ways, the trajectory of Robinson’s mission Establishment foreshadowed the common 

route of so many other missions that were initiated across Australia. At these places, Aborigines 

were to be collected together in one place for their protection, they were to be saved spiritually 

through the transformative experience of hearing the gospel, their children were to be separated 
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from the adults and taught English, thus breaking their cultural links with their elders, and the 

tribespeople were to be trained in menial tasks in order to fulfil occupations amongst the British 

labouring classes. The initial enthusiasm of each missionary endeavour typically bloomed for 

a couple of years before slowly declining and eventually ceasing. Hamilton has attributed their 

failures to three main causes: the lack of adequate financial and material support towards the 

missionary endeavour from the relevant colonial government; the missionaries’ inability to see 

the intrinsic value of Aboriginal traditional culture, instead requiring Aborigines to integrate 

into European society but then only in the limited capacity of unskilled workers; and finally, 

the incapacity of the missionaries to confront the social relationships that developed between 

settler men and Aboriginal women at the frontier, relationships that threatened the very core of 

Aboriginal society.4  

There were, however, a number of atypical features about the Bruny Island 

Establishment and Robinson’s responses that deviate somewhat from Hamilton’s model. 

Robinson actively confronted the social relationships that developed between Aboriginal 

women and the male settlers, particularly the whalers, attempting to curb the practices of these 

men by writing to their employers as well as the colonial Government to order them to desist. 

He also became quickly aware of the disruption these relationships brought to an Aboriginal 

family’s capacity to forage. However, Robinson seemed ignorant of the growing disaster facing 

the islanders that the appropriation of women was having, particularly on Aboriginal 

reproduction, society, kinship, alliances “and ritual property, territory and knowledge.”5 When 

defeated in his attempts to prevent the women from cohabiting with the whalers, not helped in 

part by the Aboriginal women’s own desire to form these relationships, Robinson became one 

 
4 Hamilton (1989).  
5 Hamilton (1989: 255). 
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of the earliest Australian proponents of social engineering — assimilation. He suggested to 

Arthur the active encouragement of marriage between Aboriginal women and white men for: 

… there exists a great disproportion between the sexes generally, so as to 

cause that base intercourse, which is commonly practiced between the [sexes] 

differing complexions, intermarriage appears to be the safest barrier that 

could be erected against further pollution; and although the Aboriginal 

brought up in the service of Settlers, is unable to converse in the language of 

his people, yet the wife in such a case, could act as an Interpreter thereto, 

whereby the different tribes, would be brought under the auspices of this 

Establishment.6  

The problem caused by the excess of Aboriginal women entering into temporary (and to his 

eyes, immoral) relationships with the whalers could be solved by formal intermarriage with the 

white men; a state of affairs that he hoped would also reduce the “pollution” of venereal 

disease, while the women would also act as innocent stalking horses for further assimilative 

forces.  

Another departure from Hamilton’s model is that Robinson’s mission did not fail and 

decline over a number of years like most missionary endeavours, but took, instead, only a few 

months. Indeed, Robinson realised within a couple of weeks of the founding of the 

Establishment that the endeavour was going to be unsuccessful. He quickly despaired, like 

other missionaries, at the Aborigines’ propensity for mobility, and the concomitant 

impossibility because of that, of civilising them and training them to become settled 

agriculturalists. The mobile nature of Aboriginal lifeways, one that is fundamental to any 

forager society, and the associated difficulties encountered in attracting them to, and keeping 

 
6 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578/55-56. The word in square brackets [ ] is crossed out in his draft at Robinson (1829-

1832: Frame 17).  
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them at, fixed mission stations was to be faced in future decades by missionaries across 

Australia. It was the main reason that Australian missionaries were frustrated in their attempts 

to replicate the successes of their compatriots in the Pacific Islands, where the majority of the 

inhabitants already lived a sedentary lifestyle incorporating agricultural endeavours.7 It must 

also have become apparent as the Bruny Islanders were rapidly killed off by a virulent epidemic 

and the survivors became reticent to keep visiting this place of death,8 that the viability of the 

Establishment as it was initially conceived, as well as Robinson’s new-found livelihood, were 

under threat. 

In order to arrive at a solution, Robinson had, in 1829, only one other Australian 

missionary to model himself on, Lancelot Threlkeld, who had created a stationary base for 

ministering to Aborigines at Lake Macquarie. In contrast, Robinson, was the first to realise the 

necessity of moving with the foragers.9 Drawing perhaps from his own religious milieu, he 

proposed to Arthur what was effectively a grand itineration up the west coast. Three weeks 

after he commenced building the Establishment on Bruny Island, he sent a report to Arthur in 

which he proposed an expedition to “the main land and if possible to reach Port Davey”.10 His 

intention at that time was to return to Bruny Island with the tribespeople, for: 

It is only by such an undertaking that Your Excellency’s humane intentions 

to the Aborigs can possibly be made known as many as thought proper could 

return with the expedition and if otherwise [disposed?] they would know that 

an Asylum was provided for them at Bruné Island whenever they thought 

 
7 Ferry (1979).  
8 D’Arcy (2014: 259) disagrees with this conclusion. However, the Port Davey Aborigines left the Establishment 

the same morning a death occurred (Plomley 2008:70). Robinson noted two days earlier how affected the 

Aborigines were by sickness and death, requesting their living spaces be moved to avoid the evil spirits (Plomley 

2008: 69). Abandonment of campsites after a death is common across Australia (Berndt. & Berndt 1977:454, 

457).  
9 Some Australian mid-nineteenth-century missionaries later attempted to ‘itinerate’ with forager groups but rarely 

for more than a few weeks at a time (Ferry 1979: 29; Eipper 1841: 14-15; Nelson 1965: 61). Robinson, uniquely, 

was to spend four-and-a-half years in the Tasmanian bush searching for Aborigines. 
10 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 11).  
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proper to return their under the auspices of Your Excellency they would find 

Protection.11 

In his later notes for his biography, Robinson recorded his feelings at this time: 

I was led to reflect on the continued outrages by the hostile natives in the 

interior & as coercive measures had failed. It occurred to me whether 

conciliatory ones might not be tried with better effect — especially with a 

race so insidious that no armed party that had gone out against them had 

succeeded could subjucateing them.12  

There is no doubt, too, that Robinson’s own love for movement and travel encouraged 

him in his idea.13 Steeped in the Bible, perhaps his understanding of and attraction to 

wilderness, “midbar, [the Hebrew for] uninhabited land where humans are nomads”,14 was also 

a driving force, for he later wrote: 

Hence on looking over the map of the Colony I was struck with the great 

extent of unoccupied mountainous & densley wooded country, extending 

from D’Entrecasteaux Channel on the east to Cape Grim — The north-

westernmost extremity bounded by the whole line of the West Coast, to nearly 

half the breadth of the Island. 

In this vast tract of unoccupied & almost unknow land, with the 

exception of the solitary penal settlement at Macquarie harbour — I was led 

to believe the Aboriginal tribes were not strangers to the aggressions 

committed upon the White Inhabitants of the settled districts.  

 
11 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 11). 
12 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1099).  
13 His joy of travel is exemplified not only in his ‘friendly mission’ journals but also his immigrant journal, his 

climbing of Mt Wellington early in his residence in Van Diemen’s Land, his Victorian journals and his writings 

related to his Grand Tour of Europe later in life. (Clark (2014); Rae-Ellis (1988: Chapter 22 & 24); Robinson 

(1818-1844: Frame 0203; 1846-1924). 
14 Rolston (2019). 
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In consequence, I instituted inquiry & ascertained that my suspicions 

were correct & that I was on the right tract, & the [unknown?] land was the 

key to the position15 

But as the months passed in his failed attempts to encourage the Bruny Islanders to 

settle at the Establishment, Robinson’s thinking began to develop along unpleasant lines. In his 

early-September 1829 report to Arthur, Robinson broached the topic: 

Should Yr Excellency resolve to continue Bruni Island as a permanent 

Asylum for the Captive Aborigines it would appear requisite, that some 

artificial means be resorted to for their mutual safe-keeping; in order to which 

I would submit, that a yard in the rear of my residence be walled in, within 

which the needful erections could be enclosed; This arrangement has occurred 

to me from the local proximity of this Island to the main territory, and the 

facility of escape consequent thereon; — as also, from an opinion that such a 

precautionary measure would greatly contribute to its eligibility as a 

permanent residence for the Captive Natives, as they would be thus brought 

under the immediate scrutiny and control of this Establishment, and by a 

proper course of disciplinary treatment rendered submissive to useful and 

industrious purposes -16  

Robinson was to add in marginalia that “such materials as clay and lime could be 

provided from the neighbourhood of the Establishment”. True to his background, he was 

recommending the building of a wall of brick.  

 
15 Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1099). 
16 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578/63. Also, at Robinson (1829-1832: 20).  
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In a later report that month, Robinson continued to elaborate on his “circumambient 

wall to enclose the necessary erections of an Asylum designated for the Civilizing of the 

Aborigines”: 

… it would be necessary to keep the Aborigines within a circumscribed space 

for the purposes of Civilization, as well as the adaptation of useful and 

industrious employment, — so that as their tempers became subjugated, and 

their manners reformed, they might be trained to agricultural labour outside 

the enclosure. 

Further, the wall was also necessary “… to prevent unnecessary perambulations, whereby the 

safety of the Asylum might be endangered, and their minds alienated from becoming dependent 

upon its relative resources, as also the impediment which would accrue to their mutual 

improvement.”17 

In the following two months, Robinson continued to mull over his proposal. During 

November 1829, he held a series of meetings with the Rev. William Bedford,18 the then head 

of the colonial church and Robinson’s patron in regard to Aboriginal issues. The meeting was 

on matters dealing with the objectives of the Establishment. The result was a letter to Arthur in 

which Bedford (Robinson) recommended this time a “boarded fence19 in order to secure those 

Aborigines who may be captured.” With a further embellishment: “That two of the field police, 

of the best characters, be stationed at the establishment — to prevent the escape of those who 

are captured — And to cut off the means of improper communications, between the Aborigines 

and persons, not belonging to the establishment”.20 

 
17 TAHO CSO1/1/317/7578:89-90. 
18 Plomley (2008: 99, 101). 
19 This was likely to be constructed from vertical boards supported by an external framework. Robinson probably 

changed his specifications from the earlier brick to timber because of the resistance encountered from Arthur 

regarding setting up a brick manufactory at the Establishment. It is hard to conceive how a stockade made in this 

fashion could constrain men and women who were experts in climbing 50 metre gum trees in search of possums.  
20 Bedford to Arthur 21st November 1829 (TAHO CSO1/1/323: 79-81). 
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In Robinson’s mind the Aborigines were to become “captives”, the captives were to be 

immured so they could be under “immediate scrutiny and control” where they could be given 

“a proper course of disciplinary treatment” so that “their tempers became subjugated, and their 

manners reformed”. Finally, they would be “rendered submissive to useful and industrious 

purposes.” What Robinson was proposing was a concentration camp, an economic institution 

where a minority people who were to be captured and cleared from their land, would be 

incarcerated and concentrated in one place and re-educated under the watchful eye of their 

captors. If Robinson’s proposal had come to fruition, it would have been the earliest such camp 

in the history of the British Empire, presaging a long line of such establishments that were to 

be built around the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries all of which were attended 

by disease, deaths and dehumanisation. These camps included those created by the US 

authorities to incarcerate the Cherokees (1837-1839), the Spanish reconcentrados21 in Cuba 

(1868-69), the later US reconcentrados in the Philippines (1899-1902) and the British 

concentration camps set up to incarcerate the Boers (1900-1902)22 (the first time since 

Tasmania that the British had targeted a whole nation). It has been argued that the latter camps 

became the model for the German incarceration of the Herero in Southwest Africa a few years 

later and those, in turn, through various iterations in other countries, were to influence the 

German concentration camps of World War II and the later global dissemination of such camps 

right up to the present day.23 Robinson’s proposal, particularly as articulated by Bedford to the 

Governor, most likely influenced the Aboriginal Committee that had been set up by Arthur to 

advise him. The following month, this committee recommended the Governor exile the 

Aborigines to one of the remote Bass Strait Islands, where the surrounding seas and rapid 

currents would prevent escape without the expense of a wall.24  

 
21 The origin of the term ‘concentration camp’.  
22 Scheipers (2015); Smith & Stucki (2011); Stucki (2018); van Heyningen (2009). 
23 Forth & Kreienbaum (2016); Madley (2005); Mulhahn (2010) 
24 TAHO CSO1/1/327/7578:82-83.  
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12.3 The Frontier Passes. 

On Saturday 30 January 1829, Woorraddy and Pagerly stepped on board Robinson’s boat to be 

taken to Port Davey, never to return.25 With that embarkation the last traditional owners of 

Bruny Island departed their land. With them the knowledge of the island’s plants and animals, 

the appropriate ways of managing the bush, the stories handed down from generation to 

generation, and the sacred meaning of the markings on the rocks disappeared forever. This 

frontier had passed.  

By December 1829, the Aborigines were keen to leave this land. It had also palled for 

Robinson. Knowing the Bruny Island Establishment was unlikely to survive, he had been 

looking firmly towards the west and a meeting with the Port Davey people. But was his to be 

only a conciliatory ‘friendly mission’ long promulgated in the literature? In his recent book, 

The Vandemonian War, Nick Brodie puts forward the claim that a myth of conciliation and 

humanitarianism has arisen in the Tasmanian historiography regarding Arthur’s dealings with 

the Aboriginal inhabitants. Brodie argued that “Ethnic cleansing was called conciliation. 

Genocide was naturalised as extinction … The Vandemonian War was far more conventionally 

warlike than is generally acknowledged, the colony more militaristic than posterity was led to 

believe, and the colonial government more culpable than it would publicly admit.”26 Brodie 

has been criticised for his view.27 However, further support for Brodie’s position comes from 

contrasting evidence in the relevant archives for this period. Robinson required Aboriginal 

guides to assist him in his western ventures and Arthur wrote to various Police Magistrates to 

recruit these individuals, who were at the time attached to various roving parties. In these 

memoranda Arthur spoke of Robinson’s intention “of endeavouring to effect an amicable 

 
25 Adults also with the party were Dray, a Port Davey woman and Truganini, from Recherche Bay. 
26 Brodie N. (2017: 1) 
27 Bischoff (2018); Evans (2018). See Brodie (2018) for a response to his critics and a further commentary on the 

conciliation myth. 
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understanding with the Natives of that quarter”28 and opening “a communication with the tribe 

at Port Davey.”29 Arthur’s seemingly innocuous platitudes about “amicable understanding” and 

“communication” with the Aborigines are in stark contrast to another task he apparently gave 

Robinson.  

On Christmas Eve, 1829, Robinson had met with the Governor for the final time before 

he left on his expedition to the west.30 There are no records of what was discussed. However, 

in undated notes that he wrote while on the west coast, Robinson alludes to another task that 

was given to him besides that of an ameliorative ‘friendly mission’. It is worth quoting in full 

[my emphasis in italics]: 

One of the chief causes of the failure of all previous measures in the capture 

of the Aborigines has originated in the many various & conflicting statements 

which have been submitted by incompetent persons to the Government 

concerning the numerical strength of the Aboriginal population — In every 

species of warfare this is a query paramount to all others — The force of an 

enemy (either upon a large or a small scale) should be accurately ascertained 

prior to the commencement of hostilities and though this subject has been 

hitherto treated so lightly as a matter of little or no importance yet it has 

proved indispensably necessary to the promotion of the Aboriginal cause. It 

is not to be wondered at that this question should have been fraught with so 

many political difficulties when such a point as this should have remained 

unsolved and still less surprising is it that the measures of Govts should have 

proved abortive when persons in whom a responsibility was placed and who 

affected to feel an interest in the primary purposes of the cause should not 

 
28 TAHO CSO41/1/1: 355.  
29 TAHO CSO41/1/1: 359. Similar sentiments were used in a letter to Robinson approving of his expedition 

(Plomley 2008: 103). 
30 Plomley (2008: 107).  
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only omit to fulfil its designated objects but endeavour to impose upon the 

Govts the most preposterous statements in order to induce a false estimate of 

their services — I consider that one of the greatest evils that can possibly 

attend upon a Colony is the very dereliction I speak of amongst those whom 

the Govr have been led to believe they could invest with their confidence. 

The important nature of the mission confided in me by the Lt Governor 

required a corresponding series of meritorious conduct on my part — to 

evince which I was determined to strain every nerve and manifest to the Govr 

my strong disposition to be a faithful and strenuous agent in the avocation I 

was called upon to fulfil.31  

Robinson’s notes suggest, therefore, an ambivalence about his motives for entering into 

this unexplored land. The requirement for precise information about “numerical strength” and 

“the force of the enemy” before “commencement of hostilities”, are military phrases. While 

widely read, these are terms that were unlikely to have originated in the mind of the builder-

cum-missionary. They were, however, part of the language of Arthur, the Colonel 

Commanding the military and paramilitary forces of Van Diemen’s Land. It would appear that 

Robinson had also been tasked by Arthur to be a spy. 

Some support for this can be gained from the briefing provided at about the same time 

to Jørgen Jørgensen, a leader of roving parties in the Midlands. Summarising the tasks he had 

been given, Jørgensen noted that he had been required to find out: i) whether the Aborigines 

committing depredations in the settled districts were retreating into the west; ii) whether they 

had suspended their internecine warfare in order to join forces and close in on their common 

enemy; and iii) what their numerical strength was.32 In the latter task, Jørgensen was to 

 
31 Robinson (1829-1830b: Frames 0131-0133). The full text of these notes, hitherto unpublished, are contained in 

Appendix N. From internal evidence they were likely written in June or July 1830 while Robinson rested at Cape 

Grim or Circular Head. 
32 TAHO CSO1/1/320: 354-355. 
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undertake this “without any reference to the number of Blacks at Cape Grimm, the Western 

coast, and Port Davy”,33 presumably because Robinson had been made responsible for that 

mission. There was a deep concern at the time amongst the authorities that the west coast 

natives were in danger of being infiltrated by troublemakers hostile to the British cause. 

Robinson, despite his earlier experience of the friendly disposition of the Port Davey visitors 

to the establishment, had already cautioned: 

how long they may remain so is best known to the All Wise Disposer of 

Events — Should any of the hostile natives get amongst them they might … 

excite them to hostilities and this is not at all improbable for as their numbers 

become reduced so they urge other tribes to join in their predatory warfare 

against the Settlers.34 

While there was undoubtedly an ethnographic imperative in Robinson’s writings of 

these times born from his reading of missionary texts, this further requirement to infiltrate 

enemy forces goes a long way to understanding the unparalleled details in Robinson’s reports 

of the people, their numbers, their resources, their movements, and their habits and customs. 

Robinson was a complex man. There is no doubt he was concerned about the Aborigines’ 

welfare. But this would not be the only time that his anxiety to please Arthur would lead him 

to undertake a military reconnaissance while ostensibly on a humanitarian project.35 

Robinson’s ‘friendly mission’ was also a secret mission. 

