

  [image: ]




  

    A History of


    The Port Phillip


    District


  




  A History of




  The Port Philip


  District




  Victoria Before Separation




  A. G. L. Shaw




  [image: ]




  MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS




  

    

      Melbourne University Press




      An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing (MUP Ltd)




      PO Box 1167, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia




      mup-info@unimelb.edu.au




      www.mup.com.au




      First published 1996




      Reprinted 1997




      First paperback edition 2003




      Text © A. G.L. Shaw 1996


      Design and typography © Melbourne University Press 1996




      This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted


      under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments,


      no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or


      transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without


      the prior written permission of the publisher.




      Designed by Sandra Nobes




      Printed in Australia by BPA Print Group




      National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry




      Shaw, A. G. L. (Alan George Lewers), 1916– .




      A history of the Port Phillip District: Victoria before separation.




      Bibliography.




      Includes index.




      ISBN 0 522 85064 2




      1. Victoria—History—To 1834. 2. Victoria—History—




      1834-1851.1. Title.




      994.5


    


  




  

    List of Illustrations





    




    Map: The Port Phillip District x-xi




    following page




    Title sketch from Tuckey’s 1803 chart of Port Phillip 48




    Portrait of Derrimut, 1837, by Benjamin Duterrau




    ‘Natives crouching emu’, 1845, by S. T. Gill




    Aborigines spearing fish from a canoe, by S. T. Gill




    Whaling establishment, Portland Bay, by J. H. Wedge 96




    Fawkner’s Enterprize in the Yarra, by John Hunter




    Captain Lonsdale’s house, 1835-36, by L. Travers




    Melbourne from the south-west, 1844, by Robert Russell




    Homestead at ‘Birnewang’ station, by Edward William Jeffreys 144




    Melbourne from the Falls, 1844, by Robert Russell




    Collins Street East in May 1841, by an unknown artist




    Melbourne from the south side of the Yarra, early 1840s




    Brunswick Street, Fitzroy, 1841, by Sarah Bunbuiy 192




    The eastern end of Collins Street, 1841, by Robert Russell




    Williamstown lighthouse, 1853, by Edmund Thomas




    Opening of Princes Bridge, 1850, after William Strutt


  




  

    

      [image: ]



      The Port Phillip District


    


  




  

    Secretaries of State for the Colonies





    




    

      

        

          	1834–35



          	Lord Aberdeen

        




        

          	1835–39



          	Lord Glenelg

        




        

          	1839



          	Lord Normanby

        




        

          	1839–41



          	Lord John Russell

        




        

          	1841–45



          	Lord Stanley

        




        

          	1845–46



          	W. E. Gladstone

        




        

          	1846–52



          	Lord Grey

        


      

    




    Governors of New South Wales





    




    

      

        

          	1831–37



          	Sir Richard Bourke

        




        

          	1838–46



          	Sir George Gipps

        




        

          	1846–55



          	Sir Charles Fitzroy

        


      

    


  




  

    Conversion of Measurements





    




    

      

        

          	Money:



          	One pound (£1) = 20 shillings (20/-) = $2.00

        




        

          	



          	One shilling = twelve pence = 10 cents

        




        

          	



          	£1 in 1850 may be taken as being worth about $50-$60 today— very approximately.

        




        

          	Length:



          	1 foot = 30.48 centimetres

        




        

          	



          	1 yard = 3 feet = 93.44 centimetres

        




        

          	Area:



          	1 acre = 0.4047 hectares

        




        

          	



          	1 square mile = 640 acres = 259 hectares

        




        

          	Weight:



          	1 pound (lb) = 16 ounces = 454 grams

        




        

          	



          	1 ton = 20 hundredweight (cwt) = 2240 pounds =1017 kilograms

        




        

          	Capacity:



          	1 gallon = 8 pints = 4.55 litres

        




        

          	



          	1 bushel = 8 gallons = 36.40 litres

        


      

    


  




  

    Introduction




    




    When I started editing the Gipps-La Trobe correspondence about ten years ago, I came to realise that no general history of the Port Phillip District (or pre-gold Victoria) had been written since the first volume of Henry Giles Turner’s History of the Colony of Victoria in 1904. There were books on particular subjects—land, Aborigines, the churches, education and so on, and on particular places, but no general survey—though books on Victoria usually had an introductory chapter on the period before 1851. So I decided that I should write one, and this is the result.




    It is old-fashioned narrative history, and though I fully realise its statements can not be proved philosophically ‘true’ and that my judgements are my own, and therefore influenced by subjective bias and prejudice, in writing it I have been searching for the truth and trying to produce a narrative of unique events. These are clearly not subject to general laws, which is not to say they are ‘uncaused’, but rather that they are the result of human agency, largely dependent on human motivation.




    In one sense this seems a success story and therefore can be denigrated as ‘Whig’ history, but this depends on the meaning ascribed to success. Everyone achieves something, whether it be good or bad, great or small, and I have tried to write about the bad as well as the good. Such a mixture is, to my mind, inevitable given the mixture of qualities belonging to the members of any community—weak and strong, heroes and villains, intelligent and stupid, far-seeing and short-sighted, strong-minded and weak-willed, pushing and subservient, arrogant and humble. From the interplay of these comes the community development, beneficial or harmful, and it is the story of that development in the Port Phillip District before the discovery of gold that I have tried to tell—though my prejudices will inevitably have influenced my telling of it.




    I have tried not to be too Melbourne oriented; however, although the city was not as dominant in the state as it later became, it was the place where a great deal happened and of course was by far the largest single settlement, so inevitably it looms large in the story. But I have been able to include bits and pieces about individual places and people, in the belief that many readers will be Victorians and will be interested in such details.




    My ‘original’ sources have been principally the correspondence between officials in Melbourne, Sydney and London and the Batman, Swanston, Port Phillip Association and La Trobe papers in Sydney, Hobart and Melbourne. I am therefore much indebted to previous writers such as Philip Brown, Michael Cannon, Jan Critchett, Margaret Kiddle, the contributors to the Australian Dictionary of Biography and the many other specialists to whom I have referred in the notes. These are extensive, and as a possible guide to future writers, I hope they will not unduly disturb the general reader. Unnoticed however are many friends and colleagues with whom I have discussed historical problems in general and Australian history in particular over many years. In this case I am especially grateful to Dr Richard Broome and Dr Stuart Duncan for their advice on chapter 2 and chapters 1, 3 and A respectively— though needless to say they are not responsible for any statements I have made. Although corrections to typescripts are today much simpler than in the past, I am also grateful to my typist-wordprocessor, Ms Corrie McKee, who has uncomplainingly put up with so many drafts, changes and revisions made even after I had assured her that something was ‘final’. But at last it was, and my ‘final’ thanks go to Miegunyah Press.




    A. G. L. Shaw


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1





    




    THE FIRST ATTEMPT AT WHITE SETTLEMENTS




    The British first came to Australia by sea, and their first sight of the country was of its coasts from their ships. When they discovered Bass Strait, the future state of Victoria did not appear particularly attractive, despite the beauty of its precipitous cliffs and rugged headlands. The coastal lands are not particularly fertile, and although places like Portland Bay, Port Fairy, Warrnambool and Port Albert offered possible shelter from the tempestuous westerlies in the Strait, there were only two major inlets which could provide good harbours—Western Port and Port Phillip—and of these the latter was hard to find and harder still to enter and to leave.




    A few scholars have argued that in 1522 a Portuguese expedition sailed down Australia’s east coast and then into Bass Strait, bringing forward as evidence some sixteenth-century maps drawn in Dieppe. But the maps are not easy to interpret and most historians remain sceptical of the idea. In 1896 William Earle wrote that the story came from Henry Kingsley’s novel, The Recollections of Geoffry Hamlyn, in 1859. Alleged new evidence published in January 1994 in no way answered the objections raised in the past: it is virtually impossible for a sailing ship to pass through Torres Strait from west to east as is suggested, and the identification of the places marked on the map is wrong. During the nineteenth century a number of people saw an old hulk, which became known as the Mahogany ship, in sand-hills to the west of Warrnambool at various times, but while the Portuguese supporters allege that it was the wreck of the Portuguese ship which made the voyage, the sceptics regard it as just a wreck—and there were many on the coast. Last seen in 1880, it has now disappeared, buried and hidden by the shifting sand-dunes. If found again it might settle the controversy, but the many attempts made to rediscover it have so far failed. So, left in this doubt, we must turn to the certainties of the eighteenth century, remembering that even if the Portuguese had been there before, their activities had no bearing on British settlement.1




    When the First Fleet sailed from Portsmouth on 13 May 1787 to found the colony of New South Wales, no one knew that Bass Strait existed. The ships followed the route taken by Abel Tasman in 1642, round the south of Tasmania. Captain Cook, coming from New Zealand in 1770, had sighted land about seventy kilometres west of Gabo Island, but then turned east and north, following the coast to Botany Bay; he knew Van Diemen’s Land lay to the south of this piece of the mainland but was ‘doubtful whether they are one land or no’. Three years later Captain Furneaux, accompanying Cook on his second voyage, passed the eastern entrance to the strait in HMS Adventure. He thought it was only a ‘very deep bay’, though several of the other journal-keepers on board disagreed and argued that there was ‘a passage thro’.2 In 1789 Captain John Hunter, later to be the second governor of the colony, when returning to Sydney in command of HMS Sirius with provisions from the Cape, reiterated these suspicions as he passed the spot on 29–30 April; so did Jacques-Julien de La Billardière, the French naturalist on the Bruny d’Entrecasteux expedition, four years later when he noted, that




    

      the rapidity with which these currents set to the Westward depends perhaps on some channel which separates the lands of New Holland from those of Van Diemen, between Point Hicks and Furneaux islands. Captain Cook, when he explored the eastern part of New Holland, saw no land in this space . . . and thought he was at the entrance to a great gulf. Perhaps in that part of the coast begins the opening of a channel, which . . . runs to the westward and there forms another opening in the same latitude as that in which we experienced such strong currents.3


    




    In the winter of 1797 the survivors of the Sydney Cove which had been wrecked on Preservation Island in the Furneaux group in February told a similar story when they reached Sydney; as a result, Hunter, now Governor, sent George Bass, surgeon in HMS Reliance, to explore thoroughly the coast to the south. He set sail in a whale-boat on 3 December and was away for twelve weeks. He was not over-impressed by what he saw. Along the Gippsland coast, the country




    

      is in general low, sandy, . . . in figure hilly, but the hills are little else than sand; they have indeed a patched covering of green which might deceive the eye at a distance, but the usual sterility of soil still prevails.




