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It is hard to evoke the stench that would have wafted into the nostrils 
of Kate and Rob McBride, and their friend Dick Arnold, on 8 January 
2019. While drought had reduced the once mighty Darling River to a 
recreational motorcycle track for local townsfolk, Kate, Rob and Dick had 
made their way to its banks 1,000 kilometres north-west of Sydney, near 
Menindee, to check the quality of any remaining water. What they found 
was evidence that the Murray–Darling Basin was in severe crisis.

‘This is bloody disgraceful, this is the most disgusting thing I’ve seen in 
my life,’ Rob McBride said into the camera of his daughter’s phone.1 
Clutching the carcasses of two Murray cod estimated to be over 50 years 
old, Rob and Dick held back tears. The remains of thousands of rotting 
fish—mostly native to Australian waterways—surrounded them, floating 
amid blooms of blue-green algae. By the time Kate’s video of her father 
and Dick went viral in the Australian media, it was estimated that over 
a million fish had fallen victim to the kills. The sheer devastation of this 
mass death of native fish evoked ‘the Old Testament’s “bloody Nile fish 
kill”’.2 But, as Quentin Beresford reminds us, ‘the Menindee fish kill was 
only the latest in a long history of ecological crises in the Murray–Darling 
Basin’.3 Wounded Country: The Murray–Darling Basin: A Contested History 
seeks to document this ‘long history’.

1  Quoted in: Quentin Beresford, Wounded Country: The Murray–Darling Basin: A Contested History 
(Randwick: NewSouth Publishing, 2021), 9.
2  Ibid., 8.
3  Ibid.,10.
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At its core, Wounded Country is a response to the 2019 Menindee fish 
kills. This environmental disaster moved Beresford to action. He explains:

What was witnessed on the Darling in early January 2019 was not 
just a tragedy of dead fish, but a ‘canary in the coal mine’ moment 
for the ailing river system and the wider Murray–Darling Basin.4

Geographically, the basin and its rivers span south from Queensland into 
New South Wales, the ACT, Victoria and South Australia, encompassing 
over a million square kilometres. Through its various ecosystems, the 
basin has supported life for over 60 million years, its rivers home to rich 
varieties of fish. The native flora on the banks of the Murray and Darling 
rivers—including native grasses—provided vital habitat for waterbirds, 
snakes and other native fauna, many of which established their homes 
below or within towering red gum trees. Since colonisation, the basin’s 
fertile soils and abundant resources have been over-exploited, propping 
up the Australian nation while contributing to growing environmental 
degradation.

Almost two centuries of warning signs—‘unnatural’ flooding patterns, 
severe drought, ailing soil fertility, increased salinity, endangered wildlife, 
loss of habitat, deadly algal blooms and, now, fish kills—have been 
ignored by those who exploited the basin environmentally, economically 
and politically—colonisers, capitalists and politicians alike. In Wounded 
Country, Beresford argues that only by exploring the complex history of 
the Murray–Darling since the European settlement of Australia can one 
make sense of how we find ourselves at the brink of disaster. He does 
so through exploring several interlinked themes and phenomena that 
have contributed to the severe altering of Australia’s lived environment. 
Of particular interest for this review is Beresford’s demonstration of how 
the Murray–Darling Basin’s decline reflects fundamentally European 
attitudes towards resource possession and the mastery of nature, and how 
the exploitation of nature has fostered and fuelled Australian nationalism. 
These ideas can be extrapolated and applied to other contemporary 
environmental concerns, including the Australian Government’s attitudes 
towards climate change. In exploring these themes, Beresford thus offers 
an alarming example of the consequences of ignoring the environment’s 
calls for help.

