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Lost story of early sailors' first contact with
Aboriginal people 'up there with Burke and Wills'
says historian
ABC South East NSW  By Bill Brown

Posted 12 Dec 2016, 6:32pm

VIDEO: Mark McKenna tells the story of shipwrecked survivors helped by Aboriginal people in 1797 (ABC News)

In 1797 the first Europeans to make contact with
the Aboriginal people of south­east Australia
were shipwrecked sailors.

Historian and writer Professor Mark McKenna of the
University of Sydney has researched their
encounters with the local Indigenous people whose
lands they passed through on their epic walk of 700
kilometres along the coast.

"It's one of Australia's greatest survival stories. It's
also one of Australia's greatest cross­cultural
stories," he said.

The ship Sydney Cove was on a trade mission from India to the new colony at Port Jackson when it was
shipwrecked on Preservation Island off the north­east coast of Tasmania.

Longboat into the unknown
Leaving behind the rest of the crew, 17 men comprising five Europeans and 12 Bengali sailors tried to sail a
longboat up the coast to Sydney.

After crossing Bass Strait they sailed into a severe overnight storm and were shipwrecked again on Ninety
Mile Beach near Lakes Entrance.

They had no choice but to walk up the coast through unexplored land.

"The real heart of this story is the ongoing encounter that these people walking have with Aboriginal people
as they walk north," Dr McKenna said.
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PHOTO: Map of the journey by shipwrecked sailors along the south­east coast of Australia in 1797 (ABC South East NSW: Bill Brown)

The sailors had washed ashore in Kurnai country from where they began their walk on March 15, 1797.

One of the leaders, William Clark, kept a journal in which he recorded that on the third day they: "fell in with a
party of natives, about 14, all of them entirely naked".

The Kurnai men: "were very anxious to explore every part of our clothes
and body... they considered our clothes and bodies as inseparably

joined".

Dr McKenna said the walkers had set out with a great fear of encountering what they referred to as "hostile
savages".

Instead, he said, the Kurnai just wanted to work out if the strangers were human.

"The first moment of contact is one of wonder, of awe, of curiosity," Dr McKenna said.

The men made slow progress as the many rivers required they build a raft each time to enable a crossing.

After nearly two weeks they had reached the Nadgee River, in Thaua territory.

"This is where they really made what Clark calls 'friends'," Dr McKenna said.

"They walked with them all the way to Pambula, and showed them the way, and fed them, and really gained
their trust."

The Thaua also helped with building the rafts, saving the walkers much time.
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PHOTO: Mark McKenna at Pambula beach ­ one of the places on the epic 700 kilometre trek by the survivors of the "Sydney
Cove" in 1797 (ABC South East NSW: Bill Brown)

Aboriginal people helped stranded sailors
Over the next couple of weeks the men ran out of their supply of rice, and relied on trading strips of cloth
with the Aboriginal people for food, and also catching fish.

Another group of Aboriginal people invited them to stay at their camp and share their food.

Yet another group ferried them over rivers in their canoes, which Clark described as precarious vessels
about 2.5 metres long and half a metre wide, made of bark that was "tied at both end with twigs".

The survivors frequently fell off, while Clark described the Aboriginal men as paddling about with great ability
and serenity.

But after sailing around the world, nearly sinking in the Southern Ocean, then being twice shipwrecked, and
now having walked for four weeks, the men were weakening.

Twelve of the men, all Bengali, were left behind at Moruya.

"We still don't know what happened to those people — whether they
were adopted into Aboriginal cultures or not, we don't know," Dr

McKenna said.

The group, now reduced to only four Europeans and one Bengali, were near what is now called Sussex Inlet
when they were confronted by around 100 aggressive Aboriginal men threatening them with spears.

Dr McKenna believes the walkers had unintentionally not followed cultural protocols, and were ritually
punished.

He said the Aboriginal people could have easily killed the men but instead they were only wounded.

"William Clark raises his hands... and he's speared through both palms," Dr McKenna said.

After the confrontation, the walkers were invited to camp overnight with the Aboriginal group and then
allowed on their way in the morning.

