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It is wise in the young
to forget the common world:

to be lost in the flesh
and the light shining there:
not to listen to the old
whose tune is fear and care – 

Judith Wright, ‘Age to Youth’ (1963) 





Introduction

Born in New England, New South Wales, in 1915, it is accepted wisdom 
that Judith Wright’s life could not have been foreseen. Forebears, 
siblings and cousins became pastoralists; Judith became a towering 
figure in Australian poetry. Though she received significant accolades, 
including the Grace Leven Prize (twice), the Asan World Prize and the 
Queen’s Medal for Poetry, honorary doctorates from several Australian 
universities, fellowship of the Australian Academy of the Humanities, 
and was once seriously considered as a future Australian Governor-
General, perhaps more impressive still is the extent to which her poetry 
has been read, studied and anthologised in Australia and around the 
world. In India, for instance, a sizeable body of academic literature 
devoted to her work has continued to expand since her death in 2000. 
Other facts underscore how remarkable Judith Wright’s life was, and 
how it seemed to defy the conventions of her upbringing, notably 
her partnership with the revolutionary but unrecognised philosopher 
Jack McKinney and her dedicated and high-profile involvement in 
campaigns for the environment and Aboriginal land rights. The 
questions ‘how’ and ‘why’ such a seemingly inexplicable life came into 
being have shaped discussion of the woman.1 

Biographers and literary critics have tended to view Judith Wright as 
a family aberration; a figure akin to the idealised Romantic poet who 
is born di�erent, detached from her society, inspired. In a variation 
of this narrative, others have suggested that Judith’s close relationship 
with nature, as a child, made her unusually reflective and responsive 
to the world.2 Some have isolated figures in the family tree who were 
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distinguished by their idealism, drive or empathy for the less fortunate, 
although their connection to Judith might seem remote.

The woman herself did much to shape her life narrative with the 
publication of her memoir Half a Lifetime (1999), two book-length 
studies and numerous essays explicating her family background, and 
through her participation in a series of interviews during the 1980s 
for the National Library of Australia (NLA). Conceived late in life, 
much of this material was organised according to her priorities then, 
focusing on that which she thought was important, skimming over 
that which was not. Judith had an understandable desire to provide 
an interpretation of her life, but her letters, written in old age, also 
reveal a discomfort with others pursuing her biography, and suggest 
that she wrote her memoir in part, at least, in order to control other 
interpretations. 

For Judith, biographical endeavour was not always virtuous. Why 
should people presume to look for meaning in her life, or iron out 
its inconsistencies? Why, when the more pressing issues of environ-
mental collapse and the violation of human rights, particularly those 
of Aboriginal people in Australia, were so important? Why did it 
matter just how she travelled her eighty-five years? Such questions 
seem more pressing now, with the centenary of her birth having just 
passed, sixteen years on from her death. They reflect the conflicts 
and compromises that haunt many in the comfortable and polluting 
‘First World’, for the problems that stirred Judith – the destruction of 
the Great Barrier Reef, climate change, racism in Australia  – have 
arguably only intensified. Perhaps nothing short of full-time activism, 
such as that in which Judith engaged in the later decades of her life, 
might be defensible in the circumstances.3

Why, then, biography? Why a biography of a person whose legacy 
seems to resist it? Whose intellectual contribution was, in part, a 
renunciation of the ego, an ethically rigorous directive to understand 
the experience and su�ering of others, and of natural environments, 
out of which one’s own life has grown?

My engagement with Judith Wright began as a secondary student, 
as it did for many. Drawn to her uncompromising poetry, I learnt that 
Judith had been a pioneering modern poet, introducing new themes 
and stylistic innovations to Australian audiences. The pre-eminent 
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literary critic on her work, Shirley Walker, calculated ‘it is di�cult 
to overstate the impact’ on Australian writing of her first collection, 
The Moving Image (1946).4 In poetry, throughout her life, Judith looked 
for truer means of expression, as in life she looked for truth more 
generally. Famously, this eventually even meant putting aside poetry 
for more direct social activity. 

Fascinated by Judith’s searching for truth in the world, I pursued 
doctoral studies in her non-fiction in the belief that her contribution as 
a public intellectual had not been properly recognised. I was impressed 
by the way that she used her background to highlight broader issues in 
Australian history and culture. She seemed to provide a personal and 
honest framework for navigating the conflicts between literature and 
real life, and one in which White Australians could reassess their own 
inheritance.

Discussions with Judith’s family revealed a necessarily more complex 
person, alerting me to some of the elisions in public accounts of her 
life, mostly of an inconsequential nature to my project, but which did 
suggest a woman comfortable with leaving out certain facts when they 
seemed to get in the way of a larger or more general truth. Of course, 
she was human, not an abstracted sense of ethical principles, and she 
was entitled to represent her personal and family history in the way 
that best navigated what may have been competing truths. 

Things became more complex still as I followed her trail, probing 
first-hand accounts, local histories, diaries and more-recently published 
Aboriginal histories to learn the story of her first Australian ancestors, 
the early colonialists George and Margaret Wyndham, whom Judith 
had written about in two books: Generations of Men (1959) and Cry for 
the Dead (1981). As is well known, the latter was an attempt to fill the 
gaps created by the former. Cry for the Dead emphasised how damag-
ing the colonial project had been to Indigenous people in Australia, 
and was written with the self-consciousness of a woman who had 
come to understand that she had been a beneficiary of such damage. 
Whereas in the first book Judith had appeared largely untroubled by 
her grandmother May’s assessment of George Wyndham as someone 
akin to the biblical Abraham, whose covenant with God had a�orded 
him a promised land, in the second she was much more critical of 
such mythology.
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And yet, a close examination of even that groundbreaking second 
history revealed that the Wyndhams were presented as exceptional 
amongst their peers for their interest in keeping away from colonial 
conflict. Even if they are presented as having acquiesced to 
dispossession, they apparently did not directly dispossess. They were 
better colonialists, in Judith’s rendering; in much the way her own 
grandmother and father were portrayed as benevolent pastoralists of 
their respective eras. The reader might have concluded that several 
generations of Wyndham Wrights exhibited, to a greater or lesser 
extent, the respect for Aboriginal people and care for the less fortunate 
and the natural landscape that Judith championed in the latter decades 
of her life.

And then, to my astonishment, I happened upon some facts that 
seemed to challenge that interpretation. These were not inconse-
quential facts. The more I looked, the more compelling her family 
history became. Judith’s grandmother May Wright and her father 
Phillip Wright, hugely important figures within her childhood, were 
involved in Australian public life and the construction of a rural 
conservative politics to a much greater extent than current literature 
on Judith showed. Their values were strongly informed by the colonial 
Wyndhams, but not in the way I had understood. Such revelations 
only seemed to take me further away from Judith Wright as I met her 
on the page. The gap between background and public figure seemed 
larger, and at the same time I could see how she had tried to downplay 
that gap. What was the missing link between her life and theirs? How 
should one understand her?

�

There has been only one full biography of Judith Wright: South of My 
Days (1998), written by literary academic and nun Veronica Brady, and 
its approach and findings have dominated discourse on the woman. 
Brady looked to the poet’s latter-day understanding of her life for its 
coherence, afterwards reflecting: ‘I thought that my task was to tell 
the story of her life as she would have told it herself ’.5 In doing so, 
she relied heavily on the pre-publication manuscript of Half a Lifetime 
(1999) and interviews with her subject. On even mildly controversial 
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subject matter, Brady asked Judith whether she should include it, or 
how exactly to do so. Judith seemed to anticipate this, explaining 
why she agreed to Brady above other biographer candidates: ‘my 
publishers at Collins warned me of various aspiring biographers and 
told me to get one at least under control before I can’t argue with 
their interpretations’. She did not want a biography, but if one were 
to be written she would rather be on friendly terms with the author. 
Brady would at least not be a ‘constant problem’, living as she did 
on the other side of Australia, in Perth.6 A warm and considerate 
rapport developed in their correspondence. In an irony instructive to 
sympathetic biographers, Judith took issue with Brady’s interpretative 
framework and, post-publication, attempted (unsuccessfully) to have 
her corrections to the biography printed by the publisher. She told 
family and friends that Brady gave the wrong impression of her 
upbringing and that she did not agree with the book. But would Judith 
have agreed with any biography? In fact, in the wake of Brady’s book, 
Judith hoped another would be written, modifying its impression. 
‘Everyone assures me there will be other biograph[ies]’, she told one 
friend.7 Brady’s pioneering work made her more open to the endeavour. 