 

PART 2: FUTURE STUDIES 

This thesis attempts to understand one frontier in one small corner of the British Empire, 

endeavouring to come to an appreciation of how the changes wrought by the invaders might 

 
33 TAHO CSO1/1/320: 355. 
34 Robinson (1829-1832: Frame 11). 
35 In late 1830, Robinson was tasked to reconnoitre the Northeast groups so they could be captured by Batman 

(Brodie 2017: 308). 
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have been experienced by the Tasmanians, the victims of British hegemony. In many ways, 

inevitably, the thesis has struggled to fully appreciate and represent the horror and resulting 

anomie the Tasmanians experienced during this time.  

During the planning and writing of this study, a number of ideas and research lines were 

followed, some resulting in drafts of chapters that do not appear here. There is an enormous 

potential for further research in this area both in discrete as well as in inter-related fields. Five 

topics, of varying size and complexity, are discussed below as possible lines for future inquiry.  

1. Analysis of past landscape use using agent-based modelling.  

Conventional ethnohistoric descriptions of past forager behaviour are limited by the text the 

original observers choose to leave us. Imagine instead the capacity to view, in real time, forager 

behaviour in the landscape — in effect, a virtual time-machine. Such a capacity is available 

today by running simulations using agent-based modelling.36 These allow programmable 

entities, agents, such as individuals or families to operate across terrain constructed within a 

Geographical Information System. Various parameters can be fed into the simulation, such as 

agent demographic rules governing births, deaths, and marriages, as well as food consumption 

rules and foraging behaviour. The landscapes can be modified by applying rules to simulate, 

for example weather or seasonal changes, sudden whale strandings and the use of different fire 

management techniques. Not only are these models powerful heuristic devices that can 

confront our presumptions about a past society, but they cause often-unpredictable behaviour 

to emerge. Emergent behaviour challenges the original hypotheses thereby leading to the 

development of more powerful models and greater understanding of the past.  

Agent-based modelling is a rapidly growing field in the social sciences as well as 

archaeology.37 Agricultural-based societies are easier to simulate because of their tethered 

 
36 Epstein & Axtell (1996). Kohler & Gumerman (2000). 
37 Kohler & Gumerman (2000). 
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nature and relatively simple environmental limiters governing crop needs.38 Foraging societies 

offer a greater challenge because of their complexity, mobility and a reliance on usually less 

predictable food resources. Fascinating questions that could be explored include: How far 

might individuals range from base camp in a day? What triggers might cause a family group to 

change foraging grounds? How could seasonal changes affect human foraging response? Were 

there likely phenological indicators for such movements? How might major climate changes 

have affected human behaviour? What factors might influence the crossing of the 

D’Entrecasteaux Channel? How far might Bruny Islanders need to range on the mainland for 

Forester kangaroo, wombats and other foodstuffs? 

2. Analysis of the Bruny Island lithic landscape  

The rich lithic (stone tool) evidence scattered across Bruny Island, which would complement 

our understanding of Aboriginal behaviour, was not discussed in this thesis. Indeed, 

ethnohistorical evidence for stone tool manufacture and transport is so rare that it has been 

ignored by historians. Tasmanian Aboriginal societies were heavily reliant on the extraction, 

reduction, and transportation of suitable stone for the manufacture of tools. This need modified 

peoples’ behaviour.39 Stone tools were used, in turn, for the manufacture of other material 

goods, ranging from spears, shell-fishing spatulas, to wallaby-skin cloaks. Stone quarrying and 

the subsequent reduction into a desired tool, was followed by the later transport, maintenance, 

re-sharpening, and loss or abandonment of that tool. This created a large and distributed 

quantity of lithic tools and waste that is scattered across the landscape. In a survey of the 4,000-

hectare pastoral property of Murrayfield, I have estimated that there are approximately 1.5 

million artefacts and waste flakes scattered across its area,40 suggesting up to 14 million across 

 
38 Kohler, Gumerman & Reynolds (2005).  
39 This ubiquitous behaviour is very rarely commented on in the ethnography.  
40 Ranson (2004).  
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the whole of Bruny Island. The analysis of this lithic landscape would allow, for instance, an 

exploration of quarry ownership, movement of people, food extraction behaviour and trade.  

3. Frontiers  

This thesis (as well as most other histories) does not sit within an overarching understanding 

or model of frontiers and how frontiers manifest themselves and evolve. By model I mean a 

representation of complex systems or processes usually presented in mathematical terms and 

allowing for the isolation and measurement of essential factors which contribute to the system 

or process. Employment of a model permits hypotheses to be generated, tested and refined 

thereby enabling progress in understanding a phenomenon.41 

The literature on frontiers (and, more recently, the genocide that accompanied the 

establishment and extension of those frontiers) is vast and continues to grow rapidly.42 In 

comparison, however, the numbers of comparative analyses between different frontiers and 

their attendant genocides and how they manifested themselves, is minute and very limited in 

scope.43 There have been few comprehensive diachronic analyses.44 

The importance of such a study is twofold. First, creating an overarching model of 

frontier processes allows any individual frontier to be contextualised and for any variations or 

departures from the general model to be highlighted and understood. This, in turn, encourages 

the generation of further fields of inquiry. Second, frontiers with their attendant genocides are 

still occurring. Understanding the processes involved, particularly in their early phases, might 

allow for their early recognition and improve capabilities for timely interventions.  

 
41 Clarke’s (1968; 1972: Chapter One) descriptions of models best exemplify this approach. 
42 Besides various historical and geographical publications, the Journal of Genocide Research, Ethnic and Racial 

Studies and Genocide Studies and Prevention are journals which provide a useful start to amassing a 

historiography. The article by Vinding and Hitchcock (2009) in the latter publication, while containing lacunae 

and biases, is a useful source document to commence a study. 
43 Beaule (2017), Madley (2004), Russell (2017) and Sousa (2004). Mark Cocker (1998) offers a popular account 

comparing four frontiers. 
44 Mohamed Adhikari’s (2017) provides an insightful analysis, using only a few examples, of the impact of 

commercial stock farmers on hunter-gatherers.  
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4. A new biography of Robinson.  

George Augustus Robinson has not been well served by his biographers. Rae-Ellis wrote the 

only biography that encompasses the man’s whole life, but it is work that is generally 

unsympathetic and that lacks analytical depth.45 A more recent biography by D’Arcy examines 

Robinson’s early and declining years but does not cover that most important intervening period 

which he spent amongst the Aborigines in the Tasmanian and Victorian bush46 — a period 

which, for good or bad, forms his legacy. A comprehensive, up-to-date, analytical biography 

is much needed for this most complex man.  

Robinson was a voracious reader. Scattered throughout his journals and notes are 

quotations and literary allusions, as well as library lists from his estate and purchase lists of 

books, all-up totalling at least 600 items. This is an exceptional assembly of evidence reflecting 

the intellectual reach not only of a single individual, but of a class of people at a particular time. 

Recovering this evidence from Robinson’s works and re-reading and analysing the items he 

consulted would provide a further dimension to the understanding of the man and the class he 

came from.  

5. An exegesis of Robinson’s manuscripts 

Boyce once remarked about the publication of Plomley’s second edition of Friendly Mission 

that an opportunity had been missed to provide a contemporary commentary on Robinson’s 

journals.47 He subsequently felt that Reading Robinson, a collection of essays edited by 

Johnston and Rolls48 to celebrate and explore the new edition of Friendly Mission, had failed 

“to engage with the complexity, pain and legacy of Robinson’s work.”49 I agree, and would go 

further. Contributors to Reading Robinson drew only on Friendly Mission, the published work. 

 
45 Rae-Ellis (1988). 
46 D’Arcy (2014).  
47 Boyce (2010). 
48 Johnston & Rolls (2008).  
49 Boyce (2010: 21.2).  
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Despite the difficulties sometimes encountered in deciphering Robinson’s handwriting, it is 

necessary, however, to engage with his original texts. First, while Plomley’s editing of 

Robinson’s journals is unparalleled, biases crept in: passages have been missed out or 

misinterpreted and the insinuation of modern punctuation for the comfort of contemporary 

readers often detracts from and changes the emphasis of Robinson’s original observations and 

their meanings. Second, Robinson’s collection of writing, not only his journals but also and 

particularly the mass of notes that were not included in the works edited by Plomley, form a 

magnificent corpus describing a people who were crossing “a cultural and social Rubicon.”50 

Re-analysis of this collection, especially in the light of modern anthropological and 

archaeological discoveries world-wide, an activity Silberbauer termed “rescue 

anthropology”,51 will bring a new and more nuanced understanding of the Tasmanian as well 

as Victorian Aborigines. As testament to this, the thesis has brought to light hitherto 

unpublished observations of Tasmanians’ hunting dolphins and consuming whales, and 

revealed ritual behaviour in the form of cursorial hunting. It also suggested that Robinson, 

besides being tasked to ‘ameliorate’ and ‘civilise’ the Aborigines, was also acting as an 

intelligence agent for Arthur. A re-transcription and careful exegesis of Robinson’s works is 

sorely needed to reveal other intriguing details. 

 

Final words 

This thesis has undertaken a close reading of the early manuscripts of George Augustus 

Robinson, a builder-cum-government agent. Robinson was tasked by Lieutenant-Governor 

George Arthur, the head of the Van Diemen’s Land colonial enterprise, to meet with the Bruny 

Island Aborigines and bring them into the fold of British civilisation. The reading of 

 
50 Silberbauer (1994: 120).  
51 Silberbauer (1994: 120). 
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Robinson’s manuscripts, as well as other ethnohistorical narratives, departs from a standard 

historical analysis. Instead, the material was read through the lens of the human landscape, 

using archaeology and behavioural ecology to analyse the actions of the island’s people as they 

engaged with their estate while gaining their daily sustenance. This complex interrelationship 

between foragers and land was destroyed in less than thirty years by the rapacious 

dispossession of the British. 

Important too, for this purpose was arriving at an understanding of the mentalité of both 

the Bruny Islanders as well as the British exemplified by Robinson, the colonial government’s 

representative. For the Islanders the sacrality of the land was central. For Robinson, a follower 

of the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, a minor Calvinistic dissenting sect, land was not 

sacred but a resource to be appropriated, changed, controlled and used towards achieving 

progress. Progress could be attained through farming. Robinson set up an ‘Aboriginal 

Establishment’, a type of mission, in an attempt to inculcate the Bruny Islanders into 

agricultural pursuits. He failed singularly. After a deadly disease appeared amongst the 

remaining foragers, the experiment was abandoned in less than a year.  
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APPENDIX A 

BRUNY ISLAND TERRESTRIAL MAMMALS 

A list of terrestrial mammals on Bruny Island and the nearby mainland ordered by weight.1 

Weights are the mean of the range for each animal.2 Species marked with a * were not present 

on Bruny Island in recent historic times.  

Name Weight kg 

*Forester Kangaroo Macropus giganteus *52.0 

*Thylacine Thylacinus cyanocephalus *35.0 

*Smooth-nosed wombat Vombatus ursinus *28.0 

Bennett’s Wallaby Macropus rufogriseus 21.0 

*Tasmanian Devil Sarcophilus harrisii *8.0 

Tasmanian Pademelon Thylogale billardierii 7.4 

Short beaked Echidna Tachyglossus aculeatus 4.5 

*Spotted-tailed Quoll Dasyurus maculatus *4.0 

Brushtail Possum Trichosurus vulpecula 2.8 

Tasmanian Bettong Bettongia gaimardi 1.7 

Platypus Ornithorhynchus anatinus 1.4 

Eastern Quoll Dasyurus viverrinus 1.4 

Long-nosed Potoroo Potorous tridactylus 1.2 

Southern Brown Bandicoot Isoodon obesulus 1.0 

Water Rat Hydromys chrysogaster 0.9 

Eastern Barred Bandicoot Perameles gunnii 0.8 

Ringtail Possum Pseudocheirus peregrinus 0.8 

 
1 Adapted from Dreissen et.al (2011: Table 1). 
2 As given in Menkhorst and Knight (2001). 
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Swamp Rat Rattus lutreolus 0.11 

Dusky Antechinus Antechinus swainsonii 0.1 

Long-tailed Mouse Pseudomys higginsi 0.07 

Swamp Antechinus Antechinus minimus 0.06 

Eastern Pygmy Possum Cercatetus nanus 0.03 

White-footed Dunnart Sminthopsis leucopus 0.02 

Goulds Wattled Bat Chalinolobus gouldii 0.015 

Lesser Long-eared Bat Nyctophilus geoffroyi 0.008 

Little Pygmy Possum Cercatetus lepidus 0.008 
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APPENDIX B 

 

HISTORIC CETACEAN STRANDINGS: SOUTHEAST TASMANIA 

 

Cetacean stranding data for Bruny Island, the D’Entrecasteaux Channel and Derwent Estuary shorelines.1 These data are mapped and shown in 

Figure 3.2. Individual weights are the mean of the highest and lowest values in the weight range for the species as given by Shirihai & Jarrett 

(2006). Unidentified dolphins are assigned the minimum weight of 90 kg. Unidentified beaked whales are assigned a minimum weight of 1,250 

kg. Where numbers of individuals stranded are not recorded, it is assumed that there was one. 

Date of 

stranding 
Species 

Number 

stranded 

Weight of 

Individual 

kg 

Total 

weight 

stranded 

kg 

Threshold 

Number 

(see 

Appendix 

C) 

      

24/03/2017 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

17/01/2017 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

11/04/2016 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

16/02/2016 Stenella coeruleoalba (Striped dolphin) 1 125 125 1 

14/12/2015 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

18/01/2015 Grampus griseus (Risso’s dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

16/01/2015 Grampus griseus (Risso’s dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

24/02/2014 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

11/02/2013 Balaenoptera edeni (Bryde’s whale) 1 16,000 16,000 4 

20/01/2012 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

05/01/2012 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

 
1 Courtesy Marine Conservation Program, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment. 
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28/12/2011 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

22/11/2011 Balaenoptera bonaerensis (Antarctic Minke Whale) 1 7,500 7,500 4 

07/11/2011 Megaptera novaeangliae (Humpback whale) 1 32,000 32,000 4 

17/10/2011 Megaptera novaeangliae (Humpback whale) 1 32,000 32,000 4 

22/08/2011 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

15/06/2011 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 30 400 12,000 4 

09/06/2011 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

17/03/2011 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 28 2,500 70,000 4 

21/01/2010 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

07/05/2009 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

17/03/2008 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

08/03/2008 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 4 90 360 1 

28/02/2008 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

27/12/2007 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

24/12/2007 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 21 90 1,890 3 

26/11/2007 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/02/2007 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 6 90 540 2 

08/12/2006 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

15/04/2006 Balaenoptera acutorostrata (Minke whale) 1 7,500 7,500 4 

30/01/2006 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

12/01/2006 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

08/01/2006 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

12/06/2005 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

18/04/2005 Mesoplodon bowdoini (Andrew’s beaked whale) 1 1,300 1,300 2 

23/03/2005 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

05/01/2005 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 2 2,250 4,500 4 

09/12/2004 Unidentified Cetacean (Unidentified cetacean) 1 - - - 

01/09/2004 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

09/08/2004 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

27/05/2004 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

27/01/2004 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
19/01/2004 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 1 2,250 2,250 3 
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08/01/2004 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

04/01/2004 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
25/08/2003 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

17/01/2003 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
27/12/2002 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 1 2,250 2,250 3 

03/10/2002 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

14/09/2002 Grampus griseus (Risso's dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

10/06/2002 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 2 400 800 2 

12/11/2001 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

28/04/2001 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

21/11/2000 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

15/11/2000 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

29/11/1999 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
26/06/1999 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 2 3,150 6,300 4 

14/03/1999 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 1,250 1,250 3 

29/01/1999 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

26/01/1999 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

15/05/1998 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

28/04/1998 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

29/01/1998 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

26/01/1998 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 45 90 4,050 4 

22/01/1998 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 3 400 1,200 2 

18/01/1998 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 13 90 1,170 2 

16/01/1998 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

31/12/1997 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

06/12/1997 Unidentified Delphinidae (Unidentified dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
12/02/1997 Phocoena dioptrica (Spectacled porpoise) 1 100 100 1 

10/01/1997 Mesoplodon hectori (Hector’s beaked whale) 1 1,500 1,500 3 

03/04/1996 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

26/03/1996 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

26/02/1996 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 2 400 800 2 

10/12/1995 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
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06/11/1995 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

11/10/1995 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

15/12/1994 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

19/03/1994 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

15/01/1994 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

08/12/1993 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

12/10/1993 Unidentified Ziphiidae (Unidentified beaked whale) 1 1,250 1,250 2 

10/10/1993 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 
16/11/1992 Kogia breviceps (Pygmy sperm whale) 1 380 380 1 

25/08/1992 Unidentified Cetacean (Unidentified cetacean) 1 - - - 

12/08/1992 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

01/08/1992 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

13/02/1992 Physeter macrocephalus (Sperm whale) 1 34,600 34,600 4 

04/01/1992 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

01/12/1991 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

11/05/1991 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 20 400 8,000 4 

11/05/1991 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 20 90 1,800 3 

30/01/1991 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 3 90 270 1 

09/11/1990 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

04/10/1989 Pseudorca crassidens (False killer whale) 1 1,500 1,500 3 

26/07/1989 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

27/03/1989 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

03/03/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 2 90 180 1 

27/02/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

24/02/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

23/02/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

20/02/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

16/02/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 8 90 720 2 

14/01/1989 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 1,250 1,250 2 

13/01/1989 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 3 90 270 1 

28/04/1988 Orcinus orca (Killer whale) 1 4,600 4,600 4 

28/03/1988 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 
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18/02/1988 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

17/08/1987 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

08/08/1987 Megaptera novaeangliae (Humpback whale) 1 32,000 32,000 4 

03/01/1986 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 2 2,500 5,000 4 

13/12/1985 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

04/01/1985 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 ?1,300 ?1,300 2 

04/08/1984 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

16/01/1984 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

16/01/1984 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

06/11/1983 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

05/06/1983 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 ?1,300 ?1,300 2 

04/02/1983 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 14 90 1,260 2 

05/01/1983 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/04/1982 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

09/03/1982 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 2 90 180 1 

03/01/1982 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 3 2,250 6,750 4 

17/06/1981 Balaenoptera acutorostrata (Minke whale) 1 7,500 7,500 4 

26/11/1980 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

01/11/1980 Eubalaena australis (Southern right whale) 1 25,000 25,000 4 

01/10/1980 Balaenoptera borealis (Sei whale) 1 22,800 22,800 4 

30/09/1980 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 2 400 800 2 

01/10/1978 Lissodelphis peronii (Southern right whale dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

01/06/1978 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

27/04/1978 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

18/02/1978 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

26/01/1978 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 90 1 

26/01/1978 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

10/09/1977 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

20/07/1977 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 10 400 4,000 4 

2/03/1976 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/02/1976 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 2 90 180 1 

01/12/1975 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 109 90 9,810 4 
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01/09/1969 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 400 2 

11/01/1968 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/01/1968 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 1,300 1,300 2 

01/02/1967 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 5 90 450 2 

01/12/1966 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

20/09/1966 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

27/04/1966 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

12/03/1966 Mesoplodon grayi (Gray’s beaked whale) 1 1,300 1,300 2 

01/05/1964 Tursiops truncatus (Bottlenose dolphin) 1 400 400 2 

01/01/1961 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/01/1958 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/08/1957 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

01/06/1956 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/01/1953 Ziphius cavirostris (Cuvier’s beaked whale) 1 2,700 2,700 3 

12/12/1952 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 400 2 

01/02/1952 Delphinus delphis (Common dolphin) 1 90 400 2 

01/07/1934 Caperea marginata (Pygmy right whale) 1 3,150 3,150 4 

01/06/1925 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 1 2,250 2,250 3 

30/07/1918 Mesoplodon layardii (Strap-toothed beaked whale) 1 2,250 2,250 3 

01/11/1917 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 120 2,500 300,000 4 

11/09/1912 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) 1 2,500 2,500 3 

31/03/1905 Pseudorca crassidens (False killer whale) 1 1,500 1,500 3 

01/01/1868 Globicephala melas (Long-finned pilot whale) Unk 2,500 2,500 3 

01/01/1868 Pseudorca crassidens (False killer whale) Unk 1,500 1,500 3 

12/12/1866 Pseudorca crassidens (False killer whale) Unk 1,500 1,500 3 
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APPENDIX C 

EXPLORING ABORIGINAL BEHAVIOURAL RESPONSES TO WHALE 

STRANDINGS 

This note explores the question: What effect would a whale stranding have had on Aboriginal 

behaviour? It first reconstructs how much whale an individual could eat and then investigates 

the possible thresholds of Aboriginal behaviour in congregating in response to whale strandings 

of various sizes. 

