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Abstract
The image of William Fraser, tomahawk in hand, indiscriminately massacring 
Indigenous peoples to avenge the rape and murder of his mothers and sisters has 
dominated public, media and academic representations of the Hornet Bank 
massacre in the years following the events of 27 October 1857. While highlighting 
the intrinsic place of sexual violence perpetrated against both Indigenous 
and white women and girls to the Hornet Bank narrative, this article seeks to 
reconceptualise the actions of the surviving Fraser brothers and other settlers on the 
frontier, casting them in the correct light—as rapists and brutal vigilantes, with 
their actions reinforced by ideas of white masculinity from the period. Using the 
events of Hornet Bank to locate the wider causes of white men’s violence within 
constructions of hegemonic masculinity, I argue that the rape of Yiman women 
and girls by white settlers on the Upper Dawson frontier served to assert the violent 
masculinity that characterised the frontier, as sexual domination of the ‘Other’ 
bolstered masculine ideals of expansion and conquest. Contrastingly, when the 
supposedly ‘inferior’ Indigenous men raped white women, interracial rape was 
considered a threat to hegemonic ideals of colonial frontier masculinity. Thus, the 
extreme physical violence deployed by white settlers towards the Yiman following 
Hornet Bank reflects an ideology of violent frontier masculinity that called for 
the protection of white women by the masculine ‘avenger’, and the maintenance 
of the sanctity of the colonial project by any means possible. In  highlighting 
the relationship between white masculinity and physical and sexual violence on 
the frontier, I hope to illuminate new understandings of the Hornet Bank massacre 
and the occasions of sexual violence within it, and, therefore, to produce a richer 
and more accurate picture of the violent, gender-imbalanced and masculinist 
racial frontier that existed in central Queensland in 1857.
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When he reached Hornet Bank after a three-day ride from Ipswich, William 
Fraser’s first action was to go to the makeshift graves of his mothers and 
sisters. There, he: 

vowed at the graveside … with an uplifted tomahawk in my 
hand, that I would never rest until I had sunk it in the head of the 
blackfellow who was the cause of the murder.1

This image of William Fraser, tomahawk in hand, indiscriminately massacring 
Indigenous peoples to avenge the rapes and murders of his mothers and 
sisters has dominated public, media and academic representations of the 
Hornet Bank massacre in the years following the events of 27 October 1857. 
These representations have generally focused on the subsequent actions of 
William and Sylvester Fraser—the only surviving members of the Fraser 
family—who led the ‘18 months of warfare’ resulting in the massacre of 
hundreds of Yiman people, and who often framed their ruthless violence 
in line with ideals of white masculinity from the period.2 This emphasis 
generally obscures the identities of Martha, Elizabeth and Mary Fraser, who 
were raped and murdered that night. It has also minimised the place of 
interracial rape within the events. This is despite the fact that the multiple 
cases of interracial rape is a highly unusual aspect of the events that occurred 
at Hornet Bank—especially due to the rape of the Fraser females, which 
was ‘deeply deplored’ by the settler community at the time and was a rare 
feature of Indigenous attacks on settlers.3 A focus on William and Sylvester 
Fraser’s subsequent actions has generally minimised or excluded the actions 
of William Fraser and others in a repeatedly raping Yiman girls and women.

Histories of interracial rape in the context of both Hornet Bank and 
the mid‑nineteenth-century Queensland frontier more broadly have 
predominantly focused on the Indigenous and white women who were the 
victims of such assaults, a necessary and timely focus, particularly considering 

1	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich during the Sixties – No. XX’, Queensland Times, 7 May 1901, 2, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article112058718. Considering William Fraser himself said this to ‘Red Gum’, we can assume 
there is some truth to it. Although William may have exaggerated the exact details, one can assume it is 
based in truth.
2	  Thomas Lodge Murray-Prior, Memoirs, Item 3.1.1, OM 64-01 Rosa Caroline Praed Papers, State 
Library of Queensland, 44.
3	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, North Australian, Ipswich and General 
Advertiser, 10 November 1857, 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article78849490; Zoe Smith, ‘“Unspeakable 
Atrocities”: The 1857 Hornet Bank Massacre, Interracial Rape, and White Femininity on the Australian 
Colonial Frontier’, Lilith: A Feminist History Journal 29 (forthcoming).

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article112058718
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article112058718
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article78849490
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that their experiences have often been obscured or minimised.4 However, it 
is also necessary and important to focus on the men who committed such 
assaults, considering them in line with the brutal violence they enacted in 
order to understand how and why they perpetrated such violence towards 
women. In her history of rape, Joanna Bourke has argued that:

it would be wrong to [purely] explore the violence carried out 
predominantly by men by studying the women they wound. To do 
otherwise is to contribute to a long-standing tradition of blaming 
women for their own violation.5

As such, explicitly condemning and labelling white male rapists is a key 
aspect of revisiting histories of interracial rape, particularly as the identity 
of the Fraser men as rapists has been obfuscated by white settlers who 
characterised their behaviour as adhering to vaunted hegemonic ideals of 
masculinity. This article analyses the idealisation of white masculinity that 
dominated the Queensland frontier—an idealisation in which violence in 
multiple forms, including physical violence towards Indigenous groups, 

4	  For work on the rape of Indigenous women on the frontier, see Libby Connors, ‘Uncovering the 
Shameful: Sexual Violence on an Australian Colonial Frontier’, in Legacies of Violence: Rendering the 
Unspeakable Past in Modern Australia, ed. Robert Mason (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 33–52, 
doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvss40bc.6; Liz Conor, Skin Deep: Settler Impressions of Aboriginal Women (Western 
Australia: UWA Publishing, 2016); Liz Conor, ‘The “Drovers Boy” and Indigenous Women’s Unthinkable 
Consent’, in Gender Violence in Australia: Historical Perspectives, ed. Alana Piper and Ana Stevenson 
(Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 2019); Victoria Haskins, ‘“Down in the Gully & Just Outside 
the Garden Walk”: White Women and the Sexual Abuse of Aboriginal Women on a Colonial Australian 
Frontier’, History Australia 10 (2013): 11–34, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2012.11668444; Victoria 
Haskins and John Maynard, ‘Sex, Race and Power: Aboriginal Men and White Women in Australian 
History’, Australian Historical Studies 36 (2005): 191–216, doi.org/10.1080/10314610508682920; 
Elizabeth Reed, ‘“White Girl: Gone Off with the Blacks”’, Hecate 28, no. 1 (2002): 9–22; Hannah 
Robert, ‘Disciplining the Female Aboriginal Body: Interracial Sex and the Pretence of Separation’, 
Australian Feminist Studies 16, no. 34 (2001): 69–81, doi.org/10.1080/08164640120038926; Patricia 
Clarke, ‘Turning Fact into Fiction: The 1857 Hornet Bank Massacre’, MARGIN: Life and Letters of Early 
Australia, no. 65 (April 2005). Clarke explicitly discusses the experiences of Yiman women and girls. 
I also analysed and discussed the endemic rape of Yiman women and girls on the Upper Dawson frontier 
in my honours thesis, which this article is derived from. See Zoe Smith, ‘Violation and Violence: The 
Hornet Bank Massacre and Interracial Rape on the Nineteenth-Century Queensland Frontier’ (Hons 
thesis, The Australian National University, 2021). See also Smith, ‘Unspeakable Atrocities’. For work 
on interracial rape committed against white women, see Carmel Harris, ‘The “Terror of the Law” as 
Applied to Black Rapists in Colonial Queensland’, Hecate 8, no. 2 (1982); Haskins and Maynard, ‘Sex, 
Race and Power’; Kay Ferres, ‘Sites of History and Memory: Hornet Bank 1857’, in Deciphering Culture: 
Ordinary Curiosities and Subject Narratives, ed. Jane Crisp, Kay Ferres and Gillian Swanson (London: 
Routledge, 2000), 174–89; Angela Woollacott, Gender and Empire (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillian, 
2006); Angela Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Colonies: Self-Government and Imperial Culture 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199641802.001.0001; 
Jessie Mitchell, ‘“Great Difficulty in Knowing Where the Frontier Ceases”: Violence, Governance and 
the Spectre of India in Early Queensland’, Journal of Australian Colonial History 15 (2013).
5	  Joanna Bourke, Rape: A History from 1860 to the Present Day (London: Virago, 2007), 5.