As a way of understanding the woman, Brady argued that Judith 
came to her unconventional world views through a process of emo-
tional, intuitive realisation which had marked her from birth. ‘The 
saying has it’, she wrote, ‘that poets are born not made’.8 Describing 
episodes from Judith’s early childhood which showed a particularly 
acute response to injustice, Brady said that by the age of three she 
‘resisted the emotions of the crowd, implicitly understanding that life 
ought to be based on relationships between people’. Though she was 
‘born into privilege’, as a young child she began to understand that ‘her 
“place in the sun” might be at the expense of others’.9 Brady argued 
that Judith’s grandfather Albert had been a profound influence, for 
his diaries indicated a unique interest in and sympathy for Aboriginal 
people: his ‘intuition was to be at the centre of his granddaughter’s 
sense of herself ’. Though Judith never met her grandfather, who died 
when her father was one, and only began reading his diaries when 
she was thirty-one, for Brady, Albert was an example of the ‘unseen 
presences’ which filled Judith’s childhood. Others included trees, 
flowers, birds and animals – ‘all instinct with some mysterious life’.10
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In recent years there has been increased discussion of Judith’s 
biography, prompted especially by revelations of her two-decade long 
a�air with H.  C. ‘Nugget’ Coombs by Fiona Capp in My Blood’s 
Country (2010). Capp, a writer who had known Judith personally, used 
her own correspondence, interviews with relatives, Judith’s poetry and 
descriptions of the natural landscapes Judith lived within, to argue 
that she was principally shaped by these landscapes. Capp substantiated 
Brady’s depiction of Judith as intimately connected with nature, 
which was alive to her from her very earliest years. Charting the main 
interests in Judith’s life, and how these were reflected in her writing, 
Capp gave a rich sense of Judith’s emotional and physical landscapes. 

And yet, I still could not quite believe, I suppose, that broader 
cultural and historical forces, and her parents and family, whose 
influ ences were downplayed in these biographical works, had not also 
fundamentally shaped Judith. Poets, like all of us, are partly made, 
not wholly born, I might have ventured. The new material I was 
unearthing about Judith’s family members, compared to her portrayal 
of them, seemed, if anything, proof of their hold over her into old 
age; that they had ‘made’ her much more than had been recognised.

Existing accounts moved quickly from moments of trauma or 
illumination in her childhood years to early encounters with Jack 
McKinney at the age of twenty-eight, compressing Judith’s actual 
upbringing and maturation, and giving the impression that she was 
self-realised from a young age. What’s more, there seemed a significant 
absence in almost all accounts: Judith’s undergraduate career at the 
University of Sydney in the mid 1930s. In biographies of writers, 
authors tend to dwell on academic years, in the belief that such periods 
are intellectually formative, and that first encounters with other 
writers and publishing enterprises usually shape the writer’s work. But 
in the public telling of Judith’s life these years had been left almost 
completely unexamined.

Basic facts about them have been provided. Judith’s daughter 
Meredith McKinney, and editor of Half a Lifetime, Patricia Clarke, 
intro duced sections of With Love and Fury: Selected Letters of Judith 
Wright (2006), with biographical summaries, which included the 
following:
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Then, in 1934, she moved to Sydney to begin life on her own terms, as 

a student at Sydney University. Judith later remembered her three years 

at the university, studying English Literature, History, Psychology and 

Philosophy, as a time of happiness, friendships and freedom.11

Describing the years preceding and following in some detail, there 
is nothing in these letters from which McKinney and Clarke might 
have drawn to extend their discussion beyond those few lines. The 
collection skips from the letters Judith wrote as a child to those she 
wrote in her mid twenties, a period of fifteen years. In Meredith’s 
personal collection there are no letters from the period either, 
something she describes as ‘a mystery’, but one which may, in the end, 
simply be the result of Judith being less scrupulous about such matters 
during these years – a normal enough occurrence at that time of life.12 
In Judith’s extensive archive at the NLA there are no diaries, poems, 
or transcripts from her time as a university student, and no letters at 
all from her life before the age of thirty-three. Though biographical 
accounts have grappled with the relative dearth of primary material 
relating to Judith’s years immediately preceding the publication of The 
Moving Image (1946), of her three university student years in the mid 
1930s there appears to be precisely nothing. 

Judith did provide two limited accounts of the period, to which 
others have referred. In Half a Lifetime she dedicated seven out of 
296 pages to her time as a student, mostly as it transpired outside the 
lecture halls, giving the impression that it was a fun and simply frivol-
ous period of her life. Her NLA interviews o�er a similar emphasis. 
In both, Judith indicated that neither her lecturers nor her peers had 
aided her intellectual development or poetry in any significant way. 
She did reveal that she had written numerous poems as a student, none 
of which she was prepared to identify.

For her part, Brady regarded the university years essentially as an 
intellectual non-event, through which Judith’s pre-existing worldview 
and intellectual approach emerged unscathed by academic and social 
encounters. Accordingly, a mere eleven of her biography’s 500 pages 
are devoted to this time. Brady largely restated Judith’s impressions 
of this period, but also produced a number of inaccuracies that have 
led other critics to make unsubstantiated claims.13 For Capp also, the 
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university years did not represent a significantly a�ecting period in 
Judith’s life; she mentions only in passing that Judith studied and lived 
in Sydney. 

There have been two major literary studies of Judith’s work, 
Shirley Walker’s Flame and Shadow (1991) and Jennifer Strauss’ Judith 
Wright (1995), both of which have considered the years immediately 
prior to the publication of Wright’s first collection The Moving 
Image. Walker and Strauss a�rmed Judith’s own conviction that the 
most important influences on this book had been World War II and 
intellectual encounters with Jack in her late twenties, with the period 
before barely mentioned. Walker summarised the influence of Judith’s 
university career in a sentence and Strauss argued that the ‘first fruits of 
Sydney writing were not spectacular’; that without her return to New 
England, in the early 1940s, ‘nothing good might have come’ of her 
girlish desires to write accomplished poetry.14 None of the poetry or 
intellectual concerns of her student years were expanded on. Similarly, 
Brady remarked of Judith’s university poetry that it was of too poor a 
quality to be considered relevant to her later work.15

Nonetheless, over the past two decades, there have been strengthen-
ing calls for Judith’s life and work to be examined as one would those 
of a public intellectual; for her life beyond the boundaries of her 
successful poetry career to be considered, on the basis that it might tell 
us something more broadly about Australian cultural and intellectual 
history. Strauss initiated such discussion by stating, in 1995, that there 
had been a ‘relative neglect of Wright in works with some ambition 
to present Australia’s cultural history’, and pointed to her omission 
from Brian Head and James Walter’s influential edited work Intellectual 
Movements and Australian Society (1988).16 Similarly, in the wake of 
Brady’s biography, literary academic Philip Mead lamented that the 
intellectual networks which aided Judith’s development, and which 
she in turn helped shape, had not been seriously explored.17 Partly, this 
was due to the fact that the influences and allegiances in her career 
formed an ‘intense, contradictory matrix’, he ventured; however, such 
a discordant life might illuminate something of Australian culture 
over the same period. Judith’s evolving stance on nationhood, for 
instance, meant that she ‘contributed as powerfully to the critique 
of national identity as she did to its construction’, and that this is 
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in itself a powerful expression of the ‘bi-polar politics of Australian 
white identity’.18 Mead championed paying attention to the contours 
of Judith’s thinking, shaped by other figures and social contexts, 
rather than searching for an intellectual unity within it. It became a 
provocation for this book, and other studies on Judith Wright. 

In 2009 literary academic Brigid Rooney appeared to take up 
Mead’s challenge, documenting Judith’s interactions with other liter-
ary intellectuals and demonstrating how such pairings explained her 
intellectual development, in doing so undermining depictions of her as 
‘public prophet’ and ‘unworldly’ figure. Rooney argued that Douglas 
Stewart’s response to Judith’s early work, in which he assumed that she 
‘had emerged suddenly, without precedent, from the obscurity of the 
private realm’, had been formative in shaping a patriarchal framework 
for reading her work.19 Around the same time, Susan Sheridan, a 
scholar in postwar women’s writing, added that the lives of Australian 
women writers, including Judith’s, had been routinely misconstrued 
by both patriarchal and feminist readings. ‘Subtler instruments’, she 
wrote, ‘are needed to analyse the varying degrees of recognition that 
this cohort of women experienced when they began writing’. Of their 
early publishing experiences – which constitute that crucial make-or-
break period – we should be asking: ‘how did she come to see herself as 
a writer? How did she get started?…Who and what helped or hindered 
her?’ The focus of Sheridan and Rooney’s work, however, was on 
the years leading up to The Moving Image, which they considered the 
defining apprenticeship.20  

There was that gap, a period which to me seemed as potentially 
rich as (and possibly more experimental than) her late twenties. For, 
we knew, this was the time in which she first encountered innovative 
figures who did much to shape the intellectual landscape of Australia 
in the twentieth century; men such as the philosopher John Anderson, 
anthropologist A. P. Elkin, and the literary critic and inaugural editor 
of Australia’s first literary publication, Southerly, R. G. Howarth. What 
did she learn from them? Make of them? She had told us that her 
early poetry and attempts at journalism had been largely rejected by 
her peers. On what grounds? Was she already writing and thinking 
di�erently to her peers at university? How did such rejection a�ect her 
writing? What was the influence of other students, especially other 
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more dominant figures within the writing scene there? What was the 
e�ect of her encounters with such figures? I wondered if an explication 
of this relatively unexamined period, and what may have been intricate 
and strongly a�ecting networks – going beyond the existing few 
sentences published on these – might enable a better understanding of 
her life course and the formation of her intellectual approach.

