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N October 1890, Archibald Meston, a

handsome, slightly scapegrace pillar of

the Queensland establishment, felt the

time had come for a brisk assessment of

the state’s dark and conveniently ill-
remembered past. At that point in his hectic
career Meston was still in his 30s and had
already been by turns a wordsmith, a parlia-
mentarian, an explorer, a newspaper editor
and a bankrupt: now he was on the verge of a
new chapter in his life, as protector of the
Aborigines. It was a title replete with ironic
undertones.

Meston set out his portrait of the decades
gone by in blunt terms in The Queenslander, a
weekly with wide distribution: *“The records of
those unhappy years are unspeakably ghastly
in their accounts of murders of white men and
slaughter of the blacks. The whites were killed
in dozens, the blacks in hundreds.”” The
archives of Queensland history groan with
telltale passages of this kind: reports and
reminiscences that make plain the scale of the
bloodshed on the northern frontier during the
period of colonial settlement and conquest,
when the Australian hinterland was being
discreetly, viclently cleared and claimed.

Conspiracy of Silence, by Caimns-based histo-
rian Timothy Bottoms, provides an overview of
our understanding of this bleak phase in the
formation of north Australia and builds on
much previons work. For most of the century
just past, the act of dispossession at the heart of
the national story was airbrushed out of

memory. But in the 19th century, when the .. i
vast expanses of Queensland beyond the Div- :
iding Range were being tamed and taken, a dif-

ferent kind of bid to tilt and accent the record

of events had been in place: a double pattern of
censorship and attempts at uaveiling. As the

killings multiplied, the perpetrators concealed

the evidence or minimised their scale; mean-

while witnesses and whistleblowers waged a
campaign of disclosures. Thus a struggle for
interpretation of the frontier landscape was
already under way and its weighting was
familiar: the press and conscience-stricken
agitators fighting to expose the actions and the
inaction of the political class.

This pattern complicates the task of the
contemporary historian. What counts as evi-
dence? How well does the record of facts set
down capture the flow of cause and conse-
quence? Reappraisal of the colonial era has
been under way for almost a generation now,
since the first frontier works by Henry
Reynolds and Raymond Evans appeared in the
1980s. Evans contributes a brief foreword to
this study, setting the context, sketching the
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latest updates in the task of reassessment: “It
has now become clear,”” he says, ““that the
killing incidents occasioned by the state-
financed, equipped and run Native Police

Conspiracy of Silence: Queensland’s
Frontier Killing Times

By Timothy Bottoms

Allen & Unwin, 258pp, $32.99

squads which operated in Queensland for more
than half a century between 1849 and the
1900s would have numbered in the thou-
sands’” — and these officially sanctioned
killings were supplemented by freelance shoot-
ings and poisoning episodes.

Bottoms collects a rich supply of testimony:
from publications, new and period; from his
own field interviews and research. He confirms
the consistent picture of an advancing north-
ward tide of clash and resistance. Strikingly, he
provides illustration in the form of a set of
maps: ““Some Massacres on the Queensland
Frontier’’, he offers as his heading for them,
modestly, tellingly; they may be the most
comprehensive ‘“‘massacre maps™ yet pub-
lished for the era of Australian settlement.

They do their work. Not even experts in the
records of the archives could be familiar with
every episode marked here by a little map-dot:
Birdsville, Burketown, Coen, Wyandotte. It
may be that a handful of these cases hover on
the edge of the historical record; the total
picture is more difficalt to brush away.

Bottoms tells his own tale in Brief, to make a
simple point. He grew up in provincial towns
such as Naracoorte and Albury, “blithely
unaware of Aboriginal Australia”. Ie became
a teacher, working at Santa Teresa just south of
Alice Springs, and then in Kowanyama in