http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvss40bc.6
http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2012.11668444
http://doi.org/10.1080/10314610508682920
http://doi.org/10.1080/08164640120038926
http://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199641802.001.0001
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and sexual violence towards Indigenous women, was used to assert the 
hegemonic status of white masculinity over both Indigenous people and 
white women on the frontier.

This masculinity was bolstered by the construction and violent usage of 
both  Indigenous and white women as bodies devoid of identity outside 
of their racialised and sexualised ideals of femininity. This article will argue 
that the rape of Indigenous women by white settlers served to assert the 
violent masculinity that characterised the frontier and became a ‘critical 
feature of the experience of the colonised’, as sexual domination of the 
ultimate ‘Other’ bolstered masculine ideals of expansion and conquest.6 
Additionally, white male settlers also committed acts of violence against 
Indigenous men, who they constructed as inferior and whose own acts 
of sexual domination were deemed unacceptable. Under the guise of 
fulfilling their patriarchal duties towards white women, these white men 
positioned the ‘ravished’ bodies of white women as property to be violently 
protected and avenged.

This article reconceptualises the actions of the surviving Fraser men and 
other settlers on the frontier, casting them as rapists and brutal vigilantes 
whose actions were reinforced and supported by ideas of nineteenth-century 
white masculinity. Although ‘the designation “rapist” is modern, first used 
as late as 1883’, sources from the period—select committee reports, settlers’ 
memoirs and letters, including declarations from Martha Fraser—confirm 
that the Yiman women and girls were subjected to frequent non-consensual 
sex—that is, rape—by white settlers, including some of the Fraser sons.7 
My application of the modern term ‘rapist’ is important here as it carries 
the necessary gravity to explain and condemn the actions of white male 
settlers on the Upper Dawson that went not only unpunished but also 
endorsed during the second half of the nineteenth century.8 When white 
men raped Indigenous women at that time, they were not considered to 

6	  Raymond Evans, ‘A Gun in the Oven: Masculinism and Gendered Violence’, in Gender Relations in 
Australia: Domination and Negotiation, ed. Raymond Evans and Kay Saunders (Sydney: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1992), 197–218; Philippa Levine, The British Empire: Sunrise to Sunset (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 174, doi.org/10.4324/9781315833101.
7	  Bourke, Rape, 11. I acknowledge that other Indigenous men, often members of the Native Police, 
also raped Yiman women and girls; however, for the purposes of this article, I focus purely on the white 
settlers and officers of the Native Police who raped these women and girls.
8	  The designation of the modern term ‘rapist’ certainly carries a note of legal condemnation to it. 
Linking an individual’s behaviour specifically to the crime of rape, and thus naming someone who has 
committed the crime of rape as a rapist, conveys a sense of criminality and gravity in proportion to 
the crime.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315833101
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be rapists—as the act itself was not even considered to be rape. This was 
due to European conceptualisations of black femininity, which, because of 
Indigenous women’s supposed inability to consent and their exclusion from 
the category of ‘women’, rendered Indigenous women seemingly unable to 
be raped.9 As this article elucidates, in their physical assertion of colonial 
power and domination, men who committed these acts were considered all 
the more manly by their fellow men.10 Comparatively, in a stark drawing of 
racialised sexual boundaries, Indigenous men’s acts of raping white women 
were framed as emasculating to white men, both due to white men’s inability 
to protect their ‘property’ and the wider threat to the power imbalance 
between coloniser and colonised it posed.

27 October 1857
In the early hours of 27 October 1857, approximately fifteen Yiman men 
attacked Hornet Bank Station on the upper banks of the Dawson River 
near Taroom in central Queensland.11 These men raped Martha, aged forty-
three, mother of the Fraser family who resided there, as well as her two 
eldest daughters, Elizabeth, aged nineteen, and Mary, aged eleven, before 
murdering them. Three of Martha’s five sons, John, aged twenty-three, 
David, aged sixteen, and James, aged six, and her two youngest daughters, 
Jane, aged nine, and Charlotte, aged three, alongside the family tutor and 
two station hands, were also murdered, but left unviolated.12 The murder 
of these eleven settlers, known as the Hornet Bank massacre, was the largest 
massacre of white settlers by Indigenous peoples in Australian history to 
that date.13

9	  See, for example: Robert, ‘Disciplining the Female Aboriginal Body’, 72; Ann L. Stoler, Carnal 
Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkely: University of California 
Press, 2002), 58; Conor, Skin Deep; Connors, ‘Uncovering the Shameful’.
10	  Robert Hogg, Men and Manliness on the Frontier: Queensland and British Columbia in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
11	  Queensland did not officially exist until 1860, so, in 1857, the Upper Dawson region was still part 
of the colony of New South Wales. However, for the purpose of this article, and given the fact that Hornet 
Bank Station was in current central Queensland, Queensland will be utilised throughout the article.
12	  Deposition of the only survivor, Sylvester Fraser, given in Ipswich on 7 November 1857, copy 
enclosed within a letter from W. H. Wiseman, Government Resident’s Office, Moreton Bay, 11 November 
1857, to colonial secretary, New South Wales State Archives, Native Police Moreton Bay collection, Item 
57/4578.
13	  Gordon Steven Reid, A Nest of Hornets: The Massacre of the Fraser Family at Hornet Bank Station, 
Central Queensland, 1857, and Related Events (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1982), v.
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This single occasion of sexual violence perpetrated by the Yiman men was 
committed in response to an unknown period of months or years in which 
the older Fraser sons, members of the local Native Police and other settlers 
raped Yiman women and girls. This was behaviour that Martha Fraser 
explicitly demanded that her sons cease, and asked members of the Native 
Police to intervene in, as she ‘expected harm would come’ of their repeated 
acts of ‘forcibly taking the young maidens’.14 The rapes of Martha, Elizabeth 
and Mary Fraser, and the subsequent massacre of most of the Fraser family, 
created a desire for revenge among settlers on the Upper Dawson and 
a belief in the need to reassert colonial dominance over the local Indigenous 
population, resulting in over eighteen months of retributive killings, 
perpetrated by a group of settlers led by the two surviving Fraser sons, 
William and Sylvester.15 These settlers massacred anywhere between 300 
and 500 Indigenous men, women and children over this eighteen month 
period, nearly eliminating the Yiman nation.16