�

As I began researching Judith’s three years at university I saw how this 
evidence, like that relating to her family history, challenged established 
understandings of her life and her work. Immersing myself in the 
world of mid 1930s Sydney University, hunting student publications, 
lectures, the published works of her lecturers, first-hand accounts, 
university transcripts, records and o�cial histories, I came to see that 
Judith’s emphases sometimes did not fit with the ‘facts’; that she was, 
for instance, not quite the ‘shunted’ poetess she had remembered, 
that in fact she had a presence as a writer at the University which 
has never been acknowledged. I came across thirteen columns Judith 
had written for the student newspaper which revealed a feisty and 
talented young writer and not one who, to put it mildly, was always 
sympathetic to society’s victims. I learned that she could be frivolous 
and judgmental when discussing others, in ways that were perhaps, 
after all, not all that remarkable for a woman of her time and place. 
Such material demonstrated that Judith, as we met her in The Moving 
Image, and especially in current biographical accounts, was not born, 
but developed out of her interactions with the social world. I began to 
see, too, how challenging the lectures Judith attended must have been 
for her, and that in fact her reflections on them in later years showed 
this, though not in ways that had been properly understood. It became 
increasingly clear that the preoccupations of her early poetry were also 
those of the lecturers and students she spent three years with. 

And then I wondered about her university poetry, the stu� which 
critics and biographers had dismissed as amateurish and unworthy of 
consideration, while identifying very little of it. Judith had said that 
she had used numerous pseudonyms, but would reveal none, while 
Walker and literary critic Hugh Anderson had connected her with two, 
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albeit in an unpublished source and a short review published in the 
1960s. I found more poetry under these signatures and another two 
signatures which I thought might have been Judith’s, and considered 
all that poetry – indeed all the poetry published in student journals 
at the University between 1934 and 1936  – in light of the poetry 
Judith published under her name in the decade after university, and 
its aesthetic, linguistic, formal and thematic interests. Eleven poems, 
under four signatures, stood out. I gathered evidence to convince the 
reader of what I was convinced: that these were Judith Wright’s first 
published adult poems. 

One poem, to me, felt astonishingly familiar. When I returned 
to The Moving Image I concluded it was an early draft of perhaps 
her most famous poem, ‘Bullocky’, published a decade later. I now 
began to believe that Judith’s thinking and craft must have been 
more developed before she met Jack McKinney in the early 1940s 
than has been acknowledged; and that much intellectual and poetic 
development had occurred while she was at university. Of these three 
years, as of her family background, there was in fact so much relevant 
primary material that a book quickly emerged from my attempts to 
piece it together. 

�

This book does not o�er a complete account of Judith’s first twenty-
one years. Instead, it focuses on a number of events and figures to 
provide greater understanding of her intellectual and creative develop-
ment. Chapter 1 describes the lives of Judith’s first colonial ancestors, 
George and Margaret Wyndham, and argues that this history formed 
an enduring and very powerful mythology within her family. Con-
trary to established understandings, I argue that that mythology was 
something which she never fully abandoned. Chapter 2 examines the 
legacy of May and Phillip Wright, Judith’s paternal grandmother and 
her father. I argue that their lives maintained the family mythology 
established by their colonial forebears but also provided a framework 
for Judith’s unconventional thinking and public activism. Chapter  3 
considers the influence of Ethel Wright, Judith’s mother, and her 
allegiance to conventional femininity, particularly as it related to 
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Judith’s early interest in poetry. These three chapters provide the 
background to Judith’s young adulthood. 

The remaining five chapters focus on the years 1934 to 1936, when 
Judith attended the University of Sydney, and are given the greatest 
weighting because this period has attracted such little attention to date. 
The aim of these chapters is to provide a clearer understanding of the 
link between Judith’s early life and her later, more public life. Indeed, 
I will argue, the ‘contradictions’ of her life are less apparent when 
we examine this period. Chapter 4 outlines the cultural stimulations 
of Sydney and describes how Judith’s time there was informed by 
modern ideas about the identity and sexuality of young women. 
Chapter 5 examines the ideas that were circulating outside the lecture 
halls, primarily as they were expressed by student publications. This 
chapter identifies and discusses student journalism written by Judith 
herself. Chapter  6 considers the influence on Judith of academic 
figures, texts and curricula in the disciplines of History, Philosophy 
and Anthropology. Chapter 7 examines the influence of the English 
department on Judith’s poetry and on her understanding of what was 
possible within the field. 

Chapter 8 presents eleven pseudonymous poems from student jour-
nals and argues that on the basis of the evidence now available they 
can be identified as having been written by Judith. Not only do these 
poems show that Judith was engaged by the intellectual concerns of her 
lecturers and peers while at university, but they reveal that some of the 
preoccupations and stylistic approaches of that monumental collection, 
The Moving Image (1946), were in place a decade earlier. These poems 
help explain how it was that she came to be that poetic figure of such 
significance. Like this book as a whole, they also prompt us to consider 
other influences in Judith’s life which have been neglected. 

�

Why write biography? Why write a biography of a woman who, 
according to her daughter, preferred to ‘express herself on the level 
of truths rather than mere facts’, believing a strong distinction 
existed between the two.21 Judith’s emphasis, throughout her life, on 
emotional perception as an undervalued but highly significant way 
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of determining ‘truth’, sits at a philosophical distance from the usual 
methods of biographical enquiry, which rely on general histories, 
archival material and interviews. For Judith, such an endeavour might 
produce facts, but these should not be confused with ‘truth’. Certainly, 
too great an emphasis on facts might do so, but to date there has been 
too little an emphasis on and explication of facts relating to Judith’s 
background and early adult years to judge whether they could lead us 
closer to truths. 

In biography, most of us are drawn to lives which appear to have 
been lived outside of expectation, and thus have changed our under-
standing of what is possible. That public figures, especially prolific 
and high-profile writers, leave a catalogue of sources, makes us feel 
that their lives might be grasped to some special degree. Judith’s life 
story o�ers particular intrigue because it suggests that conservative 
and conventional upbringings can sometimes produce the most radical 
of thinkers. This book might add that, by extension, in some cases 
at least, even the most radical thinkers do not necessarily ‘shed’ the 
conservative traces of their heritage. 

This biographical story is foremost a work of history. The two 
forms of knowledge, as scholar Barbara Caine shows, have for cen-
turies been in a dance – sometimes intimate, sometimes haughty. In 
1967 cultural historian Donald Horne was being bold when he claimed 
that his autobiography showed ‘what social history can look like when 
told through people’.22 Today, writes Caine, this is meat-and-potatoes 
stu�. Subjects are busy illuminating their ‘social and political’ worlds 
in biographies, and there is a widespread recognition that ‘traditional 
biography, with its intense focus on the life of one individual’ is no 
longer adequate. Caine observes that biography today often seeks to 
define ‘the complex ways’ that individuals relate to these worlds. And, 
she adds, within biographies of prominent individuals, there is an 
increasing concern with how they emerged into public life, for this 
reveals something crucial about ‘public life’ itself.23 

These developments have encouraged me to reach beyond my 
subject. Judith’s background and early life, after all, tell a history of 
Australia which prompts us to consider vital matters in new ways. Her 
life story reveals much about colonial race relations; the gulf between 
expectation and reality experienced by early European migrants; early 
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attempts to develop a distinctly rural politics; the di�culties faced by 
women on isolated properties; and historical relations between the city 
and the country. The final five chapters, which centre on Judith’s time 
at the University of Sydney between 1934 and 1936, and the work she 
produced there, tell of the class and gender distinctions embedded in 
Australian tertiary education; of the birth of modern Australian cities; 
the rapid social transformation which took place in 1930s Sydney; the 
liberties this transformation a�orded to young women; the origins of 
Australian historiography; and, most forcefully, the birth of modern 
Australian poetry – a birth largely brought about by this woman. Lists 
of equal import might be made in regards to the final sixty-five years 
of Judith’s life. Hers was a life of special significance, both for what 
she made happen, and for the milieu she occupied. 

I cannot believe that I could have convinced Judith of the value of 
biographical research or of my particular approach to her life, which 
challenges aspects of Half a Lifetime as well as other autobiographical 
material. But, in the end, a person’s desire to read their life according 
to their present-day interpretive framework is one thing. The duty 
of the literary critic, biographer or cultural historian may be to resist 
this desire, even when their subject is held in such high and deserved 
esteem as is Judith Wright. 

This book then is an unapologetically historical study of Judith 
Wright’s first twenty-one years, which presents a very di�erent version 
of her life from those oft-repeated narratives recounted in the opening 
paragraphs of this introduction. Like any life, Judith’s was of course 
impossible to foretell. But, when we look more closely at her family 
background, at her early and her young-adult years, her life course 
appears less implausible. As with any human being, she did not stand 
impervious to all of those things, good and bad, that took place around 
her. She was in fact made through her experience of and responses 
to them.



CHAPTER 1

The Wyndham World

I feel more and more, as far as creative writing is concerned, everything 

important happens to one before one is born.

