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‘Unspeakable atrocities’: 
The 1857 Hornet Bank massacre, 
interracial rape and white 
femininity on the Australian 
colonial frontier
Zoe Smith

Abstract
Despite settlers’ immediate and visceral reaction to the ‘barbaric’ 
rape and murder of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser by Yiman 
men at Hornet Bank station in Queensland on 27 October 1857, 
in mid-nineteenth-century settlers’ recollections and newspaper 
representations of the events that morning the identities of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary were quickly overlooked. Instead, 
they were diminished purely to their reproductive, gendered roles 
of ‘wife’, ‘daughter’ and ‘betrothed’, and their rape was described 
in euphemistic terms that obscured the reality of the sexual 
violence they had suffered. This article explicitly aims to draw 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences of rape out from the 
archives, revisiting mid-nineteenth-century settlers’ recollections 
and newspaper representations in order to demonstrate how these 
women’s stories have been overlooked historically, and were co-
opted and distorted by male settlers in line with the colonial and 
transnational racialised and gendered discourses around interracial 
rape. The euphemistic descriptions by white settlers of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary’s rape were deployed in a sensationalised image 
that was circulated throughout the colony—an image which, in 
literally shrouding the violated bodies and obscuring the identities 
of the raped mother and daughters, was used to justify subsequent 
settler violence against Indigenous people, enacted under the guise 
of ‘patriarchal protection’ of all white women. In this article, the 
victims of the ‘unspeakable atrocities’, Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, 
are reinserted back into the Hornet Bank narrative, no longer purely 
euphemistic bodies to be co-opted by white settlers and overlooked 
by historians.
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* * *
In the early hours of 27 October 1857, approximately fifteen Indigenous 
men of the Yiman nation attacked Hornet Bank station on the upper banks 
of the Dawson River near Taroom in central Queensland.1 The frontier of the 
Darling Downs and Upper Dawson River in 1857 was, like many fledgling 
frontiers in Australia and other colonies, characterised by violent resistance 
by Indigenous people, sometimes in the form of attacks on stations such as 
Hornet Bank, and harsh, unequal reprisals by settlers.2 What was irregular 
about this particular act of violence was that, at Hornet Bank station, the 
Yiman men raped Martha, aged 43, mother of the Fraser family who resided 
there, as well as her two eldest daughters, Elizabeth, aged 19, and Mary, 
aged 11, before murdering them. Three of Martha’s five sons, John, aged 23, 
David, aged 16, and James, aged 6, and her two youngest daughters, Jane, 
aged 9, and Charlotte, aged 3, alongside the family tutor and two station-
hands, were also murdered that morning, but left unviolated.3 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, and was distinguished by its sexual violence.4 

The Australian frontier, like other colonial societies in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, most notably the United States and Canada, was 
perceived as potentially dangerous for vulnerable white women, a perception 
reinforced by widely circulated narratives such as the ‘capture’ of Eliza Fraser 

1	  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 the fact that the Hornet Bank 
station’s location was in current central Queensland, Queensland will be utilised throughout the article.
2	  For work on the nature of frontier violence on fledgling frontiers in both Australia and elsewhere, see 
Angela Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest, Violent Encounters, and Changing Gender Relations in Colonial 
Warfare, 1830s–1910s’, in Karen Hagemann, Stefan Dudink, and Sonya O. Rose (eds), The Oxford 
Handbook of Gender, War, and the Western World since 1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 
310–324.
3	  Deposition of the only survivor, Sylvester Fraser, given in Ipswich on 7 November 1857, with a 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.
4	  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.



119

‘Unspeakable atrocities’

in the 1830s, and the white woman of Gippsland narrative of the 1840s.5 
Furthermore, historians such as Angela Woollacott, Ann L. Stoler, Anne 
McClintock, Jessie Mitchell, and Jenny Sharpe, have all argued that crises 
in British authority in the colonies, exemplified in an ‘uprising’ or violent 
resistance by Indigenous populations, were managed by white men via the 
circulation of the constructed image of the violated white woman as a sign 
of the violation of colonialism.6 Building on the contributions of these 
scholars, this article asserts that the violated and literally shrouded bodies 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, were exploited by white male settlers on 
the Upper Dawson for a similar purpose, particularly through the use of 
euphemism to further exacerbate settler anxieties about the apparent crisis 
in authority that subsequently had to be reasserted via retributive violence 
against the local Indigenous population. In the aftermath of the Hornet 
Bank massacre, white male settlers deployed the event, particularly the 
rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, as justification for further punitive 
violence–both physical and sexual–on a horrific scale.7 These settlers, led 
by the two surviving Fraser sons William and Sylvester, massacred between 
three hundred and five hundred Indigenous men, women and children over 
this eighteen-month period, nearly eliminating the Yiman nation.8

