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Describing the memory of frontier violence in South Australia, Fatal Collisions tells us much 
about how white Australia remembers the foundation events of 'settlement' that were played 
out during the not-so-distant colonial past. Recounting a number of 'collisions' between the 
colonists and Aborigines of South Australia, the authors attempt to demonstrate how historical 
facts have been slowly transformed into legend as memories of frontier violence receded. 
Fatal Collisions does so through a series of highly informative case studies, including the 
famed 'Maria Massacre', when, in 1840, two dozen settlers who survived the shipwrecked brig 
Maria were killed by the Milmenrura clan of the Ngarrindjeri people on the Coorong Coast. A 
number of regional studies, including the 1841 military actions against the Maraura people on 
the Rufus River and conflicts that occurred in the Eyre Peninsular, the Flinders Ranges and 
the Far North, are also reconstructed. Perhaps most interesting (because not previously 
known to me) are the two biographical case studies included. These explore the violent 
collisions involving a wealthy pastoralist and public benefactor, James Brown, and a 
convicted Aboriginal pastoral worker, known as 'Logic'.  
 
The case studies function as highly effective illustrations of the how the memory of white 
Australians has been transformed. Each case study successfully transports us back to the 
time of the 'collision', re-situating us in the maelstrom of the manifold and often highly divisive 
settler commentaries that emerged in the immediate aftermath of these violent events. Official 
records, newspaper reports and the 'foundation' reminiscences of settlers closely associated 
with the 'collisions' are used to reconstruct contemporary settler understandings of frontier 
violence. Fatal Collisions explains how published facts of historical events became 
incorporated into the oral history traditions of South Australia, before later resurfacing in 
various print forms in the guise of legitimate 'colonial history'. The authors convincingly show 
us how many of the facts, once accepted by settlers, were lost or deliberately 'glossed over' 
by their Australian heirs and successors. The book demonstrates that the process has often 
refashioned blatantly immoral and unlawful circumstances surrounding violent events on the 
frontier into what is referred to in the text as 'foundation myth'.  
 
According to Fatal Collisions, the transformation of historical fact into 'foundation myth' can 
only be understood with reference to the central precepts of imperial histories. This doctrine, 
based on the firm conviction that 'settlement' of Australia was benign and bestowed upon the 
continent's indigenous inhabitants the luminous benefits of British 'civilisation', 'progress' and 
'justice', required such myths to buttress its key assumptions. The contention made by the 
authors of Fatal Collisions that only the 'foundation myths' can support imperial versions of 
history, although aptly demonstrated throughout the book, is perhaps most clearly indicated 
by the reconstruction offered of the Maria Massacre.  
 
In its detailed reconstruction of events, Fatal Collisions shows that colonial commentary at the 
time of the Maria Massacre almost exclusively focused on the constitutional legality of the 
response sanctioned by Governor Gawler. The Governor's decision to enact a state of martial 
law and carryout the summary hanging of two Milmenrura men without trial brought into sharp 
focus the contradictions at the heart of colonisation in South Australia. The proclamation 
founding the colony in 1836 expressly stated that: 'whether the natives themselves can be 
bound by the proclamation in question, or whether they recognise or value the tile of English 
subjects, may admit of argument; but the Government, at least, is bound by its own act'. 
Gawler had clearly disregarded such sentiment.  
 
Having broken the promises set out in the proclamation, the colonists of South Australia 
expressed their disgust at Gawler's response to the Maria Massacre, viewing the hangings as 
undermining rather than upholding principles of British justice. Fatal Collisions provides much 
evidence of widespread colonial dissent, including the definitive quote from George 
Stevenson, editor of the South Australian Register, which surmises the mood of contemporary 
debate:  



 

 

An atheist or an idiot is [no] less under the safeguard of the law than the best 
Christian or the most sane man; and if…the native inhabitants of a British 
province, are, by the very extension of British domination over the territory, 
British subjects, we have established their right conclusively to those 
immunities and privileges to which in that character they are entitled as fully 
and legally as the most undoubted English born subjects of the Crown.  

While the constitutional debate dominated discussions of the Maria Massacres, South 
Australian colonists were generally agreed that the tragedy was the result of cross-cultural 
misunderstanding, associated with the failure of the Maria survivors to recompense 
Milmenrura for guidance through their territories. In a colony founded as a 'free' province of 
the British Empire, other South Australian colonists were quick to suggest that that the killings 
were the result of the sexual abuse of Aboriginal women by ex-convicts from the older eastern 
colonies. There was little, if anything, in contemporary commentaries to suggest that the 
killings had been viewed simplistically as the innate actions of 'blood-thirsty savages'.  
 
Fatal Collisions describes the Maria story passing from current affair to historical event. 
Memoirs of foundation colonists, for instance, who remembered the receding frontier with 
fondness and nostalgia from the 1860s onward, dismissed the legal debate that took place as 
the misplaced work of armchair humanitarians. The memoirs attempted to justify the action as 
illegal but necessary to the successful expansion and progress of South Australia. In the 
same decade, the story of the Maria was once again committed to the popular print. Citing 
one version of the story published in the Adelaide Observer during 1868, Fatal Collisions 
illustrates how the story re-emerged as a largely fictitious tale which 'recalled' how innocent 
and defenseless white women and children had become the unwitting victims of inherently 
malevolent and treacherous savages. In this version, the innocent settlers were cowardly 
attacked and murdered under the cover of darkness, without provocation. From the 1890s, 
the Maria story became the subject of many books, including Simpson Newland's historical 
novel, Paving the Way: A Romance of the Australian Bush. In such novels, historical fact 
became indistinguishable from the various fictional elements such authors regularly deployed 
according to the tropes of the nineteenth century romance and adventure story.  
 
In summary, Fatal Collisions contends that the combined effects of the process described 
through the Maria story and the other case studies it outlines resulted in both the loss of 
recorded facts concerning the actual violent 'collisions', and their subversion by introduced 
fictitious 'foundation myths' that functioned to uphold imperial versions of history. Infused with 
more fiction than fact, stories such as the Maria Massacre continue to be evoked by those 
who still view the many injustices suffered by indigenous people during the 'settlement' of 
Australia as illegal but necessary. In reminding us that white Australia has a vibrant oral 
history tradition too, Fatal Collisions makes an important contribution to current thinking about 
frontier histories. Highlighting white myth-making is all the more significant given the 
resurgence of imperial perspectives in the writings of Keith Windschuttle and Prime Minister 
John Howard's explicit support for such readings of Australian history. On this point, the 
stories outlined in Fatal Collisions are most vital to current debate because they indicate to us 
that Windschuttle is actually right when he says Australian history should necessarily be 
based on facts. Those who persist in upholding the 'foundation myths' of imperial history not 
only continue to distort historical facts, but, like Gawler, continue to deny indigenous people 
both justice and respect. Fatal Collisions is an excellent book, and one that I'll certainly be 
adding to course reading lists.  
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