Patrick White, 1958. 

Not only my parents, but their own forebears, have influenced my life.

Judith Wright, 1992.24

In April 1945 Judith Wright wrote to her lover, Jack McKinney, 
from her family’s pastoral station in New England, telling him of its 
‘nineteenth-century atmosphere’. She added: ‘there’s no doubt about it, 
looked at from this angle you and I are queer and sinful fish!’ Most of 
Judith’s family did not know of Jack and must have wondered that their 
thirty-year-old daughter, sister and niece was not already a pastoralist’s 
wife. Jack, far from being a pastoralist, was a homeless, sometime 
garden-hand, twenty-four years Judith’s senior. And though separated, 
he was married with children. To Judith, he was a philosopher whose 
work was nothing short of revolutionary. His lack of formal training 
and institutional recognition served only to bolster this belief: these 
allowed him to perceive the world more clearly, unencumbered by 
standardised thought processes. In his reply, Jack acknowledged ‘how 
strange our life would seem by contrast’, reassuring Judith that ‘we of 
course are right, but it’s di�cult being the only people who are right’.

Jack was not referring to moral or social codes but to something 
much larger which separated them from her familial society. He 
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suggested a way of rectifying this: could a philosophical article he had 
written ‘make your folk realise that that good old world of theirs is 
now a fiction’?25 

Was it right that Judith’s family’s world had become obsolete? 
This chapter and the two that follow chart this world of the Wrights, 
beginning with Judith’s colonial forebears and with the period where 
she joked that her family remained stuck: the nineteenth century. 
Although these quotes hint at some of the complexities of Judith and 
Jack’s relationship, and their relationship with her family, this book 
does not deal with these matters directly, which are illustrated in other 
biographical works and in the selected letters of Judith and Jack, The 
Equal Heart and Mind (2004), instead focusing on the period in Judith’s 
life that came before, in order that we might, amongst other things, 
more fully comprehend that relationship when we come to it.

Judith’s comment about the significance of her forebears to her 
life was profoundly true. Much of her creative and intellectual life 
was shaped by a desire to comprehend the value of their lives and 
legacies. Yet the results of this often uncomfortable pursuit have not 
been treated with adequate rigour. Her biographical studies have been 
accepted as authoritative by many literary critics and historians, who 
have not conducted their own enquiries. 

Much of this stems from the great and deserved esteem in which 
Judith is often held. When, as an adult, her principal commitments 
became the protection of natural environments and the return of them, 
where practical, to Aboriginal people, she publicly disclosed the actions 
of her ancestors with a degree of honesty many would not. Her family 
was one which had dispossessed Aboriginal people to occupy and 
cultivate great acreages of land, which employed dozens of workers who 
had little control over their working conditions, garnered significant 
social power from its wealth and connections with ruling-class England, 
and which fought desperately for the maintenance of these privileges.

Judith’s reappraisal of her family history represented, for profes-
sional historians and general readers alike, a benchmark in historical 
revision ism, an example of how White Australians could, and should, 
interrogate their own ‘inheritance’. Where The Generations of Men 
(1959) gave a largely positive account of her family’s history, in which 
Aboriginal people were almost entirely absent, Cry for the Dead (1981) 
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emphasised with sometimes apocalyptic atmospherics the devastation 
caused to Aboriginal people by the pastoral invasion of Australia. At its 
core Judith’s revisionism centred on two figures, George and Margaret 
Wyndham, her first colonial ancestors. From them sprang the family’s 
pride, borne out in numerous histories; from them sprang the greatest 
potential source of shame. 

Judith shifted discussion of Australian colonialism in the 1980s. 
This feat was laudable, even monumental. Yet, if we are to properly 
understand the woman and the degree of influence this history held 
over her, and have a fully informed discussion of the ongoing e�ects 
of colonialism on White Australians, it is important to examine 
closely Judith’s representation of her family. The point of this is not 
to undermine Judith; she was, I believe, as rigorous a historian as was 
possible. Where family loyalty influenced her interpretation, it was 
not conscious, and it did not necessarily lead to a misrepresentation 
of truth; it was simply Judith’s attempt to synthesise two di�erent 
versions of history that had influenced her life and thinking. Though, 
as mentioned in the introduction to this book, we expect public 
figures to uphold exemplary standards, Judith was human and her 
engagement with a history that was both extremely personal and of 
public significance produced complex results. 

Researching Judith’s family history, I gradually developed the 
view that the Wyndhams directly dispossessed Aboriginal people, 
rather than only occupying and cultivating areas already ‘settled’, as 
Judith suggested. And although Judith deals with evidence which 
suggests that, on at least one occasion, they did this with the force of 
ammunition, I could not agree with her conclusion that this amounted 
to the Wyndhams’ sixteen-year-old son simply ‘pursuing’ Aboriginal 
people. Her interpretation suggested to me the enduring strength of a 
family loyalty that she was not always fully aware or in control of. 

Unhappily, there is not enough evidence to give a complete picture 
of her family’s engagements with the original inhabitants, despite a 
huge amount of primary material relating to other aspects of their lives. 
There is, however, circumstantial evidence to indicate that these early 
encounters were unlikely to have formed as peaceful and tolerant a 
relationship as Judith suggested. A number of Wyndham friends, some 
of whom were very close, had views on the best ways of dealing with 
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Aboriginal people which were considered extreme, inflammatory and 
intolerant even by the standards of colonial society. Such associations 
sit uncomfortably alongside portrayals of the Wyndhams in family 
histories, including Judith’s. 

As I read on, it became harder to accept that Judith had fully escaped 
the nineteenth century of which she spoke, that she was indeed as 
much that ‘queer and sinful fish’ − that rebel of the family − as she 
perhaps would have liked to have been. It is a conclusion, however, 
I approach with caution; for, as much of this chapter also bears out, 
Judith was in so many ways an exemplar of good scholarship, who 
found ways of telling a colonial history that few others had, and in 
which evidence was often scant. 

�

In all societies particular narratives become dominant; they are retold 
and re-imagined in order to a�rm the fundamental beliefs of the 
group. Growing up in Judith’s family one story loomed larger than all 
of the others. It was that of her great-great-grandparents George and 
Margaret Wyndham, her father’s first colonial ancestors, who arrived 
in Hobart in 1827 and embarked on the creation of a colonial dynasty. 
In time they would help form the original Australian ‘squattocracy’. 
The term was derived from combining ‘aristocracy’ with the word 
‘squatter’, used to describe a person who moved animal stock to 
‘unoccupied’ land where there were fresh reserves of grass and water.26 
Squatting suggested an opportunistic approach that sacrificed safety 
and permanency for potential wealth. By the twentieth century those 
families who had done well from the practice were regarded as well 
established. As the term suggests, they formed a social elite. 

Down the generations George and Margaret were regarded as 
‘figures of serene achievement’.27 In retellings, their lives became lordly, 
dignified, momentous. Prefacing a collection of George’s corres-
pon dence, granddaughter May Wright compared him to the biblical 
Abraham, that ‘father of a multitude of nations’ whose covenant with 
God enabled his descendants to possess the land of Canaan.28 So 
foundational, so germinal, did the story become, it was as if it marked 
the beginnings of time. By the era it reached Judith Wright, it had 
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‘something of the atmosphere of the Book of Genesis’.29 Growing up, 
she felt as if the Wyndhams’ lives resembled the ‘first years in human 
growth in their rapid and spectacular development’.30 Judith explained 
in her family history The Generations of Men (1959) that the Wyndham 
story o�ered an authoritative cultural tradition, in the absence of others, 
complete with instructive moral codes for her grandmother May: 

It was not necessary to look further for a tradition, or for an aim that 

she should set herself. Accordingly George and Margaret, their lives 

and their achievements, took on for her an authority that made them, 

for their grand-daughter, a point of reference which she retained all 

her life.31

Judith forgave May for encasing her grandparents’ lives in an 
impos sible reverence. After all, May’s life was full of terrible hardships, 
as well as triumphs. It was only human to search for a purpose in 
them, such as that produced by grafting her life onto ones of such 
obvious import. But, at age forty-four, when she wrote Generations, 
Judith wanted to assert her distance from that family tradition and 
understand it in critical terms. Over the years her critique of the family 
legend would become stronger, as she connected it with a larger story 
that White Australia told itself. Judith’s 1985 poem ‘For a Pastoral 
Family’ was a bitter meditation on the way such narratives conditioned 
generations of Australians to ignore brutal aspects of their nation’s 
past: ‘a certain consensus of echo, a sanctioning sound,/ supported our 
childhood lives. We stepped/ on sure and conceded ground’.32 By 1993 
she concluded there was something ‘terribly wrong’ with such stories. 
Generations was not ‘good’ or worthy of republication.33

And yet the family story was a lifetime preoccupation for Judith 
too, albeit from a perspective that shifted over time, its significance for 
her, ironically, encapsulated in her description of its importance to her 
grandmother May: it was ‘a point of reference which she retained all 
her life’. In the 1970s Judith sought to make amends for Generations by 
writing Cry for the Dead (1981), placing greater emphasis on Aboriginal 
experience.