5	  The Eliza Fraser narrative is explored later in this article. The white woman of Gippsland narrative 
involved the rumour that a white woman had been captured and held against her will by members of 
the Kurnai nation in Gippsland, Victoria. Although no woman was ever found, the narrative circulated 
the Australian colonies persistently throughout the 1840s. See Larissa Behrendt, Finding Eliza: Power 
and Colonial Storytelling (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 2016); Kay Schaffer, In the Wake 
of First Contact: the Eliza Fraser Stories (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Julie Carr, The 
Captive White Woman of Gippsland: in Pursuit of the Legend (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2001); Angela Woollacott, Gender and Empire (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillian, 2006), 43–45; Shino 
Konishi, The Aboriginal Male in the Enlightenment World (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2012); Sarah 
Carter, Capturing Women: The Manipulation of Cultural Imagery in Canada’s Prairie West (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997). 
6	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 42–43; Ann L. Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race 
and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Oakland: University of California Press, 2002); Anne McClintock, 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995); Angela 
Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Colonies: Self-Government and Imperial Culture (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015); 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, Vol. 15 (2013), 43–62; Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire: The Figure of Woman in the Colonial 
Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).
7	  Sylvester (15) was the sole surviving member of the family of those present that night. His eldest 
brother, William (24), was away in Ipswich at the time of the murders.
8	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 178. Raymond Evans, ‘“Plenty Shoot ‘Em”: The Destruction of Aboriginal 
Societies along the Queensland Frontier’, in ed. A. Dirk Moses, Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier 
Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History (New York: Berghahn Books, 2012), 156; 
Eve Mumewa D. Fesl, Conned! (Brisbane: Queensland University Press, 1993), 70. 
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The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, and the murder of all white settlers 
present at Hornet Bank that morning, was essentially also a retributive act—​
a response to the repeated rape of Yiman women and girls at the hands of 
the older Fraser sons, members of the local Native Police, and other settlers.9 
Records show that Martha Fraser was aware of her sons’ atrocities, that she 
explicitly demanded that they cease these acts, and then asked members 
of the Native Police to intervene as she ‘expected harm would come’ of 
their repeated acts of ‘forcibly taking the young maidens’.10 Her pleas were 
unsuccessful. 

Queensland in the 1850s and 1860s was not unlike other frontier societies 
in its selective acknowledgement of sexual and gendered violence. The white 
settler community considered sexual violence against white women to be 
abhorrent, while the incessant rape and abuse of Indigenous women and 
girls was met with wilful obliviousness and indifference. Yet, despite that 
clear racial hierarchy of women, even white victims of rape were readily 
rendered nameless in the stories of frontier sexual violence that circulated 
through public culture. This connects with the arguments made by 
Woollacott, Mitchell, Kay Ferres, and Carmel Harris, who have examined 
how imperial anxieties about interracial rape manifested specifically in the 

9	  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 ed. Robert Mason, Legacies of Violence: 
Rendering the Unspeakable Past in Modern Australia. (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 33–52; Liz 
Conor, Skin Deep: Settler Impressions of Aboriginal Women (Perth: UWA Publishing, 2016); Victoria 
Haskins and John Maynard, ‘Sex, Race and Power: Aboriginal Men and White Women in Australian 
History’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 36 (2005), 191–216; Hannah Robert, ‘Disciplining the 
Female Aboriginal Body: Interracial Sex and the Pretence of Separation’, Australian Feminist Studies, 
Vol. 16, No. 34 (2001), 69–81. 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 also derived from, and an 
article published in the ANU Historical Journal II. See Zoe Smith, ‘Violation and Violence: The Hornet 
Bank massacre and interracial rape on the nineteenth-century Queensland frontier’, Honours thesis, 
the Australian National University, 2021, and Zoe Smith, ‘“Manly” Violence: Rape, Massacres, and 
White Masculinity on the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Upper Dawson Frontier’, ANU Historical Journal 
II, Number 4, 2023.
10	  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: Select Committee on Murders by the 
Aborigines on the Dawson River Generally for the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, 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), Accessed via 
The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS); Select Committee 
on Native Police Force and the Condition of the Aborigines Generally for Queensland Legislative 
Assembly, 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), National Library of Australia: Trove Library. 
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Australian colonies—indeed, Woollacott and Mitchell have demonstrated 
that settler responses at Hornet Bank drew on established colonial tropes 
and narratives about the violation of unnamed white women that were also 
being deployed in India.11 Like the women reportedly violated by Indian 
men, Martha, Elizabeth and Mary were rendered nameless bodies, narrated 
in euphemistic terms. 

In re-examining the history of the Hornet Bank massacre, I argue that 
white settler communities actively dehumanised white women’s experiences 
of frontier sexual violence in pursuit of a generic narrative of feminine 
vulnerability and victimhood. Whilst this article contextualises the rape of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary in relation to ideas about white femininity and 
white patriarchal masculinity, the events before, during, and after Hornet 
Bank reveal the multiplicity of gendered and racialised discourses about 
interracial rape when perpetrated against both white women and Indigenous 
women. The exclusion of the experiences of Yiman women and girls from 
narratives surrounding Hornet Bank also reflects the realities of the colonial 
experience on the Upper Dawson more broadly, and is worth considerable 
analysis and investigation, however, it is beyond the scope of this article. It is 
important to highlight Yiman women and girls’ experiences of oppression 
and rape which ultimately lie at the heart of the events at Hornet Bank. 
Martha Fraser’s fear that ‘harm would come’ from the atrocities of her sons 
suggests that even white women were relatively callous toward the suffering 
of Indigenous women, concerned only with the protection of their own.12 
Yet, not only is her plea for both her sons and members of the Native 
Police to cease their rape of Yiman women and girls the sole discussion of 
white men’s rapacious behaviour on the Upper Dawson by a white woman 
from this period, but it is also the only instance in the archives of overt 
condemnation of these violations. Her comments, given in a discussion 
with Sub-Lieutenant Nicholl of the Native Police in mid 1857 and then 
relayed in a letter from I. Downes Wood to the Queensland Chief Secretary 
who visited the Upper Dawson following the massacre and interviewed 
Nicholls, as well as other members of the Native Police and pastoralists in 
the district, are also particularly important as they serve as the only record 

11	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire; Mitchell, ‘“Great difficulty”’; Kay Ferres, ‘Sites of History and 
Memory: Hornet Bank 1857’, in Jane Crisp, Kay Ferres, and Gillian Swanson (eds), Deciphering culture: 
ordinary curiosities and subject narratives (London; Routledge, 2000); Carmel Harris, ‘The “Terror of the 
Law” as Applied to Black Rapists in Colonial Queensland’, Hecate, Vol. 8, Issue 2 (1982), 22–48.
12	  Wood, 12 March 1862, to Queensland Chief Secretary. 
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of Martha’s voice in the archives.13 Martha’s comments, therefore, offer both 
a rare female voice from the archives, and insight into a male-dominated 
discussion about and representation of interracial rape on the frontier, 
provided before she too would become a victim of both interracial rape 
and white men’s silencing and control over women’s violated bodies and 
experiences of rape.

Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary in the 
Historiography of Hornet Bank
Despite their centrality to the events at Hornet Bank, Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary, and their experiences of rape, have not only been silenced in both the 
recollections and writings of mid-nineteenth-century settlers of the Upper 
Dawson, but also by historians writing ‘ungendered’ studies of the events at 
Hornet Bank.14 The sole monograph on Hornet Bank, written by Gordon 
Reid in 1982, exemplifies the diminution of both Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s identities and experiences, as well as interracial rape more broadly, 
by certain historians.15 Reid discusses the sexual abuse of the Yiman women 
and girls as merely one factor that led to the massacre, and a factor he 
devotes substantially less attention to than others. The rape of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary is similarly glossed over, as are their identities—they 
are named in the first few instances, and then subsequently referred to ‘the 
mother and her daughters’ or the ‘female victims’.16 Their rape is explicitly 
mentioned only twice before Reid also engages with the euphemistic 
language deployed by settlers and newspaper accounts.17 More recently, 
historian Timothy Bottoms’ 2017 monograph, which attempts to address 
the ‘conspiracy of silence’ regarding the brutality of the Queensland frontier 
and has a dedicated chapter on Hornet Bank, only depicts rape as a feature 
of massacres and a common occurrence on the frontier. He remarks upon 
‘the rapacious sexual appetites of some squatters (including the Fraser boys) 

13	  Wood, 12 March 1862, to Queensland Chief Secretary. Reid argues, and I concur, that she was 
likely illiterate. Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 41.
14	  I used the term ‘ungendered’ here to refer to histories that do not consider either masculinity 
or femininity in their considerations of historical men and women, presenting them as ungendered 
subjects, despite significant developments in gender history that have demonstrated that a historical 
individual cannot be separated from their gendered or sexed being and experiences.
15	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets.
16	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 98–99, 102, 124.
17	  Reid, A Nest of Hornets, Preface, 97, 100.
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who raped local [Yiman] women’, however this was his only discussion of 
the sexual violence at Hornet Bank.18 Bottoms provides no explicit mention 
of the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, or Mary.

By both naming these women and detailing the realities of the violence 
they experienced, I seek to challenge the silencing of Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s experiences by the patriarchs who have controlled the representations 
of the events since October 1857. Newspaper accounts, memoirs and 
correspondence written by male settlers, Select Committee Inquiries 
commissioned by the colonial government, and writings by the few colonial 
women on the frontier, are all valuable sources to be mined for concerns 
about gender, race and interracial rape within this period—particularly for 
revealing gendered responses to the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary. 
These are many of the same sources used by Reid in his analysis of Hornet 
Bank; however, neither he nor other historians analysed those sources using 
gender or literary devices as their key analytical prism. Placing Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary, and their experiences of rape, back into the Hornet 
Bank narrative thus aims to produce a richer and more accurate picture of 
the violent, gender-imbalanced and masculinist racial frontier that existed 
in central Queensland in 1857.

When news reached settlers on the Upper Dawson of the rape and subsequent 
murder of Martha Fraser and her two eldest daughters Elizabeth and Mary 
by Yiman men, it garnered an immediate and visceral reaction. The North 
Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser decried how ‘the ladies’ untimely 
fate [was] deeply deplored by a large circle of friends and acquaintances in 
this district’.19 Not only was their ‘fate’ deplored, but ‘it [was] hoped that 
retributive justice [would] soon overtake the ruthless perpetrators’.20 The 
core responses following the rape of Martha and her two eldest daughters 
reflected both settler anxieties about the wider fears of the darkest and most 
unpalatable dangers that underscored the process of colonisation and the 
demarcated gender roles on the frontier—white women were vulnerable 
and in need of masculine protection, and white men were bound to punish 
their violators in the case of sexual assault via swift and often indiscriminate 
violence against the perceived perpetrators.

18	  Timothy Bottoms, Conspiracy of Silence: Queensland’s Frontier Killing-Times (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2013), 42. 
19	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857, 4. 
20	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857.
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White Women on the Upper Dawson Frontier
Particularly in the case of the Upper Dawson frontier, inhabited by 
predominantly male, young, individualistic squatters and settlers from 
1847 onwards, and still highly masculine and continually under threat of 
Indigenous attack in 1857, the few women on this frontier were considered 
to be vulnerable to rape at the hands of ‘savage’ Indigenous men.21 Indeed, 
young white women such as Elizabeth Fraser—who was nineteen and 
engaged to a local squatter at the time of her rape and murder—were 
increasingly present and visible on the colonial frontier throughout the 
1850s and 1860s.22 A significant gender imbalance entrenched a highly 
masculine culture on the Upper Dawson frontier, due to its perceived 
danger and isolation. The exact figures are unknown; however, historian 
Ann McGrath has speculated, ‘in rural areas [of Queensland] in 1861, there 
were 200 white men to every 100 white women’.23 Arguably, this imbalance 
would have been similar, if not greater, on the fledgling Upper Dawson 
four years prior in 1857. The composition of the Fraser family (a widow, 
four daughters, and five sons) was certainly unusual for the Upper Dawson 
frontier, particularly with so many daughters, and a middle-aged widow left 
to manage the station. 