THEIR SKULLS AND
BONES COULD BE
SEEN SCATTERED IN
THE SURROUNDING
HILLS FOR YEARS
AFTERWARDS

western Cape York. In these remote communi-
ties he was thrown together with the locals: he
became aware of their way of seeing the
landscape, and their traditions and beliefs.
Next Cairns. There was a large regional
Aboriginal population. Their stories were
unkiiown. He made himself their scribe and
published a heartfelt portrait of their past,
Djabugay Country. He was commissioned to
write a history of Cairns by the local council; he
wrote it: the manuscript was vast and impress-
ive in its detail, and full of Aboriginal content.
The council refused to publish it on the
grounds the cost would be prohibitive.
Undaunted, he pushed on with his projects:
“My approach has been to address the think-
ing reader who wishes to come to terms with
and develop an awareness of the elements that
comprise Australian history.”” This is a journey
that involves *‘facing the awful truth”’, he says,
about times long gone. But it also allows the
tracing of continuities. For Bottoms, ‘‘the pol-
itical machinations of the past and the sub-
sequent consequences have relevance” today.
His is a fairly standard story of personal
enlightenment through study and experience
— and the version of the frontier he offers up is
pretty much the new standard version en-
dorsed by academic experts: a history once
suppressed, now accepted, but not exactly
embraced and enshrined at the heart of
modern Australia’s image of itself. How could
it be? Chapter by chapter, region by region,

killing by killing, tale by tale, Bottoms builds .

There is no longer any doubt that Queensland’s frontier wars were bloody, bruta\ and
aimed at devastating Aboriginal society, writes Nicolas Rothwell. So where to now?

his mosaic: the punitive expedition to Fraser

island in 1852, the Bendemere and Goulbolba _

Hill massacres of the 1860s, the 1870s
slaughter at Koonchera and Thundapurty
waterholes — here they all are.

Many of the episodes Bottoms deals with
were small-scale affairs: ‘“massacre’” is now
defined by historians of the 19th-century
frontier as any organised killing of five or more
victims. Some, though, were anything but
small. At Goulbolba, more than 300 people
were shot or drowned and their skulls and
bones could be seen scattered in the surround-
ing hills for years afterwards, until a succession
of sharp bushfires burned the landscape clean.

On the Upper Dawson River in central
Queensland, at Hornet Bank station, a notori-
ous attack by Yiman tribesmen claimed the
lives of 11 whites, including seven members of
one family. The less well publicised retribution
was so savage it resulted in the killing of as
many as 300 Aborigines and virtually depopu-

lated the area; indeed, Steele Rudd’s father, -
Thomas Davis, used to ride through that scrub -

country in the years afterwards and “‘saw the
bleaching bones of the dead blacks strewn here
and there — a gruesome sight — full-ribbed
bodies, fleshless arms, disjointed leg-bones
and ghastly grinning skulls peeping out of
the grass”.

Frontal assaults, ambushes, mounted raids,
large-scale cross-country drives and dragnets

— different means of attack were employed in

different  regions, but. often. the personnel
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‘Dispersing’ in the
Rainforest, in Black
Police: A Story of
Modern Australia by AJ
Vogan (1889), far left; FC
Urquhart and native
police in Taming the
North by Hudson Fysh
{1950), left

e

involved were the same: white men with
experience of this low-level form of war would
move with the frontier, and what they knew of
bush conflict was invaluable, The key en-
f(?rcers, though, were mercenaries, if of a
distinctive kind: the Native Police squads —
young Aboriginal men removed from their
own country and enlisted as shock troops in
regional pacification campaigns; coerced
rewarded, paid with the privilege of survivai
and power: the militia of a shadow world.
Their success was easy enough to measure
but harder to broadcast or proclaim. Th(_:
~ Queensland  authorities adopted a tactful
- register of language, for there was a constant
need to balance the announcement of official
reprisals with the more general doctrine of
concealment. Hence the coded vocabulary  Conspiracy of Silenize isa re¢ap. As Evans says
'Ela-t becnr?;e eommon in the north, where in his foreword it functions as “a "')'ad‘”-"y
dispersal was the standard euphemism for  back into what seems, from a i éﬂdp
a successful raid, and ““no arrests made” was perspective, to be a barf-i; conceivablemo ifﬂ
instantly translatable as ““all were killed”. Where t(;, then, nou: — with all o;.:}ru:t :
But a certain childish simplicity can be found knowledge? We know the narrativesr:v(;
traced in 'the sources. The aristocrat settler  also the intriguing problems of interpretation.
}-]arolc! chh:Haﬂ'on in his 1886 frontier We are somewhat unclear perhaps aboutth-
memoir descnbes a “‘nameless” gentdeman fine grain of many localjdetaﬂs :’md so %
who poisoned a large group of Aborigines at  always shall be — but we are I,Jroadl 0
Lon_g ngoon, which stands on Mt Spencer  about the overall prospect g
statmnmlapd from Mackay, a holding in those Sceptics still have muc.h material to work
days, as it happens, of the Finch-Hatton with: Bottoms repeats here a well-known
family: *“More than a hundred blacks were report from Cyclone Jack, whose grandfather
stretched out by this ruse of the owner of the  survived a massacre in ﬂ;e Dugandan scruf)
Long Lagoon. In a dry season, when the water  Cyclone Jack reported it to self-taught Abér.
sinks low, thi?ll’ §ku]]s can occasionally be iginal historian Bill Rosser at far-off Urandan-
found ha]fjbuned in the mud.” gie on the Queensland Gulf border 129 years
Strychnine seems to have been a popular later, a few days before his death at the age of
weapon in the armoury of “first wave” 85. How could a strictly empiricist histori
landholders, perhaps because of the alarming ‘ iy

