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For my grandmother, Clarie Coleman, who always warned me that I was 
a ‘bloodthirsty creature’.
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I fi rst developed the idea for this book around 2001 after visiting the Abrolhos 
Islands. It was on these pristine islands almost four centuries earlier in 1629 
that the infamous Batavia mutiny took place. I was appalled and intrigued by 
this most bloodthirsty of all Australian mass murders and multiple hangings. 
Closer to home I was also disturbed to learn about the hanging of John Gavin 
in Fremantle during April 1844. Th e fi fteen-year-old boy had been executed 
and secretly buried only a few metres from where I was then working at the 
University of Notre Dame in Western Australia. Soon afterwards, on yet 
another tourist trip to the historic convict-built Fremantle Prison with a 
visiting relative, I was struck by the fact that more than forty people from all 
over the world ended their lives in that one darkened chamber. Th e idea for 
this book emerged from a desire to explore Australian history through the 
lives, crimes and deaths of these men and women. 

Th is book begins with the hanging of Barrabong and Doodjeep from a 
sturdy gum tree in 1840 and ends inside Fremantle Prison in 1909, where 
Martha Rendall’s corpse swings slowly in the confi nement of the dark 
pit beneath the gallows. Although nineteen more people will hang after 
her it is the end of an era, and not just because she was the last woman 
hanged. It is eighty years since Captain Fremantle fi rst stepped ashore 
in 1829 and claimed the whole western third of the Australian continent 
in the name of the British Crown. Th e Swan River Colony has become 
the state of Western Australia. Traditional Aboriginal people have been 
displaced by a new European-derived society born of sweat, blood and 
noble intent. And more than a hundred miscreants have been hanged to 
maintain British law and order.
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Writing in my offi  ce in the ‘historic West End’ of Fremantle, the 
remnants of this history were all around me. Just outside were the steps 
to the Roundhouse and Arthur’s Head, where young John Gavin had been 
broken at the end of a rope on Easter weekend of 1844 – the fi rst European 
to be hanged under British law in Western Australia. Th e earthly remains 
of that young murderer lay beneath the sand hills that run from Arthur’s 
Head towards the few broken pieces of the old Fremantle Jetty that still 
stick out like rotting teeth from the water at low tide. I would sometimes 
sit on those sand hills to have my lunch and gaze into the Indian Ocean. 
I often spared a thought for John Gavin, who had been hanged before his 
sixteenth birthday.

On Cliff  Street, the very same street my offi  ce was located, also stands the 
Old Convict Establishment, now a Maritime Museum. Inside the museum 
are a skull and partial skeleton of one of the more than one hundred victims 
of Jeronimus Cornelisz’s mutinous reign of terror – the person was hacked to 
death with a cutlass on the Abrolhos Islands in 1629. Th e hanging of Cornelisz 
and his confederates from an improvised gallows on a windswept beach of 
the Abrolhos was Australia’s fi rst recorded hanging, and a multiple hanging 
at that. Th e condemned had been tortured, to obtain full confessions, prior 
to execution. In all, the remains of seven convicted murderers and mutineers 
were left hanging under a blazing sun as the Indian Ocean lapped against the 
treacherous Abrolhos reefs.

Also on Cliff  Street, towards what was once the ocean and is now the 
Esplanade Park, there previously stood the store of George French Johnson, 
who died following a duel with William Nairne Clark during August 1832. 
Clark was found not guilty of manslaughter, but left the colony a few years 
later. Johnson’s store was closed down, although eight months later an 
Aboriginal man named Domjum was shot dead trying to break in and steal 
food. It was Domjum’s death that led his brother Yagan towards his own fatal 
confrontation with white settler society. Th e now infamous deadly encounter 
between Yagan and two young Swan River settlers is symbolic of the entire 
tragic encounter between the original inhabitants of Western Australia and 
the society that dispossessed them. Th e consequences still linger today.

Finally, to the east of my old offi  ce on the outer fringes of ‘Old Fremantle’ 
is the Fremantle Prison, whose modern gallows (built in 1888) took the lives 
of forty-three men and one woman before it swung open its fatal trapdoor for 
the last time. In all, between 1840 and 1964, 154 human beings forfeited their 
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lives at the end of a rope in Western Australia, with almost a third of those 
executions taking place in the tiny port town of Fremantle. 