      The general productions are short deformed gum-trees, the tea-tree . . . and patches of an almost impenetrable underwood of small brush, ground fern, and vines . . . where thick grass belly-high and fern plants are growing together one might expect a better soil, but it is only blackish sand like the rest . . . I can conclude no otherwise than that the soil to a great distance inland is equally [as] poor, if not worse than, that which I have already trodden over.4


    




    He sailed on to be the first white man to discover Wilson’s Promontory, but when in the middle of the strait, bad weather forced him back northward until he again struck the ‘Victorian’ coast. Sailing along it looking for ‘some place to shelter’, he found a ‘very extensive harbour’, which he called Western Port, but after twelve days his reduced stock of provisions forced him to go back to Sydney. He remained unenthusiastic. The country had ‘a pleasing appearance’ with ‘grass and ferns’ growing ‘luxuriantly’, but it was ‘thinly and lightly timbered’. There were patches of brush, but also salt-marshes and the very scarce water was brackish. There were no other harbours and no rivers.5 As Hunter reported to London, it was ‘a barren unpromising country, with very few exceptions, and were it even better, the want of harbours would render it less valuable’; it still remained to be proved whether this was only part of the coast of a gulf, or, as the Governor had long suspected, part of the northern shore of a strait separating Van Diemen’s Land from the mainland.6




    Next summer Bass with the young lieutenant Matthew Flinders, also from Reliance, finally answered the question when Hunter sent them on another expedition to the south. In December 1798 they proved the strait existed by sailing through it. Its ‘discovery was now completed’, wrote Flinders later, though the Governor, overburdened by his troubles with his civil and military officers in Sydney, took six months to report this to London.7 But though the explorers had proved the strait existed and had examined its Van Diemen’s Land coast, they had not looked at anything on the northern side west of Western Port.




    Further east it was known that among the islands there were prolific sealing grounds. On his first voyage Bass had assessed seal fishing in the strait as a good speculation, but had thought that ‘great numbers’ had already been destroyed. Certainly several ships, mainly American, had been active there since 1796. Whaling was the more common and profitable fishery though limited by English trade restrictions, but in April 1801 King stressed the possibilities of sealing to Sir Joseph Banks, President of the Royal Society and patron of Australian settlement, and in August he told the Secretary of State, the Duke of Portland, of the ‘great abundance’ of seals near Western Port.8 The following year several ships made successful sealing voyages in the strait, and in September King had to explain to the French Captain Le Corre who arrived on a sealing voyage that he had given ‘an exclusive permission’ to inhabitants of the colony to seal at various spots in the same area. Reporting this to the new Secretary of State, Lord Hobart, he explained how small local ships brought skins and oil from the strait which they sold to masters of ships going to China; this, he said, ‘is the most considerable among the very few natural productions of this country that can be esteemed commercial and . . . I . . . shall encourage that pursuit as much as possible to those who may be of industrious and enterprising dispositions among the inhabitants’.9




    The sealers always remained in King’s mind, but he realised that shipowners and sea-captains would derive even greater benefits from the strait. Though any hopes of using it for westerly voyages proved vain, it cut a week or more from the easterly journey from the Cape of Good Hope to Sydney by making it unnecessary to sail round Van Diemen’s Land, thus saving the expense, discomfort and wear and tear caused by the prevailing north-easterlies on the run northward from South Cape and Cape Pillar.10 But if the strait was going to be used, it needed to be surveyed (and the hazards posed by King Island and Cape Otway properly charted), and in fact Portland sent supplementary instructions to Lieutenant Grant, who had just sailed for New South Wales in the armed brig, HMS Lady Nelson, in April 1800, as soon as he heard the news of the discovery from the Admiralty. He hoped to catch Grant at Cape Town, and told him to sail through the strait, ‘minutely surveying it’.11 Grant received his orders in time, but his survey was not ‘minute’. He made his landfall at Cape Northumberland and sailed along the coast as far as Cape Otway, where he described the land as ‘truly picturesque and beautiful’ with many large trees; from there he sailed more or less directly to Wilson’s Promontory and, though he noticed from the distance the deep ‘bay’ in the coast one hundred miles across, not surprisingly he missed Port Phillip itself.12




    When Grant reached Sydney on 16 December King was concerned by the vagueness of his chart, so in March the governor sent him back to look at the strait again. Because of bad weather, he got no further than Western Port, but he stayed there for five weeks to investigate it. He thought it much better than Bass had. The grass—like English rye-grass—was luxuriant and suitable for cattle. The climate was good. There was a stream of fresh water. There was extensive level country where the soil was rich and black; no land near Sydney and Parramatta was better suited for agriculture. The parry planted vegetables and fruit trees on Churchill Island, which was thus the first spot in ‘Victoria’ to be cultivated. As for the harbour, it could shelter several hundred ships, was easy to enter and leave at all times; from its central situation, it would always be a useful refuge in bad weather; it was reasonably accessible to Sydney and would be valuable for the seal fisheries.13




    Next summer, King tried again to have the whole strait surveyed, sending Lieutenant John Murray, who had come out with Grant and had now taken over the Lady Nelson, to have another look at it. Murray visited Western Port, where he found the wheat planted the previous year to be almost ripe—‘I never saw finer wheat in my life’—and the onions grown into seed. He also saw evidence that a sealing parry had found a spring of fresh water and put up ‘Victoria’s’ first road sign—‘a large board’, with directions for any stranger ‘to get to the Watering Place’. Then he moved on towards Port Phillip. Bad weather drove him off on his first approach on 5 January, but when he returned a month later after surveying King Island, he was able to go in. He first sent a small party to reconnoitre in the long boat under his mate, Bowen, who was thus, on 2 February, the first Englishman to sail through the heads on to ‘a noble sheet of water, larger even than Western Port’. Twelve days later Murray followed and stayed until 11 March. After hunting among the shoals he found the entrance to the South Channel. He named Arthur’s Seat after the hill near his native Edinburgh. He discovered and explored Corio Bay. He found the ‘ground pleasant to walk on, the soil good as far as we may be judges’, with ‘fine, strong, short grass underfoot . . . The hills and valleys rise and fall with inexpressible elegance’ and the country ‘falls nothing short in the beauty and appearance of Greenwich Park’ though of the timber, ‘none was found of use’. He found water two miles from the foot of Arthur’s Seat, and thought there must be more around the Bay because of the great number of native huts and fires. Impressed by what he saw, on 8 March he took possession of what he called Port King in the name of George III, though the governor changed the name to Port Phillip ‘after my worthy and dear friend, the Admiral’, who, he wrote, ‘until now has not had his name bestowed on either stick or stone in the colony’.14




    Less than three weeks later the French explorer, Nicolas Baudin, sailed through the strait from the east. He identified Western Port but did not see Port Phillip. He doubled Cape Otway and was the first to survey the coast to the west properly, though it did not impress him. Meanwhile his companion, Emmanuel Hamelin, sailing separately, had entered Western Port and spent eight days examining it. He charted its two entrances, corrected Bass’s earlier chart, and, like Grant and Murray, thought highly of the place. He found several good anchorages; landings were easy, any number of ships of any draught could be accommodated. There was plenty of fresh water and fertile soil. ‘In short, Western Port is one of the finest in nature, and unites all the advantages calculated to render it at some future period a valuable settlement’, he wrote, but he did not see Port Phillip.15




    Still, traffic was busy, and soon yet another explorer, Flinders, now a captain, entered the strait. He was on his voyage from England in the Investigator, and had just met Baudin in Encounter Bay. He did not examine the coast east of Cape Nelson, but turned south to determine the exact position of King Island; he regained the mainland near Cape Otway and sailed north-east along it. Unaware of Murray’s visit in February, he ‘discovered’ Port Phillip again when he entered it on 26 April. Like Murray, he did not go all the way to the northern end or see the mouth of the Yarra, but he walked up Arthur’s Seat (with midshipman John Franklin), rowed to Mornington and across to the Bellarine Peninsula and finally climbed the You Yangs. Here, from Flinders Peak, he could see the hinterland as far as Mount Macedon. The country he thought




    

      has a pleasing, in many parts a fertile appearance; the sides of some of the hills and several of the valleys, are fit for agricultural purposes. It is in great measure a grassy country, and capable of supporting much cattle, though better calculated for sheep . . . [though] the southern peninsula, which is terminated by Point Nepean . . . [is] mostly sandy, and the vegetation . . . little better than brush-wood. Indented Head, at the northern most part of the western peninsula, had an appearance particularly agreeable . . . . [but] no runs of fresh water were seen in my excursions . . .




      Port Phillip . . . is capable of receiving and sheltering a larger fleet of ships than ever went to sea [though] . . . the entrance, in its whole width, is scarcely two miles, and nearly half is occupied by the rocks lying off Point Nepean, and by shoals on the opposite side . . . [with] breakers in which small vessels should be careful of engaging themselves . . .