Proposition 1. 

Tasmanian Aborigines could eat 5-9 kg (say an average 7 kg) of food at a sitting (and the 

following assumes one sitting per day).  

Evidence 

Tasmanians shared with other Aborigines and foragers worldwide a capability to gorge. The 

first settlers at Port Jackson, for instance, remarked on the Aborigines’ eating capacity.1 This 

was a survival response for when lean times were encountered. When a rare opportunity to 

consume a large amount of food occurred, then gorging most likely occurred. 

Davies and Roth notes of Tasmanian Aborigines that: 

They were often a long time without food, and ate it in large quantities. When they are 

short of food, they tighten a string of kangaroo sinews, which they wear around their 

middle. The enormous quantity of food which they are capable of eating, when they have 

the opportunity, would scarcely be credited. A native woman, at the Settlement at Flinders 

Island, was one day watched by one of the officers, and seen to eat between fifty and sixty 

eggs of the ‘sooty petrel’ (Procellaria sp.), besides a double allowance of bread; these 

eggs exceeded those of a duck in size.2 

 
1 Flannery (1996:98, 99, 136, 172 n.). 
2 Davies (1846:414); Roth (1899:86).  
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Thus 1 duck egg = 70 gm. 60 duck eggs = 4.2 kg. 

A ration allowance of bread varied between 1 lb. of wheat meal3 to 2 lbs. of flour for Batman’s 

roving party.4  

Thus, a double allowance = 2–4 lbs. = 0.9–1.8 kg. 

Therefore, minimum total mass observed eaten  4.2+0.9 kg  5 kg. 

A further example: 

Ogilby stated it to be no uncommon circumstance for an individual [of the aborigines], at 

a single meal, to eat twelve pounds of meat, and wash it down with a gallon of train oil.5  

1 gallon = 4546 ml 

100 ml of train oil = 93 gm. 

1 gallon of train oil = 4 kg. 

Therefore, total mass observed eaten = 12 lbs. meat + 1 gallon of train oil = 5.4 kg meat + 4 kg 

train oil = 9.4 kg. 

Taking these two examples above (5 kg and 9.4 kg respectively) as either end of the range, 

suggests a mean of  7 kg could be eaten per person per day. 

Proposition 2  

Therefore, a typical Aboriginal family unit equivalent to 4 adults (e.g. 3 adults + 2 children) 

could consume  4 x 7 kg  28 kg at a sitting. 

Proposition 3  

However, only 87% of a large whale is edible, the remainder being bone.6 Therefore a family 

can consume the equivalent of 32 kg of whale in a day. 

 
3 Robinson (1829-1830:Vol. 33: Frame 050).  
4 Robinson (1829-1830:Vol. 33: Frame 043).  
5 Roth (1899:86). Train oil is oil obtained from the rendered blubber of whale (Dutch ‘traan’ = tear or drop).  
6Savelle and Friesen (1996: Table 3). This figure is for a right whale. Smaller porpoises are 94% meat. 
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Proposition 4 

At the end of the feeding opportunity the Aboriginal party carry a portion of whale meat away 

for further consumption or distribution. Say each adult carries away a strip of whale weighing 

10 kg. Then total whale meat carried away by one family (four adult equivalents) = 40 kg which 

is equivalent to 46 kg of body mass. 

Evidence 

“When they at last quit their feast they carry off as much as they can stagger under, to eat upon 

the way, and to take as a rarity to their distant friends”.7 

Proposition 5 

For Aborigines to move outside their normal range towards a concentrated food source, that 

food source must be of sufficient mass to make the journey worthwhile.  A source that allows 

them to stay beside it for at least 5 days, thus allowing for ceremonies to also be organised, 

seems to be the minimum requirement. 

Evidence 

When there is a sufficient concentration of food, normally mobile Aboriginal families will 

congregate in numbers and will remain in that one place for between 1-4 weeks. 

At a whale stranding in Western Australia, Aborigines were observed: 

… by night they dance and sing, and by day they eat and sleep, and for days this revelry 

continues unchecked, until they at last fairly eat their way into the whale... they remain by 

the carcase for many day …8  

In the Western Desert, at a time when resources were adequate, between 100-150 people 

congregating in one place for four weeks were noted.9 Similarly, Tindale recorded 240 people 

meeting for ‘several days’ to conduct an initiation ceremony.10 

 
7 Grey (1841 Vol 2:277). 
8 Grey (1841 Vol 2:277). 
9 Gould (1980:68).  
10 Tindale & Hackett (1933:102). 
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Proposition 6 

In the Bruny Island and D’Entrecasteaux region under consideration there were c. 80 families 

(i.e. 400 people).11  

 

Given the above, it is proposed that four thresholds operated with respect to Aboriginal 

congregations formating on whale strandings. 

 

THRESHOLD 1 

The smallest cetaceans that strand in Tasmanian waters (common dolphins) of mass c. 90 kg12 

could be processed, consumed and carried away by a single family in less than two days. Single 

animal strandings account for 51 strandings in 150 years of records for Bruny Island and 

D’Entrecasteaux Channel. Thus, they occur on average once every three years. However, as 

there were c. 80 Aboriginal families in the region, the chance of a family coming across a single 

dolphin stranding in any one year was, as a minimum, c. 1:240.13 

 

THRESHOLD 2 

The next size range up, a bottlenose dolphin stranding (c. 400 kg), would have permitted two 

families to feed for c. 5 days as well as each individual adult to carry 10 kg of meat away at the 

end of the feast. Fifty-one such events occurred in 150 years. That is, an average of once every 

 
11Jones (1974). I have retained Jones’s population estimate here for convenience even though the evidence is moot. 

Pardoe (1986, 1991) suggests a much higher figure. My argument against ‘tribe’ and ‘band’ organisation in 

Tasmania (Chapter 4) could speak to much lower figures. 
12 Average weights of animals are estimated by dividing by two the sum of their maximum and minimum weights 

as given in Shirihai and Jarrett (2006). 
13 The frequencies noted in this section are most likely underestimates but by what factor is unknown. It assumes 

that all past strandings have been reported, the DPIPWE records have no reporting bias and that modern stranding 

frequencies reflect historic stranding rates. 
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three years. The chance of any one family participating in such a feast in any one year was about 

1:120. 

 

THRESHOLD 3 

In order for an ‘aggregated group’14 or a Jonesian ‘band’ of c. 40-50 people (equivalent to the 

population of Bruny Island as suggested by Jones15) to gather at a single location for 4-5 days, 

a stranded whale of c.1500 kg would need to become available. Only 20 events of this type 

occurred in 150 years, i.e. an average 1 in 7.5 years. There was c.10 Aboriginal groups of this 

size in the region.  Thus any one ‘band’ member would consume whale at such a stranding once 

in 75 years. 

 

THRESHOLD 4 

For gatherings larger than a band (say 80 people), movement across the Channel would have 

been required. At such congregations, there was likely to have been an opportunity for marriage, 

exchange and perhaps ceremonial activity. For such a gathering to occur over a minimum of 5 

days, a whale stranding of at least 3000 kg would have been necessary. Larger strandings may 

have attracted even more people for longer. Strandings of this type occurred 40 times in 150 

years, i.e. 1 in 3.5 years. Any individual within the region of 400 people is likely to have 

experienced such an occasion as a band member once every 400/80 x 3.5 years, i.e. once every 

17.5 years. 

 

 
14 See Chapter Four. 
15 Jones (1974). 
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CONCLUSION 

All up, it is likely that an individual, participating as a member of groups of varying sizes, would 

have consumed whale meat only 3-4 times in their lives. Often these periods of consumption 

would have been memorable events. On the face of it, the frequency of participation in feasts at 

major strandings would have been so infrequent that such strandings cannot be considered as a 

major trigger for ceremonies. There is, however, a special case that suggests that Bruny Islanders 

were able to access whale more frequently. 

 

A SPECIAL CASE — WHALE CALVING GROUNDS 

There are a number of whale calving grounds around the shores of eastern Tasmania. At calving 

grounds, the washing ashore of foetuses, dead neonates and placenta, would have been common. 

Figures are unavailable to give a reliable estimate of material washing ashore at those locations. 

However, a first order approximation follows: 

Approximately 9000 right whales once used the socialisation and calving grounds on the 

east coast of Tasmania.16 Half of these would possibly have been female. With each female 

visiting once in every three years, an annual population at these grounds of 1500 calving females 

is suggested. Stillbirths and neonate deaths would have been c. 3%,17 suggesting c.45 dead 

young could possibly have come ashore along the east coast of Tasmania each year. Newborn 

right whale calves weigh 1–1.5 tonnes. Thus, at least 45–68 tonnes of whale came ashore 

annually at calving grounds.  

Nineteenth century European bay-whaling stations act as a proxy for calving grounds. 

There were at least 60 stations along the east coast of Tasmania.18 Assuming the number of 

whaling stations at any calving ground equates to the size/richness of each ground, and this in 

 
16 Catch figures from Dawbin (1986: Table 1) with an estimated 20% added to account for those killed but not 

recovered and accounted for. 
17 Burnell (1999). 
18 Nash (2003). 
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turn relates to the number of dead whales coming ashore during calving at each place, then on 

Bruny Island with 10 stations19, approximately 7.5–11 tonnes of whale came ashore each season. 

Bruny Island and the Channel area hosted 26 stations, suggesting between 20–29 tonnes of 

whales coming ashore throughout the area. Most of these strandings would have been in single, 

1–1.5 tonne ‘packets’, which would have encouraged ‘aggregated groups’ or ‘bands’ to travel 

to consume them (see Threshold 3 above). Three calving grounds, Southport (5 stations or 4–6 

tonnes equivalent), Adventure Bay (5 stations; 4–6 tonnes) and Recherche Bay/Gagens Point 

(11 stations; 8–12 tonnes) would have provided a bounty rich enough to meet Threshold 4 and 

attract large supra-band groups (with their attendant ceremonies) on an annual basis. 

 

 
19 Nash (2003) lists nine. Another is noted in Thomas Scott’s 1826 survey notes (1820-30: Frame 74-75). 
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APPENDIX D 

 

HISTORIC RECORDS OF SEAL HAUL-OUTS IN SOUTHEAST TASMANIA 

 

The table below provides records of haul-outs of phocid (earless) seals along the Bruny Island, the D’Entrecasteaux Channel and Derwent Estuary 

shorelines.1 These data have been mapped and shown in Figure 3.3. The data provides a sense only of the distribution and frequency of haul-outs. 

Individual seals could have been recorded more than once in different places. Haul-outs would have been much more common before the European 

destruction and/or depression of source colonies, for instance, of elephant seal on King Island and Macquarie Island. Haul-outs of fur seals have 

not been presented because of the modern bias introduced by nearby salmon farms in the Channel which attract those seals.  

Event Date Species_name Common_Name Location notes 

 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal On the Friars in amongst the seal colony. Apparently been there a while. 

 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay, Bruny Island. 

10/11/1976 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay. 

02/09/1977 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Sandford. 

04/08/1978 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay. 

19/11/1978 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

11/03/1980 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cloudy Bay — Bruny Island. 

17/10/1980 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lauderdale Beach. 

1/12/1980 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Recherche Bay. 

03/12/1980 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Kingston Beach. 

13/03/1981 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Bay. 

19/01/1982 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island (Quiet Corner). 

04/02/1982 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Kingston Beach. 

27/11/1983 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

23/12/1983 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

 
1 Courtesy of the Marine Conservation Program, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment. 
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16/11/1984 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lauderdale. 

25/11/1984 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Margate. 

27/02/1985 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Southport. 

8/03/1985 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cremorne. 

01/08/1985 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Dover. 

11/03/1986 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cremorne. 

25/08/1986 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Ralphs Bay. 

01/01/1987 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cremorne. 

09/08/1987 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal 

Lauderdale — Laying very close to the South Arm Road under a bank, 

immediately opposite the Foreshore Tavern. 

22/09/1987 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal D'Entrecasteaux Channel — 1km south of Green Island. 

01/12/1987 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cremorne. 

17/01/1988 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Pebbly Bight — East of Research Bay. 

12/07/1988 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Barnes Bay. 

10/08/1989 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Ralphs Bay. 

07/09/1990 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Partridge Island. 

12/09/1990 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Southport. 

01/10/1990 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Lauderdale Beach. 

10/10/1990 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay. 

01/11/1990 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

26/07/1992 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Lauderdale. 

19/10/1992 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Great Bay. 

20/10/1992 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

23/12/1992 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Dover, Tassal. 

25/01/1993 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cloudy Bay. 

02/10/1994 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Tassal Dover — fish farm. 

10/12/1994 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Nicholl’s Rivulet. 

24/09/1995 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cloudy Bay — Bruny Island. 

14/02/1996 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Dover Beach. 

14/06/1996 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Esperence. 

23/07/1996 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Bruny Island. 
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14/08/1996 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

01/01/1998 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Tassal Dover Fish Farm. 

22/01/1998 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cremorne Beach. 

26/08/1998 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Dover. 

09/10/1998 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Deep Bay — Cygnet. 

04/04/1999 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cockle Creek. 

04/11/1999 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Randalls Bay, east end of beach. 

30/01/2000 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Bruny Island. 

31/01/2000 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 

50/02/2000 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay — Bruny Island. 

04/09/2000 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal 

Directly in front of Osprey (under wharf/building) Main Road, Dover. 

Hopetoun Beach. 

24/09/2000 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cloudy Corner, Cloudy Bay Beach, Bruny Island. 

03/10/2000 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Hanson’s Beach, Bruny Island (Two Tree Point beach). 

06/10/2000 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Quiet Corner, Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 

25/10/2000 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Dover. 

13/12/2000 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Huon aquaculture, Police Point. 

01/01/2001 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cloudy Bay. 

31/01/2001 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Huon Aquaculture, Pillins Lease. 

29/05/2001 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Tassal Killala fish farm — South of Geeveston. 

05/06/2001 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Little Trumpeter Bay. 

09/11/2001 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Huon Aquaculture — Pillingers lease. 

21/12/2001 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Maze Beach — Sandford. 

09/01/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Montagu — 2km from Montagu River. 

05/08/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cloudy Bay - Bruny Island (400m South along beach from car park). 

09/08/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cloudy Bay Bruny Island. 

10/09/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal North Clifton Beach. 

12/09/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal South Arm — in bay along neck. 

27/09/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Treasures Beach — Sandford. 

08/10/2002 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay Bruny Island 

15/10/2002 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cockle Creek Beach. 
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24/10/2002 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay Beach — Bruny Island. 

27/10/2002 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mable Bay, Bruny Island. 

18/02/2003 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal 

Northern Side of Partridge Island. On the high-water mark, half way 

between the jetty and Laughton’s Point. 

18/03/2003 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Clifton Beach about half way along. 

28/03/2003 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal North end of Clifton Beach. 

08/09/2003 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Spit on South Arm Ralphs Bay. 

18/09/2003 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay in front of the General Store. 

29/11/2003 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal The Neck, Bruny Island. 

28/12/2003 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay Bruny Island 150m east of Launching ramp at Jetty. 

10/11/2004 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Beach Bruny Island. 

27/01/2005 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Recherche Bay (Fishers Point). 

03/02/2005 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Beach, Bruny Island. 

29/09/2005 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay — Bruny Island. 

28/10/2005 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Verona Sands. 

13/11/2005 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cockle Creek, south of whale sculpture. 

15/11/2005 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Beach, Bruny Island. 

11/01/2006 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal  

03/02/2006 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Beach Bruny Island. 

07/09/2006 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal half way along Cloudy Bay beach. 

28/12/2006 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Jetty beach Bruny Island. 

11/10/2007 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay, Bruny Island, Southeast Tasmania. 

15/06/2008 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Catamaran, Cockle creek, Southeast Tasmania. 

16/07/2008 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Eastern side of South Cape Bay, Southern Tasmania. 

23/10/2008 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal 

On the 23rd at small beach north of Cockle Creek jetty. On 24th and 25th on 

main beach Cockle Creek, Southeast Tasmania. 

06/09/2009 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mable Bay South Bruny Island. 

28/09/2009 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Blackmans Bay Beach. 

16/10/2009 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Dunckels Beach Adventure Bay South Bruny Island. 

02/11/2009 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay Bruny Island. 

11/11/2009 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 
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22/11/2009 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 

24/11/2009 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay, Bruny Island. 

27/12/2009 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Southern end of Roaring Beach, southeast coast Tasmania. 

02/02/2010 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Finn Beach, Cockle Creek, Southeast Tasmania. 

06/03/2010 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Murphy’s Creek, Bruny Island. 

12/10/2010 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal South Arm. 

28/10/2010 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay. 

04/02/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay. 

22/02/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Recherche Bay. 

24/02/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cockle Creek. 

24/07/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal South Clifton beach. 

06/09/2011 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Recherche Bay. 

23/10/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay, Bruny Island. 

08/12/2011 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 

07/03/2012 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Lighthouse Beach, Cape Bruny. 

17/03/2012 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Surveyors Bay. 

30/03/2012 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Kent Beach, Dover. 

16/09/2012 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cockle Creek. 

1/11/2012 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Cloudy Bay, Bruny Island. 

03/11/2012 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Southern End Blackmans Bay. 

11/11/2012 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Southport Lagoon Westerside. 

30/10/2013 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Mabel Bay Bruny Island . 

01/01/2014 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Roaring Beach — Southport. 

30/01/2014 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal 

On the seaward side very close to the Huon Highway at the Back Road 

Junction to Kermandie. 

20/04/2014 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Police Point Esperance Coast Road. 

15/07/2014 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal On rocks between Opossum Bay and Mitchells Bay. 

15/01/2015 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal 

Western end of Goats Beach, under rocks at "Rebounds". Seal was hauled 

out at the top end of the beach. 

17/12/2015 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal The Friars? 

26/12/2015 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Cockle Creek, Recherche Bay. 
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04/03/2016 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Eastern end of East Cove, Adventure Bay, Bruny Island. 

31/03/2016 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Huon River, Up past Port Esperance at Raminea. 

02/04/2016 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal  

31/07/2016 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Swimming amongst the moorings at Stinkpot Bay, Howden. 

31/07/2016 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal On Tassal Lease, Shepherds Point, North West Bay. 