In April 1915, only six years after Martha Rendall died upon the Fremantle 
gallows, Australian troops stormed another distant shore. After the sacrifi ce 
at Gallipoli the Federal Commonwealth of which Western Australia was a 
reluctant inductee apparently started to feel like a nation. Among those young 
men whose blood was needlessly mixed with Mediterranean sand and Turkish 
dirt at the Dardenelles were many West Australians. In all, more than 6,000 
‘Sons of the West’ would be killed, and 11,000 horribly wounded, before the 
Great War ended. Ironically, back home there was a noticeable downturn in 
the number of public executions. Indeed, in the eight-year period between 
25 April 1915 and March 1923 there was not a single hanging in the state. Th is 
was, in fact, the longest break in public executions in Western Australia’s 
history since 1840.1 

Th e fi rst convoy of Anzacs had sailed from Albany on 1 November 1914. 
Sitting below decks on a troopship carrying them to the battlefi elds of World 
War One, perhaps some of the West Australian men aboard may have felt a 
sense of history. Th e trip to Egypt, where the Anzacs trained, was long and 
boring. Th e men apparently swapped stories with one another, and fortifi ed 
themselves against the challenges they were about to face. Perhaps as the 
various troopships cut across the Indian Ocean some of these young Anzacs 
may have wiled away the hours at sea by retelling the terrible story of the 
Batavia mutiny of 1629. I wonder if they waited until night and the lulling 
of the ship on the dark sea before embarking upon the tale of Jeronimus 
Cornelisz and murder most foul. 

I also wonder if these young West Australians were aware of John Gavin? 
What did they know of Captain Fremantle’s naked 1829 ‘show and tell’ 
encounter with the Indigenous inhabitants of the area that would eventually 
bear his name? Could they recall the Afghan cameleers who once carried water 
to the Eastern Goldfi elds? Had they heard of Tagh Mahomet or his murder 
in the Coolgardie Mosque? What did these young men know of their history, 
of crime and punishment, life and death, and of the struggle to establish 
the ‘Swan River Colony’ on Australia’s westernmost frontier? Th is then is a 
history of the people who made Western Australia, and of the beautiful and 
brutal country that made them.
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Warning

WARNING: 

Th is book contains stories about people who were murdered or executed in 
extremely violent circumstances. Th is book may not be culturally appropriate 
for some Aboriginal people.
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On the morning of his hanging young John Gavin’s executioners worried 
that the skinny teenage boy’s neck wouldn’t break. Th ey feared that instead 
he would hang twisting at the end of the noose, wetting his pants in terror 
as he was slowly throttled to death. Th e assembled Fremantle townspeople 
who had trundled up to Arthur’s Head to observe the Swan River Colony’s 
fi rst offi  cial hanging of a European were expecting to watch in silence as 
John Gavin died quickly and quietly at the end of a rope. Th ey had come to 
see the public spectacle of a murderer hanged. No one wanted to witness a 
frightened, fi fteen-year-old boy go to a slow agonising death, his eyes bulging 
and itching under the hangman’s hood as he slowly lost his battle with the 
suff ocating noose. And so Sheriff  Stone, whose job it was to supervise 
the public execution of the young murderer, made the decision to weigh 
down John Gavin’s legs so that his neck would break as soon as the rope 
snapped tight. 

Having solved the technical problem of killing him quickly, Sheriff  
Stone then discovered that John Gavin was unable to walk to the gallows. 
Th e terror of his impending death immobilised him. Instead the teenaged 
boy had to be gently assisted as he ambled towards the execution platform. 
By sunset on 6 April 1844, Easter Saturday, John Gavin – or Johnny as 
he was known – was in a shallow grave in the sand hills that run along 
the southern foreshore nearby. His hanging was supposed to be a dignifi ed 
occasion of legal retribution; an eye for an eye, with the blessing of the 
Crown, the Governor and Almighty God. It turned out to be a particularly 
ignoble moment in the history of public execution in Western Australia; 
the most remote, hot and sandy periphery of the British Empire.

Introduction: Young John Gavin and the Spectacle of Death

xv
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John Gavin (sometimes recorded as Gaven) was a ‘Parkhurst Boy’, one of 
the troubled young males sent out from the infamous reformatory system 
in Britain to work in the colonies and help ease the acute labour shortage in 
Western Australia. Slavery had been abolished throughout the British Empire 
in 1833, and the founders of the Swan River Colony had not wanted to formally 
establish it as a convict colony – that other great source of cheap labour in the 
antipodes. As a result they were forced to depend upon indentured labour in 
establishing the settlement. But it was not enough.