4  Ibid., 27.
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European attitudes towards resource possession and exploitation—
attitudes central to colonisation—have undeniably contributed to the 
Murray–Darling Basin’s decline. Beresford makes this clear from the 
first few pages of Wounded Country, drawing links between the current 
environmental crises facing the basin and our dark colonial history. In 
the book’s early chapters, he explores how, as Australia’s eastern settler 
colonies sought to expand into more ‘productive’ lands, the exploration 
of the basin was made both possible and unavoidable. This exploration 
was, at first, guided by empire: a Union Jack was hoisted by Charles Sturt 
and his men upon ‘discovering’ the Darling River, ‘three cheers’ ringing 
out among the red gums as Sturt claimed the mighty waterway for the 
British Empire.5 This (seemingly) abundant body of water, and the lands 
surrounding it, was considered ideal for grazing sheep and cattle, the 
backbone of settler colonialism in Australia. Such attitudes perpetuated 
the notion among European settlers that lands near the basin, and across 
the Australian continent in general, were ripe for the picking. The act 
of seizing productive lands and waters for grazing, large-scale agriculture 
and, later, irrigation, required the erasure of Aboriginal communities and 
their connection to the basin.

In this way, Aboriginal dispossession is directly linked to the decline of 
the ecological health of the basin. Beresford reminds the reader of this 
point in every chapter. He begins by referencing the ways that explorers 
exploited Aboriginal knowledge of the basin and its rivers in order to 
‘open’ it up to empire. Aboriginal environmental management techniques 
were ignored and replaced with European practices of overexploitation. 
But, as Wounded Country progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that 
this dispossession is not a historical relic. Beresford’s final, albeit brief, 
chapter explicates how Aboriginal communities within the basin remain 
largely absent from scientific and political discussions about the region’s 
regeneration. While Aboriginal people in the basin lost their lands and 
livelihoods during European occupation, those seeking to rectify the 
environmental consequences of this occupation continue to ignore 
Aboriginal voices. Clearly, in more ways than one, the colonisation of 
the Murray–Darling Basin echoes the broader history of the European 
invasion and continued occupation of Australia.

5  Ibid., 41.
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Throughout Wounded Country, settler occupation of the Murray–Darling 
Basin is presented as representative of settlers’ perceived, or even desired, 
mastery over nature. The history of the basin is a history of humans 
attempting to force the environment to their will. Destructive farming 
practices, such as the widespread removal of trees, facilitated agriculture’s 
monopoly of the basin in the nineteenth century. ‘Innovations’ in 
large-scale pastoralism and agrarianism well into the twentieth century 
furthered settlers’ domination of the lands and waters encompassed within 
the basin: hooved animals destroyed native grasses; koalas, wombats, 
dingoes and eagles were hunted to endangerment; rivers were overfished; 
‘the rhythmic thudding sound of axes echoed throughout the red gum 
forests’ as trees were removed in their thousands; and the innovation of 
the stump jump plough facilitated the clearing of large tracts of the basin 
with alarming efficiency. Today, irrigation threatens to suck the basin dry. 
These processes, among countless others, constitute a ‘war on nature’, 
according to Beresford.6 They were, and in some cases, continue to be, 
representative of a slow violence perpetuated by ‘centuries-old hard-baked 
cultural attitudes that nature was subservient to human needs’.7 This 
perceived subservience of nature has led to the basin’s destruction. Yet, 
as Beresford explores in depth, the basin was, and remains, integral to 
Australian national development. So how do we reconcile this seemingly 
stark juxtaposition?

Beresford comprehensively demonstrates how, from its early ‘discovery’, 
the Murray–Darling Basin has contributed to Australia’s nation-building 
efforts while being slowly annihilated. It has done so both literally, through 
the provision of resources, and figurately, through romantic representations 
of settlers toiling the land. Regarding the former, the basin’s provision 
of land, water, flora and fauna has ensured the survival of local settlers 
since the mid-nineteenth century. It provided the water, pastoral land and 
wood necessary to feed settlers and facilitate transportation through much 
of eastern Australia, either via the rivers or on railway tracks made from 
river red gums. Today, the basin remains the ‘food basket’ of Australia, 
enabled through large-scale irrigation. However, this alone has not sealed 
the basin’s fate.