Only three men reach Sydney
Several days later two more men had to be left behind — the ship's first mate and its carpenter.

Clark recorded the carpenter as a troublemaker who did not trust the Aboriginal people and who was
aggressive to them and demanding of them.

"There was was an ongoing struggle between the carpenter and Clark ... about how the party should
actually deal with and relate with Aboriginal people," Dr McKenna said.

"Some of their arguments are, among non­Indigenous people, still being threshed out today."
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After walking for nearly two months Clark, with one European sailor and one Bengali, was close to reaching
Sydney when the group were spotted crawling along a beach by a fishing boat and taken the last 40
kilometres.

"They were the talk of the town. Noone in Sydney at that time had explored far beyond the confines of the
settlement itself," Dr McKenna said.

Governor Hunter changes story
Clarke reported to then­governor John Hunter that the group only survived because of the help of the
Aboriginal people they met along the way.

But Dr McKenna said Hunter changed the story, alleging "the reverse" and writing that the Aboriginal people
had been hostile, had hindered their journey and failed to provide food and assistance.

Dr McKenna said documentary evidence clearly supports Clark's view that the men only survived because
of the assistance of Aboriginal people.

"You could say that they were accompanied in their journey by a succession of guardian angels," Dr
McKenna said.

The story is the first of four "lost histories" Dr McKenna just published in From the Edge.

"I find it pretty astonishing really that this story has sat there, largely untold, for 200 years and hasn't ever
really occupied a central place in our historical consciousness," he said.

"It should be up there with Burke and Wills."

Topics:  history,  books­literature,  aboriginal,  pambula­2549,  sydney­2000,  flinders­island­7255,  tas

More stories from New South Wales

More info

shows 'relentless rise'
'I don't feel like their mother':
Carrying a child for someone else
Australian teens drinking less,
but older people consuming
more: survey
Why Australia is still asking the
wrong questions about race
SPORT LeBron says US 'a long
way' from equality after house
racially vandalised
Owner punished for leaving dog
inside hot car to die
Ever re­use your passwords?
You're a hacker's dream
Stabbed surgeon slams lax
hospital security after another
attack on doctor
How can you spot a fake online
review?

CONNECT WITH ABC NEWS

GOT A NEWS TIP?
If you have inside knowledge of a
topic in the news, contact the ABC.

NEWS IN YOUR INBOX
Top headlines, analysis, breaking alerts

Email address

Sign up

In the new film, feminist icon Wonder
Woman fails to shine despite a big
special effects budget.

The captain of a largely Indigenous
Northern Territory Australian rules
football team reflects on the state of
racism and recognition at the game's
peak level.

The short answer is no —with a few
caveats.

Worm farms are an efficient way to
reduce your household waste and
produce fertiliser for your garden.

TOP STORIES
Boyfriend could be charged with
Leveson's murder again: expert

JUST IN
DPP to appeal rape case against
Sydney man Luke Lazarus

MOST POPULAR
Plane forced to turn back to
Melbourne after man tackled in

ANALYSIS & OPINION
Why Australia is still asking the
wrong questions about race

FEATURES

Wonder Woman misses mark Racism in AFL Should men and women
train differently?