No less than twelve shipments of Parkhurst Boys were sent to the Swan 
River Colony between 1842 and 1861. Of these, 334 boys were sent between 
1842 and 1853. Th e boys (some were as young as twelve) were serving sentences 
of three to fi ve years at Parkhurst before transportation. Offi  cially designated 
as ‘juvenile immigrants’ and apprenticed out to local farmers and businessmen, 
they were the fi rst (largely unacknowledged) convict workforce of Western 
Australia. One can only imagine how lonely and frightening their entry into 
the Swan River Colony must have been for them. Of their families, friends 
and the private worlds they left behind very little is known.1

Th e Parkhurst Boys were used to drive down the cost of labour. While 
their employers were compelled under the legislation governing the juvenile 
immigrant system to take care of their moral and religious instruction, as well 
as their material comfort and wellbeing, fi erce corporal punishment was meted 
out to any boy who was insubordinate, lazy, or troublesome. While some boys 
were given early freedom in return for their hard labour, others were punished 
for failing to live up to the expectations of their employers. According to the 
reports of Mr John Schoales, who was responsible for the boys in Western 
Australia, Parkhurst Boy ‘No.32’ was ‘incorrigible’ and was constantly being 
punished. Meanwhile boy ‘No.34’ was returned to the government by his 
employer because he was ‘too small and weak’.2

John Gavin was born in 1828 and started work as a ‘spoon polisher’ when 
he was still a child. He was no more than thirteen years old when he was sent 
fi rst to Parkhurst and then to Western Australia. Gavin arrived in Fremantle 
in 1843, was quickly apprenticed, and sent to work on a farm in the employ 
of John Pollard of North Dandalup (now Pinjarra). It was for the crime of 
murdering Pollard’s seventeen-year-old son George that Gavin was sentenced 
to death.3 

Gavin allegedly confessed to hitting George Pollard with an adze. He also 
confessed of conspiring to murder Mrs Pollard, although he had apparently 

xvi
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decided against it after killing George. Th ree of the four witnesses who appeared 
in court to testify against Gavin were relatives of the deceased (including 
Mrs Pollard, who had discovered her son’s bloody body in his bed). According 
to John Schoales, who as guardian of juvenile immigrants had the ‘melancholy 
duty’ to report the matter to the Governor, Gavin was sentenced to death in 
Fremantle on a Th ursday, spent Good Friday with ‘his ghostly adviser’ and 
promptly went to his death Saturday morning. Th e Perth Gazette reported 
that at eight in the morning the preparations for execution were complete:

Th e prison bell then began to toll, and the melancholy procession set off  from 
the condemned cell to the scaff old: the Sheriff  and his deputies and constables, 
the Rev. G. King, reading appropriate passages of Scripture, the prisoner, 
supported by Mr Schoales, and lastly, more constables closed the train. Th e boy 
was deeply aff ected and was assisted up the steps to the platform. From this 
time the proceedings were rapid, and at ten minutes after eight the cart moved 
forward, and the criminal was launched into eternity.4

John Schoales’s version of events, in his letter to the Governor, revealed the 
horror of the occasion:

At the boy’s earnest, passionate request I carried him to the scaff old and took my 
leave of him at the foot of the ladder. I am told that he suff ered little. I was not 
able to witness the death pangs. After hanging for an hour they transferred him 
to me and by my direction placed him in a decent shell and at 4pm I laid him 
without a rite of church in the sandhills south west of the jail.