Late in life, in her memoir Half a Lifetime (1999), she opens with 
the Wyndham story again, stating that the answer to the question 
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‘who am I?’ lay in the past. It was as if her life began there, a hundred 
years before she physically entered the world; as if, like Patrick White, 
she perceived that ‘everything important happens to one before one 
is born’. And so she took up the family narrative, that lifelong touch-
stone: ‘the first two of my forebears to arrive in Australia…’  34 

 Judith and May Wright were far from alone in their genealogical 
preoccupation. Judith’s father, Phillip, opened his memoir with an 
account of the Wyndhams, stressing that their story deserved to be 
told to a greater extent than it had been. Other Wyndham descendants, 
including Judith’s brother Peter, have taken up this task. In 1986 a 
number of Wyndham descendants formed the Dalwood Restoration 
Association (named after the Wyndhams’ estate), which Judith had an 
ambivalent attitude towards.35 Since then, Association members have 
published several books on the history of their forebears, including 
an edited collection of George Wyndham’s diaries. In the afterword 
to Phillip Wright’s memoir, descendant Bruce Mitchell said that he 
had ‘respect for family links, and for the traditions and achievements 
passed down from earlier generations’.36 It was a family trait shared by 
many. And while Judith would be distinguished within the family and 
within Australian society at large for her revisionism, a closer look at 
the Wyndham story, and Judith’s readings of it, reveal that she never 
surrendered her respect for those ‘figures of serene achievement’. 

�

The Wyndham narrative began on Christmas Day 1825, in Rome, 
when George Wyndham, recovering from a fever caught on the 
Continent, met Margaret Jay. A union was forged. George’s father 
owned a large property named Dinton, in Wiltshire, and, according 
to great-grandson Phillip Wright, belonged to ‘one of the ancient 
families of England’.37 Margaret’s father had been a successful Dutch 
merchant in England before losing money in the South Sea Bubble 
a�air. This drove him to Brussels, where he became a schoolmaster. 
Margaret’s Scottish mother died while she was young. 

As the third son, and with no land entitlement, George was expec-
ted to become a clergyman in the Church of England. But from his 
time at Cambridge things went awry.38 There he encountered theories 
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of equality and joined the growing call for systemic discrimi nation 
against Roman Catholics to be removed. Against his family’s interests 
he became a proponent of the Reform Bills and an exponent of the 
Corn Laws. He became friendly with John Galt, who would later 
critique political corruption in his novels. Galt was friends with another 
radical, Lord Byron, and wrote his biography. ‘All these symptoms 
of advanced Whigdom’, Judith wrote, ‘had an alarming ring to the 
family at Dinton’.39 

After Cambridge, the Church held little appeal for George. When 
his father o�ered to use his influence to get him a government posting 
George refused, Judith wrote, ‘in a high-stand against becoming one 
of the “hangers-on, one of the eaters-up” of his country’. Around this 
time George reflected: ‘my habits and inclinations, and the sources of 
my enjoyments, are very di�erent from those of the world around me. 
There I cannot alter, but I can live in retirement, and avoid the contest 
of the world, which annoys me’.40 The colonies beckoned. 

Much less is known about Margaret, as is so often the way. Family 
histories record that she ‘enjoyed a reputation as a most charming and 
cultivated young lady’.41 She spoke French, Italian and English fluently. 
Granddaughter May declared that her ‘sympathies were all English’ 
though she was ‘very French in many ways’, having been raised in 
Brussels. On one occasion May recalled a French scientist visiting, 
at which Margaret turned ‘into a vivacious French woman’. Sewing 
and piano performances were lifelong activities. May marvelled at her 
grandmother’s ability to balance European refinement with colonial 
frontier-ism, noting that though she was not brought up for an 
Australian pioneering life, she ‘acted her part like a heroine’.42

Four months after their marriage the Wyndhams set sail for Hobart. 
The boat was named George Home, presumably in honour of the 
vessel’s principal passenger. On it they spent three-and-a-half months, 
travelling in cabins alongside the boat’s commander, its owner, and a 
surgeon. Below travelled twelve steerage passengers, including two 
children; the Wyndham’s sta�; and the ship’s crew. The newlyweds 
did not travel lightly. Across the world they took Merino and South 
Down sheep, Hereford cattle, horses, pigs, hounds and an assortment 
of agricultural implements. On arrival there remained more than 
500 casks of ale, beer and rum amongst their cargo, plus a £3,000 loan 
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from George’s father. Hobart Town was shocked to learn news carried 
by the George Home: Tory Prime Minister George Canning had died 
just four months into his term. But George had travelled across the 
world, and was prepared to live ‘in poverty’, to get away from British 
politics. Years later he wrote: ‘your emigrant is not a rich man, the 
fact of his being an emigrant shews him to be a man of small means’. 
Noting the advantages with which they travelled, Judith quipped: 
‘poverty was a relative matter among the county families’.43 

Just why they embarked on that journey is a subject of contention. 
Family accounts have tended to intimate it was George’s idealism and 
sense of independence, rather than economic exigency, that drove 
them from England. May said her grandfather was full of ‘the spirit 
of adventure’ and that he ‘wanted somewhere where there was more 
elbow room’. Similarly, in Generations, Judith described George as a 
‘rebel’ with ‘Shelleyan dreams’ who had a better chance of realising 
them in the colonies than amongst ‘Dinton’s county conservatism’. In 
the colonies, perhaps, he could help mould a society along more rational 
principles. In her 1947 poem ‘G. W. Australia 1827’, Judith wrote: 
‘they say you thought then of a second Rome,/ and of new helmeted 
legions moving out/ under a wiser discipline and law’. That George 
left because of political frustration is supported by a letter from his sister 
to Margaret in which she explains that George ‘will be quite charmed 
with Mr Peel’s conduct, and now that the Catholic question is likely to 
be carried, we may almost expect George’s coming back to England’.44

Other evidence indicates George was gripped by intellectual 
curiosity. A sketch taken the year of his arrival depicts him as a learned 
man, his eyes fixed on a book held high. While it was common 
for gentlemen to surround themselves with symbols of wealth in 
portraiture, this was a soft-backed pamphlet. The text must have been 
contemporary, read not so much to indicate refinement but out of 
intellectual curiosity. His pose is one of intense concentration.45 In the 
introduction to his diaries, Wyndham descendant Frances McInherny 
describes her forebears’ building of a house in the colonies as ‘the 
creation of a dream’. It was, she wrote, ‘a Greek revival structure meant 
to encapsulate…a tradition of liberalism, freedom and aesthetics’.46 

There may well have been something rebellious and independent 
about George’s decision to emigrate to Australia, and both his and 
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Margaret’s persistence in staying there, but such an explanation 
overlooks the bleak alternative they faced by staying in England. The 
gentleman was no longer necessarily a�orded a gentrified lifestyle and 
land was becoming increasingly una�ordable to buy.47 England was 
economically strained by its recent wars with France, a factor that 
Judith acknowledged in her 1999 memoir. The usual professions of 
gentlemen were becoming ‘overcrowded’, she writes in Cry. Such 
economic pressures were keenly felt by the Wyndhams of England. 
George’s two elder brothers emigrated to Canada, but George did 
not like its climate. The Australian colonies, although further, were 
becoming more established, less a frontier. And in choosing them 
George was able to ride on an early wave of land occupation. Whereas 
during the 1820s almost all free emigrants of the British Isles chose 
the United States of America or Canada, by 1839 a quarter preferred 
Australia. In 1827 it was still an unusual choice but not without clear 
advantages, which others would increasingly recognise.48 

�

The Australian colonies wanted gentlemen settlers and duly enticed 
them with an abundance of land that could be secured at a low cost. 
Folk such as the Wyndhams could a�ord to be picky. Although 
arriving in Hobart, they decided against settling there. On the 18th 
of December 1827 they once again boarded the George Home, bound 
for Port Jackson.49 In Sydney they arrived to an o�er of 640 acres in 
northern Sydney, but this they declined too. George was interested in 
positive reports he had heard of the Hunter Valley and in 1828 travelled 
there on horseback to inspect conditions. Things looked good. Back 
in Sydney, he responded to an advertisement promoting the sale of 
over 2,000 acres of land adjacent to the Hunter River, securing it on a 
1,000-year lease for £1,200. With the sale came twenty convicts, one 
for every hundred acres.50

George was not alone in seeing the economic benefits of con-
duct ing large-scale agriculture and pastoralism in the Hunter Valley. 
In fact, he was part of a rush to secure tenancies in the area after 
exploratory expeditions in the late 1810s and early 1820s, led by John 
Howe, resulted in reports of as ‘fine a country as imagination can form’. 
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Whereas in 1822 the valley housed no Europeans, by 1826 almost all 
of it had been allocated, mostly to men of wealth or connection, and 
was largely occupied by stock.51 John Ferry, observing the behaviour 
of early settlers to New England, an area with a similar history to the 
Hunter Valley, notes that nearly all arrived ‘for what were clearly and 
primarily economic reasons’. Despite what people said, ‘there were no 
idealists seeking to establish a brave new order in the wilderness’.52 

Indeed, it was di�cult to be completely idealistic, to maintain 
theories of equality, when one was entangled in a labour system 
heavily weighted in your favour. Large-scale projects such as the 
Wyndhams’ required a very substantial labour force. Of the 2,000 acres 
they leased from the government, a mere sixty had been cleared 
by the one previous tenant. On this stood a stockyard and some 
fenced paddocks.53 Judith described the Wyndhams arriving to ‘almost 
untouched forest over all their land’.54 If this land was to become 
profitable in the way they hoped, the Wyndhams required large-scale 
tree clearance, plotting and sowing of the land, and assistance in 
animal husbandry, the construction of a house, stables, sties, folds, 
yards and cellars. 