Despite their comparative paucity to their male counterparts, white women 
were considered crucial to the establishment and maintenance of the 
racialised and gendered ideologies embedded within colonial discourses 
and idealisations concerning the future of the colony. Their reproductive 
efforts, alongside their husbands’ violent ‘dispersals’, combined to try 
to ensure the colonial population would grow to outnumber those they 
dispossessed.24 The domestication of the frontier via the growing numbers 
of white women and children present, epitomised by the Fraser family, was 

21	  The Native Police had been instated in the Upper Dawson and surrounding districts in 1842, five 
years before the arrival of the first settlers in 1847, and immediately garnered a reputation for causing 
discontent among local Indigenous communities and inciting conflict. Reid, A Nest of Hornets, 29.
22	  Elizabeth Fraser’s impending engagement to an unnamed local squatter was confirmed in Thomas 
Murray-Prior’s memoirs. Murray-Prior was also involved in the massacre of the Yiman following Hornet 
Bank. Thomas Lodge Murray-Prior, Memoirs, Item 3.1.1, OM 64–01 Rosa Caroline Praed Papers, State 
Library of Queensland, 29.
23	  Ann McGrath, Illicit Love: Interracial Sex and Marriage in the United States and Australia (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 262. 
24	  See Catherine Hall, ‘Of Gender and Empire: Reflections on the Nineteenth Century’, in Philippa 
Levine (ed.), Gender and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), for more on this.
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also explicitly linked to racialised constructions of the colonised; ensuring 
the safety of these white women and children justified eradicating those 
deemed dangerous.

Consequently, Hornet Bank was a site of white settlers’ concern even 
before the events of 27 October, due to both its remoteness from white 
population centres, and its distinctiveness because of the number of white, 
predominantly young, women and girls present. Mrs Fraser was listed as 
leasing the station, as her husband, John Fraser, had died only a few months 
after the family had taken up Hornet Bank in 1854, and thus the established 
patriarch, deemed in charge of protecting the family and property, was her 
eldest son William Fraser, aged 24 in 1857.25 As a widow, she had lost her 
principal ‘protector’, and William ‘was frequently away from the station 
for months at a stretch’, leaving his mother, sisters and brothers to fend for 
themselves.26 Leaving even one white woman without patriarchal protection 
was considered to be dangerous enough on the frontier, let alone five. 
The Upper Dawson district was notorious for its perceived risk to white 
women, such that ‘no woman would go near [the district] at all’ ostensibly 
due to ‘troublesome blacks’.27 The few women who did reside in the area 
were expected to carry revolvers to protect themselves when the men were 
absent from their stations. Mrs Scott on the nearby station Palm Tree Creek 
‘often went about her household duties with a double-barrelled revolver 
strapped on a hip’.28 As James Reid stated to the 1858 Select Committee, 
Hornet Bank was ‘a very unprotected place to have so many females at’ and 
‘it was rash to have them there’—especially if they were left unprotected and 
at risk by their patriarchs.29

Discourses surrounding the events at Hornet Bank also point to colonial 
anxieties about racial and sexual purity. This was evident in the emphasis 
both on the fact that it was a large, middle-class, and predominantly female 
family who had been massacred, and that Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary had 
been raped before being killed. These women were not only representative of 
the ‘civilising project’, but they embodied the vaunted ideal of the virtuous 
and fertile white woman who had now been desecrated. W. H. Wiseman, 

25	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs 25–26. Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland 
Times, 7 May 1901, 2. 
26	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901.
27	  William Butler Tooth to 1858 Select Committee on Murders by the Aborigines on the Dawson 
River Generally for the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, 23 June 1858, 26.
28	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 57–58. 
29	  James Blain Reid to 1858 Select Committee, 23 June 1858, 25.
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Commissioner of Crown Lands for the district, detailed in a letter how 
the Fraser family were renowned for their ‘propriety of conduct and 
respectability’.30 Here, Wiseman framed them in line with middle-class ideas 
of civility and respectability, which were focused on modesty and manners 
as a key way women were to ‘civilise’ the frontier.31 Implicit in Wiseman’s 
assessment of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary following their publicised rape 
and murder was the insinuation that part of their respectability was derived 
from their virtuousness, implying that they had not and would never have 
willingly engaged in sexual activity with Indigenous men. These anxieties 
also connected to concepts of a woman’s honour being linked to chastity 
and virtue, honour which ‘once lost, [could] never be restored’, especially if 
‘lost’ at the hands of a ‘savage’.32 

Particular focus was often directed towards Elizabeth in recollections 
of the massacre when the three women were mentioned, due to her 
impending marriage which signified her embodiment of the archetype of 
white women on the frontier: potential wife and presumably soon-to-be 
mother. All recollections of the massacre that mentioned Elizabeth explicitly 
discussed her upcoming nuptials, often remarking how ‘her trousseau had 
come up’ and how she ‘was on the eve of being married to a squatter’, such 
that ‘the clergyman had been written to’ and ‘the date fixed’.33 Letters and 
memoirs from white settlers in the Upper Dawson also commented upon 
her attractiveness, attributes that cemented her as highly marriageable and 
valuable—with multiple individuals commenting on ‘how well and pretty 
she looked in her nice habit on her good horse’.34 In doing so, they painted 
her as an idealised pure gentlewoman, fit to bring civilisation to the frontier 
and fulfil her role in the colonising process by reproducing the race. With 
a focus on young white women as the generation to continue the colonial 
project via their capacity to birth a ‘sturdy race’, young women such as 
Elizabeth were idealised within racialised colonial discourses surrounding 
gender and the position of women on the frontier. 