Th e Perth Gazette off ered additional details, reminding readers that John 
Gavin’s body was so light that, ‘with humane attention, heavy weights were 
attached to the legs of the suff erer, a precaution the propriety of which was 
evinced in the fact that apparently the pangs of the unhappy boy were very 
few’. In other words, Sherriff  Stone conducted a good hanging – no choking 
rope. John Gavin’s body was cut down and buried in the sand hills by 
prisoners from the Roundhouse gaol.5 Th e Perth Gazette commented that on 
the western precipice of the Australian continent:

Th ere, without rite or ceremony, the remains of this miserable lad were 
inhumed, but though the place of his sepulchre be unknown to all, yet may 

xvii
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God grant that awful example made on so young a lad, may ever be before the 
minds of all of us young or old.6

Th e newspaper’s fi nal warning to its readers was that, ‘the boy’s faults were 
many – let them sleep in his grave’.7

Th e Roundhouse, the fi rst major public building in Fremantle – in front 
of which John Gavin died – was built on the edge of the Indian Ocean and 
overlooked the Swan River, the infant colony’s lifeline to the world. Th e gaol 
had been designed by Henry Willey Reveley, the colony’s civil engineer and 
a friend of the doomed English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. In the early days 
of the Colony the Roundhouse served as a warning, and a comfort, to the 
inhabitants of the small sandy settlement at Fremantle, reminding them by its 
dominating presence and the yellow glare of its limestone walls that British 
justice reigned there. During those foundation years the Roundhouse was the 
fi rst visible sign of civilisation new settlers could see as their ships cut in against 
the West Australian coastline. Nearly two centuries later the Roundhouse 
and the convict-built Fremantle Prison still mark out the historic boundaries 
of central Fremantle.

Exiled to remote Western Australia and exploited for his cheap labour, John 
Gavin had been denied a Christian burial after his execution. Such a policy on 
behalf of the British authorities – along with earlier ones regarding gibbeting 
felons, anatomising murderers and decapitating traitors – deliberately sought 
to exploit the anxieties of ordinary people regarding the afterlife.8 To this 
day John Gavin’s earthly remains are still interred in the sandhills near the 
Roundhouse. Tourists trudging through the ‘historic West End’ to soak up 
the atmosphere of its colonial heritage are given no indication that a fi fteen-
year-old murderer rests underfoot. His bones, like most of our history of 
crime and punishment, remain unacknowledged. 

::

Hanging has a gruesome pedigree. It began in tenth century Britain as an 
extremely public and deliberately slow punishment. Th e fi rst gallows were 
trees and in those days all that was needed was a strong branch and an 
unforgiving rope. Th e fi rst victims were choked to death. Th e intent was to 
extend the suff ering and humiliation of the condemned for long enough to 
amuse the crowd and impress upon them the cruel majesty of the law. It was 
this tradition of hanging that arrived in Australia with the First Fleet in 1788. 
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With time, however, social changes required more sophistication and 
delicacy in execution. Refi ned nineteenth-century ladies and gentlemen 
insisted upon reform. No more would a doomed criminal be paraded around 
town in a cart and publicly tormented prior to be being ‘launched into 
eternity’. Condemned cells were purpose-built beside new scientifi c gallows 
within model nineteenth-century prisons. Hanging became a quick, private 
and precise art. Specialist hangmen, rather than fellow prisoners looking 
for a reprieve, were employed. Th ese discrete men took their morbid means 
of making a living very seriously. Fine ropes were measured, weights taken, 
drops calculated, improved gallows arduously designed and constructed. Th e 
emphasis was on ritual effi  ciency and cold protocol. 

Yet despite the sterile pretence, hanging remained a barbarous act. No 
matter how much science was injected into the process, killing another 
human being remained intrinsically…human. Some prisoners faced their 
appointment with the rope with grim stoicism. But some still begged for 
life, forgiveness and mercy. People still shook with fear upon the scaff old. 
Trembling lips sometimes muttered fi nal prayers as well as farewells to loved 
ones. Afterwards, some condemned prisoners convulsed and twitched while 
dangling from the noose. Corpses wet themselves. No wonder that hangmen 
and prison warders who regularly witnessed hangings had a tendency to drink. 
Th ey had much to forget.

Which brings me to the purpose of this book. History is more than 
organised remembering. When we look at these cases of men and women 
facing death upon the gallows, at these instances of crime and punishment, 
we look deep into the soul of our society. We see our history at its most 
unedifying. And yet these horrible yet fascinating cases of murder – legal or 
otherwise – have much to teach us about ourselves. As Tim Castle has written 
with regard to nineteenth-century newspaper reports of executions in New 
South Wales, such stories ‘enable the modern reader to understand the ‘moral 
universe’ of colonial society, in which capital punishment was supported as a 
necessary part of maintaining secular social order, as well as conforming to 
contemporary beliefs about divine justice’.9