07/01/2017 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal The Neck, Bruny Island. 

14/01/2017 Hydrurga leptonyx Leopard Seal Verona Sands. 

08/03/2017 Mirounga leonina Southern Elephant Seal Southport. 
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APPENDIX E 

BIRDS CONSUMED BY TASMANIAN ABORIGINES 

Birds recovered from an illustrative selection of archaeological deposits in Tasmania. This list is biased towards coastal middens and limestone 

cave deposits as fragile bird bones survive better under those alkali conditions.  

Family1 Species Common Name 

Archaeological sites 

West Point2 

Prion 

Beach3 

Stockyard 

Site4 

Kutikina 

Cave5 

Nunamira 

Cave6 

Emu (Casuariidae) 

Dromaius novaehollandiae 

diemenensis Tasmanian emu  

  X X 

Swan, geese and 

ducks (Anatidae) Aytha australis White-eyed duck  

 X   

 Anas superciliosa Black duck X  X   

 Anas castanea Chestnut teal duck X  X   

 Anas gibberifrons (?) Sunda teal  X    

 Biziura lobata Musk duck X     

 Cygnus atratus Black swan X X X   

 Cereopsis novaehollandiae Cape Barren goose X  X   

Penguin 

(Spheniscidae) Eudyptula minor Fairy penguin X 

 X   

 Tasidyptes hunterii Extinct penguin  X    

Petrels, 

Shearwaters, Prions 

(Procellariidae) Pterodroma macroptera Great-winged petrel X 

    

 Pachyptila turtur Fairy prion X X X   

 Pachyptila desolata Antarctic prion  X    

 
1 Bird family classification follows Pizzey and Knight (1997). 
2 Sim and West (2001: Table 1). 
3 Dunnett (1992). 
4 O’Connor (1980). 
5 Garvey (2006). 
6 Cosgrove (1991: 252-256). 
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 Procellaria aequinoctalis White-chinned petrel X     

 Puffinus tenuirostris 

Short-tailed shearwater 

(muttonbird) X 

X X   

 Pelecanoides urinatrix Common diving petrel X X X   

Albatross 

(Diomedeidae) 

Thalassarche cauta 

cauta Shy Albatross X 

 X   

Gannet (Sulidae) Morus serrator Australasian gannet X     

Cormorant 

(Phalacrocoracidae) Phalacrocorax fuscens Black-faced cormorant X 

 X   

 Phalacrocorax varius Pied cormorant X X    

 Phalacrocorax carbo Great cormorant X     

 Phalacrocorax sulcirostris Little black cormorant  X    

Egret, Bittern 

(Ardeidae) Ardea intermedia Plumed egret X 

    

 Ardea alba Great egret X     

 Botaurus poiciloptilus Brown bittern X     

Pelican 

(Pelecanidae) Pelecanus conspicillatus Australian pelican  

 X   

Hawks 

(Accipitridae) Haliacetus leucogaster White-bellied sea-eagle  

 X   

Falcon (Falconidae) Falco sp. Falcon   X   

Gallinule (Rallidae) Gallinula mortierii Tasmanian native hen X     

Oystercatcher 

(Haematopodidae) Haematopus lomgirostris Pied oystercatcher X 

    

 Haematopus fuliginosus Sooty oystercatcher X     

Gull, Tern (Laridae) Larus pacificus Pacific gull X  X   

 Larus dominicanus Dominican gull X     

 Larus novaehollandiae Silver gull X     

 Sterna bergii Crested tern X     

Magpie; Currawong 

(Cracticidae) Gymnorhina tibicen Australian magpie X 

    

 Strepera fuliginosa Black currawong X     

 Strepera sp   X X   

Raven (Corvidae) Corvus tasmanicus Forest raven X X    
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Parrot (Psittacidae)  Parrot   X   

Passerines     X   
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APPENDIX F 

MURRAYFIELD BIRD LIST 

A bird list for Murrayfield pastoral property1 shows the birds available from a typical dry 

sclerophyll coastal location on north Bruny Island.  

 

Family Species Common name 

   

NON-PASSERINES   

   

Swans, geese and ducks (Anatidae) Chenonetta jubata Australian wood duck 

 Cygnus atratus Black swan 

Gannets (Sulidae) Morus serrator Australasian Gannet 

Cormorants (Phalacrocoracidae) Phalacrocorax fuscens Black-faced cormorant 

Herons (Ardeidae) Egretta novaehollandiae White-faced heron 

Hawks, eagles (Accipitridae) Accipiter fasciatus Brown goshawk 

 Haliacetus leucogaster White-bellied sea-eagle 

 Aquila audax Wedge-tailed eagle 

 Circus approximans Swamp Harrier 

Falcons (Falconidae) Falco berigora Brown falcon  

 Falco peregrinus Peregrine falcon 

Gallinule (Rallidae) Gallinula mortierii Tasmanian native hen 

Lapwings (Charadriidae) Vanellus miles Masked lapwing 

Gulls (Laridae) Larus pacificus Pacific gull 

 Larus dominicanus Kelp gull 

 Larus novahollandiae Silver gull 

Pigeons, doves (Columbidae) Phaps chalcoptera Common bronzewing 

 Phaps elegans Brush bronzewing 

Cockatoo (Cacatuidae) Calyptorynchus funereus Yellow-tailed black 

cockatoo 

Parrots, lorikeets, rosellas (Psittacidae) Glossopsitta concinna Musk lorikeet 

 Lathamus discolor Swift parrot 

 Platycercus caledonicus Green rosella 

 Neophema chrysostoma Blue-winged parrot 

Cuckoos (Cuculidae) Cuculus pallidus Pallid cuckoo 

 Cacomantis flabelliformis Fan-tailed cuckoo 

 Chrysococcyx basalis Horsefield’s bronze 

cuckoo 

 Chrysococcyx lucidus Shining bronze cuckoo 

   

PASSERINES   

   

Fairy-wren (Maluridae) Malarus cyaneus Superb fairy wren 

Pardalotes, scrubwrens, thornbills 

(Pardalotidae) 

Pardalotus punctatus Spotted pardalote 

 Pardalotus quadragintus Forty-spotted pardalote 

 Pardalotus striatus Striated pardalote 

 
1 Adapted from Lloyd (2012) 



406 

 

 Sericornis humilis Tasmanian scrubwren 

 Sericornis citreogularis Yellow-rumped thornbill 

 Acanthiza pusilla Brown thornbill 

Honeyeaters (Meliphagidae) Anthochaera paradoxa Yellow wattlebird 

 Lichenostomas flavicollis Yellow-throated 

honeyeater 

 Melithreptus validrostris Strong-billed honeyeater 

 Melithreptus affinis Black-headed honeyeater 

 Phylidonyris 

novaehollandiae 

New Holland honeyeater 

 Phylidonyris pyrrhoptera Crescent honeyeater 

 Acanthorynchus 

tenuirostris 

Eastern spinebill 

 Epithianura albifrons White-fronted chat 

Australian ‘Robins’ (Petroicidae) Petroica goodenovii Scarlet robin 

 Petroica phoenica Flame robin 

 Melanodryas vittata Dusky robin 

Whistlers (Pachycephalidae) Pachycephala olivacea Olive whistler 

 Pachycephala pectoralis Golden whistler 

 Colluricincla harmonica Grey shrike-thrush 

Flycatchers, fantails (Dicruridae) Myiagra cyanoleuca Satin flycatcher 

 Rhipidura Fuliginosa Grey fantail 

Cuckoo-shrikes (Campephagidae) Coracina novahollandiae Black-faced cuckoo-shrike 

Woodswallows, Butcherbirds, Australian 

Magpies, Currawongs (Artamidae) 

Artamus cyanopterus Dusky woodswallow 

 Cracticus torquatus Grey butcherbird 

 Gymnorhina tibicens Australian magpie 

 Strepera fuliginosa Black currawong 

 Strepera versicolor Grey currawong 

Ravens (Corvidae) Corvus tasmanicus Forest raven 

Grassfinches (Passeridae) Stagonopleura bella Beautiful firetail 

Martins (Hirundinidae) Hirundo nigricans Tree martin 

 Hirundo neoxena Welcome swallow 

White-eyes (Zosteropidae) Zosterops lateralis Silvereye 

Thrushes (Muscicapidae) Zoothera lunulata Bassian thrush 
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APPENDIX G 

 

ETHNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE FOR TASMANIAN ABORIGINAL GROUP SIZE 

 

Table 1: List of encounters (1772-1807) between European observers and Tasmanian Aborigines where demographic values were given or can be 

implied. Duplicated readings are highlighted in yellow.  Refer to Table 2 for assigned values retained for these duplicates. 

 
Sighting 

Ref 

Direct Value 

 

Indirect (Proxy) Value 

 

Reinterpretation 

 

Location 

 

Day/Month 

 

Year 

 

Informant 

 

Source 

 

1 “several” natives. “troupes of 50-60 

men and women” 

 60 Marion Bay 7 March 1772 Du Clesmeur  Duyker (1992:20-22). 

2 “inhabitants”  2 Maria Is. 9 Mar  Du Clesmeur Duyker (1992:21). 

3 “natives” incl. men, women & 

children 

 6 Marion Bay 7 Mar  Crozet Duyker (1992:24-26). 

4  windbreaks 8 Marion Bay 7 Mar  Crozet Duyker (1992: 26). 

5 “around 40 of them”  40  7 Mar  Le Dez Duyker (1992: 31). 

6 “a few... inhabitants”  3 Blackman Bay 7 Mar  Le Dez Duyker (1992: 33). 

7  hut 4 Maria Is. 9 Mar  Le Dez Duyker (1992: 34). 

8 “the natives were in groups”  ? Marion Bay 7 Mar  Roux Duyker (1992: 40). 

9 “very few children among the 

women” “in the area I have 

travelled … I have not seen more 

than 300 men” 

 300 Marion Bay 7 Mar  Roux Duyker (1992: 42). 

10 “two bands” men in one, women & 

children in the other. 

 ? Marion Bay 7 Mar  Montessow Duyker (1992: 46-47). 

11  “several shelters” 12 Adventure Bay 13 Mar 1773 Furneaux 

(Browne/Hergest) 

Beaglehole (1955-

1974(2):150 n.4). 

12  “several shelters” 

 

12 Adventure Bay 15 Mar  Furneaux (Wilby) Beaglehole (1955-

74(2):151 n.1). 

13  “never more than 3-4 

shelters in one place” 

16 Bruny Is. 12-15 Mar  Furneaux Beaglehole (1955-

74(2):Appendix IV: 

735). 

14  “several shelters 

(deserted for months)” 

12 Adventure Bay 12-15 Mar  Burney Beaglehole (1955-

74(2):Appendix IV: 

747). 

15 8 men and a boy  32 Adventure Bay 28 Jan 1777 Cook Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(1)):52). 



408 

 

16 10 inhabitants  10 Adventure Bay 28 Jan  Samwell Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):991). 

17  several shelters 12 Adventure Bay 28 Jan  Samwell Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):991). 

18 9 inhabitants (incl 1 boy)  9 Adventure Bay 28 Jan  Anderson Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):784-5). 

19  several shelters 12 Adventure Bay 28 Jan  Anderson Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):786). 

20 20 men and boys, several women 

and children 

 40 Adventure Bay 29 Jan  Cook Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(1)):54 & 55). 

21 20 “men” (i.e. not boys?), 10-12 

women and children 

 48 Adventure Bay 29 Jan  Samwell Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):992-3). 

22 about 20 plus 7-8 women, some 

children, a few striplings 

 32 Adventure Bay 29 Jan  Anderson Beaglehole (1955-

74(3(2)):787). 

23  2-3 shelters 12 Inland NW 

Adventure Bay 

23 Aug 1788 Bligh (Nelson) Bligh (1975). 

24  a few places of shelter 12 ?Adventure Bay 

area? 

24 Aug  Bligh Bligh (1975). 

25 “several natives”  3 Adventure Bay 1 Sep  Bligh Bligh (1975). 

26 “about 20” (8 women, 12 men)  48 Cape Queen 

Elizabeth 

2 Sep  Bligh Bligh (1975). 

27 1 man, 1 woman, 2-3 children + 1 

man later  

 8 Cape Queen 

Elizabeth 

2 Sep  Bligh (Brown) Bligh (1975). 

28  several shelters 12 Cape Queen 

Elizabeth 

2 Sep  Bligh (Brown) Bligh (1975). 

29  3 shelters 12 Cape Queen 

Elizabeth 

2 Sep  Bligh (Brown) Bligh (1975). 

30  hut 4 Oyster Bay, 

Maria Is. 

8 Jul 1789 Mortimer Mortimer (1791:17). 

31 Several … natives  3 Oyster Bay, 

Maria Is. 

9 Jul  Mortimer Mortimer (1791:18). 

32 about 14 or 15 men and women  30 Oyster Bay, 

Maria Is. 

10 Jul  Mortimer Mortimer (1791:18-

19). 

33  1 shelter 4 Adventure Bay 9 Feb 1792 Bligh Bligh (1977). 

34  some shelters 12 Isthmus/Cape 

Queen Elizabeth 

12 Feb  Bligh (Whiles & 

Smith) 

Bligh (1977). 

35 22 or 24 (17 men, 6 women, 1 

child) 

 68 Gully Head 19 Feb  Bligh Bligh (1977). 

36  12 shelters 48 Catamaran River 23 Apr 1792 d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:34). 

37 some natives (1 woman)  3 West shore 

Channel 

<28 May  d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:58). 
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38  “some” canoes 24 East and west 

shores of 

Channel 

<28 May  d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:59). 

39  3 shelters 12 Partridge Is. 1 May  de Cretin Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:41). 

40  4 shelters 16 Middleton 2 May  de Cretin Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:42). 

41 1 native 1 shelter 4 Port Esperance 

(stream) 

20 May  de La Seinie Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:49). 

42 2 adults, 1 child  4 Port Cygnet? (E. 

coast Huon R.) 

21? May  d'Entrecasteaux 

(d'Auribeau) 

Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:51). 

43  “some” shelters and 

“some” canoes 

24 Dennes Pt? 11 May  Saint-Aignan Duyker & Duyker 

2001:55 

44 6 natives  6 Bruny Is <28 May  d'Entrecasteaux 

(Saint-Aignan) 

Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:58). 

45  1 hut 4 Recherche Bay 

(North) 

>21 Jan 1793 d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

2001:140 

46 3 natives 1 hut, 1 fire 4 Cockle Creek 23 Jan  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:282). 

47 42 (7 men, 8 women, 27 children)  42 Western 

Southport 

Lagoon 

9 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:297). 

48 19 (? men, including 2 women, 4 

young girls, 1 baby) 

3 fires 

 

19 South Big 

Lagoon Beach 

10 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:303-304). 

49 48 (10 men, 14 women, 24 

children) 

7 fires 48i Port 

d'Entrecateaux 

12 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:308). 

50 5 men + “several” children  20 Recherche Bay 12 Feb  d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:144). 

51 5 (men?)  20 Waterhole Cove 14 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:312). 

52 18 (14 men, 4 children)   56 Bruny Is 

(Adventure 

Bay?) 

16 Feb  d'Entrecasteaux Duyker & Duyker 

(2001:152). 

53 10 natives + “several other” men  13 Simpson Pt 18 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:317-319). 

54  canoe 8 Adventure Bay 24 Feb  Labillardière Labillardière 

(1800:323). 

55  few … huts 12 Smooth Is. 

(Norfolk Bay) 

17 Dec 1797 Flinders Sprod (2009:156). 

56 1 man + 2 women  8 Granton 28 Dec  Flinders Sprod (2009:159). 

57 1 man + 2 women  8 Granton? ?  Bass Sprod (2009:99-100). 

58  “many huts” 2 Derwent River 2 Jan  Bass Sprod (2009:100). 
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59 15-20 natives  20 Labillardière 

Peninsular 

(west) 

13 Jan 1802 Baudin Cornell (1974: 301). 

60 5 or 6 natives  6 Labillardière 

Peninsular 

(west) 

13 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:129). 

61 4 natives  4 Partridge Island 14 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 302). 

62 3 natives + “others”  6 Partridge Island 14 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 302). 

63 6 or 7 natives  7 Partridge Island 14 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 303). 

64 2 men+2 women+2 children  8 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  L-H Freycinet Plomley (1983:112). 

65 2 men+2 women+5 children  9 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  L-H Freycinet Plomley (1983:112, 

113). 

66  1 hut, 1 fire, 2 canoes 16 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  L-H Freycinet Plomley (1983:113). 

67 6 natives (2 men+ 1 woman+3 

boys) 

 8 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  Breton Plomley (1983:110). 

68  shelters 12 Partridge Is. 14 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:130). 

69 several & “number of” natives  3 Partridge Is. 14 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:130). 

70 2 natives (men)  8 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:19) 

71 2 men, 2 women & 1 child  5 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:19). 

72  1 hut, 1 fire, 2 canoes 16 Port Cygnet 14 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:21). 

73  3-4 huts 16 Agnes Rivulet 14 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:24). 

74 large number  ? Great Taylor 

Bay 

15 Jan  Peron (hearsay) Plomley (1983:25). 

75 36 men  144 ? 16-18 Jan?  Peron (Hamelin) Plomley (1983:26). 

76 “more than fifty”  50 Great Taylor 

Bay 

15 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 304). 

77 7 or 8 natives (men)  32 Great Taylor 

Bay 

15 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 305). 

78  3 or 4 huts 16 Port Cygnet 15 Jan  L-H Freycinet Plomley (1983:114). 

79 large number of natives “60 men, 

women & children” 

 60 Great Taylor 

Bay 

15 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:131, 

132). 

80 “fairly large numbers”  ? Opposite 

Partridge Is. 

15 Jan  St. Criq Plomley (1983:141). 

81 more than 100 natives (men, 

women, children) 

 100 Great Taylor 

Bay 

15/16 Jan  Hamelin 

(Brévedent) 

Plomley (1983:122). 

82 “about thirty” (men)  120 Great Taylor 

Bay (northeast) 

16 Jan  Baudin (Hamelin) Cornell (1974: 307). 

83 10 natives...with lances (ie men)  40 Great Taylor 

Bay 

16 Jan  Leschenault 

(hearsay) 

Plomley (1983:132). 

84 36 natives in groups of 5-6 men (ie 

all men) 

 144 Great Taylor 

Bay 

16 Jan  Leschenault 

(Hamlin) 

Plomley (1983:133). 

85  1 shelter 4 Kinghorne Pt  17 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 308). 
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86 2 canoes each with 3 men  24 Northwest Bay 18 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:134). 

87 canoe with 4 natives  8 Piersons Point 18/19 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:122). 

88 canoe with 3 natives  8 Piersons Point to 

Point de la Sortie 

18/19 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:122). 

89  “several … in canoes” 16 Northwest Bay  19 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 309). 

90 1 canoe with 4 men  16 Between NW 

Bay and Bruny 

Is. 

19 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 309). 

91 4+6 natives in 2 canoes  10 Piersons Point to 

Point de la Sortie 

19 Jan  Breton Plomley (1983:111). 

92 several natives  3 Dennes point 19 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:134). 

93 2 natives in 1 canoe  8 Between Oyster 

Cove and Bruny 

Is. 

21 Jan 

(reported 22 

Jan) 

 Baudin (Hamelin) Cornell (1974:312). 

