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Introduction



Cowardice and savagery disturbed Governor George Gipps when he considered the best way to oversee the taking of civilisation to the troubled southern plains of his colony of New South Wales. Describing a recent massacre of Britons by Aboriginal warriors near present-day Benalla, in 1838 he wrote to his superior in London, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies Lord Glenelg: ‘These men (who were chiefly convicts) did not defend themselves, but ran at the first appearance of their assailants, though, as there were 15 of them with firearms in their hands, they ought to have beaten off any numbers however great of naked savages.’1


The incident on the Broken River came to be known as the Faithfull massacre after the free settlers for whom the servants worked, the brothers George and William Pitt Faithfull.2 In this early incident and its aftermath, we can see some of the most important themes of early Port Phillip history: the notions of aggressive savages and cowardly convicts, the idea of the spread of British civilisation, and the gap between those on the frontier and the colonial authorities in Sydney, London, and Melbourne.


The Port Phillip District in 1838 was part of New South Wales, and was to remain so until Separation, which came into effect in 1851. In this book I use the term ‘Port Phillip’ to refer to the land bounded by the present state of Victoria, while the present-day state of New South Wales was known then as the ‘Middle District’. The Faithfull brothers were in the process of overlanding—that is, bringing cattle and sheep from the Middle District to the Port Phillip District—and had with them eighteen servants.3 The men were divided into two working parties of nine, each with eight convicts or ticket-of-leave holders with a freed man as overseer. A ‘ticket-of-leave’ allowed convicts to work and bring family out from Britain, as long as no further offences were committed and the convict did not leave the colonies. It has been described as a ‘combined probation and work-release’.4


On 4 April 1838, the first party, minding the cattle, lost two head of cattle in an attack by a group of Aboriginal people on the Ovens River. Members of the party fired on the Aboriginal people, possibly wounding or killing a small number.5 In response to this attack, the cattle-minding party moved to the Broken River, arriving there on Friday 6 April. There, the party was met by ten Aboriginal men who attempted to get the whites to move on—the Faithfulls’ servants appear to have inadvertently camped on a meeting place near an initiation site, where the local men were preparing to hold ceremonies.6


The next day the second party, with the sheep, also arrived at the Broken River. The Britons and the Aboriginal people appear to have accommodated each other for a few days, which might have involved an exchange of food and relations between men and women—not unusual events in the period of early contact. By Monday 8 April, the situation had deteriorated. Eight sheep had gone missing, and their overseer presumed they had been eaten by the Aboriginal people. About twenty-one Aboriginal men remained in camp but all the women had left, a circumstance that some of the Britons understood as the harbinger of an attack. This suspicion was heightened when ticket-of-leave man Thomas Bentley found about twenty spears hidden in reeds the same day, which he removed.7 A showdown occurred on Tuesday, but on finding the spears gone, the Aboriginal warriors retreated. The next day they returned and attacked once the whites had struck camp and were on the move. In the melee, eight of the servants were killed and one warrior was shot dead.8


George and William eventually established a station on the Ovens, and they and their men spent several months of fearful tension protecting their stock until eventually there was a final confrontation. Years later outgoing Victorian Governor Charles La Trobe wanted to write a history of the early settlement of the Port Phillip District, and solicited ‘pioneer letters’ for the purpose. In his pioneer letter, George Faithfull recalled this battle. He wrote that he and two stockmen were riding along the banks of the Ovens River, when


… we were all at once met by some hundreds of painted warriors with the most dreadful yells I had ever heard. Had they sprung from the regions below we could hardly have been more taken by surprise. Our horses bounded and neighed with fear—old brutes, which in other respects required an immense deal of persuasion in the way of spurs to make them go along … The natives rushed on us like furies, with shouts and savage yells; it was no time for delay. I ordered my men to take deliberate aim, and to fire only with certainty of destruction to the individual aimed at … I fired my double-barrel right and left, and two of the most forward fell; this stopped the impetuosity of their career. I had time to reload, and the war thus begun continued from about ten o’clock in the morning until four in the afternoon. We were slow to fire, which prolonged the battle, and 60 rounds were fired, and I trust and believe that many of the bravest of the savage warriors bit the dust.9


Faithfull drew on established tropes of savagery in portraying his foes, describing ‘painted warriors’ who seemed almost demonic—so frightening that even his tough old horses were afraid. Gipps, on the other hand, dismissed the warriors precisely because they were ‘naked savages’. He had served in the Peninsular War, so perhaps he felt that he was able to judge the relative danger posed by the Aboriginal warriors.10 Gipps also disregarded the very real fear they must have struck into the hearts of the men, shown in their actions, and vividly recalled by Faithfull in his reminiscences. Patrick Drain, one of William Faithfull’s assigned servants who was not with the eighteen men attacked, attested to this fear. After the massacre, he gave the following statement: ‘I saw the blacks several times while I was at the Ovens River … they committed no violence, but we were in dread of our lives.’11 By characterising Aboriginal people as militarily harmless, Governor Gipps ignored this dread and instead propagated the notion of the cowardly convict-class worker. The tropes of the naked savage and cowardly convict were just two of the more powerful types that populated the plains of the District in the minds of officials and free settlers.