William Fraser in the Historiography 
of Hornet Bank
William Fraser’s unrelenting desire for vengeance that saw him help to 
instigate the massacre of the Yiman has dominated historical narratives 
surrounding Hornet Bank.17 Few historians and public accounts, from 
1857 until the last few years, have openly acknowledged that he raped 
Yiman women and girls or used the language of rape and rapist to give 

14	  I. Downes Wood, Toowoomba, 12 March 1862, to Queensland chief secretary, Queensland State 
Archives, Colonial Secretary Correspondence, Item 62/1118. Incidences of rape perpetrated against 
Yiman women by white settlers and the Fraser sons were confirmed in multiple testimonies, given in both 
the 1858 and 1861 select committee inquiries. See, Legislative Assembly (NSW), Report from the Select 
Committee on Murders by the Aborigines on the Dawson River Together with the Proceedings of the Committee, 
Minutes of Evidence and Appendix (Sydney: William Hanson, 1858), aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/
digitised_collections/remove/91884.pdf; Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on 
the Native Police Force and the Condition of the Aborigines Generally Together with the Proceedings of the 
Committee and Minutes of Evidence (Brisbane: Fairfax and Belbridge, 1861), nla.gov.au/nla.obj-52862431/
view?partId=nla.obj-103368650.
15	  Sylvester (aged fifteen) was the sole surviving member of the family of those present that night. 
His eldest brother, William (aged twenty-four), was away in Ipswich at the time of the murders.
16	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 178; Raymond Evans, ‘“Plenty Shoot ‘Em”: The Destruction of Aboriginal 
Societies along the Queensland Frontier’, in Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen 
Indigenous Children in Australian History, ed. Dirk Moses (New York: Berghahn Books, 2012), 156; Eve 
Mumewa D. Fesl, Conned! (Brisbane: Queensland University Press, 1993), 70.
17	  Reid argues that the legend of William Fraser is the most persistent part of the Hornet Bank 
narrative. See Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 155.

http://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/digitised_collections/remove/91884.pdf
http://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/digitised_collections/remove/91884.pdf
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-52862431/view?partId=nla.obj-103368650
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-52862431/view?partId=nla.obj-103368650
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his behaviour the gravity and condemnation it requires, and only some 
have acknowledged his role as a mass murderer.18 Instead, he has been 
continually framed as a glorified avenger, whose brutal violence was justified 
under the guise of seeking revenge for the rape and murder of the family 
he failed to protect. While some historians, such as Henry Reynolds and 
Angela Woollacott, have acknowledged his sexual behaviour, they have not 
labelled it rape; nor have they labelled William (or other settlers) a rapist 
or considered his sexual violence alongside his physical violence as they 
align to hegemonic ideals of masculinity during the period. Gordon Reid, 
Raymond Evans, Bill Thorpe and Bruce Elder are the main historians to have 
acknowledged William’s role as a mass murderer, reconciling this alongside 
depictions of him as a glorified avenger—a depiction Elder elucidates as one 
‘fuelled by frontier bigotry’.19 Evans and Thorpe assert that: ‘Fraser alone 
was responsible for the violent deaths of hundreds of Aborigines—a fact 
that he openly acknowledged, [while] the colonial state ignored his mass-
murdering activities.’20 Elder described how the image of William Fraser 
among white settlers came to be cultivated as ‘an image of heroism, justifiable 
revenge and a kind of romantic vengeful wrath which they endorsed and 

18	  Gordon Reid, Raymond Evans, Bill Thorpe, Henry Reynolds and Bruce Elder are the main 
historians to have acknowledged William’s role as a mass murderer. See Reid, A Nest of Hornets; Raymond 
Evans and Bill Thorpe, ‘Indigenocide and the Massacre of Aboriginal History’, Overland 163 (2001): 
28–30; Bruce Elder, Blood on the Wattle: Massacres and Maltreatment of Australian Aborigines since 1788, 
3rd ed. (Australia: New Holland Publishers, 2003), 158; Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier 
(Ringwood: Penguin Books, 1982), 66. This is in comparison to multiple historians of Queensland 
history or Hornet Bank who gloss over William’s murders and/or his rape of Yiman women and girls. 
This survey included approximately fifteen texts that discussed Hornet Bank in relation to Queensland 
history over the last few decades, such as Sir Raphael Cilento, Clem Lack and Centenary Celebrations 
Council of Queensland, Triumph in the Tropics: An Historical Sketch of Queensland (Brisbane: Smith 
& Patterson, 1959); Arthur Laurie, ‘Hornet Bank Massacre: October 27, 1857’, Journal of the Royal 
Historical Society of Queensland 5, no. 5 (1957): 1306–15; John Arthur Macartney, Rockhampton: 
Fifty Years Ago: Reminiscences of a Pioneer (Rockhampton: J. A. Macartney, 1909); Lorna McDonald, 
Rockhampton: A History of City and District (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1981); Robert 
Ørsted-Jensen, Frontier History Revisited: Colonial Queensland and the ‘History War’ (Cooparoo: Lux 
Mundi Publishing, 2011); Clem Lack, Queensland, Daughter of the Sun: A Record of a Century of 
Responsible Government (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1959); Paul Dillon, Inside the Killing Fields: Hornet 
Bank, Cullin-la-Ringo & The Maria Wreck (Redland Bay: Connor Court Publishing, 2020); Patsy 
Adam-Smith, The Shearers (Melbourne: Nelson, 1986); Tony Matthews, This Dawning Land (Brisbane: 
Boolarong, 1986); Clem Lack and Harry Stafford, The Rifle and the Spear (Brisbane: Fortitude, 1964); 
Neil Raymond Bradford, Voices from the Past: Law Enforcement on the Central Highlands … A Dusky Past 
of Policing in Queensland (Brisbane, Queensland: Boolarong Press, 2013); Glenville Pike, Queensland 
Frontier (Mareeba: Pinevale Publications, 1982); Hector Holthouse, Illustrated History of Queensland 
(Adelaide: Rigby, 1978); Gwen Fox, Pioneers of the Taroom and Wandoan District: Historical Notes on the 
Shire (Taroom: Taroom Shire Council, 1959).
19	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets; Evans and Thorpe, ‘Indigenocide’, 28–30; Elder, Blood on the Wattle, 158.
20	  Evans and Thorpe, ‘Indigenocide’, 28.
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applauded’.21 He argues that white settlers romanticised Fraser’s actions by 
drawing on dominant cultural attitudes about the patriarchal protection 
of white women’s honour, thus, ‘in [William’s] mind every Aboriginal 
person he saw had been involved in the rape and murder of his mother and 
sisters’.22 Elder dismantles this romanticism with the reality that William 
individually massacred at least one hundred Indigenous people, making 
him ‘the largest mass murderer in Australian history’.23 I concur with Evans, 
Thorpe and Elder in regard to the long overdue labelling of William Fraser 
as a mass murderer. However, an examination of ideals of contemporary 
white masculinity reveals that William Fraser’s murderous actions should 
be considered alongside his actions as a rapist to fully comprehend his role 
in the Hornet Bank narrative.

