DID MITCHELL MURDER ABORIGINES?   [FOR INFORMATION ONLY]
John Read, Emeritus Surveyor, Coordinator, the Major Mitchell Commemorative Project

The Major Mitchell Commemorative Project aims to suitably recognise the four expeditions by Sir Thomas Mitchell in NSW, especially where he was the first explorer in a locality.  Although he was Surveyor General of NSW for 28 years, he is comparatively best recognized for his explorations in Victoria [about 70 monuments] and Queensland [about 40] than for all his work in NSW [about six].  To readdress this imbalance, the Project is erecting Information Boards in many towns in NSW along the routes of his explorations.  These show what an extraordinary person Major Mitchell was and recount his many abilities and achievements.

However, a further matter [his relationship with aborigines] needs addressing.  Two teachers I know queried the reason for commemoration as “Mitchell murdered aborigines!” [or words to that effect].  They obtained this view from a book “Blood on the Wattle”, first published in 1988, now in its Third Edition with six reprints and read by a generation of teachers, their students, and others.  Two of its 300 pages relate to Mitchell and two incidents…

1. The Tea-kettle Incident

The Tea-kettle Incident occurred along the Darling River when Mitchell terminated his Second Expedition at Menindee on 11 July 1835.  There are two versions of the event involving a dispute over a tea-kettle:
1.  The “rescue from attack” version as told by Mitchell’s men [1], [2]; and recorded in Mitchell’s Journal;

2.  The “rape and murder” version as told by local aborigines during Sturt’s exploration party’s stay in the area in October 1844 [3].  Three members of the party, Sturt, Browne and Brock, variously record this version.

Baker refers to all the accounts and gives greater credence to Sturt’s version, but concedes that exactly what happened cannot be known. 

Foster refers only to the “rescue from attack” version as told to Mitchell by the five men involved.  Mitchell was only aware of this version. He apparently gave specific instructions to his exploring party that any intimacies with aboriginal women was strictly forbidden.  As a “no-nonsense” person with a “Victorian” sense of morality, what would Mitchell have done if he had known that “rape and murder” had occurred?  That the five men told this version [and no other] would suggest a fear of Mitchell’s response….  

Elder [4] does not mention this version.  He cites only the Brock “rape and murder” version, the most macabre version. By failing to mention the other version as told to Mitchell, [and the only one he was aware of] Elder has Mitchell condoning and complicit in rape and murder.  Also, although it appears from the actual accounts given that there may have been only two aborigines killed, Elder contends that no one knows how many aborigines died, turning the event into a massacre. 

2. The Mount Dispersion Incident

The Mount Dispersion Incident occurred along the Murray River on 27 May 1836 during Mitchell’s Third [or Australia Felix] Expedition. Elder writes that Mitchell had an established reputation with local aborigines as a brutal man that could not be trusted [5]. This is not sourced and is unsupported by the other accounts and Mitchell’s character generally.

On 24 May, at Lake Benanee, near Robinvale, Mitchell and his fifteen-man party met a mob of between 180 to 400 aborigines from the Darling River. According to Elder [5], Mitchell misinterpreted that a corroboree on the night of the 26 May was a prelude to an attack and, when they set the scrub alight, he attacked.  He then tells of an aboriginal child wounded in the attack.  In this way he implies that Mitchell was ignorant of aboriginal ways and, unprovoked; he was quick to attack inoffensive, unarmed aborigines.  This view is not shared by the historians…  
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Mitchell’s drawing dated 27th May 1836 [hence, of the Mount Dispersion Incident?] from his Journal

Based on Mitchell’s Journals as referred to by Baker [6] and Foster [7], circumstances differ.  When they first met [24 May] the mob was amicable but then sent their women and children away.  They prepared for a corroboree, but it did not occur and [contrary to Elder] had no regard in convincing Mitchell that it was a prelude to an attack.  Instead, he was told by his aboriginal guide, Piper, and also by Piper’s wife, Kitty, that an attack was planned for that night.  That night Mitchell let off a rocket to disperse them and put on a double watch.  On the 25th the aborigines again set fire around the camp and Mitchell resorted to a show of arms to dispel them.  On the 26th, friendly local aborigines warned Mitchell of an impending attack.