Western Australia was the fi nal frontier in the expansion and occupation 
of the continent by Europeans. Despite various Dutch, French and English 
expeditions since the seventeenth century, prior to 1829 no one had annexed 
‘New Holland’, as it was called, because no European power wanted it. Th e 
land was considered too wretchedly barren and inhospitable for habitation by 
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civilised people. One member of a 1818 French expedition to New Holland 
described the land as ‘a picture of desolation’ where ‘sterility and death’ reigned.10 
Th erefore, despite the infant colony at Sydney, after 1788 entire swathes of 
the continent stretching from the dry reaches of western New South Wales 
to the hills to the east of Perth, were entirely unexplored and unsettled by 
Europeans. In these places Aborigines continued to live as they always had, 
unmolested by people from the world of steel and steam.

All that changed when Captain Fremantle raised the British fl ag and 
erected a rudimentary fort at the mouth of the Swan River during May of 
1829 (on the site of a town that would soon be named after him). By that 
simple act Fremantle annexed one million square miles of land in the name 
of the British monarchy. Th is dubiously acquired possession, Western 
Australia, was ten times bigger than Britain and was protected by only a 
few lonely and bored soldiers of the Crown.11 Th e settlers who arrived soon 
afterwards in June of 1829 came carrying the intellectual baggage of imperial 
Europe in all its splendour. Th ey unpacked upon this continent not only their 
bedraggled possessions – hammers, clothing, rifl es, fl our and other items 
useful for colonisation – but also ideas about science and society. Books on 
Enlightenment philosophy, Christian morality, literature and life were carried 
aboard ships plying their way to the Swan River. 

European Australia was still in its infancy. Adelaide and Melbourne 
did not exist in 1829 when Fremantle and Captain James Stirling arrived to 
establish the Swan River Colony. Sydney and Hobart were convict outposts. 
Indeed, nearly half the white population of Australia were exiled prisoners 
of the British Crown.12 Nevertheless, the Europeans who settled Western 
Australia in 1829 were, for the most part, fanatically curious about their new 
home. Th ey explored their surroundings, enjoining the colonial project with 
a luminous idealism. Th ey collected samples of leaves and pressed fl owers to 
send home to friends and museum curators. Th ey observed the fauna and 
made noble attempts to describe, for example, the wonder of seeing a jumping 
kangaroo or a fornicating quokka for the fi rst time. Th e settlers also explored 
the local environment and cautiously regarded the Indigenous inhabitants.

Much of nineteenth-century Western Australian history is the story of a 
fragile outpost of the British Empire struggling to survive. Even the weather 
and parched environment seemed to conspire against the settlers. Despite 
numerous attempts to penetrate inland the white newcomers were continually 
driven back (by lack of water as much as anything else) and continued to 
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cluster near the coast. It really felt as though the Swan River Colony, wedged 
between the Indian Ocean and a vast desert, was perched upon the edge of 
the earth. 

Given the remoteness of the colony, settlers naturally clung to ideological 
and political structures that anchored their society – Christianity, the Empire, 
and an abiding belief in the innate majesty and fairness of British law and 
order. Th e law provided certainty and safety in a place of isolation. Cases of 
murder and hanging were therefore only the most dramatic examples of a 
people struggling to build a new society on the margins of the known world. 

::

Th e All Saints’ Church of the Upper Swan stands on land that was fi rst 
‘settled’ by Frederick Chidley Irwin, who ruled the Swan River Colony during 
Governor James Stirling’s absence from 1832 until 1834. Irwin, a career soldier, 
had been decorated during the Napoleonic wars and was sent to Western 
Australia in 1829 as Captain of the 63rd Regiment. He was soon promoted 
to major and made commander of all military forces in the colony. A deeply 
religious man, Irwin donated to the Anglican Church an acre of land upon 
which Stirling and his men had camped during Stirling’s original exploration 
of the Swan River in 1827. Stirling had made it as far up the Swan as the 
modern suburb of Guildford before returning to his ship and England. He 
named the narrow waterway near where All Saints now stands Ellen Brook, 
in honour of his wife. Th e foundation stone of the All Saints’ Church was laid 
in 1839 – a decade after the offi  cial arrival of British settlers. 

Visiting the quaint church a few years ago I walked upon its heavy creaking 
wooden fl oorboards, where the saw cuts of the settlers who built it are still 
visible, and was struck by a simple memorial plaque on the wall.