94  1 canoe 8 Bruny Is to 

mainland 

21 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:135). 

 

95  8 shelters 32 Northwest Bay 

River 

23 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 314). 

96  several natives 3 Northwest Bay 

coast 

23 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 314). 

97  5 or 6 shelters 24 Northwest Bay 

River 

23 Jan  Leschenault Plomley (1983:135). 

 

98  14 huts 56 Granton 23 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:28). 

99 a few of them here and there  3 Derwent River 23-24 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:28). 

100 “number gathered seeming to be 

large” 

 ? Elwick Bay 24 Jan  Peron Plomley (1983:29). 

101 7 natives (men)  28 Dennes Point, 

North Bruny Is. 

29 Jan  Baudin (2nd Class 

Petty Officer) 

Cornell (1974: 318). 

102 10 or 11 natives  11 Dennes Point 29/30 Jan  Hamelin (Faure) Plomley (1983:122). 

103 canoe with 4 or 5 men  20 Dennes Point to 

Pierson Point 

30 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 319). 

104 7 natives  7 Dennes Point 30 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 319). 

105 3 natives (men)  12 Dennes Point 30 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 320). 

106 12 or 15  15 Dennes Point 30 Jan  Baudin Cornell (1974: 321). 

107 about 20 natives  20 Dennes Point 30 Jan  Leschenault 

(hearsay) 

Plomley (1983:136). 

 

108 1 native  1 Dennes Point 30/31 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:122). 

109 8 natives  8 Dennes Point 30/31 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:122). 

110 3 natives  3 Dennes Point 30/31 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:122). 

111 3 + 9 men+2 adolescents + women  36 Dennes Point 30/31 Jan  Hamelin Plomley (1983:123) 

112 18 women  72 Dennes Point 30/31 Jan  Heyrisson Plomley (1983:128). 
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113 large number…about 40 (incl: 

women & children) 

 40 Dennes Point 31 Jan  Baudin (fishing 

crew) 

Cornell (1974: 322). 

114 40 natives (men, women & 

children) 

 40 Dennes Point 31 Jan/1 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:124). 

115 16 (4 men+ 2 women+ 10 children)  16 Dennes Point 1 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 323). 

116 10 women + 2 girls  40 Dennes Point 1 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 324). 

117 about 20 women  80 Dennes Point 1 Feb  Peron Plomley (1983:31). 

118 4 men + 2 women +10 children  16 Dennes Point 1/2 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:124). 

119 19 women & girls  38 Dennes Point 1/2 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:124). 

120 2 women  8 Dennes Point 2 Feb  Peron Plomley (1983:31). 

121 20 natives (as many men as women 

+ children) 

 40 Northwest Bay 

River 

4 Feb  Baudin (Bernier) Cornell (1974: 329). 

122 12 natives  12 Northwest Bay 4/5 Feb  Hamelin (Bernier) Plomley (1983:125). 

123 3 natives  3 Tinderbox 5/6 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:126). 

124 5 natives  5 Northwest Bay 6 Feb  Breton Plomley (1983:111). 

125 1 canoe + 5 natives  8 Point de las 

Sortie to 

Pearsons Point 

6/7 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:126). 

126 1 woman + baby  4 Dennes Point 9 Feb?  Peron Plomley (1983:31). 

127  1 canoe 8 Northwest Bay 10 Feb 1802 Baudin (Hamelin) Cornell (1974: 334). 

128 few natives  3 Dennes Point 15 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 336). 

129 4 natives  4 Bruny Is. 15/16 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:127). 

130  2 shelters 8 Maria Is 18 Feb  Leschenault Plomley (1983:138 

&140).  

131 20 natives (men, women & 

children) 

 20 North Oyster 

Bay 

19 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 339). 

132  1 hut  4 Réidlé Bay 19 Feb  Breton Plomley (1983:111). 

133  several huts 12 Oyster Bay 19 Feb  Breton Plomley (1983:111). 

134 natives  ? Oyster Bay 20 Feb  Baudin (hearsay) Cornell (1974: 340). 

135 “25-30 savages”  30 Pt Leseur 20 Feb  Peron Plomley (1983:62). 

136 13 natives  13 Oyster Bay 20/21 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:127). 

137 natives (men)  8 Oyster Bay 20/21 Feb  Heyrisson Plomley (1983:128). 

138 several natives  3 Oyster Bay 21 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 340). 

139 large number of natives  ? Oyster Bay 21 Feb  Breton Plomley (1983:111). 

140  3 canoes 24 Oyster Bay 22 Feb  Baudin Cornell (1974: 342). 

141  some canoes 24 Oyster Bay 22/23 Feb  Hamelin Plomley (1983:127). 

142 14 natives (men)  56 South Oyster 

Bay 

22 Feb  Peron Plomley (1983:62-

3,84).  

143  “traces everywhere of the 

huts” 

12 Marion Bay 26 Feb  Baudin 

(Freycinet) 

Cornell (1974: 343). 

144 55 men, women & children  55 Bruny Is. Retrospective  Baudin Cornell (1974: 344). 
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145  several times saw canoes 

with 3-4 people 

24 Crossing 

D’Entrecasteaux 

Channel 

Retrospective  Baudin Cornell (1974: 345). 

146 4 of them  4 Dennes Point Retrospective  Baudin Cornell (1974: 346). 

147 23 (men, women & children)  23 North Oyster 

Bay 

Retrospective  Baudin Cornell (1974: 348). 

148 3 men + 18 (7 men, 3 women, 8 

children) 

 40 Bruny Is. Retrospective  Baudin Plomley (1983:105). 

149 “never…more than 22 together”  22 Oyster Bay Retrospective  Baudin Plomley (1983:108). 

150 70-80  80 Great Taylor 

Bay 

Retrospective  Baudin Plomley (1983:108). 

151 20-30  30 Northwest Bay Retrospective  Baudin Plomley (1983:108). 

152 5  5 Cygnet Retrospective  Baudin Plomley (1983:108). 

153 27-30 persons (10-12 men, 5-6 

women, (12 children?)) 

 48 Maria Is. Retrospective  Peron Plomley (1983:92). 

154 14 natives  14 Maria Is. Retrospective  Peron Plomley (1983:94). 

155 12-15 natives  15 Maria Is. Retrospective  Peron Plomley (1983:94). 

156 “a party of natives” 3-4 canoes 32 D’Entrecasteaux 

Channel 

26 Apr 1804 Delano Delano (1973) 

157 “party of natives”  3 Isthmus Bay, 

Bruny Is. 

15 Jun 1804 Brown Vallance et al 

(2001:517). 

158 20 families  80 Huon River 21 Jun 1804 Knopwood 

(W.Collins) 

Nicholls (1977:54). 

159 “not be less than two hundred”  200 West Tamar Nov 1804 Anderson 

(Paterson) 

Commonwealth of 

Australia 

(1921:III:1:611). 

160 “about eighty”  80 West Tamar 26 Nov 1804 Paterson Commonwealth of 

Australia 

(1921:III:1:606). 

161 between 250 and 300  300 Browns River 9 Oct 1807 Knopwood Nicholls (1977:145). 

 
1 This figure is retained. The sex imbalance is caused by atypical polygamy. 

 



414 

 

Duplicated 

Sighting 

References 

Representative 

Sighting 

Reference 

Representative 

Assigned Value 

1, 3, 5, 8, 9, 10 1 1 60 

11, 12, 13, 14 13 16 

15, 16, 18 15 32 

20, 21, 22 21 48 

50, 51 2 50 20 

56, 57 56 8 

59, 60 59 20 

61, 62, 63, 69 63 7 

64, 65, 67, 70, 71 65 9 

66, 72 66 16 

74, 76, 81, 150 81 100 

75 3 - - 

82, 84 84 144 

87, 90 90 16 

95, 97 95 32 

104, 105, 109, 110, 

115, 118, 146, 148 4 

148 40 

106, 107, 111 5 111 36 

112, 116, 117, 119 117 80 

121, 122 121 40 

128, 129 129 4 

134 6 - - 

136, 137, 138, 154, 

155 

155 15 

131, 147 147 23 

  

Table 2. Duplicated records of sightings of Aborigines between 1772-1807 (refer Table 1) 

 

 
1 Sightings 1,3,5,8,9,10 are of the same group of Aborigines by different members of the same party. Roux’s 

estimate of “300 men” must be his estimate for the total seen over a number of days. Even so, it bears little parallel 

with any of the figures provided by his colleagues, who also noted women, and must be considered an 

exaggeration. 
2 Sighting 50 is the same as 51 even though the dates differ in the accounts 
3 Peron’s hearsay account (sighting 75) is ignored as it seems from the context provided to be a melange of 

sightings 84, 113 and 114 variously located at Dennes Point and Great Taylor Bay. 
4 Despite the different journal dates, from the context, these accounts are describing the same group at different 

times throughout a single day. The retrospective account written by Baudin in a letter to France dated 11 th 

November 1802, 10 months after the meeting with Aborigines, is used here as it is more particular in describing 

the age/sex breakdown. 
5 Leschenault’s hearsay account is ignored in favour of Baudin’s and Hamelin’s eyewitness accounts. Hamelin’s 

detailed account of sex and age groups is favoured over Baudin’s general figure.  
6 Baudin’s comment is hearsay from ‘scientists’ ashore who probably included Peron (see his sighting 135).  
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Number 

in party 

Frequency of 

observations 

Number 

in party 

Frequency of 

observations 

Number 

in party 

Frequency of 

observations 

Number 

in party 

Frequency of 

observations 

1-5 25 76-80 3 151-155 0 226-230 0 

6-10 15 81-85 0 156-160 0 231-235 0 

11-15 15 86-90 0 161-165 0 235-240 0 

16-20 11 91-95 0 166-170 0 241-245 0 

21-25 8 96-100 0 171-175 0 246-250 0 

26-30 4 101-105 0 176-180 0 251-255 0 

31-35 4 106-110 0 181-185 0 256-260 0 

36-40 6 111-115 0 186-190 0 261-265 0 

41-45 1 116-120 0 191-195 0 266-270 0 

46-50 5 121-125 0 196-200 1 271-275 0 

51-55 1 126-130 0 201-205 0 276-280 0 

56-60 5 131-135 0 206-210 0 281-285 0 

61-65 0 136-140 0 211-215 0 286-290 0 

66-70 1 141-145 1 216-220 0 291-295 0 

71-75 0 146-150 0 221-225 0 296-300 1 

 

Table 3: Summary of sizes of Aboriginal parties observed (1772-1807). 
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APPENDIX H 

TIMING OF ABORIGINAL DANCES WITH RESPECT TO MOON PHASE. 

 

Date Reference 

(Plomley 2008: 

page no.) 

Robinson’s 

terms (see 

key below) 

% 

Illumination 

of the moon 

25 March 1830 167 DS 0 

24 September 1830 254 S 38 

14 November 1830 309 H 2 

15 November 1830 311 H 0 

16 November 1830 312 DS 0 

21 November 1830 314 H 26 

23 November 1830 316 H 50 

24 November 1830 316  56 

17 December 1830 327 DH 3 

18 June 1831 396 D 58 

29 August 1831 448 DHS 67 

31 August 1831 449 S 44 

1 September 1831 450 DHS 33 

4 September 1831 452 DS 22 

21 December 1831 594 DHS 95 

31 December 1831 602 D 9 

8 March 1832 625 D 30 

11 April 1832 632 H 81 

28 May 1832 643 H 6 

19 June 1832 651 HS 74 

23 June 1832 655, 656 DHS 34 

29 June 1832 658 D 1 

13 July 1832 661 H 100 

15 July 1832 665 H 96 

17 July 1832 666 DS 86 

14 August 1832 674 H 95 

16 August 1832 675 H 82 

3 September 1832 684 D 59 

15 September 1832 693 D 77 

20 October 1832 706 D 17 

20 May 1833 761 H 0 

25 May 1833 768 H 34 

12 June 1833 789 DHS 36 

7 April 1834 908 H 4 

14 April 1834 913 E 21 

 

Robinson’s terms: D = “dancing”; H = “hilarity”; S = “singing”; E = “entertainment”. 
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APPENDIX I 

SELINA HASTINGS, COUNTESS OF HUNTINGDON CONNEXION 

The Countess of Huntingdon was the leading aristocratic Methodist1 of the time and renowned 

for being the premier female head of the British Methodist evangelical revival. She founded 

her own Christian sect, The Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, which is still in existence 

today.2 She used £100,000 of her wealth,3 as well as contributions from her contacts amongst 

the British aristocracy, to build chapels across England and train and support a team of 

itinerants to preach in them. She funded the religious training college of Trevecca College 

(Coleg Trefeca) in South Wales in 1768 to promulgate her particular brand of Methodism and 

supported her own foreign missions. She was a strong, self-opinionated religious enthusiast 

who demanded deference and brooked little contradiction from her followers or her opponents. 

She was prominent in intellectual spheres — counting as friends Isaac Watts the great logician 

and non-conformist hymnodist, Augustus Toplady the non-conformist theologian, natural 

historian and an early advocate for animal rights, and Philip Doddridge the non-conformist 

preacher, hymnodist, and educationalist, who founded a Youth Scheme to encourage the sons 

of mechanics to attend dissenting academies and whose writings were a strong influence on the 

abolitionist William Wilberforce. She was considered by contemporaries to be highly strung, 

impulsive, given to flights of fancy, a Romantic but also a contrary: she founded, for instance, 

missions to African Americans and to Sierra Leone yet kept slaves at a time when nearly all 

evangelicals espoused abolitionism. Early in her life she broke from John Wesley but continued 

 
1 ‘Methodist’ was originally a term of mockery used by University of Oxford students towards George Whitefield 

and John and Charles Wesley who were ‘methodical’ in their conduct and in their study of the bible. 
2 A ‘connexion’ in this context is a religious association with an organisational model common to early non-

conformist groups comprising a strong central body which controls circuits of travelling ministers who service a 

number of chapels. 
3 Thornbury (1878). 
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to be strongly influenced by the Calvinistic Methodist George Whitefield who she appointed 

as her chaplain.4 

As a peer of the realm she was permitted to build chapels without licence from the local 

bishop as long as they were attached to her residence. By the time of her death, in what 

Schlenther called “ecclesiastical subterfuge”, the countess had founded 64 chapels across the 

country, the most prominent being Spa Fields Chapel. Originally the Pantheon, a pleasure 

pavilion that fell into disrepute, the countess converted this rotunda into a chapel seating 2000 

while she resided in the adjoining house, formerly the Dog and Duck.5  

Theologically, Lady Huntingdon and her followers were strongly influenced by George 

Whitefield and his Calvinistic Methodism. This, a minority form of Methodism, was 

differentiated from the mainstream Wesleyanism mainly on the question of salvation. It 

incorporated a belief in predestination and the doctrine of election. That is, an infallible God 

with foreknowledge of all events ordained who would be saved and then guided those limited 

few towards salvation.6 To some it was a seductive philosophy. It spurned free-will, 

substituting a certain fatalism, and the idea that one was chosen by God to be elected for 

salvation while the rest were eternally damned must have appealed to some of the aristocracy. 

It contrasted with the Arminian doctrine followed by Wesley of conditional election whereby 

God desired to save all, but that desire could be resisted by human free will. Salvation was 

achieved through cooperation with God and required unending good works to arrive at, 

something avoided by the Calvinistic Methodists.7 The latter’s belief in salvation through faith 

alone caused them to be accused of antinomianism, a release from any moral law that governed 

behavioral standards.8 Members of the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion considered 

 
4 Gregory (1999); Harding (2003); Schlenther (1997); Welch (1995). For Whitefield see Dallimore (1990). 
5 Temple (2008). 
6 Schlenther (1997:26, 39).  
7 Schlenther (1997:2, Ch. 8). 
8 Schlenther (1997:136 ff).  
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themselves a close offshoot of the evangelical stream of the Anglican Church. They supported 

child baptism.9 They subscribed to the Anglican Book of Common Prayer,10 but limited to 

fifteen articles of the Confession of Faith,11 a subset of the Anglican 39 articles of doctrines 

and practices. In the early period, followers of the Connexion did not consider themselves 

dissenters and thought of themselves as much closer to the Anglican Church than did the 

Wesleyans.12 It was not until her hand was forced in 1781 over the status of her chapels that 

Lady Huntingdon seceded from the Anglican Church.13 At her death in 1791, with the loss of 

Lady Huntingdon’s autocratic controlling powers, the sect slowly diminished in numbers over 

the decades with many of her followers removing to the Independent Congregational churches.  

The Calvinist-Armenian debate has been on-going since the 17th century, with its 

origins stretching back to early medieval times. The Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion is 

just one recent manifestation. It is impossible to do justice to the convolutions and relevance 

of the debate which continues today, expressed by the doctrinal differences between the various 

branches of Methodists on the one hand and the Presbyterians, Reformed Church and Reformed 

Baptists on the other. Whether the Connexion’s congregations were aware of the doctrinal 

issues debated by the clergy is moot. Harding suggests that in some cases they were.14 The 

attraction of families to the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion probably operated on a 

number of levels. The convivial society of likeminded people offered support and a sense of 

belonging. Business men would have found links that could be made with other well-to-do 

artisans and clients in the congregation which resulted in financial benefit. Their children may 

have benefited from attendance at Lady Huntingdon’s schools. The Connexion was noted for 

 
9 Harding (2003:354). 
10 Schlenther (1997:122). 
11 Harding (2003: Annex C). 
12 Harding (2003: 356). 
13 Harding (2003: 330-339). 
14 Harding (2003:281ff). 
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its excellent musical services and hymn singing and attracted very large congregations.15 So 

much so that one preacher “complained of the ‘vitiated’ air in the chapels caused the candles 

to burn dim, and he perspired so much as to rust the keys in his pocket”.16 The preachers, like 

most evangelicals, attempted to be entertaining but those belonging to the Connexion were 

renowned for their passionate sermons of fire and brimstone. There would also have been a 

certain cachet in belonging to a minority sect which attracted the upper class. The ‘quality’ 

attended morning sermons given by the better preachers, the humbler attended in the evening 

when the lesser preachers led the services. Then the sermons attracted artisans and mechanics 

such as the Robinsons. 

 
15 Welch (1995:199-202). 
16 Welch (1995:202). 
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APPENDIX J 

 

ROBINSON’S EXCERPT FROM WILLIAM ROBERTSON’S HISTORY OF 

AMERICA 

 

The following excerpt from Robinson’s Journal of 27 November 18291 is a copy of a passage 

from Willian Robertson’s History of America. Part of the first and all of the second paragraph 

were not provided in Plomley’s published edition of Robinson’s journals, thereby losing its 

sense and relevance.2 Robinson’s care in transcribing these paragraphs show how important 

they were to him as the intellectual underpinning for his future endeavours.  