The portrayal of hellish, naked savages did not help Gipps or Faithfull to understand the massacre. To begin with, neither showed any awareness of the existing social and political map of the land. Kulin land takes up much of central Victoria. From west to east around Port Phillip Bay lies the land of the Wathaurong, Woiwurrung and Bunurong language groups. To the north-west is Djadjawurrung (or Jaara) land, and to the north-east, on the Goulburn and Ovens rivers, is Taungurong (also Daung wurrung) land.12 The twenty-one Aboriginal men who took part in the attack were probably from the Taungurong language group. These men wanted the shepherds and cattlemen to leave the initiation ground and meeting site, a fact that reminds us that the settlers were not striking out into a wilderness, but into a land that already had a complex overlay of law and cultural meaning for local Aboriginal people. The shepherds and cattlemen were not wholly unaware of this, noticing when the Taungurong women left the camp that an attack was probably imminent. These are two important points to bear in mind when considering the early settlement history of Australia. The land claimed by settlers had law already, and at least some settlers were not totally ignorant of this fact.


Beyond the tropes of savages and cowardly convicts, the Faithfull massacre illuminates an important pattern of settlement in Port Phillip. After the massacre, eighty-one stockholders from the north-east region of the District petitioned Governor Gipps for military action against the local Indigenous population. They too drew on familiar ideas of Aboriginal people, such as the idea that Indigenous people only understood brute force. The stockholders wrote: ‘these untutored savages, not comprehending or appreciating the motives which actuate us, attribute forbearance on our part solely to impotence or fear, and are thus rendered only more bold and sanguinary’.13 Against this, they positioned themselves as ‘Her Majesty’s subjects who are engaged in the laudable and enterprising pursuit of a pastoral life in the interior and the pioneers of civilization’.14 Gipps had the Colonial Secretary write to the petitioners that ‘it is entirely out of his power to authorize the levying of war against them’, because Aboriginal people were legally subjects of the Queen.15 Gipps understood what the settlers wanted: a war against the Taungurong, although they had not said it in so few words. He could not authorise this, but he did propose to establish a series of military posts between Yass and the Goulburn River.16 In addition to these new posts, Gipps noted that he had raised the number of Mounted Police by twenty-one men and the number of soldiers in Melbourne by twelve, and given the Police Magistrate at Melbourne, William Lonsdale, the discretionary power ‘to cause parties of infantry to advance, if necessary, into the interior’.17


The massacre and the battle several months later illuminate the key themes of British settlement in Port Phillip. In the aftermath of the massacre, free settler and official knowledge about convicts and Aboriginal people was propagated using consistent phrases and tropes. Both Gipps and the Faithfulls understood the spread of stock and stockmen into the interior of New South Wales as the advance of civilisation. Civilisation, the process of civilising the land and people of Port Phillip, can be understood only as the British settlers of the time understood it. Then as now, the term was commonly equated with material progress and the logistics of settlement: the movement of sheep, men, and occasionally women and children to the Port Phillip District from Van Diemen’s Land, and later from Sydney. Alongside the movement of sheep and cattle, the free settlers of the Port Phillip District told a mythic narrative of their place in the new landscape. They began creating this myth as soon as they stepped ashore. This book begins with a question: how did free settlers tell the story of their role in the British civilisation of Port Phillip?


The term ‘civilisation’ is itself under examination here.18 Felipe Fernández-Armesto provides a succinct version of the traditional usage of the term in his work Civilizations: essentially, he argues, a society is civilised to the extent to which it has overcome the limitations of nature.19 Fernández-Armesto gives only a portion of the traditional definition, or at least, he leaves out the moral connotations that accompany the word. These are examined in greater detail in chapter 1, but suffice to say here that since the Enlightenment, European thinkers have ranked the world’s peoples in a hierarchy of civilisations; in this schema, the mode of production and material achievements of a society have been used—and are still used today—to measure the intellect, morality, or worth of that society. For many non-Indigenous Australians, part of the challenge in understanding early Australia is to move away from this mindset.


The academic discipline of history has been one of the strongest vectors of this message. Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued that all history—that is, all historiography produced under the academic imprimatur of that name—is based on the model of European history. In his critique, a ‘hyperreal’ Europe serves as the model for the historical development of all regions of the world, and their development can be measured by the extent to which they adhere to this model.20 As Vinay Lal writes, histories of that ilk ‘take as their centrepiece the history of Europe and the history of Europe’s impact upon the rest of the world’, and in doing so ‘foreclose the various pasts of people’.21 Chakrabarty’s critique makes clear the difficulties of breaking away from this model. As a small step towards doing so, chapter 1 challenges the Enlightenment understanding of civilisational development: the idea that civilisations advance along a determined and predictable schema of economic organisation.