6  Ibid., 112.
7  Ibid., 113.
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The pursuit of pastoralism and agrarianism in the basin has also contributed 
to various manifestations of settler nationalism. As Beresford explains: 
‘The Murray–Darling Basin was seen as the gateway to the nation’s 
success.’8 The resources of the basin ‘could service the needs of the colony 
and the Empire’ if only settlers could master their environment.9 Those 
who attempted to do so were revered initially as ‘men of empire’ and, later, 
as possessing ‘the pioneering spirit’ necessary to ‘open … up the Murray–
Darling Basin’.10 By Federation, settlement of the basin was considered a 
matter of ‘national survival’, as fears over the need to ‘populate or perish’ 
gripped the new nation.11 Driving development of the basin was the belief 
that ‘the vacant inland areas must be the homes of millions of people if 
Australia is to remain a white man’s country’.12 This fear only increased as 
the twentieth century wore on, with postwar soldier settlement schemes 
an attempt to remedy such concerns by perpetuating the notion that 
Australia was ‘a land fit for heroes’.13 However, such narratives failed to 
acknowledge the failures that many ‘yeoman farmers’ faced in the basin, 
especially as environmental degradation gripped the region.14

Beresford argues that ignoring environmental decline has been key 
to Australian national development, especially its economic growth. 
Examples of this periodically populate the Australian news cycle, not 
least in relation to mining and issues of climate change. But this is not a 
peculiarity isolated to contemporary Australians. Beresford demonstrates 
that, alongside initiatives encouraging the settlement and destruction 
of the basin, attempts to slow and reverse environmental degradation 
in the region were actively ignored or undermined. For example, those 
who posited that soldier settlement schemes were doomed to fail due to 
the low yield and declining fertility of the lands provided were labelled 
as ‘unpatriotic’ and ‘pessimistic’.15 Similarly, experts who pointed to the 
severe 1930s dust storms in America as examples of what would eventually 
happen in Australia if unsustainable farming techniques persisted, were 
ignored. More recently, scientists warned that algal blooms within the 
basin’s rivers pointed to severe environmental stress, the proof of which 

8  Ibid., 5.
9  Ibid., 50.
10  Ibid., 185.
11  Ibid., 195–96.
12  Ibid., 197.
13  Ibid., 204.
14  Ibid., 204.
15  Ibid., 211.
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was the Menindee fish kills. For Beresford, these examples represent only 
a handful of instances in which ‘the disappearance of the natural world is 
of less concern than the potential disappearance of jobs’.16

By exploring these themes, Beresford provides vital historical context 
for contemporary controversies surrounding the basin, discussed in the 
final chapters of Wounded Country. As the content of Wounded Country 
approaches the 2000s, Beresford moves away from broader discussions 
of settler nationalism and overdevelopment, delving into the minutiae of 
the Murray–Darling Basin’s management—or rather mismanagement—
since John Howard’s election in 1996. Here, the detail becomes denser 
and more technical in nature, existing in stark juxtaposition to the 
rather general historical discussion provided earlier. In finishing with 
this discussion, Beresford demonstrates environmental history’s ability 
to exhibit the immense (and historical) impact of human beings upon 
nature. ‘History is the starting point in dealing with the unfolding tragedy 
of the Murray–Darling Basin’, he argues.17 But it is the contemporary 
discussion that demonstrates the sheer immensity of the task he took on 
in writing Wounded Country.

In 2015, environmental historian Andrea Gaynor described the 
Murray–Darling Basin as ‘an environmental, economic and political 
behemoth’, thus rendering any environmental history of the basin ‘an 
ambitious undertaking’.18 In light of this challenge, Gaynor commended 
environmental historian Emily O’Gorman’s decision to tackle the basin 
through a focus on flood in her 2012 book Flood Country, rather than 
taking on the behemoth as a whole. Beresford’s broader and more general 
history of the Murray–Darling Basin—or, rather, the impact of European 
Australians on the basin—is certainly ambitious and mostly effective. But 
by virtue of the geographical, economic and political immensity of the 
basin, there were times I craved more from Wounded Country: greater 
discussions of major flood events, deeper engagement with Aboriginal 
resistance to settler colonialism and a clearer picture of what contemporary 
mismanagement means ecologically for the basin. However, had Beresford 
delved deeper into such issues, the book would be double, if not triple, 
the length.