Colonial Masculinity and Violence
To give William Fraser and other white male settlers’ sexual and physical 
violence the attention it deserves, and contextualise said violence alongside 
ideas of masculinity during the period, historian Robert Hogg’s work is 
the major touchstone that this article engages with. In his book, Men and 
Manliness on the Frontier: Queensland and British Columbia in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century (2012), Hogg argues that physical violence enacted by 
white settlers against Indigenous people was considered ‘manly’. I extend 
this argument to include sexual violence and demonstrate how the physical 
and sexual violence exerted by white male settlers both before and after the 
events of 27 October can be considered as a performance of white manliness 
or masculinity on the fledging Upper Dawson frontier. In his analysis, Hogg 
only mentions sexual violence theoretically, arguing that ‘men used violence 
to assert dominance over women both white and black’.24 In extending 
Hogg’s argument, I also engage with the work of Marilyn Lake on frontier 
masculinity, whereupon she has argued that ‘bonds of mateship between 
men’ in frontier societies were forged by ‘casual sex with … Indigenous and 
other “unprotected” women and girls’.25 In highlighting these connections, 
I seek to re-examine existing narratives and images of Hornet Bank and 

21	  Elder, Blood on the Wattle, 158.
22	  Ibid., 166.
23	  Ibid., 158. 
24	  Hogg, Men and Manliness, 161.
25	  Marilyn Lake, ‘Frontier Feminism and the Marauding White Man’, Journal of Australian Studies 20, 
no. 49 (1996): 14, doi.org/10.1080/14443059609391738.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14443059609391738
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William Fraser by contextualising the physical and sexual violence exerted 
by white male settlers on the Upper Dawson within prevailing discourses 
of interracial rape and racialised ideals of masculinity and manliness.

Like Hogg, my discussion of masculinity and the performance of ‘manly’ 
violence draws on R. W. Connell’s concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’, 
which places the hegemonic form of masculinity as the dominant code of 
masculinity, constantly operating in unstable tension with the other three 
categories of masculinity: complicit, subordinate and marginalised.26 From 
the outset, the realm of imperialism, colonisation and the establishment 
of new societal hierarchies was deemed a man’s world, a conception that 
‘guaranteed that masculinity was always important’ and was routinely 
expressed through violence.27 Scholars such as Robert Hogg, Evans and 
Woollacott have defined the hegemonic code of colonial white masculinity 
as centred around ‘physical courage, endurance, and fortitude’—‘attributes 
central to the Victorian masculine ideal’ that were then transplanted to the 
Australian colonies.28 On the frontier, qualities of endurance and courage 
were both necessary and encouraged to the point of the extreme, as courage 
was required to ‘defend’ white men’s superior masculinity and position 
via the violent subordination of the Indigenous population. This is not 
to imply that the existence of a hegemonic white masculinity meant that 
this masculinity was endorsed and adhered to by all white men. A raging 
assertive form of masculinity that valorised both physical and sexual violence 
was present on the mid-nineteenth-century Queensland frontier, but so was 
a form of masculinity that was uncomfortable with masculine violence.29 
The concept of hegemonic masculinity allows for rifts and differences 
in groups of men and their understandings and ideals of masculinity, 
including among white men in nineteenth-century Queensland. Certainly, 
ideas and nuances of white masculinity would have differed between white 
settlers on the frontier (like the Upper Dawson) and the legislators and 
government officials who  commissioned government inquiries (like the 
select committee reports) who were located in cities (like Brisbane). Ideas 
of masculinity would also have differed based on class; however, physical 

26	  R. W. Connell, Masculinities (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), ch. 3. For hegemonic masculinity on 
the Queensland frontier, see Robert Hogg, ‘Performing Manliness: “Unmanly” Men on British Frontiers 
in the Mid-Nineteenth Century’, Journal of Australian Studies 35, no. 3 (2011), doi.org/10.1080/1444
3058.2011.593480.
27	  Levine, The British Empire, 162.
28	  Hogg, ‘Performing Manliness’, 366; Evans, ‘A Gun in the Oven’, 197–218; Woollacott, Gender and 
Empire.
29	  Hogg, Men and Manliness, 154.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14443058.2011.593480
http://doi.org/10.1080/14443058.2011.593480
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and sexual violence was perpetrated by white men across all classes—​
by gentleman squatters, shepherds and station hands on the Upper Dawson 
in this period. For the purpose of this article, discussions of hegemonic 
white masculinity will be centred around ideals of white masculinity 
in relation to the Queensland frontier, and the Upper Dawson more 
specifically, where violence was an intrinsic part of the dominant code of 
white masculinity, while acknowledging that a multiplicity of masculinities 
were enacted and performed by men during this period. Importantly, not 
only does the hegemonic form of white masculinity reinforce domination 
over women, both white and black, but also domination over other men. 
This concept is useful to this article, as it not only reflects the manner in 
which white male superiority was secured as a cultural norm, both in the 
metropole and in the British colonies, thus reinforcing imperial and colonial 
power, but also allows for an understanding of how white men constructed 
Indigenous men and Indigenous masculinity in ways that reinforced their 
own masculine superiority.

The construction of threats to this masculinity—be they female or 
Indigenous or both—as the (inferior) ‘Other’ was key to the maintenance 
of gender roles and the bolstering and domination of white masculinity 
in outposts of the British Empire. The violation or forced submission 
of this constructed ‘Other’ upheld the superiority of white masculinity 
through means of physical or sexual violence and was part of this process 
of ‘Othering’. As Hogg has assessed, white masculinity ‘was fundamentally 
tied to the discursive production of others’ via the construction of masculine 
‘alternatives as inferior’.30

As pastoralist and postmaster-general of the district Thomas Murray-Prior 
explained to his daughter in relation to the violence he and other settlers 
perpetrated against the Yiman and other local Indigenous groups, ‘it’s no 
use being kind to the niggers, they only think you are frightened of them’.31 
To white male settlers on the Upper Dawson, physically demonstrating 
courage through violence in the face of the threatening ‘Other’ was vital, 
otherwise they risked appearing inferior and emasculated to the men they 
were attempting to dominate.32 As Hogg argues, the nature of the frontier, 
as well as competition from an ‘inferior’ Indigenous masculinity, ‘could 

30	  Ibid., 128.
31	  Rosa Praed, manuscript scrapbook and cuttings album entitled ‘Australian Notes’, Item 2328, 
OM 64-01 Rosa Caroline Praed Papers, State Library of Queensland, 199.
32	  See Hogg, Men and Manliness, 169, for a discussion of the relationship between the legitimisation 
of colonial power and the legitimisation of male superiority.
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expose the hollowness of the manly idea’, ‘demonstrating that manliness 
was not a stable identity’, and, therefore, had to be continually defined, 
reinforced and expressed.33