Why attempt to move away from this model? Because it is the founding mythology that has informed colonial and later state and federal government policies regarding Aboriginal societies ever since, as well as common perceptions of those societies. Settler Australians’ assertions that Aboriginal societies were (or are) a certain number of years ‘behind’ the rest of the country perpetuates an underlying ideology of progress beyond those societies and superiority over them. Thinking outside that schema results in a better understanding of Australia’s past and its settler-colonial nature. This book is a European history, written within the boundaries prescribed by academic history. Within those boundaries, though, it is possible to think outside the limits of the stadial theory. As we will see in chapter 1, the ‘stadial theory’ of civilisation was the belief that all human societies progressed through four distinct stages of economic production.22 Presenting an alternative to the notion of a hierarchy of civilisations is an attempt to provide a truer history of the time, based on the proposition that Aboriginal societies were shaped by deliberate political agency, rather than that they were unable to advance. Free settler mythologies, such as the idea that Aboriginal societies were waiting to progress, are tenacious and resonate in the present. The ideals expressed in the settler mythologies of the 1830s and 1840s informed a century and a half of policies regarding the Aboriginal peoples of Victoria.23


In place of the conventional, Eurocentric ideal of a hierarchy of civilisations, I posit a new way of looking at the events of the 1830s and 1840s in Port Phillip. Instead of the narrative of a more materially advanced civilisation—very often conflated with a ‘higher’ one—smashing traditional Aboriginal societies, let us begin from the assumption that this was a meeting of two very different human societies. The British were far more organised as a military and economic force, and they brought guns, alcohol, and germs.24 Theirs was not a higher civilisation, however. The work of some anthropologists and historians presents what is a minority view: that societies such as those of the various clans of Aboriginal Victoria were formed through and directed by active political choice, not through environmental determinism or intellectual want. That is to say that both the British Empire and the societies of the Kulin and others in Port Phillip had been formed through equal amounts of human agency, if agency can be quantified. This idea forms the groundwork for the discussion. Other historians of the Port Phillip era have studied the legal and physical possession of the District, but this book traces the overlooked theme of rhetorical possession of the District. What did Port Phillip’s free settlers think they were doing in the District?


Definitions


Civilisation can be understood as both the process of civilising and the consequences of such a process. The word ‘civilisation’ is similar to the term ‘culture’, in that both originally denoted processes rather than final products. Culture stems from the ‘culture’ or cultivation of animals and plants, and later acquired its metaphorical meaning of the process of human development.25 The term ‘civilisation’ came into English as the verb to civilise, or ‘bring within a form of social organization’.26 From the late eighteenth century, the two terms carried with them the Enlightenment ideology of humanity’s progress to the ultimate end result of the secular state, an ideology expressed in the work of the German philosopher Georg Hegel.27 I have entitled this book The Civilisation of Port Phillip in order to underscore the teleological ideology of progress that is evident in the settlers’ discourse, and also marks much of the subsequent historiography of Port Phillip, Victorian, and indeed Australian settlement. The free settlers of Port Phillip civilised Port Phillip in the sense that they made it habitable for themselves, not in a physical sense (it was already inhabited), but in an ideological sense. In order to see how free settlers did this, we need to look at the mythologies that they developed and deployed, which formed a central part of the taking of possession of the District.


Roland Barthes defined ‘myth’ as a type of language: specifically, as ‘depoliticized speech’.28 In observing contemporary French life, Barthes ‘resented seeing Nature and History confused at every turn’, and wanted to identify the ideological abuse that lay behind what were presented as natural, de-historicised and de-politicised truths.29 Using the same method, we will discover what settler myths presented and hid in their formulations of similar truths. I use the term ‘myth’ differently from how it might at first sound: it is not a past event that now has a known set of statements built up around it, like the legend of Ned Kelly or the legend of Anzac, but rather the recurring, naturalised statements that free settlers made in the 1830s and 1840s that created and maintained the socio-political order in Port Phillip. By studying the words of free settlers, we can begin to uncover the way they defined their roles in the District.


The region of Australia under discussion here was called the Port Phillip District of New South Wales in the 1830s and 1840s, roughly equivalent to the present state of Victoria. ‘Port Phillip’ is used as shorthand throughout the book for the Port Phillip District for ease of reference, and because the name reminds present-day Australians that when the British first saw the lands of Australia, they saw these lands from the perspective of mariners. Since a great deal of the early settlement was to the west of Port Phillip Bay, this history draws heavily on sources from the Western District, which is usually defined as the region with its eastern boundary near the settlement of Geelong, its western boundary at the Glenelg River, and from the Southern Ocean in the south to the Dividing Range in the north.30 This land was given the name ‘Australia Felix’ by Major Thomas Mitchell, the first British official to describe it. Mitchell was Surveyor-General of New South Wales and explored the Western District in 1836. He gave it this name ‘the better to distinguish it from the parched deserts of the interior country, where we had wandered so unprofitably, and so long’.31 During the 1830s and 1840s, Mitchell’s name for that specific tract of land, Australia Felix, was expanded by some to refer to the Port Phillip District as a whole.


The term ‘Port Phillip’ has temporal as well as geographical bounds. The era of Port Phillip began in 1835, when John Batman signed a treaty with eight Kulin clan headmen, and subsequently built a hut at Indented Head, and when John Pascoe Fawkner established his party on the Yarra.32 The end point of the era is 1850, when it was announced that the long-awaited separation from New South Wales would take place.33 Within this general time frame, the book concentrates chiefly on events that took place before 1845. It was in this period that the settler myths were laid down. For reasons that will become clear, however, the source material for this history is not bound by these dates, and extends to the end of the nineteenth century.