The colonial administration, at least at the beginning, was on their 
side, ensuring the ready supply of free and cheap labour. As well as 
twenty male convicts, an unspecified but large number of female 
convicts were also supplied. George’s diaries describe a steady flow 
of women from the prisons, called ‘Female Factories’. Often, within 
a few months, the women were returned when it was discovered that 
they were pregnant or had committed an o�ence, such as stealing.55 
The diaries, which cover a ten-year period, also record several inci-
dents in which George sent workers to the cells, presumably those 
at the local Maitland police station, where he was a magistrate. On 
only one occasion did George record flogging a worker, for stealing 
melons.56 Given that the practice was common amongst Hunter Valley 
landowners, perhaps he was, as family histories have unanimously 
concluded, a ‘kind master’, as Judith put it in 1999.57 And yet George 
may have underplayed such incidents; his granddaughter May seemed 
to incorrectly believe he had never flogged a convict.58

Of course, convicts alone were not enough, given the job at 
hand. Aware that landowners were having di�culty finding su�cient 
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numbers of workers, the colonial administration adjusted land regula-
tions in 1825. Previously grants of up to 30 acres had been issued to 
immigrants without wealth or connection. This enabled ex-convicts 
and freemen without capital to start up their own plots instead of 
working for someone else. The 1825 reforms abolished these small land 
grants, forcing large numbers into the labour market. They also made 
the purchase price of large land-holdings refundable, after ten years, to 
those who ‘maintained’ a number of convicts.59

This was just the start of a series of laws beneficial to George, and of 
which he took advantage. An 1828 law allowed him to lease adjacent 
runs at a cheap price. In 1829 he secured 640 acres.60 In 1831 he secured 
a further 2,500 acres of land adjoining the family’s Mangarinda grant, 
on the upper Hunter Valley.61 By 1840 the Wyndhams had claimed 
almost 11,000 acres of land throughout the Hunter Valley, each parcel 
under its own conditions from the administration.62 It was behaviour 
typical of a New South Wales pastoralist. Attempts to confine them 
appeared as futile, Stuart Macintyre writes, as bounding ‘the Arabs 
of the Desert’. In land there was money. By all accounts George was 
satisfied, telling his family in England that he was not disappointed in 
his expectations of the country. A characteristic diary entry, made in 
July 1837, reads: ‘rain all day. Very steady. Abundance’.63 

�

Economic prosperity may have inspired George to assume aristocratic 
forms of behaviour and attitudes. Maybe he would have anyway. As 
his great-grandson remarked, though George’s ‘personal inclination 
was to break away’ from his cultural traditions, ‘all of us are indelibly 
influenced by our early upbringing’.64 So obviously true in its absolute 
sense, harder to determine is the extent and manifestation of such 
influences. This book asks the same question of Judith’s life that she 
once asked of her great-great-grandfather’s: is it possible, or even 
desirable, to escape the influences of our early social world? And can 
apparently ‘negative’ influences inspire more ‘positive’ ways of being 
in the world? Judith believed that, over the years, George’s ‘innate 
conservatism’ reasserted itself, as if early influences are an untame able 
force that lives within, sometimes latently.65 
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There is, however, evidence that even from the start George was 
keen to recreate something of the gentrified English life he had left. In 
1830 the Wyndhams moved into their house built from stone quarried 
in the nearby Black Creek. Naming it ‘Dalwood’, it was modelled on 
George’s father’s house, Dinton, which was itself late Elizabethan or 
early Jacobean, according to Wyndham family history. A visitor to 
Dalwood told George’s proud mother in England that it was ‘far the 
most comfortable domicile’ that he had seen in Australia.66

George experienced commercial advantages created by inequalities 
in the British economic structure he had initially sought relief from. 
Dalwood’s greatest source of wealth, large-scale animal husbandry, 
required large land holdings to move stock around. Such holdings 
were a direct result of inherited privilege because they were reliant on 
borrowed capital. Social status and pre-existing capital were crucial in 
determining loan conditions, or whether commercial loans were even 
required. May Wright acknowledged that George received loans from 
his family, also clear in the letters, presumably on more favourable 
terms than banks could o�er.67

Animal husbandry became especially profitable if one could secure 
the stock of a valued breed, traditionally guarded by members of 
the English ruling class, for whom ensuring an animal’s exclusivity 
was a sign of cultural distinction. George brought out the colony’s 
first purebred Hereford cattle, held by his family in England. Down 
the generations the animals facilitated wealth and honour. The first 
volume of the Australian Hereford Book (1885) listed a number of prized 
Wyndham cattle. Later, May Wright purchased half of the family’s 
famous Leconfield stud, enabling her to buy up several more properties 
on the profits. Phillip Wright, president of the Australian Hereford 
Society for fourteen years, boasted that the family stud had become 
‘famous for its good qualities throughout the country’. When Phillip 
retired, his son became president.68 

Other agricultural activity helped maintain the Wyndhams’ pres-
tige and prominence. Of the South Down sheep they imported, 
George’s mother commented in 1828 that ‘your father was delighted 
to hear [they] were so highly prized, and is almost tempted to 
think that you will make a fortune by their progeny’.69 The English 
Wyndhams were always on the look out for rarefied beasts they could 
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send. Although uncommon in the Australian colonies, George also 
oversaw the construction of a vineyard. In 1867 recognition came in 
the most splendid form with a gold medal at the London International 
Exhibition. By 1886, the vineyard had expanded to 78 acres, making 
it the second largest in the world.70 Today known as Wyndham Estate, 
and owned by an international conglomerate, it is Australia’s oldest 
commercial vineyard. 

Back in the nineteenth century, inside Dalwood an air of stately, 
English country life dominated. There was the ‘continual soft murmur 
of voices as the women of the household sat stitching’, a productive buzz 
muted by the Wyndhams’ refinement. Margaret would speak ‘discreetly’ 
and ‘low-voiced’, recalled May. ‘Everywhere was order, business, the 
pleasantness of cool whitewashed stone’, Judith reported in Generations.71 
On return from expeditions Margaret always yearned to go ‘home to 
civilization and a piano’.72 She taught the children music, Italian and her 
native French. In his spare time George would go hunting, ‘very much 
the English squire in his leggings and his uncompromisingly well-cut 
clothes’. Margaret would send wild lilies and possum skins home to her 
aunt’s ‘wonderment’.73 The stone, the piano, the leggings: such details 
formed a pleasing oral history down the ancestral line.

Indeed, Judith grew up to understand that her family’s estates, 
which she was raised within, were much more than their physicality; 
they were a statement of assertion, a symbol of power and control. 
To ‘innocent eyes’, she recalled, they were ‘examples of settled beauty 
and success’.74 Certainly they represented a victory. The house and the 
order established within served to tame a triple-headed danger: that 
posed by the strange wilderness, by the convicts and labourers, and by 
the local Indigenous people. The house meant everything. Dalwood, 
she wrote in Generations, ‘smiled triumphantly over its vineyards and 
cattle, secure of its serenity’.75 Many early pastoral families conceived of 
their presence as a kind of battle. The New England Everetts, friends 
of the Wyndhams, described their struggle for refinement in letters 
back home. They keenly anticipated the erection of a ‘more gracious 
house, a more feminine house, [that] would mark their success in 
taming the wilderness’. They coveted ‘petticoats and pianos’.76

This way of life  – English, refined, productive  – which the 
Wynd hams came to embody, helped forge the term ‘squattocracy’ 
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in Australia. It was as if there was something so vitally English and 
civilised about these squatters that they were able to re-create the 
rural life and traditions they had known. As if their pre-eminence 
was, as the English aristocracy understood theirs, the result of a 
divine sanction. For the following generations, Judith said, it was as 
if an aura of ‘supernatural descent clung to them’.77 Historian George 
Farwell, writing approvingly of the Hunter Valley squatters, said they 
came into ‘this provincial society of ours, spiritually impoverished’, 
lacking in civility, and ‘showed other men how to live with style and 
flair’.78 According to Judith, George felt something of this. Depicting 
his emotions late in life, she surmised: ‘it was reassuring, in this wild 
undisciplined colony, to be surrounded by sons brought up in English 
traditions of family duty, in English views of the rights of property 
and the responsibilities of children to their parents’. It was a sense 
passed down the family. May was always comforted by the knowledge 
that her o�spring would ‘carry a certain stamp’.79