Amongst the traditions handed down to Posterity concerning the state 

& manners of the Original Inhabitants of the New World we are informed that 

the Natives of Peru which upon the invasion of the Spaniards was one of the 

most enlightened empires in the Western Hemisphere and had extended its 

Dominions from N. to S. above fifteen hundred miles along the Pacific Ocean 

were primarily amongst the most unimproved savages of America “Strangers 

to every species of cultivation or regular industry without any fixed residence 

and unacquainted with those sentiments and Obligations which form the first 

bonds of Social Union they are said to have roamed about naked in the forests 

with which the Country was then covered more like wild beasts than men — 

After they had struggled for several ages with the hardships and calamities 

which are inevitable in such a state and when no circumstances seemed to 

indicate the approach of any uncommon effort towards improvement we are 

told that there appeared on the banks of Lake Titicaca a man and woman of 

majestic form and clothed in decent garments. They declared themselves to be 

 
1 Robinson (1829-1830b: 113-116). 
2 Plomley (2008: 102).  
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Children of the Sun sent by their beneficent parents who beheld with pity the 

miseries of the human race to instruct and to reclaim them. At their persuasion 

enforced by reverence for the divinity in whose name they were supposed to 

speak several of the dispossed savages united together and receiving their 

commands and heavenly injunctions, followed them to Cuzco where they 

settled and began to lay the foundations of a City — 

Manco Capac and Mama Ocollo for such were the names of those 

extraordinary personages having thus collected some wandering tribes formed 

that social union which by multiplying the desires and uniting the efforts of 

the human species excites industry and  leads to improvement Manco Capac 

instructed the men in agriculture and other useful arts Mama Ocollo taught the 

women to spin and to weave —By the labour of the one sex subsistence 

became less precarious  by that of the other life was rendered more comfortable 

— After securing the Objects of first necessity in an infant state by providing 

food raiments and habitations for the rude people of whom he took charge 

Manco Capac turned his attention towards introducing such laws & policy as 

might perpetuate their happiness — By his institutions the various relations in 

private life were established and the duties resulting from them prescribed with 

such propriety as gradually formed a barbarous people to decency of manners 

— In public Administration the functions of persons in Authority were so 

precisely defined and the subordination of those under their jurisdiction 

maintained with such a steady hand that the Society in which he presided soon 

assumed the aspect of a regular and well governed state 

 

Robertsons Histy of America Vol 9 – Page 289
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APPENDIX K 

THE GENERAL PLAN OF THE ABORIGINAL ESTABLISHMENT 

The following is a copy of Robinson’s understanding of Arthur’s requirements for the 

Aboriginal Establishment on Bruny Island. 1 

General Plan 

I The object to be attained — 

the amelioration of the aborigines of Van die mans land  - - - - - - - - - - 

II The means, by which it is proposed the foregoing object, should be carried into 

effect 

I Civilisation - - - - - - - - - - - -  

II Instruction in the principles of Christianity, Civilisation — to form a General 

establishment or native, Village, this division of the General plan, may be comprised 

under the following heads or particulars 

1 - the Site 

2 – the Plan 

3 – the means 

1st the site — should include fertility of soil —proximity to fresh water — 

Contiguous to the Shore — and remote from Settlers — 

 

2nd The Plan 

the establishment (or native Village) to form 3 sides of a — quadrangle — opening 

to the Beach — the mission house — to be situated at the upper end so as to 

command a View of the whole establishment the married persons to the other side - 

- - - - - - - - - - 

 
1 Robinson (1829-1830a: Frames 008-0011). 
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2ly each family to have a Log hut covered with Bark — the aborigines to assist in 

the erection of the same - - - - - - - - - - - 

3ly each allotment to be fenced — the fence to be formed of stakes drove into the 

ground and fastened by Bark - - - - - - - - - - 

4ly A school to be created with Logs and covered with Bark — this Building to 

answer (in the first instance as a Church for the performance of divine worship - - - 

- - - - 

5ly a garden to be laid out for the General purposes of the institution - - - - - - - - - 

 

3ly the means 

To assist the aborigine to erect his hut —  

2ly to assist them in preparing a few rods of land has a potatoe ground 

3ly To prevail on them to cook their food after the manner of Europeans — to catch 

fish to eat with their potatoes - - - - - - - 

The Children if practicable to eat at one table — as opportunity may occur to teach 

the Children trades - - - - - - -  

II To instruct them in the principles of Christianity - - - - - - 

1st By Public worship 

2ly By Public Schools 

1ly public worship to be performed regularly on — the Sabbath days - - - - - - 

2ly a Conversational — or Catechetical meeting on Monday evening - - - - - 

3ly Wednesday evening public service 

2ly Schools 

The school to open and to conclude with prayer  Dr Bells System to be adopted as 

far as practicable  The Children to be taught the English Language in adjusting the 
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foregoing plan, I have endeavoured to observe the most rigid economy — your 

Excellency will perceive — that all the buildings with the exception of the Mission 

House are to be Log Buildings, covered with bark — the natives to assist in the 

erection — all the fences are to be formed of Stakes drove into the ground fastened 

with Bark 

The formation of the establishment would appear of primary importance the 

aborigines would be acquiring habits of industry — the establishment would be able 

to produce its own potatoes the natives would be better satisfied — Strangers visiting 

the Settlement would see more to interest them — and be induced to settle - - - - - 

I would submit to your excellency wether the aborigines should be confined to a 

ration — and if confined to a ration wether they should not have a larger ration than 

what is at present allowed — unless they have what is sufficient they wander from 

the settlement in quest of food join Mr Kellys servants or the servants of the Settlers 

— and submit to immoral practices for the Sake of Provisions — Whereby the 

objects of the mission become retarded 

I would likewise submit to your excellency whether a little tea sugar and tobacco 

should not be kept in the place in case of sickness — and at certain times when the 

aboriginal female - would require a little tea of which they are very fond  The tobacco 

might be given as rewards to the men  A medicine Chest with directions for use 

would be an acquisition to the Mission — Sulphur & Lard would be of great use to 

Clean the scorbutic affections of the natives — at present if they feel any inward 

afflictions or pain — they Cut themselves with sharp stones or Shells supposing the 

affliction is caused by rá-ge-a wrapper — or evil spirit and by making an incision 

imagine a speedy cure – I saw one of the females who was [with?] affection — her 

husband had made an incision in her side purposely to afford her relief 
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I remain 

your Excellencys obedient 

Humble Servant 

GA Robinson 
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APPENDIX L 

THE ABORIGINES ON BRUNY ISLAND IN 1829. 

 

Twenty-three identified Aborigines were noted by Robinson to be commonly located on Bruny Island in 1829.1 Besides Bruny Island, they 

originated from Southport, Port Esperance and Port Davey.2 One (unidentified) male was known to be from Port Davey. The individuals are listed 

below in approximate order of appearance in Robinson’s records.3 A number of others (not listed) were brought to Bruny by Robinson from 

elsewhere. Additionally, there was a fleeting visit of a party of nine from the ‘Wild Mob’ of Port Davey. 4  

 

Name Notes Earliest references 

Truganini A 17-year-old woman. A native of Recherche Bay. A fluent 

English speaker. Her mother was killed by sealers. Her first 

husband was killed by sawyers. Her sisters were kidnapped 

by sealers. 

Plomley, (2008:56). 

Wéanée A seventeen-year-old male. His was the first death and 

cremation recorded by Robinson. 

Plomley (2008:59). 

Joe A man in his 30’s(?). A skilled boatman. An accidental 

polygamist. His first wife had died in April 1829.  

Plomley (2008:59). 

Woman Joe’s first wife. Plomley (2008:59). 

Morley Joe’s second wife.  Plomley (2008:59). 

Child Joe and Morley’s daughter aged about 4 or 5 years. Plomley (2008:64); Robinson to Arthur 12 June 1829. 

CSO1/317/7578:19;  

Child Joe and Morley’s son, still suckling.  Plomley (2008:64); Robinson to Arthur 12 June 1829. 

CSO1/317/7578:19;  

Wooraddy A 36-year-old man. Remembered as a boy seeing the British 

land at Hobart in 1804. Spoke poor English. 

Plomley (2008:111); Robinson (1837-1865: Frame 1088).  

 
1 This appendix is expanded from Ranson (2013a: Table 4). 
2 CSO1/1/317/7578:21.  
3 Ages are approximate and are taken from Plomley (2008: Appendix 6). Other details can be found in Plomley (1987: Appendix I). 
4 Plomley (2008:70).  
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Wooraddy’s wife Pregnant at the time. Plomley (2008:111). 

Child Wooraddy’s eldest son aged 6, later named Thomas Brune.  Plomley (2008:111).  

Child Wooraddy’s middle son, aged 5, later named David Brune.  Plomley (2008:111). 

Child Wooraddy’s youngest son, aged 4, later named Peter Brune.  Plomley (2008:111). 

Catherine A man.  Plomley, (2008:61). 

Jack  Plomley (2008:68).  

Jack’s wife  Plomley (2008:69).  

Dray A 30-year-old woman. A native of Port Davy. Fluent English 

speaker.  

Plomley (2008: 61). 

Child Infant of Dray. Died September 1829.  Plomley, (2008:73). 

Pagerly A young woman from the South west. Married Mangarner 

when his second wife died. Possible sister of Nelson.  

Plomley, (2008:75). 

Nelson Noted as a ‘very old’ woman (probably in her fifties and thus 

may have met the early French explorers). A leader, 

sometime associated with the resistance fighter Mosquito. 

She had attacked Kelly’s farm in 1825. She was originally 

from Southport and Port Esperance. She had only one arm. 

Plomley, (2008:56); Welsh (1828). 

William Orphan boy. Plomley (2008:76).  

Mangerner A senior male aged about 50. A native of Bruny 

Island/Recherche Bay. Father of Truganini. His first wife was 

killed by sealers. 

Plomley (2008:78).  

Mangerner’s 

second 

wife 

Kidnapped by the Cyprus mutineers.  Plomley (2008:78).  

Mangerner’s son Sixteen years old. Killed during the Cyprus incident. Plomley (2008:78).  
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APPENDIX M 

THE CONVICTS AT THE ABORIGINAL ESTABLISHMENT 

 

Details of the convicts at the mission, listed by surname in alphabetical order, are given below.1 

 

Ashton, Stephen(?)2 

Ashton was a 23-year-old, single Yorkshireman and, like Robinson, a brick maker. Brown-

haired, hazel eyed, five foot six inches tall, he was “pockpitted” with small-pox and had tattoos 

of a crucifix and sun as well as a heart on the inside of his right arm.3 Caught for house breaking 

his gaoler noted that he was “Bad - convicted before” — though he only owned up to a previous 

stint of six months for breaking into a coal house.4 For his latest escapade, he was convicted in 

the Yorkshire Spring Assizes of stealing “apparel” and sentenced to death.5 This was commuted 

to transportation for life and he arrived in Tasmania in November 1828, just six months before 

the founding of the Mission. He was first assigned to the Prisoners Barracks in Hobart from 

where he was employed in public works. Three months after his arrival he was charged with 

“idleness and neglect of duty” and given 25 lashes. Two weeks later he was charged with 

providing tea to the men on the treadwheel for which he himself was punished with seven days 

on the machine. Ashton joined the others at the Mission with a comparatively good record — 

though this was to change over the next ten years with a long record of petty crimes including 

stealing, drunkenness, creating a disturbance and absconding. Intriguingly his record shows that 

on 5th August 1830, five months after the Mission was abandoned and Robinson was walking 

up the west coast, he was charged by Robinson “on suspicion of having robbed the Aborigines 

 
1 Most of this text has been adapted from Ranson (2013a).  
2
 “Stephn” noted in Robinson’s pocket book (Robinson (1829-1833: Frame 574)).  

3 TAHO CON23/1/1/ ID No 295. 
4 TAHO CON31/1/1: 70. 
5 The Newcastle Courant 5 April 1828: 2c. 
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of their food”. For this crime he was sentenced to three months on the chain gang with a 

recommendation that he was “to be sent into the interior”.6 

 

Brown William,  

Records of the eighteen William Brown(e)s who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land before the 

mission was abandoned were searched. None of the records of these men mentioned service at 

the mission. This individual remains unidentified. He was invalided from the mission perhaps 

because he scalded his foot — though elsewhere Robinson mentioned he was returned to Hobart 

“on account of his age and living much afflicted with rheumatism”.7 

 

Chadwick, Thomas  

Chadwick was former baker from Manchester and twenty-nine-years-old when he arrived at the 

Establishment. Short, even for those times, at 5 feet 2½ inches, he was described as having a 

scar on the outer corner of his right eye and a prominent forehead,8 and had been transported 

for fourteen years for kicking down a warehouse and stealing a ticket(?) book.9 After an 

uneventful three years he suddenly embarked on a life of petty absconsion and bushranging and 

in 1825 was first sentenced to three years secondary transportation to Macquarie Harbour. The 

severity of the sentence for this first offence was probably due to him bailing up the pursuing 

soldiers with a bayonet in his hand.10 He absconded again before he could be transported for 

 
6 TAHO CON31/1/1: 70. This is an intriguing reference for, on that day, Robinson was almost at the end of his 

first trip along the West Coast and was staying at Emu Bay (Burnie). Robinson does not mention Ashton in his 

journals after the mission. Conceivably Ashton could have been picked up from the mission on the way to Port 

Davey and was with Robinson on the first part of the expedition to be later sent back early by boat – but even then 

the dates do not match. Plomley (2008: 276) in his list of people accompanying Robinson on the Port Davey 

expedition does not mention Ashton. 
7 Robinson (1829b: c. 1 June 1829). 
8 TAHO CON23/1/1: Image 074. 
9 TAHO CON31/1/6: Image 165. CON27/1/3: Image 10 & 11 has “workhouse” not “warehouse”. 
10 Anonymous (1821-1862: Box 2 Vol 1: 135-136). There is some suggestion that he had earlier stolen a fowling 

piece which he said he disposed of after it burst when he fired on Aborigines. This excuse seems the reason he was 

noted as absconding rather than being found ‘at large and armed’ which would have led to his execution. Maxwell-

Stewart (1990) suggests that it was those absconders who were armed who were termed ‘bushrangers’. Except for 
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which he received another 50 lashes but seems to have avoided being sent to Sarah Island. He 

appeared to be an independent individual who valued his freedom but who suffered a very short 

planning horizon, absconding “into the Woods” and being recaptured five times in a year for 

which he was sentenced in total to 300 lashes and being worked in irons twice. By the time he 

reached the mission he had been going straight for three years and the authorities perhaps felt 

that he had reformed and could again be trusted in a remote location. However, after being at 

the Establishment only a month he was returned to Hobart charged by Robinson with “neglect 

of duty, refusing to work and being insolent to me.”11 For this Chadwick was sentenced to 

fourteen days on the treadwheel on completion of which he was to be returned to Robinson’s 

employ. 

Robinson had returned to Hobart to pick up stores, meet with Arthur,12 and apparently 

to retrieve Chadwick. Chadwick, probably hearing of his imminent return to Robinson’s service, 

escaped from the Prisoners Barracks and, perversely, absconded back to Bruny Island. During 

the time with Robinson he must have either familiarised himself with the island and felt he could 

hide out there or, more likely, had conversed with a number of fellow convicts on the island and 

learnt that it was the most efficient place to await a passing ship and escape from Tasmania 

altogether. Unfortunately for Chadwick, Bruny Island was the hunting ground of Andrew 

Rhind,13 a special constable charged with recovering escapees, and he was quickly picked up. 

This time he was sentenced to six months on the chain gang including six weeks on the 

treadwheel.14 From this point Chadwick’s descent accelerated. With a continuing series of 

absconsions, the rewards for his recaptures increasing from £2 to £25 and a ticket-of -leave for 

 
this first instance, Chadwick never appears to have been armed, yet by 1832, seven years and a further seven 

absconsions later, he was being called a bushranger by the local press (eg. The Hobart Town Courier 12 May 

1832:2c).  
11 Plomley (2008: 62).  
12 Plomley (2008: 67-68). 
13 Plomley (2008: 63, 68, 610 n. 9, 1087) has this man named as ‘Ryan’. A colourful character, one worthy of his 

own dedicated study, Rhind, a convict himself, was a very efficient hunter of men, so much so that the authorities 

were prepared to overlook his own continuing petty criminality to keep him on the job.  
14 TAHO CON31/1/6: Image 165.  
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any convict who caught him,15 his subsequent sentencing regime increased in severity with six 

months on the Deep Gully chain gang, followed by three years imprisonment and hard labour, 

and then a further two years extension on his original fourteen years sentence to be spent on the 

notorious Bridgewater Chain gang. On his final crime spree, in 1832, three years after being 

sent up by Robinson, he was captured single handed by James Ratcliffe, a convict freed by 

servitude, at his farm on the shores of Ralphs Bay16 after robbing George Briscoe of “some 

Sugar, Tea, Trowsers & tobacco” and John Mulligan of “1 lb of bread, ¼ lb of tea, ½ lb of 

sugar”.17 The final straw for the authorities was Chadwick putting his two victims “in bodily 

fear”.18 For this he was executed.19 In sum, Chadwick’s career seemed to have been one of a 

series of petty absconsions during which he raided outlying settlements for food and clothing to 

simply assist in his survival.  

 

Dimson(?) or Dennison(?)  

Plomley has Robinson noting a “Dimson”.20 However, there is no man of that name in the 

convict records. D’Arcy suggests the man may be called “Simpson” but does not evidence her 

assertion.21 Robinson may have misheard and thus misspelled the name. Inputting ‘Dimson’ 

into Soundex, a phonetic algorithm used to index surnames by their sound, suggests the most 

likely alternative is ‘Dennison’, Plomley having mistaken Robinson’s scrawled ‘e’ for an ‘i’ and 

the double-‘n’ as an ‘m’ to make ‘Dimson’. There were only two ‘Dennisons’ in Tasmania in 

1829, neither could be linked to the mission.  

 

 
15 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser 11 March 1825: 1c, Hobart Town Courier 28 April 

1832: 2b.  
16 https://convictrecords.com.au/convicts/phillips/sarah/43656 [Retrieved 9 January 2019]. 
17 TAHO SC32/1/2: Image 056. 
18 TAHO SC32/1/2: Image 056. At this period, the concept of having a jury of one’s peers did not operate in Van 

Diemen’s Land. Chadwick’s jury consisted of three lieutenants, three captains and a major.  
19 TAHO RGD34/1/1: Image 122; SC32/1/2: Image 061.  
20 Plomley (2008: 66).  
21 D’Arcy (2014: 226 n. 79) 
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Freek, John 

John Freek or Freake was a fishmonger22 and maybe it was because of a sensitivity towards this 

food that Robinson’s convicts made him their cook. At forty-one years old, this short, sallow 

faced, blond, grey-eyed Londoner23 was the eldest of Robinson’s convict servants. Early one 

morning, in 1818, Freek and his companion had entered the London house of a retired East India 

hand, Edward John Holland, and taken a fancy to a “coat, value 18s., and one jacket, value 2s., 

the goods of Charles Facey,” Holland’s footman. The pair were spotted leaving Holland’s 

residence and a hue and cry went up. Despite throwing off his greatcoat and dropping the stolen 

goods hidden beneath it, Freek was run down by the crowd and brought back to Holland’s house 

where he was later arrested by the local constable.24 Freek was convicted for housebreaking at 

the ‘Old Bailey’— the London’s Central Criminal Court — and sentenced to death, commuted 

to 14 years transportation, and arrived in Tasmania in March 1820.25 Described as “very quiet” 

in his description list, Freek was reported only twice in the first eight years of his fourteen year 

sentence — for neglect of duty. However, in the last six years of his servitude he was reported 

a further twenty-two times. Freek had probably become an alcoholic. Often absent without 

leave, absent from muster, intoxicated in the Prisoners Barracks and the Hobart Streets, his drink 

problem in these later years often led him into making a disturbance, becoming impertinent and 

insolent and in one case “thrusting himself against Mr Clitheroe” (an overseer). His punishments 

were comparatively light for times, the occasional 25 lashes, working the tread mill for periods 

of 3 days to a month or being confined to a chain gang for periods of a week to a month. 