      Were a settlement to be made at Port Phillip, as doubtless there will be some time hereafter, the entrance could be easily defended.16


    




    In the middle of the French revolutionary wars, this was important. King, a naval captain, could see that, in wartime, Bass Strait could readily harbour enemy raiders, and that in peace time it could offer a trading base to rival colonial powers. At this very moment, he was worried by the appearance of Baudin’s ships, which followed a long line of French voyages to the Antipodes, including two to Van Diemen’s Land, though whether the French government had any ulterior motives in sending out what was officially a purely scientific expedition is uncertain.17 King was also concerned by the uncertainty of his food supplies and the increasing number of convicts in Sydney, especially by the Irish rebels who had been transported after the rising of 1798. All in all he seemed to have good reason for urging the Colonial Office to establish a British settlement in the strait without delay. For this, Port Phillip seemed a likely spot. Murray and Flinders had reported favourably on it. It had, he thought, a better climate for raising wheat than Sydney. It would anticipate the French, help the fisheries and enable him to divide the large numbers of new convicts whom he was expecting.18




    The London government had shown by its orders to Grant that it was alive to the importance of the strait, but it could not do much more until it received detailed information about it, and it was not until May 1802, after Murray’s discoveries in the summer, that the Governor was able to send home a full description of it and of the harbours at Western Port and Port Phillip as well. He now strongly pressed for a settlement at the latter, urging this on Banks and Under-Secretary King as well as on Portland. Though he was still concerned by the westerlies that hampered west-bound traffic, he was even more worried about the French.19




    When this dispatch as well as a report from Flinders reached London towards the end of the year, the renewal of the war against Napoleon was threatening, but during the peace the government had decided to reform the transportation system by sending to Sydney two shiploads of convicts every year in government ships. As it was then preparing HMS Calcutta to go out under this scheme, it was not too difficult in the new circumstances to change her destination to Port Phillip, appoint a few officials, embark some free settlers and marines and send her off with three hundred convicts to found a new settlement. By February 1803 all was ready and Lord Hobart, the new Secretary of State, was able to tell King what was planned. The establishment would be at Port Phillip, since King, Murray and Flinders had all thought it attractive, though it could be moved with the Governor’s consent. It would be a dependency of New South Wales and its commandant would be subject to King’s orders. Its existence would enable him to split his convict population, as he wished—highly necessary since, as Hobart told Banks, Sydney was ‘saturated’ with them and ‘we must let it rest and purify for a few years’. It would encourage those engaged in the seal fisheries in Bass Strait; it would forestall any settlement by a possibly hostile power which might in time of war ‘interrupt communication with Port Jackson and materially endanger the tranquillity and security of our possessions there’. Lieutenant-Colonel David Collins, of the Royal Marines, who had formerly been Judge-Advocate of New South Wales for nine years, would be Lieutenant-Governor and on 24 April, only a month before war was declared against Napoleon, he left Spithead in HMS Calcutta, accompanied by the 481-ton store-ship Ocean, to establish the settlement. As well as provisions and equipment, they carried some three hundred male convicts, a handful of free men, about a dozen civil officers, including three surgeons and five superintendents and overseers, a guard of about fifty marines, the wives of seventeen convicts, nine of the marines, eight of the free civilians and two of the officials, plus thirty-eight children, including the eleven-year-old John Pascoe Fawkner.20




    In the meantime, in the summer of 1802–03, King had sent another party, under Acting-Lieutenant Charles Robbins from HMS Buffalo, to examine Bass Strait again, and especially, in the light of the reports on Port Phillip, to make ‘the most minute investigations of that spacious harbour’. Robbins sailed in the colonial schooner, Cumberland, reaching Port Phillip in January 1803. With him were Charles Grimes, the acting surveyor-general, and James Flemming, a gardener. After they arrived, they sailed right round the bay—the first of its visitors to do so. They were disappointed by its eastern side, but found something better at the head of it where they discovered a river. They first went up the salt-water branch (the Maribyrnong) as far as what is now Solomon’s Ford in Braybrook, and then examined what they found to be the fresh-water stream running from the east (the Yarra). They rowed up it past the future site of Melbourne as far as Dight’s Falls in Kew, noticing the rich black soil in country which was generally ‘excellent pasture and thin of timber’. After a friendly meeting with Aborigines, which tallied with Flinders’ experience, they returned round Corio Bay (Aboriginal Corayo—the land around the bay) to their ship near the heads.21 After their five-week survey they concluded that the ‘most eligible site for a settlement’, if one were to be made, would be on the fresh-water river at the north of the bay, but even so they were not over-enthusiastic. Grimes noted on his chart that the soil was ‘sandy’, ‘swampy’, ‘light’, ‘barren’, ‘stony’ and so forth, and after his report to King, the governor told Lord Hobart that it offered ‘no very promising hopes of . . . being found an eligible place for a large agricultural settlement’. This was vital, for food was necessary for any establishment that might be founded. Fresh water was scarce too. But its situation was good. A settlement ‘at the western extremity of the entrance to the straits’ might in the future be ‘advisable . . . and indeed absolutely necessary’ (though ‘as an immediate object’ it was for Hobart to decide); in addition, it would be advantageous ‘for the fishery of the sea-elephant which abounds there and from whence great numbers of skins and much oil has been imported here by individuals’.22




    However, when Collins left London in April 1803 he had not received this report nor Flinders’ and Grimes’ charts, so when he entered Port Phillip on 9 October, he had only Murray’s report to go on. Though Hobart had suggested this place as the most suitable site for the settlement, he had told Collins he could go elsewhere on the coast or to one of the islands in Bass Strait if he wanted to; the only firm stipulations were that he must not delay disembarking his parry, and he must act with the ‘concurrence and approbation’ of Governor King. Collins entered Port Phillip on 9 October, after some difficulty in getting through the Heads, and was pleased to find the Ocean, which had arrived two days before, anchored just inside. Knowing nothing of Grimes’s report on the ‘head’ of the bay, after a quick exploration on both sides of its southern end, he chose a site near the modern Sorrento—Sullivan’s Bay—for a temporary establishment where he found he could get water by sinking perforated tubs into the sand. But nothing else seemed right. The Bay was difficult to enter. On its shores the soil seemed poor and the timber scrubby. The little water was brackish. On 16 October he sent Lieutenant James Tuckey with the surveyor, George Harris, to sail round it to see if they could find any more promising spot to the north, but he wanted to get his people on land and discharge the Ocean as quickly as he could, so on the same day, without waiting to hear from Tuckey, he ordered a general disembarkation.23




    Initially Tuckey had been impressed.




    

      The face of the Country is the most beautifully picturesque that can be imagined, swelling into gentle elevations of the brightest verdure, and dotted with trees as if planted by the hand of taste, while the ground is covered with a profusion of flowers of every colour; in short on entering the port we looked on it as a perfect paradise and flattered ourselves into the most illusive dreams of fruitfulness and plenty.


    




    But investigation soon dispelled such dreams, and the explorers found no spot that pleased them. Bad weather, with heavy surf beating on a lee shore, caused them to turn south-westward before coming up to Point Ormond; running down Corio Bay from a spot midway between Point Gellibrand and Point Cook, they missed sighting the mouth of the Yarra. After that, a strong current from the north overnight carried the boats so far down the bay that next day they briefly returned to Sorrento. The drift suggested to Tuckey that there might be an opening to the westward, as Flinders had also thought, so when he went back, he looked for this western outlet rather than the northern river, and as a result missed the spot that Grimes had considered the best in the bay. Harris thought the northern end ‘more numerously populated’, and therefore likely to have more water, but Tuckey condemned it—the soil sandy, the timber poor, and good water scarce, though many places were swampy. Unlike Robbins who had caught a lot offish, Tuckey found them ‘so scarce that it can never be depended on as a source of effectual relief in the event of scarcity’; birds were not plentiful either and to cap all he had trouble with the Aborigines.24




    Previously Flinders had met some of the Wathaurung clans and had thought there would be no difficulty in establishing good relations with them. Grimes, who saw only a few, found them ‘very civil’ and so did Collins’ officers in the Sorrento area, where Nicholas Pateshall commented that ‘the Natives in general were very friendly, . . . altho’ they stole from us axes and saws’. But earlier Murray’s party had suffered a ‘treacherous’ attack, and this had led him to fire, causing casualties. He regarded this as a ‘just punishment’, but apparently it was not an effective deterrent, for the Tuckey-Harris party had a similar experience. After a couple of friendly encounters, when they reached the northern shore of Corio Bay they met between one and two hundred of one of the clans who seemed ‘more savage and ferocious’. They had wanted to handle everything, and tried to take plunder, or should one say to pilfer, from the surveyors’ tent. Tuckey thought that gifts seemed ‘only to increase their boldness’, and just as he was beginning to fear he would have to use force to recover some stolen tomahawks and blankets another hundred appeared on the beach, armed with spears; so he decided to fire—first, in the air to intimidate and then with buckshot into the crowd. This wounded some, but produced no serious effect, so ‘as well for our own safety as . . . to prove the superior effect of our arms’ he ordered his men to shoot directly at a ‘violent leader’. His death caused a general flight and ended the affray.25




    During the struggle Tuckey apparently dropped a bunch of keys which some limeburners found in 1847 and handed to Superintendent La Trobe. The advocates of sixteenth-century Portuguese discovery have argued that they provide further evidence of early Portuguese exploration, though La Trobe felt certain that they were not more than fifty years old, and later he was assured that they were of a pattern which seafarers commonly used early in the century.26 But apart from this accident, the affair gave Collins excuse to say that were he to settle in the upper part of the harbour he would need four times his existing military force to protect the establishment.27 Of course this was not true, and three months later the master of the schooner Edwin, which King had sent to Port Phillip, noticed that the Aborigines there had totally thrown aside all ‘doubt and apprehensions’ and wished to maintain a friendly correspondence’. But long before then Collins had made up his mind to move, and the brush with Tuckey’s party had given him a further argument for leaving. His letter to King on 5 November is full of objections to Port Phillip. Harris had assured him that cultivation would not ‘repay the cares of the Husbandman’ and as Collins put it,




    

      I do not see . . . that by staying here I can at all answer the intentions of Government in sending hither a Colonial Establishment. The Bay itself, when viewed in a Commercial light, is wholly unfit for any such purpose, being situated in a deep and dangerous Bight. . . to enter which [i.e. the Bay] must ever require a well-manned and well-found Ship, a leading Wind, and a certain Time of Tide, for the Ebb runs out at the rapid Rate from five to seven Knots an hour [sic] . . . With a gale of wind upon the coast, a Ship would be in imminent risk and Danger.


