Aboriginal Australia

First Contact
In 1770 Captain James Cook met few Aborigines on the Eastern Australian

shoreline. Because they did not grow crops and because he assumed there were no
inland fishable rivers, he concluded that Australia's interior was empty. Sir Joseph Banks
thought the Aborigines would run away and abandon their rights to land. They were both
wrong, as the Eora people later proved by ambushing the convicts who were often sent
to work into the bush. Cook’s Endeavour sailed away, but the First Fleet landed and thus
began two centuries of death, fighting, attempted genocide and a struggle for survival.
The second and third fleets followed bringing more colonists, convicts and Governors
with good intentions and devastating policies. Within only 20 years of Cook’s first
sighting of Sydney, the peaceful way of life of the local Aboriginal people was to turn into
a nightmare of war, dispossession, displacement, social upheaval and disease.

The First Fleet arrived in Sydney Harbour under Capt. Arthur Phillip's command
in January 1788. It consisted of eleven ships, 290 marines, women and children, 717
convicts, supplies of pork and rum, equipment and livestock. Its arrival brought an end to
the occupation of the land by Aboriginal people as they had traditionally lived. The
diaries and journals of the First Fleeters provide descriptions of the locals as "native”,
"primitive”, "barbaric" and even "stupid”. There was no recognition that the cultures and
social structures of Aboriginal people in Sydney were as rich, diverse and complex as
other nations around the world today. Ironically, the first Europeans would rely on
Aboriginal knowledge of the area for their survival at various times, and the complexity of
the Aboriginal languages is often likened to the complexities of Latin.

The original customs and lifestyles of the Aboriginal people were broken down
very early in European contact as colonisers began to fish, fell trees and shoot
kangaroos. This pressure on the natural resources resulted in people starving during
winter and members of tribes took up Governor Phillip’s offer and moved into town, often
sleeping and eating in settlers’ houses.

Governor Phillip’s tolerance of the local inhabitants did not last long. When
resistance fighter Pemulwuy speared a frontier man for killing blacks, Phillip retaliated by
ordering his staff to kill ten 'natives' and capture two in order to scare the locals into
conforming. Fifty soldiers and two surgeons headed into the bush where their inept bush
skills gave early warning of their presence, and not a single Aborigine was captured.

A young woman by the name of Patyegarang
became a friend of Lieutenant William Dawes
and they taught each other their first
languages. The notebooks where Dawes
recorded the words of her language survive
today.

This is an extract from the original notebooks
of Lieutenant William Dawes showing his
attempts to learn the language of the Sydney

Al Aborigines.
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Colonizing Australia

The colonization in the history of Australia was very similar to the colonization of the Americas. In

addition to settlers who traveled to America voluntarily, governments used the colonies as prisons. Once

the American Revolution began in 1776, the English government needed a new place to send its

prisoners, since the American colonies would no longer take them. So in 1788, England sent a Crew to

Australia, then known as New South Wales, and began building prisons. This would mark the beginning
i ‘ imagm o Of the fall of the Aborigines,

As with the American Indians, the English forced the
Aborigines off thejr land. Many were beaten and killed,

immune systems couldn't fight these illnesses off, and
Mmany people died. Starvation became a major problem --
the Aborigines could no longer roam the Jand where they
found their food, and many tribes died oyt completely.

The English forced many of those who weren't killed into
slavery. Women and children did everything from

English setrlers surrounded by 4 group of Aborigines, gathering food to cleaning. Many women were also kept as

This is believed fo be the carliest phologmph taken in sex sfa ves.

Australia. The Abori ines have already adopted the . . .

English style Ofdresf When the English arrived in 1788, the number of
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was in the hundreds of thousands and possibly into the
millions. With the death that followed the arrival of the
English, the numbers of Aborigines dwindled drastically
until there was almost no one left.
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cases. there was no one to hear them. History was ot At Aborigines offer a group of English visitors a ride in

the time of colonization, Aborigines spoke an estimated their boat. circa 1870. Not all refations between the two
250-300 different languages [source: Contemporary 8roups were

Review]. More than half of these have disappeared this friendy.

altogether.

Then, in the early part of the 20 century, non-Indigenous Australians (anyone not an Aborigine)
decided the only way 1o save the Aborigines was to assimilate them to the white-Australian way of life,