White Masculinity and Indigenous Men
One method deployed by white men on the Upper Dawson who sought 
to dominate and ‘Other’ Indigenous men, and uphold white hegemonic 
masculinity, was the exaggeration of Indigenous men’s supposed sexual 
savagery. In a process labelled by Bain Attwood and John Arnold as 
‘aboriginalism’—a form of colonial discourse that ‘produces authoritative 
and essentialist truths about Aborigines, characterised by a mutually 
supporting relationship between power and knowledge’—white men 
in Queensland discursively constructed ‘truths’ about Indigenous men, 
claiming they were ‘unmanly’, uncivilised and sexually depraved.34 These 
‘truths’, based on white men’s reports of Indigenous men committing acts 
of cannibalism, bride capture and other ‘unnatural acts’, as well as empire-
wide constructions of native men as ‘sexual savages’, were used to justify 
the dispossession and conquest of Indigenous peoples, and legitimise the 
hegemony of white manliness.35 As Shino Konishi has argued in her study 
of European representations of Indigenous men, depictions of Indigenous 
men as sexually savage ‘were likely motivated by [white settlers’] own desire 
to portray themselves as chivalrous and manly’.36 The rapes of Martha, 

33	  Hogg, ‘Performing Manliness’, 356.
34	  Bain Attwood and John Arnold, Power, Knowledge and Aborigines (Melbourne: La Trobe University 
Press, 1992), 1.
35	  The 1861 select committee report featured multiple settlers making claims about Indigenous men 
committing cannibalism or what they termed ‘unnatural crimes’. See Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report 
from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, especially submissions by Dr Challoner, 8 May 
1861,  6, 15; Lieutenant Frederick Wheeler, 16 May 1861, 10; J. Davies, 12 June 1861, 55. Thomas 
Murray Prior’s memoirs also featured multiple accounts in which the cannibalism of the Yiman was 
‘fully proven’ according to him. See Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 9. Also see Liz Conor, ‘“A Species of Rough 
Gallantry”: Bride Capture and Settler-Colonial Print on Australian Aboriginal Gender Relations’, Settler 
Colonial Studies 3, no. 1 (2013). Additionally, although Konishi’s study of masculinity focuses on an earlier 
period of frontier encounter, she discusses the manner in which European imaginings of Indigenous 
men as ‘sexual savages’ were circulated empire wide and thus maintained substantial currency in colonial 
discourses, including those in colonial Queensland, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
See Shino Konishi, The Aboriginal Male in the Enlightenment World (London: Pickering and Chatto, 
2012); Shino Konishi, ‘“Wanton with Plenty”: Questioning Ethno-Historical Constructions of Sexual 
Savagery in Aboriginal Societies, 1788–1803’, Australian Historical Studies 39, no. 3 (2008), doi.org/​
10.1080/10314610802263331. 
36	  Konishi, The Aboriginal Male, 87.

http://doi.org/10.1080/10314610802263331
http://doi.org/10.1080/10314610802263331
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Elizabeth and Mary Fraser gave currency to white settlers on the Upper 
Dawson about the potency of the ‘constructed truths’ about Indigenous 
men as sexual savages.

These ‘constructed truths’ also meant that white settlers could argue that 
any violence they deployed was part of their role as patriarchal protectors 
in keeping white women safe from the supposedly rapacious tendencies of 
Indigenous men.37 Additionally, constructing Indigenous men as dangerous 
and in need of suppression due to their supposed ‘barbaric’ and ‘savage’ 
sexual behaviour towards white women had the dual effect of drawing 
attention away from the other form of violence white men were engaging 
in that confirmed their domination and the inferiority of Indigenous 
Australians—the rape of Indigenous women and girls.38 This is certainly 
reflected in the events at Hornet Bank, in which the rapes of the Fraser 
females were sensationalised and deployed by white men to justify their 
retributive violence, to the extent that there was minimal discussion of the 
rapes of the Yiman women that precipitated the events.

Arguably as part of the process of ‘aboriginalism’, white men’s newspaper 
accounts and letters following the deaths at Hornet Bank continually 
centralised and vilified the ‘barbarous and revolting’ rapes committed by 
‘these savages’—the Yiman men—against the Fraser females.39 Pastoralist 
William Miles, in his deposition following his arrival at Hornet Bank soon 
after the events, confessed that he had ‘every reason to believe, and in truth, 
have no doubt that the women were violated previous to their murder’.40 
Miles’s lack of ‘doubt’ reflects how white male settlers constructed Indigenous 
men in line with established ‘truths’ about their sexual depravity, ‘truths’ 
that were confirmed by Sylvester’s deposition, which established the Fraser 
females’ lack of consent. In aligning representations of the events with these 
seemingly established truths, white settlers could then condemn the actions 

37	  For example, Tracey Banivanua-Mar in her analysis of understandings of violence in colonial 
dialogues has argued that the defence of patriarchal property as a justification for violence towards 
Indigenous peoples became a colonial standard. See Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial 
Dialogue: The Australian-Pacific Indentured Labour Trade (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 
74. For further analysis of the masculine role of patriarchal protector and sexual violence against white 
women, see Smith, ‘Unspeakable Atrocities’.
38	  Woollacott has also argued this, assessing that the public focus on non-white men’s alleged sexual 
aggression obfuscated white men’s actual sexual aggression. See Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 52.
39	  ‘Ipswich – Massacre by the Blacks’, Moreton Bay Courier, 14 November 1857, 3, trove.nla.gov.au/
newspaper/article/3716749.
40	  ‘The Massacre at the Hornet Bank Station’, North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 
8 December 1857, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article77427860.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3716749
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3716749
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article77427860
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of these ‘inferior’ men and sufficiently punish them to restore the balance of 
power.41 While Indigenous men were condemned as rapists who subjected 
women to ‘gross insult and cruelty’, white settlers’ own acts of rape were 
minimised, seemingly warranting no vengeance by Indigenous men, and 
the white men were rarely condemned, thus extending the circulation of 
‘truths’ about the sexual savagery of Indigenous men.42 This contradiction 
in acceptable ‘manly’ behaviour reflects the extent to which racial ideologies 
were infused with settlers’ attempts to maintain hierarchies of power. Crown 
Lands Commissioner W. H. Wiseman, in a letter to the colonial secretary, 
framed white settlers’ subsequent violence against the Indigenous men they 
condemned as rapists in line with maintaining hierarchies of power within 
the district. He explained how Indigenous men were, in the eyes of the 
Native Police and white settlers in the district, ‘effectually subdued and 
taught to believe that the white men are their superior’, thus reassuring 
colonial authorities of the sanctity of colonial hierarchies of power and 
masculinity that had been threatened by ‘sexually savage’ Indigenous men.43

Sport and Spoils of War: Rape and 
Masculinity on the Upper Dawson
Euphemisms used by white settlers on the Dawson, such as ‘rushing the 
gins’, likened the abduction and rape of Indigenous women to manly 
sporting pastimes that were appropriate for middle-class white men to 
participate in, thereby minimising the severity of white men’s acts of rape.44 
Ideas about white manliness derived from British Victorian ideals in which 
middle-class manliness was linked to sporting prowess were translated to the 
Australian frontier, whereupon sporting prowess could be demonstrated via 
horsemanship and displays of physical and sexual violence.45

Testimonies published in the 1861 select committee report into the ‘Native 
Police Force and the Condition of the Aborigines’ offer significant insight 
into how white manliness was idealised and performed by settlers on the 