In memory of James Minchin who came to the Swan on the ship ‘Caroline’ 
12th October 1829. Buried on the riverbank 20th July 1837, beside fi ve other 
settlers who were killed by natives before this church was built. Aged 38 years. 
Descendants to the 5th generation have erected this memorial as a token of 
esteem – 1st  November 1936.

Gazing upon the plaque I was much moved by it. I imagined these brave 
pioneers leaving kith and kin in Britain and embarking upon a journey to 
the ends of the earth in search of hope, prosperity and land. Instead they 
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found, not the uninhabited paradise they had been promised, but a rugged 
countryside occupied by Aborigines armed with spears. I sympathised with 
the local Aborigines – who, after all, were defending their ancestral inheritance 

– but I also felt sympathy for these dead settlers, cut down in a country they 
never had a chance of comprehending.

Except that James Minchin was not killed by Aborigines at all. Leaving the 
Church I came across an information sheet explaining that James Minchin 
died, not from Aboriginal spears, but ‘as a result of swallowing a bone’. Th e 
only real dispute, according to the Church’s information leafl et, was what kind 
of bone it was that killed him – ‘Some say a chicken bone, others say a fi sh 
bone.’ I walked back into the Church to check the plaque again and noticed 
that while it implied, by loose association, that Minchin had been killed by 
Aborigines, it did not actually state it. Unfortunately the site of the graves 
of the murdered settlers, and details of the circumstances which led to their 
deaths at the hands of local Aborigines, have been lost.

Th e entire episode got me thinking about the way in which we draw 
false inferences or mythologise our past. When the famous Elizabethan 
pirate and explorer Sir Walter Raleigh was being held prisoner in the 
Tower of London he dedicated his hours to writing a history of the world. 
Legend has it that Raleigh was well on his way to writing the second 
volume when he witnessed a fi ght between some workmen from the 
window of his cell. One of the men was beaten to death and Raleigh 
became obsessed with fi nding out the cause of the argument which had 
precipitated the violence. Despite the fact that he had actually been an 
eyewitness to the scuffl  e, its causes and motivations remained a mystery 
to him. As legend has it, Raleigh was so demoralised by his inability to get 
an adequate explanation that he set fi re to his unfi nished manuscript and 
abandoned his history of the world.

George Orwell, commenting upon this incident, wrote that if the legend 
of the burnt volume was not actually true then ‘it certainly ought to be’. Orwell 
refl ected on the professional dilemma that had ended Raleigh’s career as a 
historian (Raleigh’s other career as a courtier, explorer and colonist ended 
when he was beheaded in 1618). If historians cannot determine the truth and 
meaning of things that pass before their very eyes, what hope do they have of 
disentangling truth from myth in the past?

Orwell was, of course, himself a famous journalist and author of two of the 
most important pieces of political literature produced last century – Animal 
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Farm and 1984. Writing under the dark shadow of Nazism and at a time when 
Stalin’s Soviet Union was still expanding its ‘gulag archipelago’, Orwell feared 
for the future of the past. Comparing his own experience to that of Raleigh, 
Orwell wrote in 1944 that ‘up to a fairly recent date, the major events recorded 
in the history books probably happened’. He used, as his examples, the fact 
that it is safe to assume that the battle of Hastings was actually fought in 
1066 and that Colombus probably did arrive in America (although Colombus 
thought it was Asia) in 1492. Orwell contrasted this with the disputed facts of 
historical events during World War Two:

In no case do you get one answer which is universally accepted because it is true: 
in each case you get a number of totally incompatible answers, one of which 
is fi nally adopted as the result of a physical struggle. History is written by the 
winners. In the last analysis our only claim to victory is that if we win the war 
we shall tell less lies about it than our adversaries.13

For Orwell the truly monstrous thing about his times was that totalitarianism 
was undermining the very concept of objective truth – ‘it claims to control the 
past as well as the future’. It was this reworked phrase that appeared a few years 
later in his monumental 1984 – ‘who controls the past controls the future: who 
controls the present controls the past’. Orwell remained profoundly worried 
over how future historians would reveal or conceal the lies, propaganda and 
truth in history.