    




    To Lord Hobart, in London, he reiterated the difficulties of navigation:




    

      The Boat that I sent to Port Jackson was three days lying at the Mouth of the Harbour before she could get out, owing to a swell occasioned by the Wind meeting the strong Tide . . . When all the disadvantages attending this bay are publicly known, it cannot be supposed that Commercial People will be very desirous of visiting Port Phillip.28


    




    The following year Tuckey was to make public this criticism. If the settlement was to be able to guard Bass Strait and provide a rendezvous for sealers, he wrote, it was ‘of first consequence’ that there should be easy access for shipping. But with a southerly wind, which he had found ‘steady in that point for many days together and often blowing very hard’, ships leaving Port Phillip would have difficulty in clearing Cape Schanck or Cape Otway—and if they could not get out they would not willingly come in. Added to this, the coast down to Wilson’s Promontory was very dangerous. It presented ‘a continued barrier of rock that denies the smallest hope of escape to those dashed upon it’ while a ‘tremendous surf even in the calmest weather . . . [broke] at a Mile or two distant from the shore’.29




    Meanwhile, on 10 December Collins, while still waiting to hear from King about his criticism of Port Phillip, sent Tuckey off again on a land expedition—this time to see if there might be a suitable site for a settlement on Western Port. Collins knew that Grant had praised it, but Tuckey, like Bass and Grimes earlier, was less impressed. Certainly he could not investigate more than twelve miles of its shore because after a convict had absconded with the party’s bread he was short of food and in five days he had to return; however, he had time to conclude that the soil and harbour were not suitable for settlement, and though he found better land between the two bays, that was of no use for an establishment that had to be on the coast.30




    In fact this report was irrelevant, because before he returned a despatch from King had arrived which supported Collins’ opinions of the place. The Governor remembered that Flinders had commented on Port Phillips ‘Difficulty of Access’, and now he found it clear that it was ‘totally Unfit in every point of view to remain at without subjecting the Crown to the certain expensive prospect of the Soil not being equal to raise anything for the Support of the Settlement’. He had recommended the site on the basis of the reports from Murray and Flinders, but the later survey by Robbins and Grimes had led him to expect Collins’ unfavourable opinions. He told Collins that, since moving ‘will be the most Advisable for the Interest of His Majesty’s Service’, he had extended the charter of the Ocean and sent it back to Port Phillip to take part in the evacuation.31 With this authority Collins decided to leave. King’s letter had included news of the renewal of the war against Napoleon the previous May, so Captain Woodriff wanted to be off with the Calcutta at once. On 18 December he departed, taking with him 185 lengths of timber—honeysuckle and black gum—the longest being 48 feet. Collins necessarily took longer to go but he immediately ordered the convicts to begin reloading the stores and equipment. Without the Calcutta he could not take everybody at once, but by 21 January all seemed ready for the first party to leave. Embarkation took three days—the settlers in HMS Lady Nelson, which opportunely came in from surveying Port Dalrymple, and the convicts in the Ocean. Adverse winds held the ships in the bay until the following week, but they got out on 30 January carrying Collins and 262 of the 455 people who had landed in October. The remainder had to wait until May to be collected by the Ocean when she could come back to pick them up.32




    The basis of the establishment had been the 299 convicts who had landed, of whom 118 came from London and 252 had been convicted of larceny in some form or other. They included 157 general labourers, 9 sawyers, 4 carpenters, 4 brickmakers, 3 bricklayers, 24 other ‘mechanics’, 45 with occupations connected with boats, 12 shoemakers, 18 in the clothing trades, 15 butchers, bakers and so forth, and others on the whole quite well selected to provide a competent labour force for founding a settlement. Of course many would be unwilling workers, but the list suggested that Collins was wrong to complain that the government had taken no trouble in choosing who were to be sent out.33




    Of the handful of free settlers with the party, some of those originally given permission to go out did not sail, but apparently twenty-one did (including two women—Rebecca Hobbs and Sophie or Sophia Chilvers or Chelves); five were accompanied by their wives, who had twenty children to look after. Of these, three settlers (two with wives) together with the missionaries, the Rev. William Pascoe Crook and William Caw, went on to Port Jackson in HMS Calcutta in December; three were put on the government payroll soon after arriving at Sorrento—William Collins, a seaman who took Collins’ first despatches to King, later surveyed Port Dalrymple and became ‘naval officer’, Samuel Lightfoot, appointed a hospital assistant in November, and William Nicholls, appointed Superintendent of Convicts in January 1804.34 Though Collins described those who settled at the Derwent as ‘a necessitous and worthless set of people’, who had misbehaved on the voyage out and from whose exertions he expected little, his criticisms seem to have been rather jaundiced. At Hobart Town, where at least fourteen became successful farmers or artisans, he admitted they did better than he had expected, and one may assume they were not entirely idle at Port Phillip.35 He granted no land there and distributed no livestock, but he allowed them to build huts often with a limestone chimney for their ovens, and he allotted them garden plots. Some of the convicts had huts too, including the seventeen with wives (who together had twelve children with them); John Pascoe Fawkner later said that his home was a small sod hut, twelve feet by ten. A number had gardens, but we do not know if their produce could rival Chaplain Knopwood’s cucumbers, onions and melons; it seems unlikely for the soil was poor, the season hot, water scarce and the time short. One man set up ‘Victoria’s’ first general store stocked by goods which he had brought out from England, another sold clothing from the same source and the forger James Grove discovered both that the native tea tree made a very potable drink and that the local kelp made a good alkali, or soda, which mixed with tallow made soap ‘equal to any of the Windsor you pay so dear for in London’.36




    But despite these achievements, the three and a half months occupation of Sorrento achieved little more than to leave a few relics for today’s tourists to look at. Traditionally, these included the four unnamed graves now preserved in the area, but it seems that, as is so often the case, the tradition is unfounded. The graves are very close to the site of Collins’ office and the officials’ houses shown on Harris’ contemporary sketches—where no graves are marked. Several settlers, who came after the area was reoccupied in 1839, agreed that the graves were not there at first, so they are probably those of some pioneers who died before 1875 when burials there were officially recorded. They certainly appear not to have been the graves of any of the forty or so of the establishment who died or of the nineteen who are known to have been buried at Sullivan’s Bay. More authentic are the water casks, staves, bits of bottles and leg-irons which have survived as evidence of the settlement’s brief existence; the huts and other buildings put up soon decayed and Collins took his prefabricated house with him to Hobart Town.37




    While at Sorrento, the women were busy with their domestic work, their children and their vegetable gardens. The convicts were employed chiefly in unloading the stores and then loading them again, after building a 380-foot jetty for the second operation. But they also cleared a large square for the parry’s tents and for the settlers’ gardens. They burned lime to mix into mortar, made bricks and cut timber to put up a battery, a stone magazine, a wooden storehouse and the huts which replaced many of the tents—even though Collins complained that the timber was no good (generally speaking true, despite Woodriff’s haul) and it was difficult to drag, when felled, through the sandy, hilly country. Tuckey noted a transformation, ‘Nothing’, he wrote,




    

      could offer a more perfect picture of reposing solitude than the wilds of Port Phillip on our first arrival. Here Contemplation, with her musing sister Melancholy, might find an undisturbed retreat . . . The last hymn of the feathered choristers to the setting sun and the soft murmurs of the breeze faintly broke the death-like silence which reigned around, while the lightly trodden path of the solitary savage, or the dead ashes of his fire, alone pointed out the existence of human beings.




      But in the course of a few weeks, the scene was greatly altered . . . The busy hum of voices and the sound of axes reverberating through the woods denoted the exertions of social industry and the labours of civilization,


    




    and in his mind’s eye, he could ‘behold a second Rome rising from a coalition of banditti. . . giving laws to the world, superlative in arms and in arts’. It was a great vision, even though it came after a good dinner with the lieutenant-governor.38




    To achieve their more prosaic objectives, the convicts were distributed into gangs and had to work from sunrise to sunset, though there was a slight relaxation in the hottest weather. Sunday should have been a day of rest, even if interrupted by Knopwood’s rather irregularly held church services, but the urgency of reloading the ships in the last weeks of their stay involved extra work and no rest day either on the Sabbath or New Year’s Day. The resulting restiveness and the repeated robberies of provisions led to the formation of a small night patrol, elaborated on New Year’s Day into an association of the civil officers for establishing a regular night watch. This was all the more necessary since the sailing of the Calcutta had removed sixteen marine guards, but most disciplinary problems arose from the drunkenness of the military and the absconding of convicts. Twenty prisoners escaped from Sorrento while the party was there. Twelve returned or were recaptured and were punished. One was shot in the woods. The rest were lost—except for William Buckley, who was to reappear when white men again settled at Port Phillip, after he had lived for thirty-one years with the Wathaurung people.39




    Despite Tuckey’s experience near Corio Bay, the Aborigines did not interfere with the settlement much, though Knopwood recorded as many as four hundred near Arthur’s Seat on one occasion, and Pateshall thought that their fires showed that ‘the place was swarming with them’. A small group showed their disapproval when Knopwood and others began the white man’s attack on the native fauna. Birds, not necessarily for eating, were the chief target—large swans, red-bills, pelicans, a golden eagle, teal, a couple of Banks’ ‘very handsome’ red-tailed black cockatoos and what Knopwood described as ‘the most beautiful bird of the bittern species’ (heron). On 30 November Collins issued the first protection order in Australia when he forbade the taking of eggs of young and unfledged birds from nests; not until January did he remind his people that taking articles from the Aborigines was robbery, and that violence towards them might be punished by death.40