The District’s land was Aboriginal before it was British. Where the information is known, Aboriginal peoples in this book will be referred to by their language group. These language groups were divided into smaller clans. Chief Protector of Aborigines, George Augustus Robinson travelled westward from Geelong to Portland in 1841, and in his travels he met the Aboriginal peoples of the Western District. Travelling westward from Geelong, he met clansmen and women of the Wathaurong, Gulidjan, Kirrae wurrung, Djab wurrung, and Gundidjmara language groups, among others. In the east, which Robinson visited later in the 1840s, he met Ganai/Kurnai people, who had a totally different language and culture from the people living in central and western Victoria.34


Violence


Considering the free settlers’ possession of land leads to a consideration of the usefulness of violence as an object of study. Violence in various forms recurs throughout the case studies considered in this book. The role of violence in colonial Australian history has been a matter of extensive debate, a debate that became the ‘History Wars’ in the early 2000s.35 Although we are not concerned here with the main topic of the History Wars—the number of people killed in frontier violence—we do need an understanding of violence. The rhetorical possession of the Port Phillip District went hand in hand with the violence of dispossession. In fact, it is more accurate to say that, rather than accompanying the violence, free settler rhetoric was itself part of the violence of dispossession.


In understanding violence, this book starts from the work of philosopher Slavoj Žižek. He divides violence into three types, one ‘subjective’ and two ‘objective’ forms of violence.36 Subjective violence is the most obvious form of violence, so called because it is the violence between easily identified subjects. It is the blood and gore violence that, in Australian history, was the subject of so much controversy during the History Wars. Objective violence is the ‘invisible counterpart’ to the visible, ‘subjective’ violence that we find fascinating.37 The two kinds of objective violence Žižek calls ‘systemic’ and ‘symbolic’. ‘Systemic’ violence is made up of oppressive structures that keep the socio-political situation functioning smoothly. ‘Symbolic’ violence is ‘violence embodied in language and its forms’, and for this reason I will call it ‘linguistic’ violence.38 To call it ‘symbolic’ risks making it sound harmless. If we want to understand the gruesome subjective violence of the frontier, according to this schema, we also need to understand the invisible systemic and linguistic violence that supported it.


Subjective violence is the violence that most often concerns historians—but what insights come from considering the two forms of objective violence? As we will see, the three forms of violence often overlapped. The debate surrounding the two ‘objective’ types of violence—systemic and linguistic—has revolved around whether or not political structures were founded on violence. Nineteenth-century political philosopher Karl Marx, for example, held that violence was peripheral to the establishment of political formations. He argued that violence attended the formation of new political structures, but did not cause them to be created, in the same way that although the birth of a child is accompanied by labour pains, labour pains do not cause the birth.39 Other thinkers, however, have posited that violence is at the origin of all political formations. This school of thought is typified by seventeenth-century political philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who understood the state of humanity before the creation of political structures to be a ‘war of every man against every man’.40 In the twentieth century, thinkers began to claim that violence, as well as being at the origin of political structures, was entwined in language.41


For a concrete example of this understanding of violence, let us consider the work of legal scholar Robert Cover in the field of criminal law. Cover argued that violence was woven into the criminal law system: each sentencing was an act of violence against the prisoner. For Cover, it was important to recognise that the law did not function apart from its basis in violence, or the threat of violence. A prisoner was not talked into jail—‘most prisoners walk into prison because they know they will be dragged or beaten into prison if they do not walk’.42 This is a good place from which to begin considering the relationship between the imposition of an ideology, or worldview, and violence, but it is only half of the story. The French thinker Michel Foucault wrote that to conceive of power as purely a repressive, prohibiting force is to stop with only the bare skeleton of power. Anyone wielding such power would struggle to find obedient subjects.43 Power therefore also has a positive role: ‘it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse’.44 In colonial Port Phillip, various forms of violence underwrote this power, just as Cover saw in the modern-day USA. The scars of the flogged convict, the buckshot under the skin of the warrior, and the black hat of the hanging judge all unambiguously symbolised the repressive function of violence. Violence also underwrote the formation of new knowledge and discourse, particularly the hidden-in-plain-sight discourse that I have identified above as myth.


A theory of violence can therefore help us understand the development of free settler myths in Port Phillip—so let us return to the three kinds of violence. Considering the size of the District, and the number of settlers who arrived there, the subjective violence of the frontier saw a relatively low number of murders of white settlers, while the precise details of murders of Aboriginal people are notoriously difficult to ascertain.45 Considering subjective violence alone will therefore not suffice. If we consider linguistic and systemic violence alongside subjective violence, we can find a new way to understand the settlement of the District. The reasons why a new way is needed is explored in the next section, on historiography, but first, let us examine some concrete examples of the three categories of violence in the context of the Australian colonies.