Reading Orwell I was struck by how troubled he would have been by 
contemporary debates in Australia over the meaning and momentum of 
our own history – not least of all in the area of relations between ‘settlers’ 
and ‘natives’ on the Australian frontier. Australian people agree on only 
the barest essentials regarding our shared past. We all acknowledge that 
the First Fleet arrived in 1788. But was Australia peacefully settled, or 
violently invaded by the British? Was Australia largely uninhabited land 
which the settlers were free to take and develop, or should prior Aboriginal 
sovereignty be meaningfully acknowledged in our history books and legal 
system? Was there an actual war on the Australian frontier, or only sporadic 
and inconsequential violent skirmishes which have been much exaggerated? 
Closer to home, did the violent clash between Aborigines and Governor 
Stirling’s men at Pinjarra in 1834 constitute a ‘battle’ or a ‘massacre’? And 
so on.

The Unforgiving Rope.indd   xxiiiThe Unforgiving Rope.indd   xxiii 18/3/09   2:06:46 PM18/3/09   2:06:46 PM



Introduction

xxiv

When J.S. Battye published his famous history of Western Australia in 
1924, he pointed out that confl icts with Aborigines loomed large over the early 
stages of the colony’s development.

Even the advocates of kindly treatment felt that drastic steps ought to be taken. 
As a result the history of 1833 and part of 1834 is practically the tale of native 
aggression and repulsion. Th efts were incessant, murders increasingly frequent, 
and the settlers lived in continual fear of an outbreak, a fear that was enhanced 
by their knowledge of the treacherous and cunning nature of the natives.14

While the language may trouble us now, this was an acceptable historical truth 
in 1924. More importantly, while the conquest of Western Australia was still 
afoot, relations between ‘native’ and ‘settler’ were at the forefront of debates 
about justice, crime and punishment. While the complex frontier cultures 
of resistance and accommodation that aff ected Aboriginal–white relations 
are only one aspect of our disputed history, the problem of a fractured and 
partisan understanding of Western Australia’s past remains. 

Crime and punishment are social constructs. Contending societies – Bardi 
and British for example – have diverging cultural notions of justice. Even 
within European society laws have been altered over time and what could get 
you hanged in 1607 might only get you a fi ne, or result in no legal sanction 
whatsoever, in 2009. Institutions of the law, and the notion of the equality 
of all people before the law, are the foundation upon which our civilisation 
supposedly rests. Yet, the law is not above history. It is contested terrain where 
issues of wealth, poverty, corruption, morality, religion and ethnicity are in 
constant creative tension. Th is book seeks to explore the dark social frontier 
between the law, the gallows and the history of Western Australia.

Western Australia was the last state in the nation to offi  cially do away 
with hanging. Although capital punishment was not abolished until 1983, 
the last man hanged was Eric Edgar Cooke, who went to the gallows on 
26 October 1964 in Fremantle Prison – 124 years after the fi rst public hanging 
(and gibbeting) at the Swan River Colony. Of Cooke much has already been 
written. His murder spree is largely credited with changing the way that people 
in Perth felt about their city and about crime. Prior to Cooke’s murderous 
rampage, Perth was considered a peaceful suburban backwater where people 
left their doors unlocked at night and the grim realities of the modern world 
were kept at bay. After Cooke’s capture, trial and execution, Perth people were 
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presumed to be a little less trusting, a bit more cautious, a touch fearful and 
‘modern’. Curtains were drawn, doors locked. Darkness descended upon the 
suburbs.

Cooke, however, was actually the forty-fourth person to be legally executed 
inside Fremantle Prison’s walls. More than three-dozen men and one woman 
had gone to the gallows before him. In all, 154 people were legally hanged in 
Western Australia between 1840 and 1964. Many of those executed committed 
crimes just as heinous and equally notorious in their own era. Some were 
hanged because they had killed for profi t, for vengeance, out of jealousy, 
because of misunderstanding or madness, or just because they thought they 
could get away with it. Others were hanged simply because the nature of the 
times and the prejudicial ideas of the age led them inexorably towards 
the gallows. 

Th ere could be no greater evidence of a society’s struggle with its historical 
demons than to look at who it hanged and why. Th is is a book about the 
history of colonial Western Australia. It is a history that has been made not 
just by noble proclamations, adventurous sea captains, stoic pioneers and 
imperial ambition, but also by murderers, thieves, rapists, and those who 
resolved to break their necks at the end of a rope.
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