Top tips for backyard worm
farm

http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/history
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/books-literature
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/aboriginal
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/pambula-2549
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/sydney-2000
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/flinders-island-7255
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topic/tas
http://www.abc.net.au/news/nsw/
http://www.facebook.com/abcnews.au
http://instagram.com/abcnews_au
http://www.twitter.com/abcnews
http://www.youtube.com/newsonabc
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-16/what-is-snapchat-and-why-is-the-abc-on-it/7517174
https://apple.news/TsieN9U-WQ0SZbtP1VTI4uQ
http://www.abc.net.au/news/alerts/subscribe/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/greenhouse-gases-database-shows-co2-ch4-n2o-rising-relentlessly/8578918
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/surrogate-reveals-what-it-is-like-to-carry-someone-elses-child/8572632
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/australian-teens-drinking-less-but-older-people-consuming-more/8579840
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/why-were-still-asking-the-wrong-questions-about-race/8573324
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/lebron-james-house-racially-vandalised/8580212
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/woman-who-locked-dogs-in-hot-car-banned-from-owning-animals/8579942
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/reuse-your-password-youre-a-hackers-dream/8575888
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/man-charged-over-one-punch-assault-box-hill-hospital/8578160
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/how-can-you-spot-a-fake-online-review/8576072
http://m.me/abcnews.au?ref=welcomefromABCNewshomepage
http://www.abc.net.au/ourfocus/waronwaste/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/feeds/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/contact/tip-off/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/contact/tip-off/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/matthew-leveson-body-found-michael-atkins-could-be-charged-again/8578324
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/luke-lazarus-dpp-to-appeal-rape-case-against-sydney-man/8580824
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/malaysia-airlines-flight-turns-back-after-bomb-threat/8577910
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/why-were-still-asking-the-wrong-questions-about-race/8573324
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/review-wonder-woman-is-back-but-not-as-wondrous/8576758
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/racism-recognition-reconciliation-afl-young-player-perspective/8575542
http://www.abc.net.au/news/health/2017-06-01/should-men-and-women-train-differently/8568396
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/war-on-waste-top-tips-for-backyard-worm-farm/8577012


Malaysia Airlines bomb scare
accused 'concerned for safety'
'I was eyeballing him': MH128
passenger confronts man
threatening to blow up plane
'Cold­blooded' killers jailed for life
over McCulkin murders
Where to for the Paris agreement if
Trump withdraws?
States angry over education inquiry
snub
Correction not crash predicts
property analyst as house prices fall
First home buyers in NSW could
save $34k under affordability
package
Tiger Woods' arrest video shows
golfer struggling in roadside sobriety
test
Australia ranked 12th priciest country
for flights

How Blue Mud Bay negotiations
affect different groups
Pearce left with few Origin I
memories after heavy concussion
Low morale risking patient safety at
children's hospital: doctors
States angry over education inquiry
snub
Boyfriend could be charged with
Leveson's murder again: expert
Greenhouse gases database shows
'relentless rise'
Debt collector threats over school
fees 'not policy'
Tiger Woods' arrest video shows
golfer struggling in roadside sobriety
test
LeBron says US 'a long way' from
equality after house racially
vandalised

bomb threat drama
'I was eyeballing him': MH128
passenger confronts man
threatening to blow up plane
Council chops down fruit trees in
Urban Food Street precinct
Melbourne surgeon fights for life
after one­punch assault
Malaysia Airlines bomb scare
accused 'concerned for safety'
Stabbed surgeon slams lax hospital
security after another attack on
doctor
S&P ratings boss says Australia's in
trouble as Citi warns of recession
If police charge George Pell, we're in
new territory
What is #Covfefe? Twitter finds
Trump's midnight typo hilarious
Family grieves at crime scene as
police 'confident' Leveson's bones
found

How the newspapers tried to kill
ABC news before it even began
Will the Afghan attack affect
Trump's looming troops decision?
'Nothing more than propaganda':
Cricket Australia's pay dispute
explainer panned
Our love affair with TV reboots: Why
everything old is new again
If police charge George Pell, we're in
new territory
The science of taste: Why we
choose fries over broccoli
Sydneysiders blame foreign
investors for high housing prices:
survey
Should we negotiate with terrorist
hostage­takers?
WA Government setting ground for
tax hike backtrack

Sections
ABC News

Just In

Australia

World

Business

Entertainment

Sport

Analysis &
Opinion

Weather

Topics

Archive

Corrections &
Clarifications

Local Weather
Sydney Weather

Melbourne
Weather

Adelaide Weather

Brisbane Weather

Perth Weather

Hobart Weather

Darwin Weather

Canberra
Weather

Local News
Sydney News

Melbourne News

Adelaide News

Brisbane News

Perth News

Hobart News

Darwin News

Canberra News

Media
Video

Audio

Photos

Subscribe
Podcasts

RSS Feeds

NewsMail

Connect
Upload

Contact Us

Suggest a
Contributor

SITE MAP

Change to mobile view

This service may include material
from Agence France­Presse (AFP),
APTN, Reuters, AAP, CNN and the

BBC World Service which is
copyright and cannot be reproduced.

