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Recently, and for the first time in a long time, I was able to drive from 
Canberra to Sydney. The Hume Highway curves along the edge of the 
shining, shallow waters of Lake Werriwa (Lake George), past small towns 
and expansive fields of sheep. As I drove along this familiar route, I came 
to a point where the road crosses a bridge high above a river. I glimpsed 
beautiful, rocky, forested views on either side, but it was a signpost that 
caught my eye: ‘Nepean River’. The highway crosses part of the Dyarubbin 
(Hawkesbury-Nepean River) that I had just been reading about in Grace 
Karskens’s new book People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia. I had 
never noticed the sign or thought about the region before. Like so much 
of Australian history and geography, it had fallen into the background, 
irrelevant and unimportant. Karskens brings the forgotten history of this 
region to the foreground. She explores the importance of the Dyarubbin 
to Aboriginal people whose ancestors lived there for 50,000 years and 
who continue to live there today, and to British colonisers who fed the 
colony’s population with maize and wheat grown on the river’s fertile 
banks. People of the River is mainly concerned with the period between 
the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, but Karskens weaves 
together sections on the deep history of the Dyarubbin and modern 
Australian history, creating a richly detailed narrative that is beautifully 
written and engaging. There is an energy and passion thrumming through 
every chapter, encouraging you to keep reading, keep learning and stay 
open to new ideas and perspectives.

Grace Karskens is an Australian historian and emeritus professor of history 
at the University of New South Wales. Her work focuses on Australian 
colonial and cross-cultural history, Aboriginal history and environmental 
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history. People of the River emerged from her collaborative project with 
Darug/Dharug knowledge holders, artists and educators along with 
archaeologists, linguists and historians titled ‘The Real Secret River: 
Dyarubbin’. In the book that culminated from that project, Karskens 
describes and dispels many of the myths and stereotypes that we may not 
even realise we have about the people of this period. Through considered 
research and collaboration with present-day Darug/Dharug communities, 
whose Country the Dyarubbin winds through and whose ancestors, along 
with those of the Darkinyung and Gundungurra people, have lived in 
the area for at least 50,000 years, Karskens explores the life of Aboriginal 
people and settlers on the riverbank.

The differences between Aboriginal people and colonial farmers are 
obvious, but less discussed are the commonalities. Karskens explores both: 
the friendly arrangements and shared loves, and the conflicts, payback 
law and frontier wars, never shying away from the darker parts of this 
period—the massacres of Aboriginal people, the stealing of Aboriginal 
children and the assault of Aboriginal women.

Throughout the book, Karskens emphasises the continued and constant 
presence of Aboriginal people on their Country, as well as their autonomy 
and active participation in events. Aboriginal people were not a single, 
solid and unchanging culture but were and are dynamic and active 
responders and adaptors to the changing world. As Karskens writes:

They chose to draw on new ideas and things, weaving them into 
their own cultural and spiritual practice … they quickly learned 
English, befriended parsons and farming families … attended 
horseraces and fairs … They also continued to hold corroborees 
and initiation ceremonies, to make and maintain their sacred art, 
to speak their Language, and to cling steadfastly to Country.1

One of the more surprising things I learned about was the lack of fences 
in the early years of convict farming and settlement in the area. These were 
only established later, and some land was initially reserved as commons 
for all in the community to use. I had also always thought of convicts as 
being from the cities, but most came from rural areas of England and so 
were already familiar with farming and living in regional communities.

1  Grace Karskens, People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2021), 11.
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People of the River by Grace Karskens

Karskens’s book, to me, strives for and achieves a difficult balance, giving 
careful consideration to most aspects of this time and place, and to the 
people who lived and died there. She manages to discuss broader trends 
and movements while keeping us grounded in the everyday lives of 
individual people.

The structure of the book is somewhat linear, moving from the deep past 
50,000 years ago to focus on the period when British settlers and convicts 
arrived and set up farms in the region in the 1790s. Part 1 focuses on 
the region prior to British invasion, how historians have deployed and 
engaged with deep time historiographical methods, and the way these 
understandings have evolved over time. In Part 2, Karskens explores 
encounters between Aboriginal people and British settlers. There were 
massacres of Aboriginal people along the Dyarubbin and in many other 
places across Australia, conducted with the full support of governors. This 
should not be forgotten or left out of the history books, and it is not left 
out here. But there are also rebellions and resistance and victories. In some 
areas along the Dyarubbin’s banks, Aboriginal warriors were able to drive 
settlers from their Country for years at a time, such that ‘settlement was 
stopped in its tracks by fierce Aboriginal resistance’2—something we don’t 
hear or read enough about in history books.

Part 3 focuses on forests and floods: the connections of Aboriginal people 
and the sacredness of trees, what the forests looked like, how rapidly they 
were cleared and how settler farmers related to them. Karskens draws on 
the written records of settlers and the data they collected and recorded. 
She tracks the rate of clearing of trees along the Dyarubbin for King’s 
1803–04 Nepean settlement by examining the 1806 and 1822 muster 
reports. Calculating the total amount of land cleared by subtracting 
cultivated and fallow land from the total held, she finds that only 11 per 
cent of alienated land had been cleared by 1806 and that two-thirds of 
the Nepean farmlands were still forested in 1822. Therefore, she argues 
that there was ‘no instant transformation from forests to farms: the forests 
continued to dominate’.3 Again and again Karskens pulls apart what we 
think we know about colonial and Aboriginal history of this region and this 
period. She refers to a wide range of primary and secondary sources, not 
limited to written accounts but also oral histories, archaeology, paintings, 
maps and rock art. Images of these are found throughout the book and 

2  Ibid., 91.
3  Ibid., 195.
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aid in deepening our understanding of the described environments and 
people. This section also considers the impacts of floods on the mentality 
and lives of people, for, in Karskens’s words:

The shining river commanded admiration, but also respect and 
wariness. In flood, it brought plenty in the form of rich alluvium 
that replenished the earth—but it also brought devastation.4

Part 4 takes a closer look at what mattered most to people at this time 
(‘families, cultures and spirituality’5) and popular culture (pleasures and 
pastimes), exploring the similarities and differences of Aboriginal and 
settler peoples’ culture, beliefs and worldviews.

Karskens does not tell a broad brushstrokes history; instead, she reaches 
out and finds individual people, investigating stories, myths and popular 
culture about them to uncover the most likely truths. Her writing shows 
that a nuanced, balanced and truthful history can be told about even the 
most difficult of topics, and that this can be done in a respectful way, 
where each event, person and group are given time in the light. As she 
says: ‘By following the river, and paying close attention to its history and 
geography, the deep past and the present may be reconnected and seen in 
one another’s light.’6

4  Ibid., 277.
5  Ibid., 13.
6  Ibid., 3.
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