    Many, both then and later, have criticised Collins for leaving Port Phillip so hastily. ‘My pen is not able to describe the beauties of that delightful spot’, wrote Mrs Hopley, the assistant surgeon’s wife. The settlement was abandoned ‘at the whim of the Governor . . . and I parted from it with more regret than I did my native land’. Even after he had learned from King in December of Grimes’ report on the land around the Yarra, Collins made no attempt to look at it. But his decision was not just a ‘whim’, and King had strongly backed it. The reports from Murray and Flinders, which Collins had seen in London, were over-optimistic. There seemed to be little water. There is no doubt the local timber was poor. There was as yet little interest in the excellent pasture land that Flinders had noticed; there was interest in growing grain for the convicts but it did not seem that this would be easy, and the indigenous possums, lizards, grubs, wild celery, wild parsnip and aromatic fleshy leaved cliff plant samphire, which satisfied the Aborigines, made no appeal. Above all there was the difficulty of entering and leaving the Bay, which everyone commented on. This obviously weakened the impact of what Grimes had to say about its northern end, and it undoubtedly played a big part in Collins’ decision. It made the place an unsuitable base for both fisheries and naval operations in Bass Strait—and for these the top of the bay would have been worse. King had already told Portland that Port Dalrymple would probably be a better site, and now when replying to Collins, he pointed out to him that the prevailing south-west winds would make the northern coast of Van Diemen’s Land a better site for a settlement, ‘particularly as a place of Resource to our Sealing and Fishing Vessels’ since it was usually ‘a Weather Shore for Vessels passing through the Straits’. So he ordered Collins to look at Port Dalrymple though he left him the alternative of going to the Derwent if he preferred to—as he did.41




    Collins sent his namesake, William Collins, to survey Port Dalrymple, but by the time the latter had reported that it was suitable, King had told him that its entrance was intricate and the natives hostile. In fact he was confusing Port Dalrymple with Port Sorell, twenty kilometres to the west, but Collins had made up his mind to go to the Derwent.42 It is possible that the alleged difficulties of Port Dalrymple induced King to tell Collins to leave a small establishment at Port Phillip, for he had always been attracted by its prospects as a base for the fisheries, despite his recently expressed preference for the north coast of Van Diemen’s Land. It seemed likely that the seal colonies on King Island, Phillip Island off Western Port and Sealers Island off Wilsons Promontory would attract the fishing boats to the ‘Victorian’ coast and, in 1803–04, almost a score of sailings for the Bass Strait seal fisheries were recorded from Sydney. Two hundred men were said to be employed in sealing gangs. Of the twenty-two sloops and schooners based in New South Wales ports, six were constantly and five occasionally engaged in this business.43 It ‘thrives greatly’, wrote King, who always encouraged it, and Banks, in London, thought it had ‘a significant future’ when he heard that between 1800 and 1806 more than 100 000 tons of sealskins were landed at Sydney for despatch to China or for local manufacture into shoes or hats. He was over-optimistic.44




    However Collins ignored his instructions and left no one at Port Phillip, and as King still wanted his base for the fisheries in the straits, he ordered yet another survey of the ‘Victorian’ coast. Was Western Port ‘eligible for a settlement’, and if not, were there any other harbours that were? Lieutenant Robbins, who conducted it, reiterated the answer ‘no’. Western Port, he said, was ‘a spacious rather than a good harbour’, with many shoals and without readily accessible water. As Tuckey had reported, it was ‘in great measure unfit for an agricultural settlement’, and Robbins repeated that the best place was on the fresh water river which he had seen at the head of Port Phillip.45 The future surveyor-general, Lieutenant John Oxley, who was with Robbins, when reporting to Governor Macquarie on the Van Diemen’s Land settlements in 1810, added similar paragraphs on Western Port based on the diary he had kept five years before. Presumably he wanted to let the new governor know that the place could ‘never in any Point of View be considered as a fit place for a Settlement . . . If Port Phillip was found Bad, this Port is certainly much worse’.46 No one seemed to think of examining the coast west of Cape Otway more closely, and for the time being there were no more projects for white settlement on the northern shores of Bass Strait. The centre of the fishing business shifted to Van Diemen’s Land, based on Port Dalrymple and Launceston, though for thirty years a few sealers and whalers, including some Americans, were to call in at various spots on the northern coast to rest, to repair their ships and to get water. How often this happened we do not know, but sporadic activity is well recorded and there was briefly a penal settlement at Western Port in 1826–27.47




    Of all those who were at the settlement, it seems that only four or five lived at Port Phillip later on—Buckley, who never left (at least until 1837), the young John Pascoe Fawkner, who returned in 1835, his ex-convict metal-refining father, John, who eventually came to live with his son at Pascoe Vale, Elizabeth, the infant daughter of the convict Thomas Peters, guilty of stealing a silver plate, who was at Sorrento with her parents, and possibly John Fell who went back to London in 1809 or 1810, but may have returned to settle in Bendigo in the 1840s. Of course many of the children and grandchildren of those at Sorrento—convicts, settlers and officials—came back after the new settlement was founded in 1835, though we shall probably never know the precise number. The most famous are the myriads of descendants of Elizabeth Peters, who married George Armytage in 1818 and whose seven sons and three daughters provided a convict ancestry for many important Victorian families. James Austin had two nephews, who were attracted to Van Diemen’s Land when their uncle had made good after serving his term, though their offspring are not descended from James himself. Augustus Morris’ son, born about 1815, returned to Port Phillip in 1835 and was one of the first settlers at Colac—and obviously there are many others. However for more than thirty years the native tribes were left almost undisturbed lands.48


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2





    




    ABORIGINAL SETTLEMENT BEFORE 1800




    By the time Collins departed, quite a few groups of Aborigines had glimpsed the strange white men and their ships. On the east Gippsland coast the Krauatungalung people had helped shipwrecked sailors from the Sydney Cove in 1797. Coastal bands of the Bunurong must have seen Bass and Grant in Western Port and watched the latter plant his seeds on Churchill Island. Just as Grant noticed smoke from the Aborigines’ fires, many of the latter must have sighted the ships which had passed through Bass Strait, and the Bunurong and Bratauolong would have seen sealers on Phillip Island and Wilson’s Promontory. Some of the Bunurong had a friendly meeting with Lieutenant Murray at Western Port, but others threw spears at his men to stop them landing near Portsea and were fired on as a result. Grimes and Flinders got on well enough with this group as with the Wathaurung around the Bellarine Peninsula and the Wurundjeri near the Yarra, though not surprisingly many were wary when approached. The Bunurong too were friendly enough to Collins at Sorrento, but as we have seen at the same time a group of Kurung had attacked Tuckey’s exploring party near Geelong.




    But while the Aborigines’ reception of the British was generally friendly and only twice hostile, these sightings and encounters naturally seemed strange to people who had been living in isolation for about sixteen hundred generations. Their remote ancestors probably came to Australia from southeast Asia at least sixty thousand years ago, and possibly more. Only China, Java and East Africa have so far revealed human remains older than this, and the first immigrants arrived long before anyone had crossed the Behring land bridge from Asia to the Americas. Although many of the Indonesian islands were then connected by land, there were some stretches of water to be crossed, so the first Australians probably arrived by paddling bamboo rafts or bark platforms. After landing in the north and north-west, some stayed in the north, but some travelled clockwise round the coast to reach the land that would become Victoria; others passed on further west or down to Tasmania, linked to the mainland until about ten thousand years ago. Artefacts found at Keilor, on the Maribyrnong River near Melbourne, where the flood plain is wide and campsites would have been handy to both river and woodland, provide evidence of continuous occupation for about forty thousand years, even though the oldest human remains are only about fifteen thousand years old.1




    These first discoverers, explorers, colonisers and settlers in Australia left no written records and, as archaeological finds have been only fragmentary, we know all too little about how they lived. They must have adapted successfully to changes in the climate and environment for many millennia. They must have witnessed (and survived) the extinction of Australia’s giant animals some twenty thousand years ago. They certainly survived the long ice age, between about 25 000 and 10 000 years ago. Then they saw the sea-level slowly rise, Tasmania cut off from the mainland and a quarter of Victoria disappear under the sea. The new coastline, which took its present shape between eight and five thousand years ago, gave many groups access to the resources of the beaches, which were important as the land became smaller and drier; in the Western District the volcanic eruptions which were common until about five thousand years ago, were creating the great basalt plains whose subsequent fertility provided more food. Archaeological ‘digs’ on ceremonial sites and the rock and cave paintings in the Grampians and elsewhere show that the Aborigines had a rich religious and artistic life. Researchers have found skeletal remains of a man buried seven thousand years ago near the junction of the Murray and Darling rivers with a necklace made from the carefully chiselled teeth of the Tasmanian devil, which then still existed on the mainland—and this suggests that he was a man of high degree, living in a society which recognised political or spiritual leaders.2




    Since the end of the ice age, the climate has been fairly stable, but although many have looked on Aboriginal society as unchanging since then, this is not true. Society seems to have become more complex. The people developed various techniques, such as the use of fish weirs, hafted tools and better storage facilities which made the struggle for existence less difficult. But whatever changes may have occurred in the past, it is the state of Aboriginal society around 1800 that interests the historian of the nineteenth century, and although we know more about Aboriginal life at that time than of the more distant past, it is certainly not all that we would like. Even on the basic question of numbers, we can only guess how many were occupying the lands of the present state of Victoria.