Subjective violence is the most easily recognised form of violence. There was little of this violence at Port Phillip for the first year following the treaty.46 In July 1836, however, a free settler from Van Diemen’s Land named Charles Franks and his shepherd were murdered by Aboriginal people west of Melbourne. Franks had come over with sheep to take up land. As he was the first free settler to be killed, other squatters were incensed and set about forming a retaliation party. They tracked down a group of about ninety Aboriginal people who were seen to have some of the possessions of the dead men, and fired indiscriminately on them.47 At the time, colonial authorities believed that at least ten Aboriginal people died in this attack, but higher numbers have been suggested since then.48 This case is discussed further in chapter 3, but for now it is sufficient to say that the incident alarmed Governor Bourke in Sydney, whose response was to send down Police Magistrate William Lonsdale to investigate the murders.49 The squatters all gave sworn evidence to him that no Aboriginal person had been killed, so he was unable to proceed with the investigation.50


Subjective violence in Port Phillip was not always a war-like back and forth between unequal combatants. Massacres of Aboriginal people—usually defined as incidents in which six or more unarmed people were killed—played a big role in the depopulation of the District.51 One such massacre occurred near present-day Terang at a station called Strathdownie, and was carried out by one Frederick Taylor and several other station hands in early 1839. These men ambushed a sleeping clan of Aboriginal people and opened fire on them, probably killing more than thirty.52 Taylor then absconded and apparently spent some time in British India, before returning to Port Phillip in 1844, this time to Gippsland.53 As with the retaliatory party in the Franks case, there was never enough evidence to convict him of anything, because Aboriginal eyewitnesses could not give evidence.54


The inadmissibility of Aboriginal evidence in court cases is a recurring example of systemic violence. Aboriginal people occupied the lowest rung of Port Phillip’s social hierarchy, but social relationships such as this are not static relationships. Systemic violence is the name for the processes that recur in order to maintain relationships of power in a given society.55 The convention that Aboriginal people could not give sworn evidence in court was not a rule derived immediately from their race, but rather their religious beliefs. The reasoning behind the rule was that British missionaries and settlers had reported that Aboriginal people did not have a belief in a Supreme Being, and as such could not take the oath, which required a witness to swear to Almighty God.56 Evidence given by non-Christian Aboriginal people, then, was not binding. Since the first Victorian Aboriginal person to convert to Christianity while still following a largely traditional life did so in 1860, this meant that throughout the whole period of frontier violence, Aboriginal witnesses’ testimony was ignored.57 This was why Police Magistrate Lonsdale had to take the white settlers at their word when he investigated the retaliatory attack that took place after Franks and the shepherd were killed—he could not take any depositions from Aboriginal people. In a very real way, the invisible violence of this metropolitan practice underwrote the visible bloody violence on the frontier.


Finally, linguistic violence can be understood through the prism of surveying. To be sure, surveying is an activity that also has the potential to lead to subjective violence, and Major Thomas Mitchell was no stranger to this. Mitchell, Surveyor-General of New South Wales from 1828 to 1855, was an explorer of present-day Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland.58 He was a veteran of the Peninsular War, and was involved in at least one action in which Aboriginal warriors were killed on the Murray River.59 It is his language that concerns us here. The great French thinker on violence and language, Michel Foucault, argued that surveying and mapping were always part of a military project aimed at the domination of people. In the Australian context, the reinscribing of Australia with both English and even appropriated Aboriginal names was an important aspect of dispossession.60 Surveying and empire-building went hand in hand.61 In Port Phillip, Assistant Surveyor H.W.H. Smythe referred to surveying as ‘campaigning’, a term that is directly military.62 One quote from Mitchell in particular sums up these points nicely. Although Mitchell travelled at all times with Aboriginal guides, who essentially showed him the country, he still had this to say of the Western District:


We had at length discovered a country ready for the immediate reception of civilized man; and destined perhaps to become eventually a portion of a great empire … Of this Eden, I was the first European to explore its mountains and streams … and, by my survey, to develop those natural advantages, certain to become, at no distant date, of vast importance to a new people.63


In saying this, Mitchell removed Aboriginal people, and indeed the British who had already begun to live in the Western District. It was a rhetorical removal that prefigured the actual bodily removal of Aboriginal people from the Western District. As we shall see, Mitchell’s prediction also prefigured the ideological removal of unwanted Europeans: the shepherds, ex-convicts, and assigned servants who made up the majority of the local white population at this time. Mitchell’s triumphant declaration demonstrates the violence underlying the rhetoric of civilisation in Port Phillip. The District was taken with these three forms of violence: the brute force of the frontier, the legal systems that refused to see Aboriginal people as equal subjects, and the expansionist rhetoric of the surveyors and the squatters who followed them.


Histories of the Port Phillip District


There are two main historiographies of the Port Phillip District and its era. The first, traditional approach, sees the period before 1851 as ‘Victoria before Separation’. Indeed, that was the subtitle of the most recent general history of the District, which was published in 1996, and reprinted in 2003. The problem with this presentation of Port Phillip’s history is that ‘Victoria’ is the main event. Separation in 1851 is the end point from which all the occurrences from 1835 to 1850 are understood. In this view, the Port Phillip era is a transitional time of political and economic progress. Adopting this view obscures small events that can have major implications for the historian. There are three notable examples of this traditional historiography: the works of Turner, Shaw, and Blainey.