41	  Konishi, The Aboriginal Male, 87.
42	  ‘Ipswich – Massacre by the Blacks’.
43	  Wiseman, Cockatoo, 16 November 1857, to colonial secretary for lands and public works, New 
South Wales State Archives, Native Police Moreton Bay collection, Item 57/4329.
44	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see M. C. 
O’Connell, 19 June 1861, 87.
45	  Robert Hogg, ‘“The Most Manly Class That Exists”: British Gentlemen on the Queensland 
Frontier’, Journal of Australian Colonial History 13 (2011): 67.
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Upper Dawson frontier, particularly in relation to physical and sexual 
violence. The select committee was established by the Queensland Legislative 
Assembly after significant increases in white casualties and the subsequent 
condemnation of the behaviour of the Native Police on the frontier. The 
press, on behalf of the settlers in the surrounding districts, played a crucial 
role in advocating for an inquiry into ‘the Dawson River murders’ in 1858 
following the events at Hornet Bank and the 1861 inquiry.46 As well as 
highlighting the role of the Native Police in increasing conflict between 
settlers and local Indigenous groups, the political purpose of the inquiries 
was to foreground the brutal nature of the frontier while, at the same time, 
justifying settlers’ use of extreme physical violence and cementing settlers’ 
legal superiority in their attempts to ‘deal with the Natives, and protect the 
settlers against their aggressions’.47 Described by historian C. D. Rowley as 
‘very much a pastoralist’s Committee’, the majority of evidence was given by 
prominent male settlers on the Upper Dawson, as well as white officers and 
lieutenants of the Native Police.48 They were questioned on a wide range 
of topics, with some focus on the ‘taking [of ] the gins’ and white men’s 
rapacious behaviour (although they never framed such acts as rape), as well 
as seeking to confirm established ‘truths’ about Indigenous men.49 There is 
little evidence in the report that commissioners or settlers sought to repress 
or intervene in white men’s acts of sexual and physical violence, due to both 
the seemingly confirmed ‘truths’ about inferior Indigenous peoples and 
Indigenous women’s inability to consent, and to the way in which sexual 
activity with Indigenous women was perceived as an acceptable expression 
of white frontier masculinity.50

Indeed, the supposed paragon of white frontier masculinity, William Fraser, 
was identified in the testimony of President of the Legislative Council and 
former commissioner of crown lands Captain M. C. O’Connell as one of ‘the 
young men who owned the station’ who, most likely alongside his brothers 

46	  See Dennis Cryle, The Press in Colonial Queensland: A Social and Political History, 1845–1875 
(Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1989), 21–24. For discussion of the role of the press and 
public reactions to the 1858 and 1861 select committee inquiries, see 67–72.
47	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, 2.
48	  C. D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 
1970), 160.
49	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see A. C. 
Gregory, 23 May 1861, 43.
50	  Angela Woollacott’s research into official committee reports and native police inquiries more 
broadly has also revealed the nature in which commissioners generally refused to intervene in white 
men’s rapacious behaviour due to supposed ‘truths’ about Indigenous people and the superiority of 
European law. See Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Colonies, 164.
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John and Sylvester, participated ‘in the habit of … rush[ing] the gins on 
the camps of the aborigines in the neighbourhood’.51 Granted  the status 
of ‘men’ due to their ownership of the station and patriarchal control 
over the family residing there, their propensity for raping Yiman girls and 
women was minimised by other male settlers who phrased it as a ‘habit’ 
and made minimal effort to dissuade the Fraser brothers from engaging in 
the ‘manly’ sporting pastime of ‘rushing the gins’.52 As Hannah Robert has 
argued, ‘sex with Aboriginal women was construed as a manly sport through 
terms such as “gin-hunting” or “gin-sprees”’.53 White male settlers on the 
frontier framed their acts of raping Indigenous women as explicitly ‘manly’ 
by evoking militaristic and sporting language. In this way, the act of raping 
Indigenous women, without any consideration for their consent, can be 
considered an extension of the violent militaristic white masculinity lauded 
on the frontier that had already been deployed in the dispossession and 
dispersal of the traditional custodians by the invading colonisers.

White settlers on the Upper Dawson also demonstrably considered 
the kidnapping and sexual assault of Indigenous women to be collateral 
damage of the wider colonial project, with the women ‘spoils of war’ 
available to the men they framed as the triumphant soldiers. While some 
white men on the  Upper Dawson expressed concern that the endemic 
abduction and sexual assault of ‘gins’ would contribute to conflict between 
colonisers and colonised, they still minimised the severity of white men’s 
sexual behaviour and referred to it in militaristic or sporting language 
that connected the men’s actions to ideals of frontier masculinity.54 Within 
this context, Indigenous women’s consent was considered irrelevant, 
as was  the case in many frontier and military contact zones.55 For white 
settlers, the act of raping Indigenous women was inextricable from other 
acts of violence they performed in their attempts to consolidate colonial 
power and domination.

51	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see M. C. 
O’Connell, 19 June 1861, 87. William Fraser did not actually own the station; instead, his mother was 
listed as leasing the station from Andrew Scott.
52	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see M. C. 
O’Connell, 19 June 1861, 87.
53	  Robert, ‘Disciplining the Female Aboriginal Body’, 76.
54	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see A. C. 
Gregory, 23 May 1861, 46; Augustus Rode, 13 June 1861, 60.
55	  For more on consent and rape within warfare zones and on colonial frontiers, see Anne McClintock, 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (USA: Routledge, 1995); Evans, 
‘A Gun in the Oven’, 197–218; Bourke, Rape, ch. 15.
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When questioned by the 1861 select committee about white officers of 
the Native Police ‘taking away gins’, settler and founding member of the 
Legislative Council Alfred Compigne asked in reply: ‘When a military 
force enters an enemy’s country, is there not always great difficulty in 
preventing them from taking the females?’56 The members of the committee 
responded with a resounding ‘Yes’ before concluding that it would be both 
impossible and ‘inadvisable’ to ‘prevent the taking of gins’.57 The hegemonic 
code of white masculinity on the frontier was saturated with militaristic 
elements, bound up in violence displayed in the supposed ‘war’ between 
settlers and the Indigenous inhabitants, and with such value placed on 
their marksmanship that some men would adorn their rifles with notches 
tallying the number of Indigenous people they had killed. For example, 
a companion of Thomas Murray-Prior, pastoralist Frank Jardine, who was 
renowned throughout Queensland for his punitive expeditions and who 
personally claimed to have killed forty-seven Indigenous people on one such 
expedition, ‘had a rifle with 58 notches in it each one representative of a 
blackfellow that he had killed’.58 Such acts and language constructed the 
rapacious behaviour of white men in line with sporting euphemisms and 
the exploits of soldiers. While minimising the severity of their actions, this 
was also in stark contrast to language that exaggerated the sexual savagery of 
Indigenous men—their ‘enemies’—over whom they sought to assert their 
superiority via physical violence.