AEST = Australian Eastern Standard
Time which is 10 hours ahead of

UTC (Greenwich Mean Time)

Terms of Use Privacy Policy Contact Us © 2017 ABC

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/malaysia-airlines-bomb-threat-long-wait-for-police-response/8578366
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/mh128-passenger-confronts-man-threatening-to-blow-plane-up/8577946
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/mcculkin-triple-murder-odempsey-dubois-jail-sentence-brisbane/8568476
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/what-happens-to-the-paris-agreement-us-pull-out/8233026
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/states-angry-over-education-inquiry-snub/8580218
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/home-prices-fall-in-may-corelogic/8578544
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/nsw-first-home-buyers-to-have-edge-over-foreign-investors/8580042
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/tiger-woods-arrest-video-shows-golfer-failing-sobriety-test/8579936
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/australia-is-12th-most-expensive-country-for-flights/8576544
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/how-the-blue-mud-bay-decision-will-affect-different-groups/8573356
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/pearce-left-with-few-origin-i-memories-after-heavy-concussion/8580610
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/princess-margaret-hospital-doctors-patient-safety-warning/8580638
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/states-angry-over-education-inquiry-snub/8580218
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/matthew-leveson-body-found-michael-atkins-could-be-charged-again/8578324
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/greenhouse-gases-database-shows-co2-ch4-n2o-rising-relentlessly/8578918
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/debt-collector-threat-to-tas-families-in-arrears-of-school-fees/8580172
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/tiger-woods-arrest-video-shows-golfer-failing-sobriety-test/8579936
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/lebron-james-house-racially-vandalised/8580212
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/malaysia-airlines-flight-turns-back-after-bomb-threat/8577910
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/mh128-passenger-confronts-man-threatening-to-blow-plane-up/8577946
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/urban-food-street-trees-culled-sunshine-coast/8576700
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/man-seriously-assaulted-at-box-hill-hospital-in-melbourne/8575852
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/malaysia-airlines-bomb-threat-long-wait-for-police-response/8578366
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/man-charged-over-one-punch-assault-box-hill-hospital/8578160
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/s&p-ratings-boss-says-australias-in-trouble/8577312
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/george-pell-if-police-charge-thearchishop-were-in-new-territory/8565204
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/president-donald-trump-just-invented-the-word-of-2017-covfefe/8576558
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/matthew-levesons-parents-relieved-and-shocked/8577690
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/how-the-newspapers-tried-to-kill-abc-news-before-it-even-began/8568482
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-01/will-the-afghan-attack-affect-donald-trumps-troops-decision/8578072
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/cricket-australia-pay-dispute-is-bbl-actually-losing-money/8576448
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/our-love-affair-with-tv-reboots-why-everything-old-is-new-again/8575876
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/george-pell-if-police-charge-thearchishop-were-in-new-territory/8565204
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/the-science-of-taste-why-we-choose-french-fries-over-broccoli/8573250
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-31/sydneysiders-blame-foreign-investors-for-high-housing-prices/8572958
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-30/sydney-siege-should-we-negotiate-with-terrorist-hostage-takers/8572160
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-30/ben-wyatt-tax-increase-not-ruled-out/8571292
http://www.abc.net.au/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/justin/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/australia/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/world/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/business/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/entertainment/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/sport/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/analysis-and-opinion/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/topics/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/archive/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/corrections/
http://www.abc.net.au/sydney/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/melbourne/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/adelaide/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/brisbane/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/perth/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/hobart/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/darwin/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/canberra/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/sydney/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/melbourne/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/adelaide/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/brisbane/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/perth/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/hobart/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/darwin/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/canberra/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/video/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/audio/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/photos/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/feeds/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/feeds/rss/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/alerts/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/upload/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/contact/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/analysis-and-opinion/
http://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2016-12-12/lost-story-of-early-sailors-first-contact-with-aboriginal-people/8113458?pfm=sm
http://www.abc.net.au/conditions.htm
http://about.abc.net.au/abc-privacy-policy/
http://www.abc.net.au/contact/
http://www.abc.net.au/conditions.htm#UseOfContent