16  Ibid., 350.
17  Ibid., 361.
18  Andrea Gaynor, ‘Review: Flood Country: An Environmental History of the Murray-Darling 
Basin by Emily O’Gorman’, Australian Historical Studies 46 (2015): 142, doi.org/10.1080/103146
1X.2015.992836.
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Naturally, tackling a topic of such breadth and depth has its limitations. 
Mostly, these are reflected in the bibliography. Even if Beresford’s intended 
audience is a popular rather than a strictly academic one, the absence 
of several key articles from the reference list cannot go unremarked. 
O’Gorman’s articles on waterborne diseases, wildlife slaughtering and 
rice production within the basin are not cited.19 Nor is the work of 
geographers Sue Jackson and Lesley Head on the Menindee fish kills, 
the basis for the entire book.20 Finally, although contemporary scholarly 
discussions of Indigenous water management are acknowledged, they are 
not comprehensively cited.21

This said, Wounded Country is an evocative invocation of the need for 
Australia to examine its relationship with the environment. Beresford 
convincingly demonstrates how two centuries of European occupation 
and overproduction within the basin have left its ecosystems in crisis. 
This was not without warning, but we have ignored the signs. Beresford 
concludes Wounded Country by pointing to the future. ‘Respecting 
environmental values by harnessing scientific knowledge, Indigenous 
cultural values and regenerative farming techniques’, he argues, is the 
‘only way … that the wounded country of the Murray–Darling Basin 
might heal and a sustainable Basin be achieved’.22

19  See: Emily O’Gorman, ‘Growing Rice on the Murrumbidgee River: Cultures, Politics, and 
Practices of Food Production and Water Use, 1900 to 2012’, Journal of Australian Studies 37, no. 
1 (2013): 96–115, doi.org/10.1080/14443058.2012.748673; Emily O’Gorman, ‘The Pelican 
Slaughter of 1911: A History of Competing Values, Killing and Private Property from the Coorong, 
South Australia’, Geographical Research 54, no. 3 (2016): 285–300, doi.org/10.1111/1745-
5871.12169; Emily O’Gorman, ‘Imagined Ecologies: A More-than-Human History of Malaria in 
the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, New South Wales, Australia, 1919–45’, Environmental History 
22, no. 3 (2017): 486–514, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emx056.
20  Sue Jackson and Lesley Head, ‘Australia’s Mass Fish Kills as a Crisis of Modern Water: 
Understanding Hydrosocial Change in the Murray-Darling Basin’, Geoforum 109, (2020): 44–56, 
doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.12.020.
21  See the following for examples of just some of the work currently being done outside of history 
regarding Indigenous water rights, in particular in the Murray–Darling Basin: Lana D. Hartwig, 
Sue Jackson and Natalie Osborne, ‘Trends in Aboriginal Water Ownership in New South Wales, 
Australia: The Continuities between Colonial and Neoliberal Forms of Dispossession’, Land Use Policy 
99, (2020): 104869, doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.104869; Marcus Barber and Sue Jackson, 
‘Identifying and Categorizing Cobenefits in State-Supported Australian Indigenous Environmental 
Management Programs: International Research Implications’, Ecology and Society 22, no. 2 (2017): 
11, doi.org/10.5751/ES-09114-220211; Sue Jackson, ‘Water and Indigenous Rights: Mechanisms 
and Pathways of Recognition, Representation, and Redistribution’, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews. 
Water 5, no. 6 (2018), doi.org/10.1002/wat2.1314; Lana D. Hartwig, Sue Jackson, Francis Markham 
and Natalie Osborne, ‘Water Colonialism and Indigenous Water Justice in South-Eastern Australia’, 
International Journal of Water Resources Development 38, no. 1 (2021): 30–63, doi.org/10.1080/0790
0627.2020.1868980.
22  Beresford, Wounded Country, 362.
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