Unusually, he was still being sentenced to the very end of his 14 years of transportation and was 

able to point out to the authorities that his last sentence would be truncated as he had come to 

 
22 TAHO CON13/2/2:36. Though he is listed as a stableman in the Description List TAHO CON23/1/1:ID No F101 
23 Description List TAHO CON 23/1/1:ID No F101. Indent of the Transport Ship Castle Forbes TAHO 

CON13/1/2:19& 36. 
24 Old Bailey Proceedings Online. Trial of John Freek and Charles Smith. 

(https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/print.jsp?div=t18180506-3, version 8.0, May 1818) 
25

 Description List TAHO CON13/1/2:36. The Morning Post 15th May 1818: 3d.   
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the end of his years of transportation.26 Even as a free man he was still being arrested for 

drunkenness.27  

One gains a sense that the authorities recognised his alcoholism and also recognised that 

the punishments that they were giving him were not acting as a deterrent. In early June 1829 he 

received 25 lashes for: “… making use of very improper language during the time Divine 

Service was being performed in the P[risoners’] B[arracks] last night …”28 A few weeks after 

this episode, perhaps with a certain wry amusement, the authorities sent him to work for the 

proselytising Robinson. His assignment to the Mission may also have served to place him in a 

remote situation away from the temptations of alcohol. Certainly, while he served with 

Robinson, he avoided trouble and it was to be sixteen months before he was up again to face the 

magistrate. He comes across as a kind and gentle man. Robinson gave him the job of caring for 

and washing the Aboriginal children. Most unusually, he was later to be questioned by the 

Aboriginal Committee on the suitability of the Mission for its purpose, one of only three 

convicts to be so examined.29  

 

Macklow, Thomas 

Thomas Macklow was a man of initiative and a born leader with a strong anti-authoritarian 

streak. He was to become the overseer of the convicts at the Mission and was to give Robinson 

much trouble. Macklow was born in 1801 in the Border Counties to non-conformist parents, his 

father being a Methodist local preacher, an itinerant who would often travel far to give sermons 

and provide pastoral care. The family settled in Tewksbury where Thomas was enrolled in a 

local Lancasterian school for non-conformists at the age of twelve. Discipline at Lancasterian 

 
26 Conduct Record TAHO CON31/1/13:34.  
27 Colonial Times 27 May 1834:7b. He was fined 5 shillings. 
28 CON13/1/13:34 
29 TAHO CSO1/327/7578:103. 
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schools was vicious30 and it may be that this was reason that he remained in school for only two 

months. He re-enrolled at fourteen and lasted another year. Around about this time his father 

probably died and it was left to his mother to bring him up.31 From that point Macklow was 

destined to reject authority. Memories of his old school must have been strong, and he started 

his life of crime at the age of fifteen by breaking into it and stealing the money box. Before he 

could be tried, he broke out of gaol but was later sentenced to 1 month for the escape. He was 

apprenticed to a brush maker in Worcester but didn’t last long at that job before he ran from his 

master. He was caught and sentenced for another month. Moving to Warwick he was convicted 

for 6 months for stealing wearing apparel. At the age of twenty, he returned to Tewksbury where 

he was sentenced for 6 months for stealing a lamb and some fowls.32 The Tewksbury Gaoler 

had a long memory and confined Macklow in irons. Macklow and his two cell companions, 

however, had secreted a file and cut through their chains, broke out of their cell and climbed 

over the outer wall using a rope made from their bedclothes.33  

Over the next week, Macklow made his way to Abergavenny, 50 kilometres to the west 

where he and a companion robbed a silk mercer of £150 of silk and hid it in an orchard to be 

picked up later. Unfortunately, he was also suspected of robbing his lodgings and it is for this 

crime that he was taken to the gaol at Usk, ten kilometres down the road, and committed there 

as “an idle and disorderly person”. Unsurprisingly, he broke out of Usk Gaol and made his way 

 
30 A reporter writing a piece headed ‘Daring Offenders’ for the Bristol Mercury (Saturday 7th July 1821: 4d) which 

described Macklow’s escapades was puzzled that a son of a Methodist preacher and particularly an ex-pupil of the 

Tewksbury Lancasterian School could have stooped so low. Joseph Lancaster, a Quaker, was an educationalist 

who was a promoter of the monitorial system, similar to that of Bell’s which was agreed between Robinson and 

Governor Arthur to be the method for the education and control of Aboriginal children at the Mission. Discipline 

at Lancaster’s schools was violent. While corporal punishment was banned, misbehaving pupils were tied up in 

sacks or hoisted in cages above the class (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Lancaster [accessed 15 July 2011]). 

Given his experience of this type of schooling, it is interesting to speculate what Macklow’s feelings were on 

learning that a similar system was going to be introduced for the education of the Aborigines.  
31 There is mention of his father William Macklow in ‘The Methodist Magazine’ for 1812 and 1814 but not 

thereafter. Macklow in his interview with authorities on his arrival in Tasmania mentions only a mother who “... 

takes in needle work and lets lodgings ...” (TAHO CON27/1/3).  
32 TAHO CON27/1/3.  
33 Willavoys (2002). 
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back to the orchard to pick up his loot where he was ambushed by waiting authorities and 

captured after a stiff fight. Amongst the silk were loaded pistols, suggesting Macklow intended 

to escalate his criminal career. He was lodged in the local lock-up with both hands bolted to the 

wall.  In the morning he was found to have freed himself from the wall but hadn’t had time to 

escape his cell. He was quickly transported via a series of gaols ending up in Gloucester Gaol 

which was a greater obstacle to his career in crime.34 He was unable to escape this time and two 

months later he faced trail. He came up before Sir William Garrow in the Gloucester Summer 

Assizes where he was condemned to death but reprieved instead, being sentenced to be 

transported for life.35  

Macklow, aged twenty-one, arrived in Tasmania on the Prince of Orange in 1822 and 

was known from his gaol report as a “very desperate character”.36 His description by the 

authorities at his first interview listed him as tall for the times at 5 foot 7½ inches. He had brown 

hair and grey eyes, was slightly pitted by small pox and had a scar on his right forearm and on 

his chin.37 His rebelling against authority did not stop on his arrival in Australia. Less than a 

year after this he was noted as stealing a towel from his master Mr Dodsworth for which he was 

punished with fifty lashes. The next month he was given a further fifty lashes for “disobedience 

of orders and neglect of duty”. By August 1826 he was working for a Mr G. Thomson in New 

Norfolk from whom he absconded and travelled to Hobart without a pass. For this he was 

sentenced for a month on a chain gang. Eighteen months later, in March 1828, he was found 

guilty of insolence and disobedience of orders and sentenced to fourteen days on the tread wheel. 

He absconded from Thompson for a third time in September 1828 and this time was sentenced 

 
34 Bristol Mercury Saturday 7th July 1821: 4d. 
35 Jackson’s Oxford Journal 25 August 1821: 2e. There were over 200 crimes against property that attracted the 

death penalty, including all theft involving goods over the value of a shilling. Strangely, Macklow was not indicted 

for his theft of the £150 of silk which would certainly have seen him swing from the gallows but for a lesser crime 

of housebreaking. Garrow was an effective defender of criminals when he was a barrister. As a judge it seems he 

used his capacity to reduce Macklow’s sentence to transportation. Three horse thieves condemned the same day as 

Macklow were not so lucky.  
36 CON31/1/29. Conduct Register of Male Convicts arriving in the period of the Assignment System.  
37 CON27/1/3. Appropriation List of Convicts Prince of Orange. 
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to work in irons in Hobart for one year. This was the man Robinson inherited as one of his 

convict servants.  

Besides being the convict overseer at the Mission, Macklow was useful to Robinson in 

other ways. He was apprenticed as a brush maker and later in life was to carry out the trade of 

wheelwright - a specialised form of joinery — so must have gained skills in carpentry over the 

years. Given this and the evidence for the issuing of tools and nails to him, Robinson 

undoubtedly valued him as a bush carpenter. Despite being a trouble maker, Macklow was 

valued, for he was later to accompany Robinson on his expedition to Port Davey.  

 

Rayner, John 

There were a number of John Rayners transported to Tasmania and this confused Plomley who 

conflated this man’s name with two others.38 There is a Jno (abbreviation for John) Rayner 

mentioned in Robinson’s pocket book39 and there is a convict record for a John Rayner which 

mentions Robinson, thereby offering a definitive cross-correlation (and it this man that is 

reported here).40 

John Rayner was transported to Tasmania in 1826 in the ship Governor Ready. On paper, 

he also appeared a useful man to have in helping found the Mission. Rayner was a twenty-seven-

year-old farm labourer and ploughman from Norfolk and these skills would have been useful if 

Robinson was going to successfully convert the Aborigines to self-sufficient farmers. 

Unfortunately, Robinson was probably unaware that his English gaoler’s report stated he was 

 
38 Plomley has this man named variously as “William (John?) Rayner” (2008:127). 
39 Robinson (1829-1833: 24).  
40 TAHO CON31/1/34:159. Plomley (2008:1086) has a John Rayner transported in 1824 in the Asia II (sic – 

actually Asia I). This man could not have served Robinson at the Mission because he was working for a Mr Lambe 

between 1827-1834 (TAHO CON31/1/34:123). Alternatively, Plomley mentions a William Rayner associated with 

Robinson on his expedition along the South West Coast. This man arrived in the Transport Commodore Hayes in 

1823 and was sentenced to life on 16th April 1829 (TAHO CON31/1/34:112) and sent to Sarah Island where 

Robinson first met him in May 1833 and thus could not have served Robinson at the Mission (Plomley 2008: 

755ff.).  
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an “idle char(acter)”;41 a characteristic that was to cause Robinson some problems later. Brown 

haired, blue eyed, Rayner was distinguished not only by a large scar under his chin and a large 

mole on the right hand side of his neck but also for being “very stout made”.42 Rayner had 

originally been sentenced to death “for breaking into the dwelling house of John Jermany (his 

uncle) no person being therein, and stealing £9 12s.”43 His death sentence was commuted to 

transportation for life and he arrived in Tasmania in August 1827. He was a hard man, one who 

rejected authority and was prepared to speak his mind — often in colourful language. In October 

1828 he was charged with: “Using most insulting & unbecoming language to his overseer also 

assaul(tin)g and beating his fellow Servant & other highly improper Conduct in his Master’s 

service — No 1 Chain Gang 12 months …”44 Rayner was released from the chains after seven 

months and came to Robinson on the 25th April 1829. Two days later he was “impertinent” to 

Robinson “and refused to work”45 and sent up to Hobart where on 2nd May 1829 he was charged 

with “disob(edian)ce of orders & being insolent to his supe(rio)r Mr Robinson on Monday last 

[27 April 1829] — 50 lashes, T(read) Wheel 14 days and afterwards worked in Ch(ain) Gang 

one month”.46 This was a harsh punishment for showing insolence to a master — even for a 

repeat offence — the crime typically attracted fifty lashes. It may be that the additional 

punishment was to make an example to Robinson’s other convict servants, that though Robinson 

was remote and operating on his own, he had the Government’s full backing. Rayner was to 

continue to give Robinson problems. 

 

 
41 TAHO CON31/1/1:159. 
42 TAHO CON21/1/3 ID No 474 
43

 The Bury and Norwich Post: Or, Suffolk and Norfolk Telegraph, Essex, Cambridge & Ely Intelligencer 26th July 

1826:4a. 
44 Conduct Record (TAHO CON31/1/34:159). 
45 Plomley (2008:59). 
46 Conduct Record (TAHO CON31/1/34:159).  
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Rhodes, Robert 

Most convicts were transported for very petty crimes. Robert Rhodes was an exception. Rhodes 

was a 5 foot 7¼ ins, twenty-eight-year-old private serving in the 19th Lancers which was based 

at the time in barracks at Hounslow, London.47 He was probably a veteran of the War of 1812-

1815 against the United States. On the 26th May 1819, Rhodes and three other privates were 

indicted for stealing a locked trunk which their corporal kept under his bed. The trunk contained 

two gold seals, a gold key, a silver hunting watch, and coins, bank notes and promissory notes 

valued at over £44.48 One night, shortly after the theft, Rhodes and an accomplice were on guard 

duty and were overheard by a deserter imprisoned in the guard-house discussing their recent 

crime. The deserter reported the conversation and the stolen goods were quickly recovered. 

Some goods were found under a corn bin in the cavalry stables, some notes were found in an 

old glove Rhodes was keeping in his pocket.  

Rhodes was sentenced to death for his crime but the foreman of the jury recommended 

mercy because of his long service.49 His Royal Highness, the Prince Regent agreed to this.50 

Accordingly, Rhodes’s sentence was reduced to transportation for life and he arrived in 

Tasmania in 1820. By the time he came to work at the Mission he was thirty-nine-year-old with 

ten years’ experience as a convict. During that period he had maintained a relatively good 

record, receiving only two reprimands, and sentences of 50 lashes, 7 days on the tread wheel 

and a fortnight in irons for crimes ranging from absent from his master’s premises at night to 

disobedience of orders, intoxication and insolence to an official.51 As a cavalryman, Rhodes 

would have been an excellent horseman and would have been able to break horses and by 

 
47 The 19th Regiment of Light Dragoons (Lancers) was a crack cavalry regiment which used lances as an offensive 

weapon instead of sabres. 
48 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 8.0 17 July 2019, Trial of Patrick M’Court, 

John Breeze, Robert Rhodes, Michael Eagan (t18190526-1)). History is silent as to why this corporal had so much 

loot under his bed (equivalent to about £3590 (http://inflation.iamkate.com/) or AUS$6500 in modern terms). 
49 The Morning Post 27 May 1819: 3e. 
50 The Morning Post 21 July 1819: 3d.   
51

 CON 31/1/34: Image 276. 
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extension carry out general animal husbandry.52 This may have been why he was sent to the 

Establishment. However, there were never any horses at the mission, nor bullocks, and only 

some dogs, so Rhodes’s skills in this area were never used. He was to stay at Robinson’s 

Establishment after the latter left on his friendly mission. Rhodes continued to skirt the law. In 

June 1830, he was picked up in town, for which he offered the reason that he was coming to 

report to the police the that a certain John Hodges was absent.53 He was returned to Bruny Island 

with two constables and ordered to apprehend Hodges. Seven years later as a ticket-of-leave 

man, he was still on Bruny Island when he was charged with trespassing on the Pybus farm 

where he was splitting timber and setting fire to the bush. The case was dismissed but seven 

months later he was again charged, this time with stealing a quantity of potatoes. He was 

discharged but the “potatoes were detained until further enquiry.”54 The following year, this 

lifer who lived out the last half of his sentence on Bruny Island was given a conditional pardon.55 

 

Simpson, Robert(?)56 

The youngest convict at the Mission was Robert Simpson, a 5 foot 5½ ins, brown haired, 

blue eyed Scottish hairdresser who had been sentenced to life in 1823 when he was nineteen 

years old.57 He had been accused, in the company of another, of “… assaulting Angus Fraser in 

the street of Inverness … and forcibly taking from him a trunk, containing articles of wearing 

 
52 Intriguingly this may not have been recognised by the authorities who noted his occupation as ‘Labourer’ in his 

Description List (CON23/1/3: ID No 150) 
53 CON31/1/34: Image 276; Hobart Town Courier 12 June 1830: 2d. 
54 CON31/1/34: Image 276. 
55 CON31/1/34: Image 276. 
56 Robinson does not give this man’s first name when he worked at the Mission. Plomley assumes it is John or 

Jonathan Simpson, who had been transported on the Princess Charlotte in 1824 based on Robinson’s note that a 

man of that name was assigned to join his Port Davey expedition on 22nd December 1829 (Plomley 2008:107). 

Interestingly, nothing in this man’s records (CON31/1/38: 215) suggests that he was at the Mission or on the 

journey to Port Davey – again highlighting the inconsistencies and incompleteness of these convict records. It is 

likely that Robinson had at different times two convict servants of the same surname. The most likely candidate 

for the Simpson who worked at the Mission is Robert Simpson whose record contains hints that he was working 

for Robinson on Bruny Island (TAHO CON31/1/38: 194). 
57

 TAHO CON23/1/3/ID No. S 579. 
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apparel, bills, papers, etc …”.58 For this he was sentenced to be hanged, later to be reduced to 

transportation for life. Simpson arrived in Tasmania in 1824. By the time he came to the Mission 

he was 24 years old and four years into his sentence. In Tasmania, he had begun a life of petty 

crime seemingly caused by drink. In 1827 he was “Found drinking and tippling in the Spotted 

Cow public house, Liverpool Street last night at 10 o’clock …”59 for which he was admonished 

and dismissed. However, in November 1828, he was further found “Absent from his Master’s 

premises on Saturday night last without leave” and sentenced to six months in the chain gang. 

Tellingly his conduct record recommends that Simpson “not to be assigned in Hobart Town” 

and “ordered to reside in the Interior”60 suggesting that like Freek (see before) he had a problem 

with alcohol which he needed to be kept away from. Accordingly, after serving his time in the 

chain gang, he was probably one of the four convicts received by Robinson on 25 April 1829 to 

serve on Bruny Island.61 However, seven weeks later, Robinson returned to Hobart and Simpson 

must have been in his boat crew for he was recorded as being “Drunk & dis(orderl)y in the 

Anchor & Hope public House on Sat(urda)y last & assault(in)g & beating Wm Fowler — 25 

Lashes”.62 It would appear that this man was to accompany Robinson on the Port Davey 

expedition but ten days before departure he was sentenced to 25 lashes (suspended) for being 

absent from muster without leave. The sense one gains from his record was a man who was an 

impulsive petty criminal with little capacity for strategic thinking: after being pardoned in 1837 

he was sentenced to a further 14 years transportation in 1840 for receiving a stolen ham.63 

 

 
58 The Morning Post 25 January 1823:4b. 
59 CON31/1/38:578. 
60 CON31/1/38:578. 
61 Plomley (2008: 58). 
62 CON31/1/38:578.  
63 Conduct Record CON 31/1/38: 194; Colonial Times 4th February 1840:7a. 
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Sterling, Charles 

Charles Sterling/Stirling was a complex character and an unusual convict in that he came 

from a genteel upper middle-class family. Sterling was born in Plymouth, Devon, and around 

1819, at the age of fourteen, had been entered into the Royal Navy as a midshipman. Gaining 

such a position usually required some influence and patronage on the part of a boy’s parents and 

indeed he alleged in one submission before the court that “his family are of the most respectable; 

and of high rank, both in the Army and Navy”.64 For some reason Sterling held his 

midshipmanship for only two years before leaving the sea and becoming based on land as a 

Navy clerk.65 By the time he was eighteen he resided in London,66 living with his mother in 

Cavendish Square and working as a clerk for the Colombian Mining Association.67 This was a 

group of entrepreneur miners prospecting for gold and silver in South America.68 It was 

probably his family’s influence that got him this job in the London head office. 

Sterling has the dubious record of appearing in front of the Old Bailey at least twice.69 

The first time, he narrowly escaped a death sentence for horse stealing on a technicality.70 This 

became a celebrity trial of “… a very genteel man of respectable family…” who had mortified 

his mother and sister by his behaviour and was thus reported in the newspapers at great length. 