published a statistical calculation extra-
polated from a series of monthly reports filed
from the Native Police camps that operated in
the second half of the 19th century: his
conservative estimate is that 24,000 Abori-
gines were killed in that time by these para-
statal mﬂiﬁas.

Follewing Evans, Bottoms puts the com-
bined death toll from Native Police and
private killing operations at a figure close to
50,000 for this chapter in Queensland’s past.

A strange point in Australia’s history has
now been reached, in the evolution of this
society and its picture of itself. The first
generation’s worth of reappraisals of the
frontier record have now been compiled, the
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The Sea Inside
By Philip Hoare
Fourth Estate, 350pp, $32.99

OMEWHERE in the middle of his

mar_vel_lous and marvellously idiosyn-

cratic journey into the inner space of
the ocean, The Sea Inside, Philip Hoare detours
briefly into the life of TH White,

White, perhaps best known as the author of
th.e Arthurian romance The Once and Future
King, was also, as Hoare notes, a member of
““a particular breed*’, a man whose rejection
f’f middle-class life in favour of a “feral state”®
in the woods and fields of rural England (and
later the Channel Isles) is part of a peculiarly
English reaction against modernity.

These days the kookier trappings of the
tradition have faded but its influence remains.
In contrast to the more sober American
tradition, British nature writing remains
rooted in romanticism, emphasising a fasci-
nation with a prelapsarian past of farms and
forests and hedgerows and — as Hoare’s

countryman Robert MacFarlane’s curious
passion for swimming in lochs and rivers
demonstrates. — an exaltation of physical
engagement with the landscape.

This exaltation of physical engagement js

initial controversies have come and gone.

gisparity in numbers between Aboriginal and
incomer. Often the furthest reaches of the
frontier proved the most blood-spattered, and
often it was the most distinguished explorers

and pioneers who were the chief aggressors:
Frank Hann and Frank Jardine, for'instance,
~Gulf and Cape pioneers respectively, men
‘whose names a good number of Australia’s
| great ranges and river systems still bear today.

| Their current renown and past eager

journal-keeping brings their actions to light.
Much, though, of what transpired in the far
north remains in the darkest obscurity and
€lues to many an unknown clash lie half-lost
m the furthest nooks and crannies of populist
Emse. Here’s Glenville Pike, for instance, the
vernacular historian of Cape York, author of
the bizarre Unsung Heroes of the Queensland
Wilderness, expending his lush style on the
Palmer River gold rush country: “Blackfeliow

Creek was so named because diggers rushing

to the Hodgkinson field in March 1876 came
upon acres of bones where a whole tribe had
obviously been wiped out — an Australian
version of the killing fields that has been
hidden or whitewashed for nearly 120 years.*”

Burnings, mass drownings — the list, proof
of man’s fearful ingenuity, runs on. Raymond

Evans is the chief expert in drawing up the
, balance sheet of deaths. Three years ago he

take such a report at face value? How, thou gh,
could he not, in some fashion, take it in? The
old dilemma looms: is absence of evidence
evidence of absence? What of the testaments
that old men and women from remote
indigenous societies in far north Queensland
have offered up, like that of Alma Luke Wason
from Kowanyama: “Today,” she said
describing the pattern of Cape York’s familie;
in 1998, ‘‘there are big gaps in the
genealogies of the clans of the Top End
groups, as well as visiting neighbouring clans,
whose  territories it was that the Jardines
trespassed upon.””