On the 27th, followed by the mob of 200-300 aborigines armed with 10 to 15 spears each, Mitchell split his 15-man party to catch them in a pincer movement to disperse them.  This surprised them and, under attack, they fled to the other side of the river.  Mitchell continued to the Darling where he faced another [but aborted] attack by the aborigines.  For all his bravado, Mitchell’s concern about the survival of his party is best evidenced by him leaving a message about his situation buried in a bottle at a tree he had marked “M” and “DIG” at present day Wentworth.

The Mount Dispersion Incident resulted in a Legislative Council Enquiry on 16 to 19 December, 1836 [8] at which Piper gave evidence of seven killed and four wounded [Elder writes that this figure was almost certainly conservative.]  Elder says that Mitchell ignored the specific instructions of the Government not to use force or firearms against the aborigines.  However, he fails to mention that the same instructions allowed such action if “...the safety of the party should absolutely require it.”  He also fails to mention the dangers from aboriginal attack faced by surveyors and explorers.  [for instance, Staplyton, Mitchell’s second in charge, was killed and part roasted by aborigines while surveying south of Brisbane just four years later].  The aborigines made their hostile intent clear, efforts were made to gain their goodwill, but failed, and other methods were used to disperse them without loss of life, which also failed.  Put yourself in Mitchell’s situation.  Outnumbered 13:1; fifteen men armed only with single shot, short-range muzzle-loading muskets, carbines and Mitchell’s rifle, with an optimum reloading rate of three [3] shots a minute, facing 200 aborigines well armed with ten or so spears each. What would you do?  Elder turns this act of survival into a massacre. 

Explorer or killer…

Aboriginal history is a complex historical field.  The reader should be aware of “the aboriginal history wars” and disputes concerning the “historical truth” of aboriginal massacres.  Apparently “historical truth” can differ according to the subjectivity of the author, their purpose, their audience, and even their political beliefs. Further, “Historical truth” [or truth itself] is not a legitimate defense if someone is racially offended. So what is “historical truth” if the stories differ? And can it be told if it offends someone racially?

There were many aboriginal massacres of which Australians have little to be proud about.  Elder sets out to provide a broad-based level of awareness of aboriginal massacres and to have this embedded into the nation’s consciousness.  He has done this well.  However, as part of his “historical truth’, he uses two pages of selective information, clever use of words, innuendo, subjectivity and contrived journalism, to make Mitchell out to be untrustworthy, brutal and complicit in the rape, murder and the massacre of inoffensive aborigines.  As a Journalist, Elder does not [have to] disclose his sources.   Also, his views are not supported by thorough historical research.

In contrast to Elder’s stories, Foster, a Fellow of the Royal Australian Historical Society, and Baker, an academic Historian, in 13 and 12 pages respectively, [together with reference to their sources], tell them differently.  Instead of choosing “historical truth” that supports the assertion that Mitchell acted immorally and aggressively against aborigines, they consider the incidents in their broad context and with the background of Mitchell’s life and times.  Both present “warts and all” biographies of Mitchell.  Baker, especially, recounts his relationship with aborigines, which was humane and advanced for his times.  Although Mitchell was ambivalent towards aborigines and deplored some of their habits, he studied them and was very familiar with their ways. He “adopted” two aboriginal children, Dicky and Ballandella, and had a deep respect and friendship for Yuranigh, his guide on his Fourth Expedition.  And, although he made many enemies during his career, none questioned his integrity and morality, or suggested any criminality in his dealings with aborigines.

The historian, Bain Attwood, in considering the different ways of writing Aboriginal history, refers to [p57]  “… populist works by journalists such as Bruce Elder’s “Blood on the Wattle” [etc.] … none of which was based on serious historical research by the authors.” [9]  On the next page he writes, “Are there not many truths, which differ according to the subjectivity of the author, their political beliefs, and so on? …This is especially true of Aboriginal history, since it has become a complex historical field in which history is being represented by different kinds of authors, for different purposes, in different forms and for different audiences. [10]

So, what is the “historical truth” of this matter?  Elder’s or the two historian’s? Or both?  What if it’s defamatory?  Can the historian’s view be told if it racially offends?  What should be taught as history in schools; journalism or referenced history?  

The foregoing are my views only and you should rely entirely on your own inquiries.  To help your evaluation, my References and End Notes are listed below.  Please read the books fully to find out the “historical truth” for yourself… 
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