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This book has been described, on the back cover, as majestic, of ‘shimmering 
prose’ and as a ‘masterpiece of historical writing that takes your breath away’. 
It  is indeed a masterpiece of historical writing based on extraordinarily wide and 
deep research. Geology, archaeology, anthropology, geography and the analysis of 
paintings and photographs are among the scientific and artistic qualifications one 
needs to adequately represent this complex history and Karskens possesses or utilises 
them all. Her treatment is entirely contemporary. Her formal but lightly inflected, 
jargon-free prose is a joy to which we would all do well to aspire. She writes of the 
complex Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds, ‘with ancient roots, intersecting, 
crisscrossed, cut through and connected by race, gender, class and culture, by 
loyalties and hostilities emerging and shifting over time’ (p. 3). Men and women are 
treated equally, as are convicts and settlers, masters and servants, great and humble 
dwellings, commoners and strangers, the rich and poor, work and pleasure, sacred 
and profane, law abiding and criminal. It is no wonder that the book is enormous 
(525 pages of text, 49 of sources and 24 of index) but it does not seem too long, 
for every page brings new information or a well-observed, pungent or affectionate 
comment. What makes the work truly contemporary is  that it carries no grand 
narrative. If there is a clear message, it is that Karskens is inviting her readers at 
every point to look for a difference, subtlety, anomaly and fine distinction. This 
is a profound study and a  model for any and all young historians writing any 
kind of social history. The  book, and Karskens herself, has won many awards, 
including the NSW Premier’s Prize for History, and the NSW State Library’s Coral 
Thomas Fellowship.
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The only contemporary resource that this book does not utilise to any extent is oral 
history. A lot of important information is still held by descendants of nineteenth-
century residents of the Nepean–Hawkesbury river system, especially by those 
families who have carried out their own archival research. Karskens does not draw 
much from Anglo oral sources, and from Aboriginal virtually none. It is odd that 
the decades-long division between those who ‘do’ oral history and those who don’t 
remains entrenched even in a work of this quality.

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples are also, of course, treated equally and, where 
appropriate, together. This was a particularly important decision that reinforces the 
overdue trend of recent years by which ‘Aboriginal’ history, at least in urban settings, 
is no longer a subject in itself, but is rather better thought of as a ‘colonial interface’ 
or, to put it less academically, a shared history. Ironically, though, no sooner had 
historians been persuaded to treat urban societies as a whole than the communities 
began to diverge again. Apart from disputes with shire councils and the interpretation 
of the Land Rights Act 1983, in the last decade Aboriginal communities have 
become progressively concerned with their own internal histories of family, clan and 
incorporated association, in which the input of the non-Indigenous are more or less 
irrelevant. In the last decade it has become possible, even desirable, for scholars to 
research not the exterior but the interior histories of urban Aboriginal communities. 
To this extent these studies may return as the subject for the anthropological rather 
than historical investigations that they were until the 1970s. Nor is that an easy task. 
Today’s Aboriginal society, for those who live it and those who involve themselves in 
it, is not for the faint-hearted. I confess to a little envy of those historians who can 
still write about a period of Aboriginal history in which every second sentence they 
write will not be contested by someone!

I have only one reservation about the book. In the last few pages Karskens seems to 
me to invoke or elevate a kind of Indigenous neo-nobility. Five decades after their 
lands were invaded, Karskens rejoices that that the songman Wulatji could sing 
a beautiful celebration of the Aboriginal inheritance in the 1840s, beginning ‘Ours 
is the place’, that she paraphrases as ‘where sacred mountains and high places join 
earth to sky, where weapons are laid down and where fierce eagles live happily with 
ground-dwelling wallabies’. These words, she reflects, are ‘profoundly insistent on 
the immutable truth about Country, possession and belonging’. Indeed Karskens 
after so many years of research and 520 pages is entitled to a purple passage or 
two. But more restrained, and more accurate, are her words at the end of a long 
chapter on Family Survival: ‘What was happening on Dyarubbin [the Hawkesbury] 
was a slow evolution, a working out in place and time, and the emergence, over 
generations, of different ways to be Aboriginal on the river’ (p. 393).

For in truth Wulatji’s conceptions of the Indigenous universe were not immutable 
but for 100 years changed and steadily declined. For several decades the urban 
spiritual traditions were so threatened that they were lucky to survive at all. 



181

PEOPLE OF THE RIVER

Many  people whom I interviewed in the History of Aboriginal Sydney project 
reported that their grandparents had deliberately put their old ways and beliefs 
behind them because they were finished. There were many excellent reasons to have 
done so that I will not pursue here, but by 1950 I suspect that perhaps half the 
people who were entitled by today’s norms to identify openly as Aboriginal did 
not do so (though perhaps most of their descendants do now). To do no more 
than to keep one’s identity a family secret was one way of ‘being Aboriginal on the 
river’. Another was to participate in the growing secularisation of Aboriginality by 
which shared extended family, self-identification, common interests and association 
became more important than the deeply informed spiritual association with country 
that Wulatji undoubtedly possessed. In the twentieth century, phenomena like Abo 
Call, the Freedom Rides and the Land Rights legislation popularised but continued 
to secularise Aboriginality as the urban political force we recognise today rather than 
one that is deeply philosophical.

Self-identification, familial connections and common interests are, of course, 
perfectly valid forms of belonging. But these are different from ‘the immutable 
truth about Country, possession and belonging’. To elevate contemporary urban 
Aboriginality as something approaching the deeply spiritual stasis for which Anglo 
Celtic Australians seem hungry does neither side any good. We historians should 
beware of encouraging it.
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