30	  W. H. 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.
31	  Penny Russell, Savage or Civilised?: Manners in Colonial Australia (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2010), 
230–243.
32	  Carolyn Strange and Robert Cribb, ‘Historical perspectives on honour, violence and emotion’, 
in Carolyn Strange, Robert Cribb, and Christopher E. Forth (eds), Honour, Violence and Emotions in 
History (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014). 
33	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 29; Rosa Campbell Praed, My Australian Girlhood: Sketches and Impressions 
of Bush Life (London: T. Fisher Unwin, Paternoster Square, 1902).
34	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 29.
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Notably, the same attention was not directed towards the rape of Elizabeth’s 
younger sister Mary, aged eleven at the time of her rape and murder. Whilst 
the age of consent in colonial New South Wales (where Hornet Bank 
was jurisdictionally placed in 1857) was twelve, legally rendering Mary 
a child unable to consent, not even one of the newspaper articles, letters 
between settlers, or memoirs singled out Mary or commented upon her 
youth and girlhood. Investigating a case of rape against a twelve-year-old 
girl in New South Wales that took place two decades later, Andy Kaladelfos 
demonstrated that a girl’s body was defined as ‘all the more virtuous’ after 
she had experienced her first menstrual cycle and thus able to be classed 
a  woman and contribute to the colonial project via bearing children.35 
Instead of centring on the violation of a child, the desecration of a woman’s 
sexual honour and robbing her of her reproductive potential—exemplified in 
Elizabeth—became key to establishing the hierarchy of victimhood between 
the three, placing Mary, rarely mentioned by name, let alone age, at the 
bottom, and Elizabeth—the vision of the pioneering future—​firmly at top.

White Female Vulnerability to 
Interracial Rape
Societal discourses surrounding white women’s supposed vulnerability 
to rape at the hands of Indigenous men meant that the imagined place 
of white women on the frontier, and its surrounding anxieties, actively 
contributed to racial tensions and conflict. The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary was also not the first time in the Australian colonies that events 
actualised settlers’  acute fears about the vulnerability of white women 
on the frontier, nor were these fears limited to the Queensland frontier in 
the mid‑nineteenth  century. In May 1836, Eliza Fraser (a white woman 
of no relation to the Frasers of Hornet Bank) survived a shipwreck on the 
island of K’gari off the coast of Queensland and spent a number of weeks 
with the  resident Badtjala (Butchella) people there. Following her rescue 
from  the island, her exaggerated and arguably falsified account of her 
‘capture’ and ‘mistreatment’ was widely publicised throughout Australia and 
Britain, with particular focus centred both around the supposed threat of 
rape that underpinned Eliza’s time with the Badtjala, and Eliza’s depiction 

35	  A Kaladelfos, ‘The “Condemned Criminals”: Sexual Violence, Race, and Manliness in Colonial 
Australia’, Women’s History Review, Vol. 21, No. 5 (2012), 706.
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as an object of purity and symbol of domesticity.36 Narratives such as that 
of Eliza Fraser that circulated through both metropole and colony intensified 
long‑standing colonial and imperial fears surrounding white female 
vulnerability and ideas about white femininity on the frontier, alongside 
confirming supposed ‘truths’ about the savagery of Indigenous men.37 

Reinforced by narratives of white women captured and raped by Indigenous 
men on the colonial frontier such as the Eliza Fraser story, Yiman men 
were stereotyped as sexual savages with ‘no horror in shedding blood…
or committing the most dreadful atrocities on females even of the most 
tender age’.38  The rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary on 27 October 
1857, confirmed to settlers the ‘truths’ about the threat Indigenous men 
posed to white women. These white settler men, who were often the ones 
who discussed sexual relations euphemistically in their published newspaper 
articles and letters, were key agents in reinforcing the danger of interracial 
rape for white women in the years immediately following Hornet Bank. 
This supposed confirmation of the threat Indigenous men posed to white 
women also meant that white settlers could argue that any violence they 
deployed was part of their role as patriarchal protectors in protecting 
white women from the supposedly rapacious tendencies of Indigenous 
men.39 Constructing Indigenous men as dangerous and in need of violent 
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 in which white men were engaging—the rape of 
Indigenous women and girls, reflected in the events at Hornet Bank by the 
minimal discussion of the rape of Yiman women and girls that precipitated 
the events.40 

36	  Behrendt, Finding Eliza; Schaffer, In the Wake of First Contact. 
37	  Behrendt, Finding Eliza; Schaffer, In the Wake of First Contact; Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 
43–45. See Carter for narratives of interracial capture and rape in other colonial outposts: Carter, 
Capturing Women.
38	  W. H. Wiseman, ‘State of Aborigines in District, 5 January 1856’, as cited in Evans, ‘“The Nigger 
Shall Disappear”’, 71. 
39	  See Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue: the Australian-Pacific Indentured Labour 
Trade (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 74, for how the defence of patriarchal property as 
a justification for violence towards Indigenous peoples became a colonial standard.
40	  Woollacott has argued this, assessing that public foci on non-white men’s alleged sexual aggression 
obfuscated white men’s actual sexual aggression. Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 52.
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Local newspaper reports following the Hornet Bank massacre detailed how 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary had been ‘violated’ and ‘subjected to gross 
insult and cruelty’.41 The use of the term ‘violated’ highlights how white 
women and girls were considered under both British law and dominant 
gendered ideals to be the property of their patriarchs, and thus their sexual 
abuse by anyone except their husband or father was considered a violation 
of his property.42 Colonial British ideas of consent and the subsequent 
definition of rape were heavily patriarchal, rooted in ideas of property 
and ownership alongside Christian notions of sexuality and monogamy. 
For an act of sex to be defined as rape, British common law, as used in 
Moreton Bay—the closest town to the Upper Dawson—required a lack 
of consent demonstrated by verbal outcry or a physical attempt to defend 
one’s self and thus protect one’s honour, an understanding of consent which 
was bound up in gendered and racialised ideals of patriarchal control and 
protection over unmarried and chaste white women.43 This is apparent 
in the concept of interracial rape serving as a ‘fate worse than death’ for 
women and girls, which implies that a woman’s honour was more important 
than her life, and that, by extension, it was worth sacrificing her life to 
protect her husband’s honour in ensuring his ‘property’ remained pure and 
chaste. Any questions posed by contemporary settlers surrounding Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary’s consent were answered by the deposition of the sole 
survivor of that morning’s events, Sylvester Fraser, who testified hearing 
the screams and pleas of ‘no’ and ‘stop’ and the sounds of the rape from 
his mother and two of his sisters, thus confirming settlers’ worst fears and 
‘truths’ about the dangers Indigenous men posed for white women and girls 
on the frontier.44 