Henry Gyles Turner was a banker and historian who published the first volume of his history of Victoria in 1904. Turner’s history located in the earliest times the seeds of the future greatness of the colony of Victoria. Of the settlement on the Yarra in 1836, just one year after the first white settlers (who were Vandiemonians) settled there, Turner wrote, ‘nearly all the inhabitants above the rank of servants were men deeply imbued with a sense of the importance of their mission. Resolute, adventurous and undaunted by difficulties, they were the right material for nation building’.64 This kind of history takes progress as a given, and that progress was known in advance to the early settlers. Such progress narratives continued throughout the twentieth century.


As an example, consider the opening of Shaw’s fifth chapter, entitled ‘Progress at Port Phillip’. Shaw tells us that ‘the man [Governor] Bourke chose to take charge of the new settlement was Captain William Lonsdale’.65 This statement is factually correct, but it leaves out why Bourke sent a Police Magistrate to Melbourne. Part of the reason was to investigate a violent encounter between settlers and Aboriginal people: the murder of Franks and the suspected retaliation—something that is skipped over in the narrative of smooth progress that this historiography presents.66 That is not to say this kind of work is worthless; on the contrary, it provides a detailed basis for any further analysis. But in skipping over key points such as why Lonsdale was appointed, we miss the full story. The other danger is that this kind of progress narrative can lead to a triumphal presentism. In his History of Victoria (2006), Geoffrey Blainey epitomises the modern version of this when he writes, ‘Through ingenuity Victoria now supports 300 or 400 times as many people as it supported in Aboriginal times’.67 On the face of it, this is probably correct, but it is a problematic way of studying the past because it judges the past on the basis of the assumption that the present is a good end point. Historians are better off attempting to understand the past in its own context.


In the last two decades, this traditional, transitional way of telling the story has given way to historians writing on specific aspects of the early colonial period, rather than attempting general histories. With academic historians developing an interest in Aboriginal experiences of Australian history in the 1970s and 1980s came a number of studies of the contact era in Port Phillip and other sites of British settlement. At first, these tended to tell the story of two sides, the black and the white.68 These works, and others like them, presented a very dark side to Australian history that had not previously been treated in depth by academic historians.


Still later, there was a move away from the wholly antagonistic, polarised manner of understanding settlement. Any reading of early journals, explorers’ records, or newspapers showed that, although violent resistance and war had occurred, this was only one of many ways in which the lives of Aboriginal people and white settlers had intermingled.69 Some analyses described the physical violence that accompanied the takeover of Port Phillip, while others focused on the precise legal claims of the Port Phillip Association and their treaty with the Kulin.70 These works show the physical and legal aspects of the taking of land, but here the focus is on the rhetorical aspect of possession. Such a focus leads to a local study, which brings with it certain advantages to analysis. It rests on local knowledge that goes deeper than a broad analysis and allows for the specific exigencies of the local situation to emerge. It is, after all, these local exigencies that shape human action.71 In the broad sweep of history, many of the people and events in this book seem insignificant. Yet it is this local detail that provides the best chance of understanding why people acted the way they did, and in turn teaches us much about the settlement of Australia.


Reading the Port Phillip archive


Surveyor-General Thomas Mitchell, noted above for coining the term ‘Australia Felix’, published a two-volume journal that described his surveying of southern New South Wales and Port Phillip. In it, he proclaimed Australia Felix ‘open and available in its present state, for all the purposes of civilized man’.72 His trek to Portland Bay from the interior of New South Wales left physical and legendary marks on the landscape of the new land. The ruts formed by the wheels of the oxcarts became known as the ‘Major’s line’, which some overlanders thought divided the good land from the bad.73 Events that occurred on this trek also illuminate the violence that was close to erupting on the frontier. When he arrived at the hinterland of Portland Bay, Mitchell spotted a British boot print and a broken clay pipe on the ground.74 Thinking the low sheds and outbuildings he could see in the distance to be the hideaway of bushrangers, escaped convicts, or other unsavoury characters, the Major ordered a gun to be fired and a bugle to be sounded.75 Likewise, at the sheds themselves, the men working wondered whether the group of men and carts that had appeared on the horizon was a band of thieves. This was the settlement of the Henty brothers, who had established themselves near present-day Portland in 1834, unknown to and unauthorised by any government.76 Edward Henty reflected in his journal that it was a good thing he had not been home when Mitchell and his men were spotted, because if he had been, he would have planted the ‘Swivel in doors’.77 The ‘Swivel’ was the brass gun from the Thistle, a ship much used by the Hentys in the settlement of Portland Bay.78


This anecdote is a good example of how a close re-reading of Port Phillip’s archive can lead to new insights. The narrative of the otherwise peaceful and respectable, although illegal, settlement of the Hentys at Portland Bay is upset by the frank admission of Edward Henty that a ship’s gun stood by to defend the possession of land from Aboriginal people, and of property from bushrangers. Henty’s admission reminds us that the settlement at Portland Bay was one taken and held—and at times resisted—by force. A close reading of the sources has a similar result of upsetting the narrative of steady positive economic and material progress in the Port Phillip District and in Victoria. This narrative of progress finds its fuel in stories of private enterprise and respectability, the better to distinguish Port Phillip from government enterprise and, by 1835, the decidedly disreputable use of convict labour in Van Diemen’s Land and the Middle District of New South Wales, and from the company enterprise of that officially free colony, the much-abused South Australia.79 Private enterprise is a defining mark in the stories told of Port Phillip, and later Victoria, appearing in settler reminiscences in the nineteenth century, as well as taking a prominent place in the editorial prefacing the first volume of Historical Records of Victoria in 1981.80 A reading of Port Phillip’s history that upsets this narrative of private enterprise uncovers competing visions of settlement, which in turn aids in understanding people and events.