In July 1825, Sterling had turned up at a riding school where he had previously taken lessons, 

 
64 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version8.0, 17 July 2019), September 1825, trial of 

Charles Stirling (t18250915-211). Note his name is stated as the alternative Stirling.  

A Midshipman Charles Sterling could not be identified in newspapers or official records and his family 

links have not yet been positively identified. He may have been dissembling. There were, however, many illustrious 

military Stirling/Sterling candidates he could have been related to; for instance, Admiral Sir Walter Stirling (1718-

1786) (grandfather?), his namesake Vice Admiral Sir Charles Stirling (1760-1833) (uncle?), Admiral Sir James 

Stirling (1791-1865) (cousin?), first governor of Western Australia, as well as Sir Walter Stirling (1758-1832) 

(uncle?), 1st Baronet of Faskine. If so, they must have been most dismayed with young Charles. 
65Description List TAHO CON23/1/3: Image 078. This was an unusual step and indeed would be considered by 

serving sea officers as an embarrassing demotion. This marked the first downward spiral of the man. 
66 HO26/31: 173 
67 Conduct Record CON31/1/38:273. 
68 Schwartz (1999).  
69 An earlier appearance in the October Sessions of 1821 where he was sentenced for 6 months for larceny may be 

that of a namesake (HO26/27: 166).  
70 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version8.0, 17 July 2019), September 1825, trial of 

Charles Stirling (t18250915-211), The Morning Post 25 August 1825: 2d, The Morning Chronicle 21 September 

1825: 3e & 4a.  
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hired a horse and rode to Windsor, 25 kilometres to the west. Arriving at Windsor, he was seen 

“riding the horse through the town, he was covered with dust and very much in liquor. The 

people thought he was mad.” He lodged at the Swan Inn, and there compounded his problems 

when he “fell into the company of depraved females and lost all his money”. When “… the 

landlord presented his bill, he did not know what to do, as he had not a shilling left, and on being 

applied to, to sell the horse, he determined to do so, and subsequently, to make compensation to 

the owner.” Unfortunately, Sterling did not repay his debt and two weeks later the owner of the 

horse arrived at his mother’s house to gain restitution. Witnessed by a swooning sister fainting 

from shock, Sterling was still unable to provide the money. The owner had no choice but to 

prosecute. After spending a month in the notorious Newgate Prison, Sterling was brought to 

trial in the adjacent Old Bailey. He was found not guilty of a felony attracting the death penalty, 

being able to show that it was not his intent, at the time of hiring the horse, to steal it. Reading 

the transcript of this trial, and the debate on this narrow technicality, there is the sense of the 

establishment bending over backwards to protect its own. History is silent as to whether the 

owner of the horse ever received his money. 

Sterling was not so lucky the next time. Eight months after his first brush with the law, 

this young man, born with a silver spoon in his mouth, was apprehended for stealing “2 silver 

spoons value 20 s(hillings), the goods of Richard Parr.”71 Sterling had called at Parr’s home 

shortly after meeting him in a nearby tavern. Parr was yet to arrive. While waiting, Sterling stole 

the two spoons off the sideboard and legged it. A servant witnessed this and with her cry of 

“Stop thief! ringing in his ears, Sterling dashed on the “full run” down the street. Even though 

he created a distraction by throwing the spoons over a fence, his pursuers caught him.  He was 

sentenced to seven years transportation. This was a short sentence for such a crime and the 

 
71 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 8.0, 17 July 2019), April 1826, trial of Charles 

Sterling (t18260406-158)).  
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efforts of the establishment to protect one of their kind can again be seen. While resident in 

Newgate Prison awaiting transportation, his gaoler described him as “here before, depraved 

character”. 72  

Sterling was transported on the Governor Ready with 189 other convicts. The British 

Government saw convicts as an important labour resource for the fledgling colony and thus 

ensured their care on the voyage out. Each transport ship had a naval surgeon to maintain the 

health for the convicts and crew; for most, the best care they gained during their life. Only seven 

convicts fell ill on the voyage, all for petty illnesses. Sterling spent the longest in the sick berth; 

a month being treated for the sexually transmitted disease of syphilis.73  

Sterling arrived in Tasmania in August 1827. Given his background and skills, he was 

assigned to the Commissariat Store as a clerk. His previous love for drink and the favours of the 

opposite sex had not abated and in January 1828 he was reprimanded for “being in a state of 

intoxication.” In May 1829, now Clerk in the Principal Superintendent’s Office he was reported 

as being: “Found last night after hours in a disorderly house kept by one Judith Fenton’ for 

which he was admonished and discharged.” These were minor responses by the authorities to 

acts that would normally have attracted corporal punishment or a spell on the treadmill, and one 

 
72 Conduct Record CON31/1/38: Image 277. 
73 Wilson (1827). The Surgeon wrote his reports in medical Latin, a transcription of which states: 

Charles Sterling aged 22, exile 

Syphilis confirmed  

This exile sought help from me on account of confirmed signs of syphilis following, from his first youth, a dissolute 

life and again and again affected with venereal illness, in various forms. 

An eruption of coppery colour appears over the whole body with many, many nasty ulcers appearing on his upper 

arms, legs and thighs. His bodily strength is severely debilitated on account of his past way of life. 

Prescribed: thirty-six grains of calomel, six grains of purified opium, and three grains of nitre and antimony well 

blended in a mortar mixed [?] with mucilaging gum arabic formed into pills, to be distributed in twelve equal parts, 

and taken daily in the morning and evening. 

A solution, as prescribed below must be applied to the ulcers. 

Prescribed: twenty grains of mercuric oxide [in] 

four ounces of alcohol and [two ounces?] pure water. 

Note: with these medications properly applied as prescribed I expect a successful result. The disease, by the strength 

of the medication, will succumb; and the patient will recover. 

——— 

Another exile named James Rann, affected in almost the same way and being cured by the same method, will be 

healed. 

 

(I am grateful to Informal for providing the translation of the Latin and for discussing the finer points of the text).  
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can see again the gentlemen’s network in action. Shortly afterwards he was sent down to the 

Mission to act as Robinson’s clerk. As a gentleman he was a class above Robinson, superficially 

refined and probably spoke in a rounded sophisticated drawl, contrasting with the broad, flat 

Islington dialect of Robinson, something that Robinson must have been deeply conscious of. 

While off times puzzled, scornful, dismissive and disparaging of his other convict servants; 

“prisoners” as Robinson called them, Sterling was never criticised by Robinson during his work 

at the Mission. Indeed, Robinson appointed him his second-in-charge, and Stirling managed the 

Mission during Robinson’s absences. 

 

Thompson, William 

A “Wm Thompson” is noted in Robinson’s pocket book.74 There are records of twelve men with 

this name who were transported before the Mission was abandoned but this man could not be 

identified amongst them.  

 
74 Robinson (1829-1833: Frame 574). 
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APPENDIX N 

ROBINSON’S REFLECTIONS ON DEALING WITH THE ABORIGINES 

 

This text1 is in Charles Sterling’s hand, Robinson’s original being presently lost. It was not 

transcribed by Plomley. Whilst undated, the original can be assigned to the period mid-June to 

late-July 1830, the fair copy being made in early 1831 when Robinson had access to Sterling 

again. It postdates Robinson’s expedition to Port Davey and his later movements along the 

northwest coast. It is referential to a then outdated understanding of the Government policy of 

the day, mentioning a program to treat equitably with the Aborigines within the bounds of the 

Tasmanian mainland. It does not mention the planning for, nor the execution of, the Black Line, 

nor the later policy to exile the Aborigines to an offshore island. Its tone is different from 

passages in his journal, suggesting that it was written not on the march but at a time when he 

was resting and had a period for reflection. If so, this would place its composition either between 

15th - 25th June 1830 when at Cape Grim or 12th - 24th July 1830 when at Circular Head. Its 

relevance to this thesis is that much of his ideas about his treatment of Aborigines was devised 

from experiences gained during the Bruny Island mission. 

There is a pomposity to Robinson’s writing here that may be due to the difficulties 

inherent in the verbal expression of deeply felt beliefs and values. The document starts off 

passionately but then becomes more careful and self-justificatory. By the end of the document, 

he knows that he is tricking the Aborigines. He comes across as manipulative of, and exercising 

power over, the Aborigines. Although he argues that Aborigines are equal, he does not treat 

them as equal. 

 

 
1 Robinson (1829-1830b: Frames 0123-0135). 
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[0123] 

The amelioration of the Aborigines has been and still is the subject of such considerable [?] 

infinite importance not only to the immediate welfare and prosperity of the Colony but in its 

relationship to that standard which it necessarily bears in the scale 

 

[0124] 

of humanity that I am fully sensible there is not a single individual who claims the sacred 

designation of a Christian who is not more or less effected by it and who does not associate this 

much to be desired consummation with one of the nearest objects of his heart.  

Abstractedly considered this desired f[?] ultimatum may be decerned of the utmost 

consequence in its nature not only to the Colonl Gov.t but to all persons who are possessed of 

any property in the settled districts of the Country 

 

It is a subject which for a long time has engaged the attention of all Philanthropists who have 

urged the necessity of proper measures being adopted but have not been able to devise such as 

were calculated to be crowned with a good effect. It is a question which from its extreme 

political peculiarity and difficult tendency has puzzled the most acute & rendered abortive the 

most sagacious plans that could be possibly conceived on its behalf  

The innumerable evils that were opposed to this great good always stood as 

insurmountable barriers to the prosecution 

 

[0125] 

of any efficient design — it is a matter of much regret both to the interest of the Aborigines and 

to the Character of the Colony that many of the Landed Proprietors whose interest it is to use 

their utmost endeavours for the promotion of this cause have been most conspicuous in their 
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uncharitable efforts to induce a General Extirpation and other measures equally inconsistent and 

barbarous.  

Much credit therefore is due to the Colonial Gov.t for having stemmed this flow of 

opposition 

 

and preserved unshaken a due regard to the sacred obligations of humanity.  

There are few but must admit the preponderance of evil causes in having hitherto 

obstructed the purpose of a general conversion amongst the Aborigines to civilization & moral 

improvement & still fewer but must regret that such causes should have militated against the 

comfort and happiness of these benighted beings for they are beings of the same kind as 

ourselves and derived from the same Universal Creator. When 

 

[0126] 

we reflect on the condition of these Blacks we should associate in our minds what Britain was 

in its primeval state of Barbarism and how little the Inhabitants of these now civilized dominions 

were removed from the objects before us — Thus will our pride be humbled and our minds be 

better qualified for the reception of reasonable and appropriate notions in combination with the 

interests and welfare of these our fellow human beings — We should also consider that the 

prejudice which at present exists against them is not founded in 

 

right — that we ourselves are the usurpers of their Territory and that we have engrossed all the 

eligible parts of the Country leaving them barely sufficient whereon to procure a subsistence. 

The wrongs that they have suffered at the hands of the White Population are without number 

and justly call for retributions. It is upon this principle they have acted and upon this principle 

will they be justified to future ages — Their various incentives to Cruelty have arisen in the 
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multiplied aggressions of the Whites by whom they have been prosecuted on all quarters. The 

men have been wantonly slaughtered – their wives & daughters forced away & made common 

 

[0127] 

subjects of prostitution through the effects of which many unfortunate natives have perished — 

They have been expelled from their territory and oftentimes in seeking refuge from one calamity 

have been driven on to a worse — The skins of their kangaroo have been publicly marted and 

which sales monopolized by men who aspire to some Land and of respectability in the Christian 

World. Their children have been carried away for the purpose of exhibition — In short the whole 

race have suffered a series of the most undeserved persecution through the instrumentality of 

the corrupt and  

 

unfeeling part of the White Community  

In estimating the merits of any political question we should not be borne away by the 

tide of selfish representation nor be actuated by any consider(?)able prejudice ourselves but 

should devote a due degree of deep and accurate enquiry to the subject divesting it of that foul 

superficies which it contracts from party opinion and from the illiberal notions of the 

narrowminded — On these grounds the cause of the Aborigines will appear in a very different 

light to what it does at present and instead of that odium which now rests upon their very name 

a due degree of qualifying need will be 

 

[0128] 

raised in behalf of that spirit of retaliation by which alone they have been impelled in 

their hostile manoeuvres against the Whites. —I trust that I shall be enabled to trace the causes 

which have given rise to the prejudice which now predominates against the Aborigines and to 
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establish that character amongst them which they deserve and which has been rendered so 

obnoxious through the calumnious and artful representations of the selfish and evil disposed. It 

was with this view and to ascertain all particulars respecting the Aborigines that I entered 

 

 upon this arduous undertaking hoping at the same time that I might become a humble 

instrument in the hands of Providence to benefit their condition —  

As Ignorance is the foundation of all prejudice I was aware that this inimical feeling 

would never be removed until a channel of communication had been opened so that both parties 

could unfold the grievances under which they mutually laboured — I had for a long time 

meditated a tour to Port Davey in order to obtain an interview with the numerous Aborigines 

that resided in that district and therefore spared no diligence in becoming 

 

[0129] 

acquainted with their language. At this time I did not contemplate so enlarged a sphere of action 

as I subsequently determined upon my views being restricted to a circumscribed scale — Having 

however bestowed much reflection to the grand subject of a general amelioration I resolved to 

embark on an enterprise which should embrace all the various points necessary to a complete 

acquaintance with the Aboriginal Character. This I knew to be the groundwork of all future 

operations and the only means by which they could be brought together without bloodshed — I 

 

was equally aware of the many difficulties concomitant upon a staunch adherence to an object 

of such infinite importance. Exclusive of the dread & abhorrence which was universally attached 

to these people who at that time had evinced the most daring & settled animosity against the 

Inhabitants of the Settled Districts and had displayed a degree of tact in their predatory 

manoeuvres which excited an equal degree of astonishment and fear amongst those who were 



451 

 

exposed to their dangerous & wanton incursions So many discouraging accounts had been given 

by experienced men of the impracticability of a pedestrian tour round the island from its 

peculiarly rugged character — many parts 

 

[0130] 

of which being represented as intricate & mountainous beyond conception & quite impervious 

to human footstep that it required the utmost vigour & strength of mind on my part to bear up 

against the conflicting statements & the insum innumerable obstacles that were opposed to the 

undertaking These reported difficulties however instead of subduing that sanguine hope which 

I had always listed with my future prospects only increased my ambition to rise superior to those 

evils which had hitherto operated so powerfully against the cause and to shew myself at least a 

willing agent in the hands of Providence 

 

to effect what could be done. I was well aware that human nature is capable of performing a 

great deal when the mind is properly organized and that all enterprises after having undergone 

a mature deliberation should be promptly executed. Upon these principles I prepared myself to 

contend with the numerous dangers which had been presented in such formidable array before 

me. In the performance of my pedestrian circuit I had made up my mind to undergo much 

personal fatigue privation & hardship & to cope with obstacles of no ordinary kind as well from 

the impervious state of the Country as from a constant exposure to the inclemency of the weather 

& 

 

[0131] 

the various transitions incident thereon — Firmness of heart with an uninjured constitution I 

deemed sufficient for this purpose. In approaching the Aborigines I trusted in a great measure 
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to the assistance I should derive from my sable companions over whom I had gained the most 

complete ascendancy upon the knowledge I had acquired of the Aboriginal tongue & upon my 

acquaintance with the localities of the Country — 

One of the chief causes of the failure of all previous measures in the capture of the 

Aborigines has originated in the many various & conflicting statements which have been 

submitted 

 

by incompetent persons to the Government concerning the numerical strength of the Aboriginal 

population —  In every species of warfare this is a query paramount to all others — The force 

of an enemy (either upon a large or a small scale) should be accurately ascertained prior to the 

commencement of hostilities and though this subject has been hitherto treated so lightly as a 

matter of little or no importance yet it has proved indispensably necessary to the promotion  

 

[0132] 

 

of the Aboriginal cause. It is not to be wondered at that this question should have been fraught 

with so many political difficulties when such a point as this should have remained unsolved and 

still less surprising is it that the measures of Govts should have proved abortive when persons in 

whom a responsibility was placed and who affected to feel an interest in the primary purposes 

of the cause should not only omit to fulfil its designated objects but endeavour to impose upon 

Govts  

 

the most preposterous statements in order to induce a false estimate of their services — I 

consider that one of the greatest evils that can possibly attend upon a Colony is the very 
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dereliction I speak of amongst those whom the Govrs have been led to believe they could invest 

with their confidence. 

The important nature of the mission confided in me by the Lt Governor required a 

corresponding series of meritorious conduct on my part — to evince which I was determined to 

strain every nerve and manifest to the Govr my strong disposition to be a faithful  

 

[0133] 

and strenuous agent in the avocation I was called upon to fulfil — 

From the opportunities I had previous to my setting out of observing the Character & 

disposition of the Bruné & Port Davy Natives I felt prepossessed The Aborigines of this Colony 

were not of that savagery & intractable kind as represented and that if they did possess in an 

essential degree the barbarous qualities attendant upon their Scale of Being that they were only 

acquired and not the result of natural propensity — 

More however 

 

was to be apprehended from those many feelings which they had derived from a sense of wrong 

on the part of the Whites than if Nature had enduced them with all the peculiar & dangerous 

characteristics of Savage life — I knew them to possess in a supereminent degree the requisites 

for baffling the manoeuvres of their White enemy —And vindicating their wrongs by a career 

of remorseless revenge — I was also convinced from the futility of all former measures [?] 

operations that the forest afforded ample means of refuge against the attacks of the Whites and 

 

[0134] 

that their quick Sightedness & peculiar Cunning would ever prevail against the judgement of 

their enemy — 
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The difficulty of the undertaking therefore consisted in the method necessary to an introduction 

in order to fulfil the purport of the mission When once I had gained this point it was my intention 

to work upon their feelings in order to gain their confidence and then to resort to such a mode 

of treatment as the circumstances of the case might require for their voluntary subordination to 

the European yoke. In this 

 

I trusted entirely to the knowledge I had acquired and observations I had made respecting their 

character — In the course of this study I had discerned that a superstitious credulity was one of 

their chief characteristics an adaptation of which to my purposes I deemed of consequence to 

the sacredness of my purpose from against any meditated attack — For the furtherance of all 

other points — I considered that an undaunted confidence unalloyed by the least indication of 

fear, a strong nerve & an unalterable presence of mind Combined with a free & unconstrained 

demeanour would lead me unhurt through all the tribes I might confer with — 

 

[0135] 

I have ever since found that without these requisites I should have totally failed in the undertaking 

— I had previously ascertained that the Aborigines require to be dealt with in a peculiar way 

and that the art of ingratiation was only to be acquired by freedom of manner and a seeming 

participation in all their little incidents & amusements — I had also discovered that a cheerful 

aspect operates with much considerable force amongst them and that affability of manners is the surest 

method of road to conciliation —   

Under these presentiments 

 

and ideas I prepared to set out on my mission to the Aboriginal tribes of the Colony agreeably 

to the Lieutenant Governors instructions dated — Dec.r 1829 for the purpose  of reconciling the 
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Blacks with the White Inhabitants — as an earnest of which I had been furnished by the Gov.t 

and by different individuals with bawbles and trinkets which I subsequently found of much 

service in substantiating the purport of the embassy and inducing a feeling of friendship & 

confidence towards me 
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