Explorer and surveyor, and then surveyor-general of Queensland, A. C. 
Gregory testified to the 1861 select committee that it ‘was the want of 
protection that made the settlers take the law into their own hands, and 
it became open war between them and the blacks’.59 He later stated that 
‘stealing the gins’ merely ‘annoy[ed] the blacks’, framing the practice as an 
unavoidable outcome of the circumstances of ‘open war’.60 This militaristic 
language linked ideas of white masculinity with militaristic traits of courage, 
horsemanship and marksmanship. The phrase ‘open war’ demonstrates 

56	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see Alfred 
Compigne, 22 May 1861, 39.
57	  Ibid., Alfred Compigne, 22 May 1861, 38.
58	  Praed, ‘Australian Notes’, 195. Rosa Praed would have been intimately familiar with Frank Jardine 
and his indiscriminate violence towards Indigenous men, women and children, as not only was Jardine 
inhabiting the same spaces as Praed and her father, but Rosa’s younger sister Elizabeth (Lizzie) married 
John Jardine, Frank’s brother, in 1883. Patricia Clarke, Rosa! Rosa! A Life of Rosa Praed, Novelist and 
Spiritualist (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 1999), 103.
59	  Legislative Assembly (Qld), Report from the Select Committee on the Native Police Force, see A. C. 
Gregory, 23 May 1861, 43.
60	  Ibid., A. C. Gregory, 23 May 1861, 46.
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the extent to which indiscriminate violence had become justified in the 
eyes of white settlers. Gregory did not expand or define what kind of 
‘want of protection’ justified this violence towards local Indigenous groups. 
However, it can be extrapolated, based on multiple settlers’ references to the 
vulnerability of white women and children following the events at Hornet 
Bank, that the settlers were seeking to protect their patriarchal possessions, 
thereby bolstering their threatened masculinity at any cost.61 Similarly, 
white settlers’ framing of the Upper Dawson as a supposed war zone justified 
extreme violence under the guise of asserting a militaristic masculinity, 
both towards their designated enemy and the women considered the spoils 
of war.

Physical Violence and Masculinity on the 
Upper Dawson
In this state of ‘open war’, settlers sought both the violent destruction of 
Indigenous masculinity and to assert the subordinated position of white 
women in their requirement for patriarchal protection. This violence itself 
could also be considered manly by white settlers due to the assertion of 
masculine courage against the prospect of dangerous ‘warfare’.62 The same 
ideals of manliness that minimised white men’s rape of Indigenous women 
valorised men that were physically violent towards Indigenous groups, 
deeming them avengers and soldiers. The first published newspaper article 
about the events at Hornet Bank called for ‘retributive justice … [to] 
operate as a warning to the blacks in their future intercourse with the white 
people’.63 The need for a ‘warning’ reflects the extent to which white settlers 
felt threatened by the behaviour of the Yiman men—if a violent warning 
was not issued, they could not guarantee a repetition of events and, thus, 
a further emasculating blow to the white settlers and their control of power 
over the Upper Dawson. The relationship between Indigenous men and 
white settlers on the Upper Dawson was characterised by white men’s sense 
of fear. Walter Lamb’s shearers felt ‘such an awful fright about the blacks’ 
that settlers like himself and his neighbours were:

61	  Smith, ‘Unspeakable Atrocities’.
62	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 41.
63	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’.
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compelled to turn all the blacks off the stations, as it is opinion of 
all my neighbours that … they are not safe from being murdered in 
same way as the Frasers.64

Indigenous men were clearly constructed by white men as a dangerous 
threat, both to white men’s claims to dominance and to their overall safety 
on the frontier.65

Thomas Murray-Prior, with other pastoralists George P. Serocold, John 
McArthur and P. J. Pigott, explained in a letter to the colonial secretary 
that ‘the fact that they consider us cowards & unable to protect ourselves 
is clearly shown by attacks being made at Head Stations at Hornet Bank’.66 
As a result, they had ‘formed a Party & have for the last fortnight been 
patrolling the District … [to] save lives of the women & children now 
remaining’.67 Later, Murray-Prior recalled that ‘our party patrolled the 
district for three weeks, until the police were sent out’.68 However, despite 
an increased Native Police presence in the district in early 1858, settlers’ 
concerns did not abate—and settler involvement in violence continued, 
alongside repeated calls for retributive violence. These calls, and engagement 
in reprisal killings, were framed in relation to the dominant code of British 
masculinity, reflected in Serocold’s letter to the editor of the Sydney Morning 
Herald, republished in the Moreton Bay Courier, in which he wrote: ‘I appeal 
as an Englishman, to avenge and punish the murderers of their fellow 
countrywomen and children.’69 Serocold, in linking English masculinity 
to the patriarchal avengement of vaunted white women and children, 
subconsciously enunciated two key aspects of masculine identity that had 
been threatened by the act of Yiman men raping and murdering the Frasers 
and that required reassertion. The language white men used when discussing 
the events of 27 October reflects how they interpreted such events as a direct 
challenge to their masculinity, evoking concerns about their courage and 
ability to protect themselves and their property, which were inherent to 
constructions of manliness on the frontier.

64	  Walter Lamb to Colonial Secretary Charles Cowper, 14 December 1857, State Library of Queensland, 
Colonial Secretary Correspondence, Item 57/05004.
65	  Ibid.
66	  Thomas Lodge Murray-Prior, G. Pearce Serocold, John McArthur and P. J. Pigott to colonial secretary, 
3 December 1857, State Library of Queensland, Colonial Secretary Correspondence, Item 57/04995.
67	  Murray-Prior, Serocold, McArthur and Pigott to colonial secretary, 3 December 1857.
68	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 35.
69	  George Serocold, ‘To the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald’, Moreton Bay Courier, 9 June 1858, 
3, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3725288/543535.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3725288/543535
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William Fraser: Masculine Avenger  
or Mass Murderer?
It was this ‘avengement’ that resulted in the massacre of the Yiman and the 
period of violence in which William Fraser’s killing sprees can constitute 
the labelling of him as a mass murderer. However, white male settlers 
at the time certainly did not consider William in this light; instead, ‘his 
reputation as an avenger spread far beyond the Dawson tribes’ to the extent 
that ‘there was no person who was looked upon with greater respect by the 
Ipswich boys when he came into Ipswich than “Billy” Fraser’.70 Although 
it has since been proven to be a fallacy by Reid in his extended study of 
Hornet Bank, there was a myth that permeated throughout the period and 
subsequent narratives surrounding Hornet Bank that William had been 
given a licence by the Queensland Government, granting him permission 
to shoot as many Indigenous peoples as he encountered.71 However, while 
he was not officially licensed to massacre, the government made no attempt 
to intervene, particularly as the vast majority of settlers endorsed his actions.