41	  ‘The Massacre at Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 8 Dec 
1857, 4; ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 
14 November 1857, 3. 
42	  See Harris, ‘The “Terror of the Law”’; Haskins and Maynard, ‘Sex, Race and Power’, 197, for more 
on this.
43	  Anne-Maree Collins, ‘Testimonies of Sex: Rape in Queensland, 1880–1919’, Journal of Australian 
Studies, Vol. 15, Issue 29 (1991), 50–63. Similarly, ideas about consent and rape in the nineteenth 
century were centred around ideas of a woman’s purity and ability to defend her chastity in light of 
a clearly sexual threat. Joanna Bourke, Rape: a History from 1860 to the Present Day (London: Virago, 
2007), 407.
44	  Deposition enclosed in W. H. Wiseman, 11 November 1857, to Colonial Secretary.
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‘A Fate Worse than Death’: 
Linkages between Hornet Bank and the 
Indian Rebellion
Other crises of Empire involving sexual violence, such as the 1857 Indian 
Rebellion, further sensationalised the manner in which sexual violence 
perpetrated against white women by Indigenous men was seen to threaten 
the sanctity and stability of the colonial enterprise. The Indian Rebellion 
commenced in May 1857, when sepoys of the British East India Company’s 
army mutinied in the town of Meerut, which then erupted into other revolts 
and civilian rebellions throughout northern India against the colonial 
rule of the British East India Company.45 In June–July 1857, the Siege of 
Cawnpore saw over two hundred British women and children captured by 
Indian forces and subsequently killed, with the British women reportedly 
raped before death.46 The contemporary British and colonial press fuelled a 
subsequent ‘eruption of sensationalised stories of sexual violence by colonised 
men against white women’, with reports emerging from India characterised 
by ‘accounts of savage, sexualised slaughter of white femininity’.47 

The Siege of Cawnpore was first reported in the Moreton Bay Courier in the 
same week the events at Hornet Bank took place. The article detailed how, 
when captured by Indian forces, ‘all the men were killed, and the women 
taken away for a worse fate’.48 This euphemistic phrase became the common 
descriptor of events of interracial rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against 
British women in both Australia and India, constructing interracial rape as 
a ‘fate worse than death’ for colonial women and thus establishing linkages 
between the events occurring in two separate colonies.49 This connection 
has been explored in-depth by both Woollacott and Mitchell in the context 
of gender ideals and imperial connections between metropole and colony.50 
However, it is helpful to explore this connection in the context of considering 
how Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences were explicitly framed by 
white settlers in order to engage with ongoing broader imperial discussions 
about the stability of the colonial project and the need to protect women’s 
‘honour’ at all costs, even if it meant women’s own self-sacrifice. 

45	  Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest’, 316. 
46	  Woollacott, ‘Imperial Conquest’, 316.
47	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire, 44; Mitchell, ‘”Great difficulty”’, 57–58. 
48	  ‘India’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 31 October 1857, 3. 
49	  Harris, ‘The “Terror of the Law”’, 23.
50	  Woollacott, Gender and Empire; Mitchell, ‘”Great difficulty”’.
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The first newspaper article following the events at Hornet Bank, published 
in the North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, explicitly linked 
the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary to the rape narratives emerging 
from India about the behaviour of ‘the Infidel Sepoys’, detailing how ‘the 
unfortunate mother and her helpless daughter … were treated in the same 
brutal manner as the Infidel Sepoys did the ladies and children in India’.51 
The Drayton Correspondent in the Moreton Bay Free Press also linked the 
events in an article published in mid-November 1857 which read: 

Little did we imagine that when reading the horrible indecencies 
inflicted upon, and the subsequent butchery of, one hundred and 
seventy-nine women and children at Cawnpore, that a tragedy of 
similar nature was being enacted at our very doors.52 

Even nine months after the events at Hornet Bank, colonial newspapers 
continued to establish strong parallels between the ongoing Indian Rebellion 
and local events. A letter to the editor of the Sydney Morning Herald in June 
1858 described ‘circumstances of atrocity in [the] case of that unfortunate 
Fraser family equal in barbarity and cruelty to anything we have heard of 
the sepoys doing’.53 Similarly, in a letter to the Colonial Secretary, pastoralist 
Walter Lamb detailed how the Yiman had ‘murdered the Frasers’ and had 
‘been committing atrocities only equalled by those of Sepoys in India’.54 
Whilst Lamb did not explicitly state that Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 
had been raped, his comparison between the actions of the Yiman and 
the Indian rebels in committing ‘the most frightful atrocities’ upon white 
women in colonial settings would have automatically conjured the image of 
violated white femininity.55 

The concept of interracial rape serving as a ‘fate worse than death’ for white 
women on the frontier was not only evoked in newspaper articles about 
Hornet Bank and the Indian Rebellion but was also apparent in settlers’ 
expressions of their fears for their own wives and children’s honour on 
the frontier. Settler Charles Robert Haly stated in an 1861 parliamentary 
debate that, for months after Hornet Bank, he ‘slept with a dagger under 
his pillow to plunge into the hearts of his wife and children to save them 