Reading the sources closely upsets the narrative of steady progress by remembering and uncovering people of the convict and emancipist class who formed a large proportion of the settler population in the first decade of settlement, the Aboriginal peoples of the District and their interactions with settlers, as well as the free settlers themselves and the mythic narratives they generated. With these aims, the book draws on a wide range of primary sources, including material in the Public Records Office of Victoria and the State Library of Victoria, contemporary newspapers, official documents, books published in the period, and letters and diaries. These form the contemporary documents, but this history has another key set of sources: the recollections of settlers. These were written in two main periods. The first was around the year 1853, just after the establishment of the colony of Victoria, when the outgoing governor, Charles La Trobe, wrote a circular letter to the ‘pioneers’ of Port Phillip, asking them to respond to certain questions about the early days of settlement. La Trobe planned to use the responses to his letter as the basis of a history of the District, but he became blind before he was able to do so.81 The second main period of reminiscences ran from roughly 1877 to 1896, a period bookended in 1877 by the unpublished and somewhat rambling reminiscences of Robert von Stieglitz, and in 1896 by those of Alfred Joyce, which also went unpublished in his lifetime.82


Settler thought and action


I began this book wondering what settlers meant when they were of civilisation and savagery. Over time, a specific question became clearer in my mind: how did Port Phillip’s free settlers define their role in the District, and the role of others? My search for illuminating rhetoric then began, a search that led me from the colonial archive through twentieth-century theories of language and violence—theoretical tools that I hoped would allow me to understand and retell what had happened in the past. I kept returning to recurring themes and significant events in the early history of settlement. These running themes in settler sources, and the events that fascinated and frightened the early settlers, contained a commentary with a consistent rhetoric. It consisted of recurring tropes that settlers used to explain their role, to justify instances of violence, and to imagine their future. This book shows these tropes, does not shy from the violence, and uncovers the project the free settlers envisaged for their new world’s future.


We begin therefore with a description of the world that the settlers entered—an Aboriginal world that some settlers understood to be governed by various Aboriginal laws, while others thought of it as an empty, wild place, with no people or culture worth mentioning. Beginning a history with a description of the Aboriginal past, before moving on to the white history with scarcely another look at Aboriginal experiences, was a standard feature of twentieth-century Australian history books.83 The Aboriginal past was written about as a timeless, harsh period during which no progress was made. Reading these accounts, one would think that society was static and that time itself stood still. In her classic Western District history Men of Yesterday, for example, Margaret Kiddle presented an idyllic world of plenty in which landscape changes were imperceptible in the lifetime of a man. The arrival of the settlers shattered this eternity enjoyed by the people: ‘their unchanging world was about to be disturbed by a race of men who had little time for dreaming’.84


This historiographical convention is a method of removing the relevance of Aboriginal peoples’ experiences to modern Australia, and of segregating ‘their’ history from ‘ours’, both temporally and in the physical separation of the first chapter from the rest of the book. Here I avoid this convention in two ways: first, I begin the history in the period of contact, referring only occasionally to the pre-contact period. Second, the experiences and actions of Aboriginal people are a continuing presence throughout this book, with part of the final chapter considering Kulin ways of accommodating the Britons and living through the unimaginable upheaval of contact and invasion. This history does not present some timeless past. It is contingent on and can only be understood in the context of contemporary events, made available to us through the records of settlers, missionaries, and explorers. Concentrating on settler remarks about the material culture of Aboriginal life, in particular Aboriginal huts, chapter 1 introduces both the intellectual tradition that settlers brought with them to the District and the physical world they found once they had arrived. Although I rely on the words of British free settlers, I do not ignore the people they met on first arrival. This is possible because the settlers themselves did not ignore the Aboriginal people they came in contact with—on the contrary, both black and white people were fascinated by the others’ presence.


Having set out the British intellectual background and the world they came to in Port Phillip, we move on to the period of the much-celebrated founding of the settlements around Port Phillip Bay in 1835. Here the classic history of settlement is found, involving Batman and the treaty, John Pascoe Fawkner’s settlement party, and the rediscovery of the escaped convict William Buckley. Leaving aside questions that historians have asked about the exact site of the treaty negotiations, whether the Kulin signatures were authentic (and what significance that has), and whether the treaty goods were actually delivered, I concentrate instead on the issue of conflict. What was the settler experience of conflict, and how did it influence those early years on the Yarra? The first two chapters, then, ask questions about settler understandings of the land they had recently claimed as their own.