    The first attempt at a ‘census’ was made in 1840–41 by the newly appointed Protectors. They thought that about 11 500 Aborigines were living there before the Europeans arrived. In the 1920s Radcliffe-Brown used this and other estimates to conclude that the pre-contact population for the whole of Australia was about 300 000, but recently historians have queried this estimate. In 1983 Professor Noel Butlin re-examined the problem of the size of the Aboriginal population in the light of the two smallpox epidemics which apparently affected parts of eastern Australia around 1789 and 1829–30. He calculated that before the epidemics had struck, the population had been as large as a million, so he checked whether the land could support that many with Aboriginal hunting and gathering methods of obtaining food. He concluded that it could, that Radclifife-Brown’s population estimate was wrong and that there were probably more than 50 000—and possibly 100 000—in Victoria, and 25 000 in the Western District. But he was not the first to suggest a population larger than Radcliffe-Brown’s figure. In 1977 the archaeologist Harry Lourandos had suggested that the number there might well have been twice as great as had been generally believed. He estimated a population between 10 000 and 15 000 in the south-west alone—in this following Dawson’s estimate, made in 1881, of possibly 30 000 in western Victoria. The squatter E. M. Curr, who knew of the smallpox epidemics, had agreed with this two years later. He deduced from the size and number of the natives’ ovens near his properties that there had been a ‘great fall’ in the numbers of the Aboriginal population before any white settlement. He ‘was convinced’ that there were not less than 15 000 in Victoria in 1838, and thought there had been double or treble that number in 1829, and double again in 1788—that is between sixty and ninety thousand. Several critics, including Jan Critchett, have argued that Butlin’s estimate is too high, but a recent ‘guesstimate’, by Mulvaney and White in 1987, is of the order of 750 000 for Australia, implying a ‘Victorian’ population of about 30 000. We can be no more definite at present, especially as we are uncertain how far the two smallpox epidemics in central New South Wales between 1790 and 1830 penetrated the Port Phillip district (in 1995 Dr Colin Pardoe of the South Australian Museum suggested a population of three million).3




    There is no doubt of the catastrophic effect of smallpox on a community that is completely without immunity to it. Governor Phillip reported that half the native population around Sydney was wiped out by the epidemic there in 1789, and we have good evidence that smallpox often killed between 40 and 60 per cent of the native people of the Americas when they were exposed to it for the first time. But did the epidemics reach Port Phillip? Certainly in 1803 both Grimes and Tuckey noticed around the Bay men who seemed to be pockmarked, and a possibly less reliable report came from a Melbourne physician, David Thomas, who recalled in his old age that in 1839 around the Yarra, Barwon and Goulburn rivers he saw several old Aborigines who were pockmarked; on the other hand, William Buckley, the convict who escaped from the Sorrento settlement and lived with the Aborigines for thirty-two years around Corio Bay thought they were healthy, though he mentions in his recollections an ulcerous complaint that spread through the country causing many deaths.4 What of the 1829 epidemic? The Surveyor-General Major Mitchell, who explored much of the future Victoria in 1836, recorded a lot of pock-marking and evidence of recent large-scale depopulation as he travelled through the interior, and Joseph Hawdon in 1838, when overlanding cattle to Adelaide, made similar comments about the Wati Wati near Swan Hill. Earlier Sturt had noticed pock-marked Aborigines on the Murray; later on Peter Beveridge, a squatter who knew them well, reported that the old men near the river told him how an epidemic had laid ‘its death clutches on every tribe . . . until the whole country had been decimated’. Peter Snodgrass, another squatter, said that on the Goulburn the natives told him that they had ‘been much more numerous some few years before our arrival . . . but they suffered severely from the small-pox of which disease many bore evident marks’, and Protector Robinson confirmed in 1842–43 that in this district they were ‘much pitted’. But in the Western District neither Robinson nor Fyans reported it so Jan Critchett has suggested that this populous area largely escaped the epidemic. Isolated Gippsland certainly did and Diane Barwick has gone further and has questioned the evidence for smallpox anywhere in Victoria; she concludes that the reports resulted from ‘medical and ethnographic ignorance’ and the disease was really impetigo contagiosa, a streptococcal infection which may lead to what is commonly known as ‘butcher’s fever’.5 Doubtless there were local variations and it seems unlikely that we shall ever know the whole truth.




    But whether due to smallpox or some other cause, it does seem that the Aboriginal population may have fallen just before the white men came to Port Phillip, and such a fall would have had social, economic and psychological effects on the survivors. Their society may well have suffered a disaster which weakened their will and ability to resist new invaders, and it was to be weakened further physically by increasing illness. After the Europeans arrived the death-rate soared and the birth-rate plummeted. Venereal disease, first brought on by casual contacts with sealers and others and then with some of the settlers, reduced the birth rate—and so did a spiritual demoralisation brought about either by the drastic smallpox losses (if they occurred) or by the quickly perceived attack on their civilisation caused by white occupation (or by both). It seems almost certain that the Protectors’ estimates of numbers, even if accurate when made, considerably understated the Aboriginal population of the past. Any post-settlement figures are an uncertain guide to the eighteenth century, though there is no doubt that the Aborigines were ‘thin on the ground’ compared with the population today. But whatever the total, we know that the most densely populated area was the Western District, where the natural resources were very rich. Here about one-third of the population was living, with about five people to every eight square kilometres among the Gunditjmara who lived along the coast between Portland and Warrnambool, and rather more among the Tjapwurong further inland.6




    ‘Tribes’, or cultural-language units as they are now often described, formed the broad units in Aboriginal life. In Victoria there were possibly thirty-three, with seven others whose territories extended into what is now New South Wales or South Australia, though other ‘counts’ give different numbers. They had specific names and fairly well-defined territories, varying from the Tatungalung around Lakes Entrance, with about eighteen hundred square kilometres, to the Jaara, to the west of Bendigo with about thirteen thousand, with areas of eighty by sixty-five kilometres (five thousand square kilometres) a rough norm. Though the language groups were independent, there seem to have been four loose confederations which met, perhaps annually, for ceremonial gatherings, marriage exchanges and trade—the Kurnai in Gippsland, the Kulin in Central Victoria, the Mara in the south-west and the Wotjo in the north-west. Near Port Phillip were three of the Kulin groups—the Wathaurung around Corio Bay, the Woiworung, along the Yarra and the Bunurong to the south-east—bordering the Gippsland Kurnai; further north were two others—the Jajowrong up to St Arnaud and the Kaungurong, up to Benalla.7




    The thirty or so cultural-language groups in turn were divided into smaller groups or clans numbering several hundred people or more. Everybody belonged to a particular clan or landowning group. This bound every one spiritually to a particular piece of land, which the clan might be said to ‘own’. It was far more than an economic resource. It was also the basis of religion, for Aboriginal deities were linked with particular pieces of land. The clan had to look after it, since, writes Berndt, it was ‘a living thing, the source of all life’. It was ‘sacred because the deities shaped it, humanised it and put within it the resources it contained’. As a recent Aboriginal artist has said, the ‘land is not empty, the land is full of knowledge, full of story, full of goodness, full of energy, full of power’. But it was a particular piece of land; as Dr Blaskett has explained: ‘Each individual feels an attachment to the land of his birth where at a certain sacred spot his spirit emanated and to which it will return at death’. Other localities would be useless, so we find that there seldom was a voluntary exodus from land taken over by settlers. The Wesleyan missionary, the Rev. Joseph Orton, recognised this at the time—at least in part—when he showed that he appreciated the importance of a clan’s territorial limits, telling his superiors in London that ‘each tribe has a particular location and boundaries beyond the limits of which they seldom go . . . Indeed they appear to be under very strong fearful apprehensions if by any circumstance they are induced to pass their respective line of territory’.8 The Aborigines may not have had an Englishman’s idea of personal property, but tribal property in the soil they certainly believed in, as many observers recognised. Clan elders would sometimes give others permission to use clan land and resources, but clan territory was inalienable and non-transferable, and collectively held in trust, as the Quaker, James Backhouse, recognised when he visited Port Phillip in 1837.9




    The men of the clan would normally seek their partners from outside, and the wives would then live with their husband’s group. Clan leaders would direct its movements and organise its ceremonies, sometimes barter its goods and exchange gifts and preserve the traditions of proper conduct. Most of the language groups would meet with three or four of their neighbours at least once a year and would celebrate their meetings with corroborees or native dances. According to Joseph Orton, these were often ‘an intended mark of respect or compliment’ paid by one group to another, and sometimes a number of groups present at a gathering would join in ‘a sense of barbarous conviviality’. The Yarra near Melbourne was a traditional meeting place for the Kulin confederation. A big corroboree was held by the river as late as March 1839 and another at Emerald Hill in 1840. Protector Thomas said they would ‘barter for lubras, etc.’ at these gatherings. They were usually peaceful, and if there was any fighting, it was largely artificial. The quarrel would be settled quickly and be followed by a corroboree. But sometimes the quarrels were serious, the men seeking revenge for some wrong done to the clan, usually arising from a dispute over a woman or the land, and there were also some traditional inter-tribal enmities and conflicts.10




    The tribes and even the clans were said to be ‘very jealous of their hereditary interests’, and no Aboriginal would cross a clan boundary without permission. They looked on many of those beyond their territories as ‘wild black fellows’, believing that if they were found there they would be killed—as we know of the Wathaurung, west of Corio Bay, and their neighbours to the south and west as late as the 1840s. The missionary George Langhorne reported ‘fierce and bloody’ contests between the tribes near Geelong and on the Yarra, and both the Rev. James Clow and George Haydon reported hostility between those of the Gippsland and the Western Port areas, where Clow saw their tombs in 1838 and W. J. Thomas, son of the Victorian Guardian of the Aborigines, wrote later of ‘periodical’ raids being made by ‘belligerent parties’. Buckley said that the scenes of the Aboriginal battles he had witnessed were ‘much more frightful’ than those he had seen when serving in the British army in the Low Countries against France in the 1790s, and from some of his remarks Professor Blainey calculated that the annual Aboriginal death-rate in war was one in 270—as high or higher than in any European state since the end of the religious wars in the seventeenth century. Since Buckley almost certainly exaggerated, this estimate has been challenged; there is of course no direct evidence of what happened before the white settlers arrived, but the stories told and the record of inter-tribal clashes between 1836 and 1849 certainly suggests that, as in Europe, Asia, America or Africa, violence was by no means unknown in Aboriginal society. The belief in death through sorcery often provoked violent vengeance, and another example of evil-doing by European standards was the occasional practice of cannibalism on enemies killed in battle. This was not due to any liking for human flesh as many settlers believed, but some Aborigines thought that it would make them better fighters, some wanted to make their retaliation more complete and to some it was connected with their religious beliefs.11