51	  ‘Frightful Murders by the Blacks, at the Upper Dawson River’, The North Australian, Ipswich and 
General Advertiser, 10 November 1857, 4. 
52	  ‘Horrible Massacre by the Blacks on the Dawson’, The Moreton Bay Free Press, 18 November 1857.
53	  ‘To the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 15 June 1858, 3. 
54	  Walter Lamb, 14 December 1857, to Colonial Secretary Charles Cowper, State Library of Queensland, 
Colonial Secretary Correspondence. Item 57/05004.
55	  Lamb, 14 December 1857, to Colonial Secretary.
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from a fate worse than death’.56 His brother-in-law, Thomas Murray-Prior, 
then Surveyor General for the Upper Dawson/Burnett district, was similarly 
concerned for his wife and children, particularly when they were left without 
patriarchal protection, describing in his memoirs how: 

business took me then a good deal from the station—when I came 
home, I used to canter pretty sharply to the top of the ridge from 
which the place was visible with my heart in my mouth, fearing for 
my wife and children.57 

As Jessie Mitchell has argued, ‘gory tales from Kanpur…had become part 
of an Australian vernacular’, a vernacular which Martha, Elizabeth, and 
Mary’s rape was moulded to fit into.58 Both rape narratives emerging from 
India and the early reports on Hornet Bank engaged with gendered ideals 
that depicted British women as vulnerable and pure, with their rape at the 
hands of ‘savage Indigenous men’ equally a violent affront to the idealised 
future of British colonies, and justification for brutal vengeance killings. 
Notably, in all these narratives, Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences 
and identities became conflated with those of all imperial women in the 
colonies, to be interpreted as any white settlers’ ‘unfortunate mother and 
helpless daughters’ in danger of being ‘violated’ by Indigenous men.

A Strategic Form of Silence and the Use 
of Euphemism
As evidenced in the newspaper articles and narratives that minimised the 
realities of the rape of white women in British colonies, the use of euphemism 
by white men was a strategic form of silence that played on and exaggerated 
imperial anxieties about female vulnerability to rape.59 Whilst exaggerating 
imperial anxieties about interracial rape, euphemism also operated to leave 
the reader’s imagination open to a wide range of possibilities, including—
but not limited to—the most extreme forms of violence. Following 

56	  Parliamentary debate as published in Queensland Guardian, 27 July 1861, as cited in Noel Loos and 
Henry Reynolds, ‘Aboriginal Resistance in Queensland’, Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 22, 
Issue 2 (1976), 217.
57	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 44.
58	  Mitchell, ‘“Great difficulty”’, 60. 
59	  ‘The Massacre at Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 
8 December 1857; ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay 
Courier, 14 November 1857, 3; A. Meston, ‘The Tragedy of Hornet Bank’, The World’s News (Sydney), 
17 February 1923, 14. 
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Hornet Bank, The Moreton Bay Courier reported ‘circumstances of peculiar 
atrocity’ and ‘scenes of such barbarity’, detailing how Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary were ‘subjected to gross insult and cruelty’ before ‘they also were 
slaughtered’.60 Deploying similar language, William Miles, second to arrive 
at the scene of the massacre alongside Thomas Boulton, wrote to the Sydney 
Morning Herald, detailing how ‘Mrs Fraser and her eldest two daughters 
[were] treated in the most barbarous and revolting manner’.61 Referring to 
women who had been raped as ‘violated’, or as rape as a ‘gross insult and 
cruelty’ and ‘unspeakable atrocities’ obscured the reality of what violence 
had actually occurred, an act of rape. 

This strategic form of silence became part of the established colonial discourse 
surrounding incidences of interracial rape on the Queensland frontier, 
reinforcing men’s control over discussions surrounding and representations 
of interracial rape. The sexual violence committed against Martha, Elizabeth, 
and Mary was couched within language that reflected Victorian attitudes 
towards sexuality and speakability that, in rendering the rapes unspeakable 
in actual detail, not only undermined the identity and experiences of the 
women, but upheld interracial rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against 
white women as the worst crime imaginable for white men.62 Rosa Praed, 
daughter of Thomas Murray-Prior, summarised this idea in detailing that 
‘danger never seems to come home to Englishmen till it’s a question of their 
women being killed—and worse’.63 This language also worked to create a 
kind of reverse euphemism whereupon rape was constructed as worse than 
death for white women.64 This reverse euphemism, reflective of ideas about 
rape, honour and chastity for white women, continued to be deployed 
throughout the colonies during the second half of nineteenth century in 
relation to colonial sexual violence—reflecting the cultural currency of such 
notions and language. As Kaladelfos’ research into sexual violence, race, and 

60	  ‘Ipswich (from our own correspondent)—Massacre by the Blacks’, The Moreton Bay Courier, 
14 November 1857, 3.
61	  W. Miles, ‘To the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 November 
1857, 8. 
62	  For more about Victorian attitudes towards sexuality, sexual violence and speakability, see H. G. 
Cocks, Nameless Offences: Homosexual Desire in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2009); William Cohen, Sex Scandal: The Private Parts of Victorian Fiction (North Carolina: Duke University 
Press, 1996).
63	  Praed, My Australian Girlhood, 81. 
64	  This is a reverse euphemism in the sense that rape, which would arguably be ‘better’ than murder 
due to one’s death, was constructed as worse than death for white women.
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manliness in colonial New South Wales has revealed, it was ‘believed that 
for women of “pure chastity and refinement of feeling” rape was an offence 
greater than murder’.65

This reverse euphemism functioned to attempt to keep white women terrified 
due to their supposed vulnerability on the frontier and thus maintained the 
need for their patriarchal protection, and the protection of their honour, 
by white men through any means possible. Both the behaviour and records 
of white women from the Upper Dawson reflected the currency of these 
attitudes, such as Mrs Scott’s constant wearing of a revolver, or Praed’s 
statement, reflecting on Hornet Bank, that: 

I know many Australian women, who, in the same extremity, would 
have defended themselves to the last, with shot or steel, and 
would have turned the pistol or knife to their own bosoms ere they 
fell into the hands of the savages.66 

Praed’s statement here would have been influenced by her father’s own 
writings, which deployed language common to representations immediately 
following Hornet Bank, describing Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary as having 
been ‘horribly abused’.67 Murray-Prior also engaged with a strategic silence 
about interracial rape in his writings, refusing to offer exact details of the 
rapes and murders. Instead, he stated that ‘it is better to draw a veil over 
a scene which cannot be described’.68 Even nearly fifty years later, Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary were remembered as being ‘diabolically treated’—but 
also stripped of their individual identity, instead reduced to the category of 
‘the mother’ and ‘her daughters’, not named but instead remembered due 
to their position relative to their reproductive capacity and assigned gender 
role.69 Exaggerating the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary via the use of 
euphemism, as well as disavowing them of their individual identities and 
instead identifying them through their feminine reproductive roles, meant 
that the events at Hornet Bank could be interpreted as a threat to all white 
settlers on the frontier and thus increase fear and anxiety in the district 
about the fate of all white women. 