The next line of inquiry I pursue traces settler understandings of the other people in the District, and how settlers defined themselves against these others. Chapter 3 outlines the different rhetorical approaches settlers took to the convicts of Port Phillip, who are often forgotten but whose labour was indispensable to squatters of the District. Chapter 4 uncovers settler ways of talking about, classifying, and indeed seeing the Aboriginal people of the District. In these two chapters, Barthes’ idea of mythologies—recurring, naturalised figures of speech that sustain and propagate a worldview—becomes a very useful tool of analysis. What were the mythologies free settlers developed to describe their unfree labourers and the Aboriginal people who worked alongside them or resisted them at spearpoint? Once these are identified, further questions about the settler worldview are raised and considered.


One of the problems that arose for free settlers was that the sometimes simplistic mythologies—like the binary division of ‘friendly’ and ‘hostile’ Aboriginal people—failed to accurately describe real-world events or personalities. The struggle settlers had reconciling the rhetorical world they had built for themselves with real-world events, such as the loss of two gentlemen, created records that give an insight into the early settler polity. Moments of crisis lend themselves to analysis precisely because their unusual, sudden nature spurred commentary and reflection in letters, petitions, and local newspaper editorials. These are the places to look for an expounding of free settler ideology put forward by settlers themselves.


It was not only free settlers who came to Port Phillip. Very soon after the first tiny settlements were established by the Henty brothers at Portland, and Batman and Fawkner on the Yarra, the government in Sydney began to send officials down to take control, often following the requests of the settlers themselves. Chapter 5 begins with the proposal that the military settlement of the District must be considered alongside the story of private entrepreneurs that free settlers preferred. This proposal opens new vistas on the plains of Port Phillip, but it too rests upon an analysis of language and rhetoric. Seeing the military settlement allows a clearer illumination of free settler and official mythologies, and the link between rhetoric and violence. If the military was a significant factor in the British takeover of the District, then official and free settler rhetoric must be examined side by side, especially that relating to Aboriginal people and land.


Aboriginal land use is considered in the first chapter, and it is with land that we finish. Chapter 6 considers the future of the land as imagined by both free settlers and the Kulin. In Port Phillip in the 1840s, some of Britain’s most recent theories of land usage, race, and civilisation were invoked and acted upon. Exactly how were these new practices of agriculture married to the earlier settler mythologies of savages inhabiting a wild and unimproved land? The questions of the final chapter mirror those of the earlier chapters: how was European theory made to fit Australian realities? The theory is clean and noble, but the practical implications were often messy and unreliable, and underpinned by the three kinds of violence defined above. In order to understand the civilisation of Port Phillip—as the settlers termed it—we must seek to answer these questions above. The topics that are encompassed in these questions cover a vast range that runs from Enlightenment theory to commercial endeavour through colonial murder and political intrigue.


These questions are relevant not only to Port Phillip but also to an understanding of the Australian colonies. Questions about the respective roles of the police, military, convicts, ex-convicts, and free settlers in the settlement of the Australian colonies remain issues of debate.85 This book demonstrates a new way of tying together these disparate questions through the lens of free settler mythologies. The concept of rhetorical possession that I detail in the following chapters is one that is of use to any understanding of the early settlement of this continent. This understanding in turn helps us understand Australia’s settler-colonial present, because each of these settler mythologies served a political purpose. Many of them resonate in the present. Even if the language has changed since the 1830s, in many cases the underlying assumptions have not. Free settlers defined the District: they defined how and where their servants and local Aboriginal people could be included in the project of settlement. The act of taking rhetorical possession of the Port Phillip District was one of the more powerful and lasting acts of settlers in the 1830s. This book begins with a question: what did the free settlers think they were doing in Port Phillip?
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1 NSW Gov. George Gipps to Sec. State Lord Glenelg, 21 July 1838, in Historical Records of Australia [hereafter HRA], I, 19, p. 501.
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23 See Broome, Aboriginal Victorians, chs 10 and 15, and passim.


24 And steel, as Jared Diamond might say. My argument here is not about environmental determinants, which Diamond concentrates on, but rather a people’s agency in creating a political system that answered the local needs of the population. In other words, my question is how did settler rhetoric help them in their takeover of the land, not what environmental factors led to a British invasion of Australia and not an Australian invasion of Britain, as Diamond might ask.


25 Williams, p. 77.
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27 See Moyn, p. 56.


28 Barthes, p. 143.
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30 Kiddle, p. 2.


31 Mitchell, vol. 2, p. 333.


32 James Boyce and others have pointed out that white settlers had inhabited the islands of Bass Strait and the southern coast of the Australian continent earlier than this, but, as they were generally of emancipist or low-class origins, and did not generally leave written records, they are usually ignored. ‘The poor don’t count’, writes Boyce in 1835, pp. 10–14.


33 Separation was announced in Melbourne on 11 November 1850, but the colony of Victoria was not officially proclaimed until 1 July 1851; see Shaw, A History of the Port Phillip District, p. 234.


34 See Pepper and de Araugo; and Clark, Aboriginal Languages and Clans.


35 The debate centred around the question of massacres of Aboriginal people, but at its heart lay the broader question: did Europeans come to Australia through violent invasion or peaceful settlement? An overview can be found in Manne (ed.) and in Macintyre and Clark.
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