    Aboriginal people spent most of their time in smaller groups or bands composed of only a few families, with what Protector Thomas described as a ‘patriarchal’ government. Normally they would move through their territory according to the weather and the seasonal supply of food. This nomadic life was systematic and purposeful, arising ‘as much from necessity as from choice’, according to Protector Thomas. They would travel from six to ten miles a day and not to have followed such a routine might well have led to starvation. But the journeyings also included pilgrimages to sacred and ceremonial sites, to hills and creeks. These were places with power—they were more than shrines—and had to be visited regularly, for the Aborigines held a spiritual relationship with the land in addition to the economic one. Ancestral heroes—Bunjil and Mindye—gave life and shape to the tribal territories and lived on at the sacred sites—a term first used only in 1947, to describe the Aborigines’ belief that the spirits of their ancestors resided among certain rocks, trees and lakes, or in animals. This of course explains why they were so attached to—and loved—particular places as well as the land in general and all that moved on it. The landscape and living things testified to a spiritual presence. Ancestral beings had ‘created’ physical features of the earth—hills, wells, rivers and so forth, as well as animals and even people and sometimes ceremonies and ritual might re-enact the creation of the Dreaming. Some of the great ancestors in the Dreamtime were human and animal or bird at the same time, and the people, land, animals and birds appeared as ‘one’. Each individual was part of a totemic bird animal or plant, and the totemic system, with kinship, organised all human relations. Early observers agree that the Aborigines had no distinct idea of a Supreme Being—and this was to have a disastrous result when the lawyers held that for this reason they could not take a valid oath and therefore could not give evidence in a court of law (see p. 137).12




    The anthropologists Tindale and Strehlow have argued that the mythology, ceremonial and taboo associated with the ancestral beings who were believed to have created natural resources during the Dreamtime protected these from over-exploitation. The social controls on diet were partly due to the Aborigines’ intimate knowledge of and attachment to their land and to their appreciation of the vagaries of the Australian climate. These controls were a ‘tribute to their intelligence’ and their knowledge meant that they almost always had ample food. They had no need to work at cultivation or grow crops. They ate animals—kangaroos, wallabies, wombats, bandicoots, possums, platypus, koalas, echidnas, snakes, lizards, turtles, fish, eels, birds of all kinds and seasonally their eggs. But as vegetables were more important (and healthier) than meat so the women’s digging sticks were more valuable for food gathering than the men’s spears. Shallow waters might contain typha, a bulrush with edible roots. The forests provided the roots of bracken, the pith of tree fern trunks and the young shoots of the ‘grass trees’. There were native orchids with edible roots, which sometimes yielded up to twenty-six grams of food in a square metre. In some places there were freshwater reeds with succulent underground shoots—and they were also used for making spears. Near Port Phillip was the Podelepis acuminata, with a flower like Sweet Sultan and a root like a potato. There was the widely-growing yam daisy, a small perennial flower like a buttercup or dandelion, with an easily dug and very nutritious underground milky tuber (murnung), and if the diggers replaced the tops, they could form the basis of the following year’s ‘harvest’. The tuber looked like a small parsnip and tasted like a radish. It could be eaten raw, or be roasted in rush baskets to produce a dark, sweet juice, though cooking involved a lot of work for the women—they had to make the baskets which were often burnt. Then there were thistles, nasturtium leaves, clover-sorrel, lilly-pilly, pig-face fruit, wild raspberries and kangaroo apples. On Wilson’s Promontory over a hundred edible plant species are said to have been growing.13




    Insects could be eaten too, the most famous being the Bogong moth, found on the high plains, perhaps some compensation for the hard winter conditions in the mountains. Every summer hundreds of people from groups near and far would trek to Bogong to feast on this abundant, high-fat, high-protein moth, dark brown with a four-centimetre wing span. Feeding on eucalyptus nectar, the moths would fly by the million to a summer habitat over 1200 metres above sea-level. They would congregate in cool crevices in the rocks where as many as 15 000 might nestle on a square yard of wall, forming layers like tiles on a roof. Below them the Aborigines would burn bushes, and the moths would come tumbling out on to kangaroo skins or fine fibre nets. Roasted on hot ashes, they had a sweet and nutty taste, and could be kept long enough to be taken down in coolamons to the women who had stayed in the lower valleys collecting roots and the vegetable food that provided necessary carbohydrates and anti-scorbutics. Another mid-summer favourite in another part of the country—among the Wati Wati—was the taarp, a sugary excretion from the larvae of the lerp which attached themselves to the leaves of Mallee scrub.14




    Food gathering was often deceptively simple when the women were using their digging sticks and even when the men were throwing their spears at animals and nesting birds—and they were amazingly accurate even up to fifty metres. Sometimes they would use the dingo, which was introduced about four thousand years ago (2000 B.C.), to help them; at other times they were more cunning. They were highly skilled mimics and would often decoy their prey—crabs from the mud, bandicoots from a hollow log, goanna and geese. To catch wild-fowl, they suspended huge, finely woven nets from trees across a river, and then disturbed birds resting on its surface; hunters, imitating the cry of a hawk and perhaps throwing discs, kept the birds flying low above the river bed until they reached the nets. Here they would entangle themselves and be easily picked up. Other traps were simpler, for example, sticks and grass put on stony points; these would also entangle water-fowl, when they landed at night.15




    Even more important was fishing. For this the Aborigines used their spears more often than hook and line, employing quite sophisticated techniques. The Wati Wati on the Murray near Swan Hill used to put stakes in to the river channels about an inch apart to make wooden grilles; these would hold thousands of fish when the annual floodwaters swept them downstream. Other tribes would drive their prey towards a group standing with spears at a water-hole, or into a trap built like a windsock. Children would catch yabbies up to four centimetres long by hand from swamps and ponds and holes in the mud. Indeed the seas and rivers provided a rich variety of food—mussels, fresh-water crayfish, tortoise and platypus (sometimes dug from their burrows in summer), yabbies—and eels. These were a great delicacy, more nutritious than most sea fish and very plentiful.16 They were caught throughout most of the year by spearing but when migrating to breed in March and April they were harvested in quite elaborate traps, such as the one Grimes reported seeing in the Maribyrnong River near Keilor. At Mt William in the Grampians and at Lake Condah (midway between Portland and Hamilton) the Tjapwurong and Gunditjmara built canals covering about six hectares, with some trenches over a kilometre long. They directed streams so that the eels could be easily caught while wriggling through the shallow waterways as they migrated towards the sea each summer. At Toolondo, near the upper reaches of the Glenelg River, the Jaadwa people built canals to join the coastal and inland river systems, attracting the eels who always went down to the sea to breed.17




    Dividing their labour, the men would hunt and fish and climb trees for game; the women would dig for roots and bandicoots; the children would help the women, learning about the land as they collected grubs and yabbies, found gum and maybe knocked down some birds. The work would be done in six hours or less, at a leisurely pace. The variety of the food which was available made shortages less likely than among people who depended on a single crop, and in the Victorian climate and environment, all seasons provided enough to eat. So the Aborigines lived without too much difficulty and rarely had to bother about storing food. Their skills in hunting and gathering removed any fear of starvation; if food were ever short, their practice of ‘sharing’ reduced hardship, and made sure that the old, the sick and the very young were provided for.18




    The character of the local flora and fauna affected the Aborigines’ economy and technology and it seems possible that their reluctance to cultivate the land was deliberate as they adapted over time to local conditions. The hunter-gathering life style was well enough suited to a climate with droughts and floods occurring constantly but irregularly, in an environment where it was difficult to store food to preserve it for bad seasons. It ensured immediate survival. It gave sufficient access to resources in bad times. It kept population low enough not to exceed the natural carrying capacity of a tribal territory. Possibly at the cost of growth, it minimised risk; it was sustainable over centuries and enabled the Aborigines to enjoy a standard of living higher than many contemporary European peasants, who rarely had meat to eat and often faced food shortages or famine.19




    The Aborigines also modified the environment by the use of fire, which they could light in about sixty seconds by ingeniously contriving the friction of wood, according to Curr who saw them do this. Burning the grasses encouraged edible bracken ferns and helped to regenerate the grass, creating the lightly timbered plains which attracted the kangaroo and other light nibblers and later on the white pastoralists.20 As Mitchell wrote about Queensland in a passage which applies just as well to Port Phillip,




    

      Fire, grass, kangaroos and human inhabitants, seem all dependent on each other . . . Fire is necessary to burn the grass, and form those open forests, in which we find the large forest-kangaroo; the native applies that fire to the grass . . . in order that a young green crop may subsequently spring up, and so attract the kangaroo and enable him to . . . take it with nets. In summer the burning of the long grass also discloses vermin, birds’ nests, etc. on which the females and children, who chiefly burn the grass, feed. But for this simple process the Australian woods had probably contained as thick a jungle as those of New Zealand or America . . .


    




    As Edward Curr commented,




    

      the blackfellow, . . . living principally on wild roots and animals, tilled his land and cultivated his pastures with fire; and we shall not, perhaps, be far from the truth if we conclude that almost every part of New Holland was swept by a fierce fire, on an average, once in every five years.