�

There is another aspect to the Wyndham story which has received 
little attention in family histories, but which would become intensely 
important to Judith over the course of her life. The land that the 
Wyndhams began cultivating in 1828 was already owned by a group 
of people known as the Wonnarua. Although identifying traditional 
borders is an ongoing and contentious project, the Wonnarua Nation 
Aboriginal Corporation has defined the borders of their territory 
as forming a triangle, on the points of which stand today, roughly 
speaking, Singleton, Maitland and Wollombi.80 The northern edge of 
this border, connecting Singleton and Maitland, is the Hunter River. 
Dalwood sat south of this natural border, about halfway between 
Singleton and Maitland, just outside Branxton. The borders of this 
triangle total a modest 160 kilometres, whereas other estimations of 
Wonnarua boundaries have included much larger areas.81

Although Wyndham family histories di�er in some ways, the 
universal consensus amongst them has been that, by 1828, there were 
few Aboriginal people in the southern region of the Hunter Valley 
where their ancestors settled, and that those that were there sought 
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no conflict. The very first family ‘history’, May’s introduction to 
the Extracts from the Dinton–Dalwood Letters, 1827 –1853, written in 
1927, mentions Aboriginal people when describing the Wyndhams’ 
expeditions north of Dalwood. It was only when they left this area 
that they went ‘in fear of the blacks’, and armed themselves.82 In her 
1987 introduction to George’s diaries, McInherny concludes that his 
entries suggested ‘at least a working relationship with the aborigines: 
they bring him a “plant of nails” and assisted pulling corn’. Such 
cordiality was ‘documented elsewhere’, she said.83

Judith’s first family history, Generations, acknowledged the presence 
of Aboriginal people in the Wyndhams’ lives but presented this as a 
largely subliminal one. Any threat the Aboriginal people posed was 
never realised. For Margaret they represented a danger on a par with 
others in nature: ‘the orchids and parasite plants that flowered on the 
tall trees were all strangers; the blacks, the animals, and particularly 
the insects frightened her’. For George the Aboriginal people were 
another undependable element which required taming: ‘the country, 
he could not trust it…“We should have left the place to the blacks!” 
his old friends would sometimes burst out, half-seriously, at news of 
droughts, bushrangers, speared cattle, rust in the wheat…’ Generations 
gave the impression that Aboriginal people had already been dis-
placed in the Hunter Valley. They had become a manageable nuisance. 
The only confrontation between Aboriginal people and Europeans 
in that book occurs further north, where there were ‘hostile’ and 
‘treacherous’ tribes.84

But, as mentioned, Judith would come to regret the impression 
of pastoral colonialism she gave in Generations, and would write her 
second family history, Cry For the Dead (1981), to ‘fill in some of those 
gaps’. The book described conflict that occurred between European 
migrants and the land’s original inhabitants from pre-contact years 
to the early 1900s in New South Wales and Queensland, focusing on 
the Wadja, whose land Albert and May Wright had spent the most 
gruelling years of their lives on. The immense archive generated by 
Judith’s research for Cry, and housed with her papers at the National 
Library of Australia, shows most of her sources related to Queensland. 
The depth of this research underscores the tenacity and commitment 
that propelled the epic project, a fact which many reviewers recognised. 
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Tom Gri�ths, writing almost three decades later, in an essay entitled 
‘Judith Wright as historian’, observed that ‘she shows that the whites 
were as human as the blacks’, a simple statement, for a seemingly 
simple feat, and yet a lack of appropriate documentation in fact made 
achieving it achingly di�cult.85 

Only one chapter of Generations was devoted to George and Mar-
garet Wyndham, and so it would be in Cry for the Dead. Chapter 2, 
‘The Breaking of the Bounds’, examined the impact of Europeans 
in the Hunter Valley during the 1820s and 1830s. The Wyndhams, 
as mentioned, arrived there in 1828. The chapter does not directly 
state that encounters between the Wyndhams and the Aboriginal 
tribe whose land they occupied will be examined, but the overall 
context of the book, its claims to fill the gaps of an earlier family 
history, leave the reader assuming this. The chapter focuses on the 
impact of pastoral settlement on the Kamilaroi, a tribe which some 
studies have argued was in fact the dominant Hunter Valley tribe, the 
Wonnarua a component tribe of them.86 Early and recent accounts 
have convincingly argued otherwise; that they were distinct tribes, 
the Kamilaroi situated well north of ‘Dalwood’.87 But Judith did not 
claim that the Wyndhams were on either Kamilaroi or Wonnarua 
land.88 Who her first Australian ancestors dispossessed, or her ancestors’ 
role in that dispossession, is not described, a fact that was not widely 
acknowledged in the critical reception of Cry. Judith did not shy away 
from the horrors that followed the pastoral invasion of New South 
Wales, but she did not seem able to forensically examine her family’s 
role within them. 

It might be countered that the reason why the Wyndhams did 
not receive much attention in Cry is that they had very little contact 
with Aboriginal people, a defence which Judith hinted at: ‘by the time 
George arrived, those who refused to tolerate Aboriginal presence on 
their land grants felt justified by high authority in driving them o� 
into the hills and in using whatever measures they thought fit to keep 
them there’. Some Europeans did ‘tolerate’ their presence; those that 
did not were now so sure of their ownership that they ‘drove’ them 
northwards with ‘measures’. Where the Wyndhams sat within this 
schema, Judith did not make clear. Some clarification is achieved by her 
account of how the Wyndhams chose, as the location for their home, 
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Dalwood, a part of the Hunter Valley which was ‘tamed in comparison 
with the wild frontier land of Smith’s Rivulet at Mahngarinda’, where 
they had been o�ered a free grant by the colonial administration. 
Mahngarinda, Judith explained, George would only use for surplus 
animals. In Cry, there is one single mention of conflict occurring in 
the vicinity of Dalwood; Judith explains that at times, in the area, 
‘hungry Aborigines’ were found by the roadside, dead, hanging from 
trees, with corncobs stu�ed in their mouths, as a warning to other 
hungry, would-be thieves. Significantly, these victims were from 
neighbouring tribes, having ‘descended from the sandstone hills’. In 
contrast to those Europeans, mainly shepherds, living in parts of the 
Hunter Valley further northwards, the Wyndhams lived in ‘safety in 
the settled country’. Cry suggests, but, crucially, does not state, that 
when the Wyndhams arrived in 1828 there was no tribe of local 
Indigenous people on or around Dalwood, and that they chose it 
precisely for this reason.89

A lack of conclusive evidence continues to make it di�cult to 
dis cern the precise ways European pastoralism impacted on the Won-
narua, but there exists a significant amount of primary material which 
suggests that the Dalwood plot was not ‘settled’ or ‘tamed’, with the 
degree of finality suggested by those terms; that George and Margaret 
could not have avoided encountering the Wonnarua, who continued 
to live on their territories, or being directly implicated in the ongoing 
dispossession of these people from those territories. The Wonnarua 
were not destroyed by the influx of settlers that followed John Howe’s 
exploration around Singleton in 1819. Newspaper articles throughout 
the nineteenth century refer to the ‘Maitland Aborigines’, a society 
whose members were involved in violent conflict with other tribes, 
were subject to the zeal and benevolence of missionaries, were o�ered 
blankets. The only uplifting aspect of the Wonnarua’s lives recorded 
in these newspapers is the occasional cricket match between ‘Maitland’ 
and ‘Aboriginals’, beginning in the 1860s and exciting the interest 
of newspapers throughout the colonies.90 One anthropological study 
conducted in the late nineteenth century estimated that there were 
between 500 and 600 Wonnarua living on their territory in 1850. 
Various factors contributed to a further reduction in their numbers; 
the study asserted these ‘almost wiped them out altogether’.91 In fact, 
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although the first decades of invasion were devastating for them, they 
survived, continued to live in communities on their land and have 
been represented by the Wonnarua Nation Aboriginal Corporation 
since 1999.92 

When George and Margaret arrived in the Hunter Valley in 1828, 
Europeans had been living there for just six years. In 1823 the colonial 
administration surveyed the 2,000 acres which would become Dalwood; 
that same year the plot was granted to merchant David Maziere, who 
named it ‘Annandale’. Between 1823 and 1828 six convicts cleared 
and cultivated 60 acres of the land. It is unlikely Maziere spent much 
time at Annandale before he became insolvent in 1827 and had to 
sell.93 During this period, the land, in all likelihood, continued to be 
inhabi ted by  the Wonnarua, though not as Englishmen like George 
understood the meaning of the word ‘inhabit’.94 The Wonnarua 
moved around their territories, camping on the same grounds that 
generations before them had, which were chosen for their proximity 
to fresh water and a food supply. The Wonnarua considered the 
Hunter River, alongside which Annandale sat, their ‘keeper of life’; 
from it they collected fish and water; around it they collected leaves for 
food and medicine.95 On all but 60 of the 2,000 acres that constituted 
Annandale, there remained native wildlife and flora, forests and 
swamps, providing the Wonnarua with shelter and a source of food at 
the same time as they were experiencing a radical dwindling of such 
sustenance elsewhere in their territory. Roger Milliss has shown that 
the ‘full impact’ of the invasion of the Hunter Valley was not felt by 
its original inhabitants when Europeans first arrived, when they began 
buying and selling land, or even when they introduced hundreds of 
cattle to the area. The full impact of invasion, writes Milliss, was 
felt when settlers ‘with the means and manpower to clear [and] fence’ 
embarked on ‘large-scale cultivation’.96 