History, in such conditions, on such a
frontier, is a matter of what remains unwritten
as much as what survives in textual form: a
thing of masked intentions as much as overt
acts. Experts sift the records for traces of
official policy and official oversights. The
northern colony of 150 years ago was a special
zone, with its particularities: in many of its
documents truth has no sovereign place and
the pattern of actions and reactions becomes
an indecipherable blur. And so we stand,
gazing back on our past, on the deeds that
made the nation, unsure quite what to think,
how to feel, what steps to take.

Nicolas Rothwell js a senior journalist on The
Australian, based in Darwin,

present in The Sea Inside (plunging into the
sea a.t Southampton in December, Hoare
EXpenences an ecstatic stripping away of care
he describes as ““capillary clarity’”) but
moving alongside it is something deeper: a
sense of the mysteriousness of the ocean, and
of the way it reflects and transfigures us. The
sea, Hoare wants us to see, is a place where we
may rediscover something we seem to have
lost, a sense not just of wonder but of
connection to something more profound and
less easily understood.

In this sense The Sea Inside can be read as a
seqpel of sorts to Hoare’s previous book,
Lewaﬂ?an, which wove together science,
memoir, history and personal reflection to
create a work that was a cultural history of the
whale and whaling, and an attempt to tease
out the contradictions of our relationship with
the natural world.

Like Leviathan, The Sea Inside is unclassifi-
?\ble, a meditation disguised as a series of
Journeys and digressions that move in a
widening gyre from Hoare’s home in southern
England to the Isle of Wight and London, and
on to the Azores, Tasmania and, finally, New
Zealand, shifting effortlessly from fascinating
epheme_ra (apparently the bite of the grey seal
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Detours into a vast
and strange world

can cause a serious bacterial infection, “sea]
finger”, which can result in the loss of the
affected digits) to historical narratives such as
that of Truganini, or Maori warrior Te Pehi
Kupe, who travelled to England to buy guns
from George IV and may well have served as
the inspiration for Herman Melville’s
Queequeg. And while at times the connection
between the subjects under discussion and the
book’s ostensible subject matter can seem
surprisingly distant, each has a part to play in
the book’s larger design.

Despite these many digressions there are
still a ot of cetaceans in The Sea Inside: off
New Zealand’s South Island Hoare swims into
a superpod of dusky dolphins and finds
himself suspended in “‘an eddying mass pf
swooping, diving cetaceans”, their bodigg
““exquisitely airbrushed black and white afd
pearl-grey”; in the Azores he swims With
sperm whales, losing his sense of the limits Bf
himself in the proximity of their vast bodies.

_ Hoare’s descriptions of these creatures a,}e
imbued with an often startling -beauty
Seeking sperm whales in the Atlantic he js
surprised by “how invisible they are: like
b{rds that vanish in mid-air, they often seem to
disappear in the sea””: later, off New Zealand

he describes the way another Sperm whale‘sj
sonar buzzes are so powerfu they can be seen
as perturbations in the ocean’s surface

*‘creating localised circular patches, asifa ra);
gun had been trained through the water”’.

Yet Hoare’s interest in the whales is not
merely descriptive. For written through the
fabr{'c of this remarkable book is a more
el}sze attempt to make sense of the way our
glimpses of whales and their inner worlds
demand we engage with ways of being that
are radically unlike our own.

The}'e is something apposite, of course, in
S0 peripatetic a book asking this of us. After
?‘Jl, as cetologist Hal Whitehead observes:

Sperm whales are nomads, almost continu-
a]]y on the move. Their most stable reference
points are each other.” Or, as Hoare puts it
“home to a whale is other whales”. Ye.;
running ‘beneath this is another idea, one
abput the transformative power of the imagin-
ation and the ways in which the ocean asks us
t0. give ourselves over to it, one Hoare
glimpses when, floating in the open Atlantic,
he comes face to face with its vastness. “The
whale’s environment would mean death for
me. But it represents life in such a vast
dimension it takes all the fear away.”

James Bradley is the editor of The Penguin
Book of the Ocean. He blogs at
cityoftongues.com.

Maori warrior Te Pehi
Kupe travelled to
England to buy guns
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