    




    Thus the Aborigines, like their white successors only much more slowly, changed the landscape, and using fire instead of bulldozers, turned much of the forest into open country.




    

      The grass—and the game it nourished—was multiplied by burning. Without those fires, the grassy woodlands . . . would have been scrub land or forest . . . There is much evidence to suggest that the grasslands of the Great Plains were a monument to the firestick. Repeated burnings encouraged some plants—and the insects and animals that depended on them—species of flora and fauna that were drought resistant and fire resistant.21


    




    Of course life was more difficult in winter or in the highlands where there were fewer food resources and the bands had to work harder or wander further to gather enough to eat. In cold weather they clasped possum rugs around their necks and often anointed their bodies with animal fats to provide insulation. Fires could still provide warmth but in wet periods dry kindling might be hard to find. As Howitt recalled many years later, in these conditions the people were often very miserable, the aspect of the camp very dismal. The men would not go out to hunt. In short,




    

      the dripping trees, the wet grass, the rain pouring heavily on the bark of the miamias, and penetrating them; the absence of children before the openings of dwellings, and the forlorn appearance of the dogs moving occasionally from miamia to miamia in search of better accommodation made a picture only to be equalled by those that are familiar to the English people in the quarters of the cities . . . inhabited by the poorest and most neglected of the inhabitants.


    




    But Buckley had noticed that even in these conditions they remained remarkably healthy; colds, influenza and pneumonia, like many other diseases, seem to have been brought by the white settlers.22




    In some places, especially in the highlands, winter huts would be built with larger and stronger sheets of stringybark to be fairly weather-proof and relatively solid. But more commonly, as the Aborigines normally planned to stay in one place for less than a month, depending on the food available there, they put up very quickly huts that were not intended to last. As the former Protector Thomas told a Committee of the Victorian Legislative Council in 1858:




    

      I have seen in half an hour a village comfortably housed, from the bounty of Providence in the forest around. A few sheets of bark with a sapling, and two forked sticks make at once an habitation . . . Every alternate sheet . . . is reversed, so that no rain can enter; foliage and pieces of bark enclose the sides and top . . . These habitations (miamia) are not permanent; are knocked down or burnt on breaking up the encampment. They contain one apartment only.23


    




    The Aborigines could travel easily when on the march and usually would reach their campsite about an hour before sunset. They had few possessions, and these would be light, utilitarian and preferably multi-purpose, not more than a man and his wife could carry. The men would have their wooden spears, probably tipped with flint and with stone barbs, a multi-purpose flaked stone knife, a stone hatchet and perhaps some bark containers. The women would carry their wooden digging sticks, woven fibre or pandanus palm-baskets and hair-string or paper-bark bags. Then there would be the all-important fire-stick, the wooden coolamon-carriers-cum-water-containers and possum or kangaroo skin rugs or cloaks for winter. Unlike the Europeans they had no need for well-built boats to cross rivers. If need be they could run up in half an hour a bark canoe which would carry five people, was stable enough for a man to stand up in and spear fish and would last a few months—‘frail and perishable no doubt, but sufficient for the occasion’, wrote Curr. In the field Thomas Mitchell thought ‘the intelligence and skill of our sable friends made the “white-fellows” appear rather stupid. They could read traces on the earth, climb trees or dive into the water better than the ablest of us’.24




    They manufactured—in the literal sense of that term—a few articles and in this the missionary George Langhorne thought the Victorian Aborigines were more ingenious than those of New South Wales. They made cloaks by sewing together pelts from possums or kangaroos. They would dress, sew together and decorate between fifty and seventy possum skins to make rugs. They would plait grass-tree shoots to make neat, oval baskets, which were very strong. They would weave twine, fishing-nets and bird-nets. They would make tools either from stone or from bone, which gradually became more common after a technological advance some six thousand years ago. They would prepare their weapons, especially the spears, clubs, shields, boomerangs and throwing sticks, usually wooden, which had to be carved, shaped and fire-hardened before being decorated with incised linear and geometric designs. There were ornaments too, like nose-bones, feathered headdress, (sometimes from the tail of the lyrebird) and necklaces made from animal or shark teeth. Sacred designs were carefully worked on tools and rugs, or painted on to rock-faces like those found particularly in the Grampians.25




    These activities are evidence of industry and sophistication. Though traditions were long-lived, the Aborigines’ life changed, but certainly only slowly. They made one great advance when they replaced stone with bone in many of their tools and other artefacts. They made another even greater technological development when they began to build their fish-traps and drainage complexes. These suggest that at least some of the clans were settling down in permanent residences, becoming more sedentary than is usually acknowledged and changing from being purely hunter-gatherers into at least part-time fish farmers. In the Western District in groups around Mt Napier, Lake Bolac and Warrnambool we find quite large, well-constructed, bee-hive, dome-shaped huts; some had stone walls and thatched rooves, others sticks covered with turf, but both types were warm and dry. Such houses and the drainage systems which accompanied these settlements were in a sense a form of resource management and led to a life style resembling an agricultural society more than that of traditional hunter-gatherers. Here were people more numerous, more sedentary and more ingenious than has been usually imagined.26




    Another development was the appearance of trading activities, which demanded large gatherings and considerable travel. Tribal leaders would make arrangements for crossing tribal boundaries, and the meetings might also be used to cement friendship or form alliances. James Dawson describes a meeting at Noorat, near Terang, which was held only for barter, but attracted people from up to 140 kilometres away. There, he wrote,




    

      the forest kangaroo are plentiful, and the skins of the young ones found there are considerably superior to all others for making rugs. The Aborigines from the Geelong district bring the best stones for making axes, and a kind of wattle-gum celebrated for its adhesiveness. This Geelong gum is so useful in fixing the handles of stone axes and the splinters of flint in spears, and for cementing the joints of bark buckets, that it is carried in large lumps all over the Western District. Greenstone for axes is obtained also from a quarry . . . near Goodwood; and sandstone for grinding them is got from the salt creek, near Lake Boloke. Obsidian or volcanic glass for scraping and polishing weapons is found near Dunkeld. The Wimmera country supplies the maleen saplings, found in the Mallee scrub, for making spears. The Cape Otway forest supplies the wood for the bundit spears, and the grass-tree stalk for . . . the butt piece of the light spear, and for producing fire; also a red clay, found on the sea coast, which is used as a paint . . . Marine shells . . . and freshwater mussel shells are also articles of exchange.


    




    This was an important mart, and earlier a stone-quarry at Mount William near Lancefield had been used by many tribes, extending to South Australia and the Riverina; there they exchanged rugs and other things for the stone needed to make axes. But one must beware of generalising too widely from a few examples. Trading was only a minor aspect of Aboriginal life. Aboriginal society was modest in its requirements; it did not call for much exchange. In a society based on reciprocity, great gatherings were often more social than economic.27




    Aborigines were not helpless before the vagaries of nature. If they could not tame it, they used it and adapted to it, living in peace with it, and enjoying what in their eyes was a modicum of comfort. Their day’s work was not too laborious—indeed most groups, and certainly those around Port Phillip and in other fertile districts, could have satisfied their needs by working about thirty hours a week. They were ready to share among themselves the produce of that work so none had to go without. Captain James Cook’s verdict, written when he discovered New South Wales in 1770, though not published for 123 years, was that




    

      they may appear to some to be the most wretched people upon Earth, but in reality are far more happier [sic] than we Europeans; being wholly unacquainted not only with the superfluous but the necessary Conveniences so much sought after in Europe; they are happy not knowing the use of them. They live in a Tranquillity which is not disburb’d by the Inequality of Condition. The Earth and sea of their own accord furnishes them with all things necessary for life, they covet not Magnificent Houses . . . they think themselves provided with all the necessarys of Life.28


    




    Was such a verdict eighteenth-century romantic nonsense, as Cook’s original editor had thought when he cut out this passage, or shrewd Yorkshire common sense based on keen observation? Presumably it depends on one’s point of view. Certainly William Hovell, on his way through Victoria in 1824, commented that the ‘people we generally call Miserable Wretches’ were not so. ‘They are happy within themselves, they have their amusements and but Little Cares, and above all they have their free Liberty.’ Another explorer, Paul Strzelecki, made a similar comment sixteen years later, writing that the Australian Aborigine was ‘placed by the Creator in perfect harmony with the whole economy of nature in his allocated dwelling and destiny’ and so could be seen ‘procuring for himself all that he wants, regulating all his social affairs and securing all the worldly happiness and enjoyment of which his condition is capable’. Finally we might quote the opinion of Mitchell, the greatest explorer of them all, when he noted in 1848 how little the English understood the character and condition of the Aborigines. They were not unintelligent.




    

      They have been described as the lowest in the scale of humanity, yet I found those who accompanied me superior in penetration and judgment to the white men composing my party. Their means of subsistence and their habits are both extremely simple; but they are adjusted with admirable fitness to the few resources afforded by such a country.29


    




    These, like Cook, were only passers-by, but Edward Curr was a resident squatter with the experience of a lifetime when he wrote in his Recollections in 1883 that the Pangerang Murray tribe ‘suffered less and enjoyed life more than the majority of civilised men’. In 1845 the missionary William Schmidt told the Select Committee on Aborigines that they ‘considered themselves superior to us . . . They preferred their way of living to ours . . . They have expressed the opinion that they were our masters in the bush . . . they pitied us that we troubled ourselves with so many things’.30 Unfortunately Aboriginal society, after surviving for thousands of years in the area to be known as Victoria, but probably weakened by earlier disease, was to be almost destroyed in a single generation after 1835, leaving only a handful of people to preserve their identity and values. Though in 1800 the Aborigines did not know what the future held in store, it seems they had good cause to be fearful of the white sails passing their coasts and the white ‘ghosts’ who from time to time landed from these ships on parts of the shore of Bass Strait.
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