Settlers were well aware that William Fraser and other settlers engaged in 
indiscriminate violence against local Indigenous groups under the guise 
of revenge and justice. The events at Hornet Bank and rape of the Fraser 
females were widely publicised throughout Queensland and the colony 
more broadly, which meant that there was substantial public knowledge 
and support for William’s violent actions. William and Sylvester’s ‘quest’ 
to avenge their mother, sisters and brothers attained a cult following and 
legendary status, both in the immediate aftermath and in the decades that 
followed. Settler John Arthur Macartney recalled in his reminiscences of 
Rockhampton and the Upper Dawson during the 1850s and 1860s that:

we met the two brothers, William and West Fraser, at Wallumbilla. 
They had come in for rations and ammunition; they were out 
avenging the murders of their mother, sisters, and brother by the 
blacks, at Hornet Bank, some weeks before.72

70	  Cilento, Lack and Centenary Celebrations Council of Queensland, Triumph in the Tropics, 186 
(emphasis added). Red Gum, ‘Ipswich during the Sixties’.
71	  Laurie, ‘Hornet Bank Massacre’, 154. 
72	  Macartney, Rockhampton, 13. Macartney specified that he met William and Sylvester in November 
1857.
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For Macartney, the actions of William and West Fraser seemingly required 
no further explanation—it was simply accepted that they would be avenging 
the murders and that other settlers would support them in their quest for 
vengeance by supplying rations and ammunition. Settlers’ support for 
William’s actions became a key part of the mythology of Hornet Bank and 
the legend of William Fraser. An article in the Courier Mail in 1950, which 
drew upon the recollections of multiple settlers and their descendants about 
the nature of the Upper Dawson in 1857 in the lead-up to the centenary 
of the events, including the author J. E. Murphy’s own experiences and 
recollections from his father, argued that ‘[William’s] actions found no 
condemnation among the Dawson River pioneers of the [1850s]’.73

If settlers disagreed with the nature of William and other settlers’ 
‘retributive’ violence, they rarely questioned whether, or the extent to 
which, it was justified given the rape and murder of the Fraser females. 
As Murray-Prior put it, ‘there is little doubt that many fell to their rifles 
that were never officially known but who could blame them’.74 Even when 
humanitarians such as George D. Lang—a journalist and squatter who 
resided in the district and was the son of John D. Lang, a Presbyterian 
clergyman—complained of the ‘indiscriminate, barbarous [and] inhuman 
… murders of the Blacks’, he still ‘joined in the hope [that] was universally 
expressed that the atrocious actors in that [Hornet Bank] tragedy would be 
met with condign punishment’.75 One incident, the massacre of over twenty 
Indigenous people in December 1857 near Redbank, a station in the Upper 
Dawson, was described as a ‘most treacherous affair’, yet it was justified by 
white settlers due to the Fraser brothers’ grief and desire for vengeance: ‘the 
two surviving young Frasers were with the police, and they had recognised 
some portion of their sisters’ clothing in one of the camps and were mad for 
their revenge’.76 As demonstrated by Murray-Prior, the murders committed 

73	  J. E. Murphy, ‘The Name of William Fraser Made the Natives Cringe’, Courier Mail, 25 November 
1950, 2. trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/50036406.
74	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 42.
75	  G. D. Lang to G. S. Lang, 31 March 1858, cited in Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn 
Cronin, eds., Race Relations in Colonial Queensland: A History of Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination 
(St Lucia: University of Queensland Publishing, 1988), 375–8.
76	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 38. While this article does not have the scope to explore it in-depth, it is 
interesting to note that white men’s grief over the rape and murder of their mothers/sisters had limited, 
if not hegemonic, outlets for expression, which included expressions of physical violence. By contrast, 
Indigenous men’s grief over the rape of their mothers/sisters/wives, as well ongoing dispossession and 
violence, was entirely unregistered as a motivation for violence.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/50036406
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by William Fraser (and others) could be justified by constructing his role 
as that of a patriarchal avenger and protector, and implying that he sought 
justice for the rape of his mother and sisters.

William Fraser himself constructed his actions in line with the idealised 
masculine role of the patriarch, arguing that his actions were driven by a 
desire to avenge the rape of his mother and sisters, and that ‘manly’ coloniser 
violence was his best recourse to do so. When interviewed by the Queensland 
Times for the ‘Ipswich during the Sixties’ series, which was part of the 
celebrations of the Jubilee year of Queensland in 1901, William described 
his graveside pledge, with bloody tomahawk in hand, to avenge his mother 
and sisters; he took great pride in admitting that he ‘did it’.77 The interview 
presented him as an exemplary patriarch who had avenged the defilement of 
vulnerable white women through violent retributive justice. This imagery, 
evoking a marauding frontiersman, tomahawk in hand, vowing to avenge 
his violated mother and sisters through bloody, indiscriminate violence, has 
remained the dominant picture featured in histories and recollections of 
Hornet Bank.78 It reflects not only how William Fraser was vaunted for his 
role as avenger, but also how he was framed as an example of the masculine 
ideal—a settler who was willing to carry out manly violence to protect his 
women and the very sanctity of the empire. The writings of Rosa Praed, 
renowned Queensland novelist and daughter of Thomas Murray-Prior, 
reveal how William Fraser and his actions came to be idealised in later 
decades. She describes how young boys:

in their romantic ideas of bush life, looked with admiration on those 
men who had followed in pursuit of the Fraser murderers. This 
imagination pictured them as heroes, whose deeds they would like 
to emulate.79

Despite knowledge of William Fraser’s mass murders, settlers depicted him 
and the other settlers who massacred the Yiman people as a masculine ideal 
to which young boys could aspire.

This imagery, and the narrative of William Fraser as the heroic avenger, has 
dominated representations of Hornet Bank, obfuscating and minimising 
the  consequences of white men’s actions as both rapists and murderers, 

77	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich during the Sixties’.
78	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, ii.
79	  Rosa Praed, manuscript exercise book entitled ‘My Brother – Australian Notes’, Item 2327, OM 
64-01 Rosa Caroline Praed Papers, State Library of Queensland. Likely written in the 1880s or 1890s.
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as well as obscuring the realities of the interracial rape perpetrated against 
both the Yiman and Fraser women and girls. This illustrates how the actions 
of white settlers following Hornet Bank were motivated by an ideology of 
violent frontier masculinity that called for the protection of white women 
and the sanctity of the colonial project by any means possible and at any cost.

The responses by white male settlers to the rapes of Yiman women and 
girls in comparison to the Fraser females reflect the manner in which the 
masculine ability to express sexual dominance was racialised on the frontier 
in line with broader ideas about violence and the colonial project. Only 
white men were able to express and assert their hegemonic masculinity 
through the violent domination of the female body. When Indigenous men 
attempted to do the same, this was explicitly seen as a threat to white men’s 
claim to masculine hegemony. In this regard, the act of Indigenous men 
raping white women was emasculating to white men, which was addressed 
by the reassertion of white masculinity through another form of violence—
the destruction of Indigenous men under the guise of reasserting patriarchal 
protection following the rapes and murders of white females.

***
The evidence and theoretical insights presented throughout this article 
reveal the ways in which white men such as William Fraser were idealised 
in understandings of Hornet Bank. The Fraser sons’ actions, as well as those 
of members of the Native Police and other white settlers on the Upper 
Dawson, can henceforth be accurately labelled in relation to their roles in the 
events before, during and after the morning of 27 October 1857. Not only 
were these men rapists, all being complicit in the persistent sexual abuse of 
Yiman women and girls, but also they were mass murderers. Although they 
believed themselves to be ‘avengers’, a title deployed to link their violent 
patriarchal masculinity to attempts to preserve and secure white men’s 
claims to hegemonic masculinity and power on the colonial frontier, this 
title was dependent upon constructions of both black and white women’s 
bodies that obfuscated these women’s experiences of sexual violence.
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