65	  Kaladelfos, ‘The “Condemned Criminals”’, 701. Notably, in the same year as the rape and murder 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary, debates about whether to keep the death penalty for the crime of rape 
were occurring in the New South Wales parliament with retentionists evoking this idea of rape being 
worse than death for white women.
66	  Rosa Campbell Praed, Australian Life: Black and White (London: Chapman and Hall, 1885), 42.
67	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 28.
68	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 28.
69	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901.
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Whilst Murray-Prior metaphorically ‘drew a veil over’ the realities of 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s experiences, other settlers performed 
strategic silencing and stripped the three of their individual identities in 
a more physical manner. As Miles and Boulton detailed in their depositions 
following their arrival at the scene of the massacre, ‘the women were violated 
previous to their murder’, and, in order to preserve any remaining semblance 
of their modesty and respectability, they ‘covered over the bodies of the 
women that evening’.70 Only Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s bodies were 
shrouded prior to their burial the next day, with the unviolated bodies of the 
brothers and youngest sisters left uncovered. Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 
also remained unnamed and were deidentified in Miles’ deposition. Miles 
and Boulton’s euphemistic detailing of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s raped 
bodies, which were then shrouded, established a sensationalised image that 
was circulated throughout the colony in newspapers—an image which, in 
covering the violated bodies, obscuring the identities of the raped mother 
and daughters and using euphemism to describe their rape, exaggerated the 
horror of the events at Hornet Bank. Whilst Ferres has argued that white 
settlers’ ‘indignation at the killings installed the figure of the raped white 
woman as an icon of the crisis in colonial authority it signified’, the literal 
shrouding of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s bodies, the strategic silence 
and euphemism deployed in relation to their experiences of rape, and their 
deidentification, further demonstrates the manipulation and violation of 
these women’s bodies and selves by white men for their own purposes.71 

The shrouded body of a ‘violated’ young white woman, covered to protect 
her modesty after being subjected to an unspeakable crime, was a powerful 
image white men deployed in relation to Hornet Bank in order to fuel 
settler anxieties about the place of white women on the frontier, and the 
stability of the colonial project. The raped white woman, stripped of her 
individual identity, became another way for white men to shroud subsequent 
settler violence against Indigenous Australians enacted under the guise of 
‘patriarchal protection’. The extreme physical violence deployed by white 
settlers towards the Yiman following Hornet Bank reflects an ideology of 
violent frontier patriarchal 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. Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary 

70	  The depositions of William Miles and Thomas Boulton were reproduced in ‘The Massacre at 
Hornet Bank Station’, The North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser, 8 December 1857.
71	  Ferres, ‘Sites of memory and history’, 181. 
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Fraser’s experiences and identities were transformed and transmuted by 
white settlers such as William Fraser who, at the makeshift graves of his 
mother and sisters: 

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.72

Under the pretence of fulfilling his patriarchal duty to ‘avenge’ the violation 
of the women and girls under his protection, William Fraser, alongside 
his brother Sylvester, then embarked on his ‘eighteen months of warfare’ 
resulting in the massacre of hundreds of Yiman people.73 Whilst supposedly 
enacting this violence on behalf of his raped and murdered mother and 
sisters, the identities of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary quickly faded from 
memory, replaced by the figure of the masculine avenger, protecting all 
white women from the dangers of the frontier. 

The responses following the rape of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser 
reflected the clearly demarcated gender roles on the frontier that were 
bound up in cultural discourses surrounding race and gender in colonial 
society. White settlers’ euphemistic stories and representations of interracial 
rape perpetrated by Indigenous men against white women at Hornet Bank 
fed into the wider culturally scripted fear of white women’s supposed 
vulnerability to rape on the colonial frontier—a script that was upheld across 
the British Empire, and that highlighted the linkage between idealisations 
of femininity and the stability of the colonial project within this period.

These discourses, and the euphemistic language used to describe the rape 
of Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary Fraser that depicted them as gendered, 
racialised bodies devoid of individuality, framed white women as vulnerable 
and in need of protection, establishing that white men were bound to 
protect them or punish their violators in the case of assault, with both 
actions bound up in ruthless violence. Yet, at Hornet Bank in 1857, it was 
not only the act of interracial rape which was exploited by white men to 
arouse colonial passions, but also the dead and violated bodies of Martha, 
Elizabeth, and Mary which were revealed in the nineteenth-century written 
archive to have been utilised purely as ciphers by white patriarchs for their 
own violent purposes. This article has sought to give prominence 165 years 
later to victims of the ‘unspeakable atrocities’ in the Hornet Bank narrative 

72	  Red Gum, ‘Ipswich During the Sixties—No. XX’, The Queensland Times, 7 May 1901. 
73	  Murray-Prior, Memoirs, 44.
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and to restore Martha, Elizabeth, and Mary’s personhood, individuality, 
place and experiences as real historical women on the fledging Queensland 
frontier in the mid-nineteenth century. Raped and murdered by Yiman 
men, then overlooked and exploited by white settlers in death, they are 
reinserted here back into the narrative from which they never should have 
been removed.
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