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The opening of south-east Queensland to ‘free settlement’ by the British colonial 
authorities in 1841 signalled the end of the convict era and the rapid establishment 
of the pastoral industry. An immediate consequence of the decision was the 
escalation of violence between the Indigenous traditional owners of the land and 
the new arrivals. The Battle of One Tree Hill by Brisbane historians Ray Kerkhove 
and Frank Uhr provides a detailed account of Queensland’s first theatre of frontier 
conflict. Fought across the Lockyer and Brisbane river valleys for much of the 1840s, 
a coalition of Indigenous groups enacted a determined campaign of resistance against 
the European colonisers who took their lands and violated their laws and traditions.

Located between Brisbane and the Darling Downs, the Lockyer and Brisbane 
valleys are a resource rich area, containing river catchments, fertile soils and native 
grasslands. The introductory chapters of the book contrast the cultural and spiritual 
significance of this landscape to the Aboriginal people of the region with the way 
these same resources were capitalised and exploited by the pastoralists. The narrative 
of The Battle of One Tree Hill then unfolds the lives of the Indigenous elder Moppy 
and his son Multuggerah and the pivotal role both men played in the forging of 
an alliance between multiple Aboriginal groups to counter the pastoralist push. 
The authors frame the actions of Moppy and Multuggerah and their allies in military 
terms. Descriptions of initial skirmishes, attacks on outstations and retaliatory 
killings culminate in a vivid account of a strategic ambush of a convoy of supply 
drays by a force of Aboriginal warriors. Following the ambush, an armed retaliatory 
party of settlers intent on vengeance were driven back by Indigenous defenders on 
the rocky slopes of One Tree Hill. This battle, in the view of the authors, was not 
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just one of the ‘first solid defeats of white settlement in Queensland’ but an event 
that was memorialised not only in the oral traditions of local Aboriginal people but 
also in colonial popular culture.

R. H. Tawney’s advice that a historian needs a strong set of walking boots has been 
heeded by the authors. They know the Lockyer and Brisbane river valley districts 
well, a knowledge born from many years of fieldwork. The book is effectively 
illustrated with the authors’ photographs and maps of the region. A challenge for 
any historian addressing the subject of frontier violence of the 1840s is the paucity 
of detailed first-hand accounts, a factor the authors attribute to the conspiracy of 
silence that followed the Myall Creek massacre and trial of its perpetrators in 1839. 
To overcome this challenge, Kerkhove and Uhr draw on their extensive knowledge of 
primary and secondary sources on Queensland’s Indigenous and colonial past. The 
authors utilise but also look beyond the usual official correspondence and newspaper 
reports. Their analysis of a contemporary bush ballad, ‘The Raid of the Aborigines’, 
provides intriguing points of detail regarding the conflict, while also revealing how 
the frontier was presented in popular culture for a colonial audience. Commendably, 
local Aboriginal elders and members of the community were interviewed by the 
authors, providing valuable alternative perspectives to the Eurocentrism of the 
written record. This shared information provides significant insights on the conflict 
and its enduring impact on generations of Aboriginal families.

Despite the book’s many achievements, it is not without some limitations. 
The  romanticised trope of Moppy and Multuggerah as heroic leaders of the 
resistance arguably simplifies the inherent complexity and collective nature of 
decision-making processes within Aboriginal societies. As mentioned in the book, 
the Aboriginal people of the Lockyer Valley categorically rejected an attempt 
by  the Moreton Bay Commandant to award Moppy a brass king plate, after the 
definition of a ruling monarch was explained to them by the convict James Baker. 
The failure of this colonial attempt to impose ‘kingship’ illustrates the underlying 
strength of the participatory nature of traditional Indigenous governance structures. 
The campaign of resistance against the pastoralists almost certainly was conducted 
with the combined skills, knowledge and consent of many elders and warriors whose 
names remained unknown to the colonial authorities and settlers.

Although The Battle of One Tree Hill draws upon a wide range of sources, gaps in 
the historical record inevitably remain and in these instances the narrative strays 
into the territory of conjecture. The authors are generally careful to identify where 
their arguments are based on extrapolation and supposition, but they occasionally 
overstate the case. The military fort constructed at Helidon, for example, is described 
as ‘probably the largest inland fort ever constructed against Aboriginal people’, when 
in fact there are no surviving documents that record its dimensions.
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These points aside, The Battle of One Tree Hill provides a significant contribution 
to the history of the Queensland frontier. The authors inclusion of Aboriginal 
perspectives drawn from interviews with the community is to be applauded and 
I support their welcome to the next wave of researchers to add and expand to 
this effort.
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