And so it was that from 1822 to 1825 there was very little overt 
conflict between Europeans and Wonnarua. James Miller, a Wonnarua 
historian whose Koori: A Will To Win was published just four years 
after Cry, argues that this peace was also the product of a resolution, 
reached by the Wonnarua internally, that they would not actively 
resist the invasion of their lands, having been horrified to hear of the 
devastation befalling other tribes who had done so. And yet prob lems 
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arose, especially around the mistreatment of Wonnarua women, 
the spread of disease, the loss of native plants and animals, and the 
hostility of some Europeans to the Wonnarua’s use of their waterways. 
Writes Miller: ‘it was time for more talking amongst the Wonnarua. 
Something had to be done’.97  

For the Wonnarua, 1826 was a decisive and tragic year. In response 
to an increasing number of violent incidents in the Hunter, the 
Mounted Police were deployed to the Valley, on their first mission 
in ‘frontier warfare’, writes John Connor. They arrived in Maitland, 
which sat on the highest point of the river, and was about 20 kilometres 
from Annandale. Meanwhile, the Wonnarua had decided to join with 
several tribes in the Hunter Valley to mount a coordinated attack 
against the Europeans. ‘For several months’, writes Milliss, ‘the valley 
was in turmoil’. Aboriginal people and Europeans murdered one 
another in ones or twos, in perceived revenge for an earlier attack. 
Violent incidents occurred close to what was then Annandale. Miller 
characterises the murder of Wonnarua in 1826 as ‘a drawn out and 
cruel a�air’.98

One rampage, conducted by Singleton magistrate Robert Scott, 
stood out. In August that year, with a group of soldiers and civilians, 
he oversaw the murder of eighteen Aboriginal people in revenge for 
the death of two European men, according to The Australian. A formal 
investigation into the incident, partly conducted by Scott himself, 
found Scott had committed no crime. It was not so di�cult to conduct 
a ‘whitewash’, as Milliss termed it, in a constitutional environment 
where crown sovereignty had not been firmly established. Individual 
acts of retribution did not halt the violence. Eleven prominent Hunter 
Valley landowners sent a petition to Governor Darling that year des-
crib ing the ‘very disturbed state of the Country by the incursions of 
the numerous Tribes of Black Natives, armed and threatening death 
to our Servants, and destruction to our property’. They wanted greater 
military assistance. Perhaps, like Scott, they believed they were at 
war with the Aboriginal people. He told his sister in England: ‘if the 
Governor had acted as he was advised by persons on this river, and as 
he ought to have done, the natives would have been quiet in a very 
short time’. As it was, frequent violence occurred on Wonnarua land 
until around 1830.99 
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Robert Scott was perhaps the central figure in what took place 
on Wonnarua territory between 1825 and 1830. He is also central 
to this story, for he was the man to whom the Wyndhams had the 
strongest ties and was the reason for their being in the Hunter Valley 
in the first place. Judith acknowledged in Cry that Scott was George’s 
‘closest friend’ and had told him about the Annandale plot when it 
came up for sale. But she did not detail the extent to which Scott was 
implicated in the murder and dispossession of Wonnarua. She did not 
surmise anything much from the friendship between the two men, 
born just a year apart.100 

George and Robert Scott had known each other for years when 
they were reunited in the Australian colonies. Scott and his brother 
acquired Glendon, just out of Singleton, in the early 1820s, becoming 
stud masters of valuable horse breeds. Scott was one of the district’s 
earliest magistrates. When George purchased Annandale, just over 
20 kilometres from Glendon, making them close neighbours by the terms 
of a pastoralist, George’s father wrote: ‘I am glad to hear that you have 
made an eligible purchase of land, and in a good neighbourhood too, and 
so near an old acquaintance, which must be a great comfort to you’.101 

Soon after the purchase, in 1829, Scott travelled to England and 
met George’s family. There he stayed for two weeks, describing 
George’s new life to his family using maps and sketches. Scott never 
married, which made travel easier, but George’s sister Charlotte 
thought he seemed to ‘envy George his domestic happiness’. Charlotte 
also reported: ‘we liked him very well’. George appears to have too; 
his diary, which covered the years 1830 to 1840, shows many visits 
between their estates. The English Wyndhams, who hosted Scott 
again, encouraged the friendship. George’s mother suggested George 
set up a house at Newcastle, as Scott had done, giving him ‘comforts 
such even as are enjoyed by few English gentlemen’. George was 
inevitably influenced by his friend. As Scott had done, George became 
a magistrate, invested in the controversial Bank of Australia, acquired 
northern plots, and championed the introduction of ‘coolie’ labour. 
Indians, Scott believed, would not only be a cheap workforce but 
could assist in ‘civilizing the Aboriginal natives’.102 

When, in late 1827 or early 1828, Scott told George about the sale of 
Annandale, he must also have told him of the violence occur ring in its 
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vicinity. The frontier war was on his mind; in o�cial corres pon dence 
from 1826 Scott declared himself ‘a man so deeply interested in this 
topic, that I cannot by any means be an unprejudiced witness’. That 
same year he predicted, in a letter to Attorney-General Saxe Bannister, 
that the ‘disturbances on the Hunter’s River district are likely to 
continue’, and that the military was ‘in activity’ but experiencing 
‘di�culty’. He was right and the hostilities continued into 1827, when 
twelve Wonnarua were killed by shepherds. Several letters from 1827 
show Scott despairing after a station manager named George Claris, 
who lived on a neighbouring Singleton property, received a threat from 
an Aboriginal man known as ‘King Jerry’ concerning an Aboriginal 
man they called ‘Bit o Bread’. Claris wrote to Scott:

King Jerry told me that if Bit o Bread was hurt by the white men that 

he would assemble a thousand Black fellows, and spear every white 

man they fell in with that the Soldier were all gone away, that they 

were not afraid and desired me to inform white man at the plains so 

one showed me how they would surround the huts of the Settlers, and 

with a frying pan handle how they would spear us …

Scott believed King Jerry was serious and that his countrymen would 
inflict ‘indiscriminate vengeance’ if Scott and his men were to capture 
Bit o Bread. He requested a ‘vigilant and strong armed power’ from 
the colonial secretary. Did Scott tell his old friend about the prospect 
of a war of this scale developing around Singleton, which itself sat 
20 kilometres from Annandale, in the year before they bought it?103

Perhaps Scott conveyed to George, as he did to his sister, his belief 
that peace could be achieved by the imposition of extreme pressure on 
the Wonnarua. Being by then an active participant in this ‘pressure’, 
perhaps Scott had reason to believe that more would be inflicted on 
the Wonnarua in the following few years. In 1838, giving evidence 
before the Committee on the Aborigines Question, Scott spoke about 
his sixteen years of experience in the colonies. He explained that the 
only thing that pacified the Aboriginal people was ‘force, and the 
certainty of instant retaliation’. The best method he had observed had 
been adopting ‘so imposing an attitude as to prevent even the attempt 
at resistance’.104 
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Had Scott assured George and Margaret in 1828 that the 
Wonnarua would soon be ‘tamed’, despite the violence of the last 
two years? They had, after all, only agreed to the Annandale plot, 
according to Judith, because it was tamed ‘in comparison’ to the 
more northerly Mahngarinda, on which they kept animal stock, and 
to where George ‘could not ride’ without being armed. George’s 
diary shows that he went to Mahngarinda regularly, and for overnight 
visits, though it does not show what occurred on these visits.105 Miller 
believes it was not until 1830, two years after George and Margaret’s 
arrival in the Hunter Valley, that conflict between Europeans and 
Wonnarua became less overt.106 These were the years in which 
George and Margaret lived in a slab hut. From 1828 to 1830 the 
European population in the Valley was still small, with relatively few 
women willing to live there. How George and Margaret dealt with 
the Wonnarua is not relayed in any of the available primary material. 
While letters from English relatives convey George’s interest in British 
politics and farming machinery, they do not refer to the arguably 
more pressing issue of his role in a frontier war. It is impossible to 
know whether this is because such references were edited out.107 And 
it was not until 1830 that George began keeping a diary, or one that 
has been preserved.

That year the Wyndhams moved into their house. On only 
three occasions in his decade-long diary did George refer directly 
to Aboriginal people. In 1830 he mentioned ‘the Blacks’ trading in 
stolen nails, in 1832 to them destroying a crop of his wheat, and in 
1833 to them getting ‘saucy’ on a nearby property, after which the 
police were sent in their pursuit. There was of course no incentive to 
document conflict with Aboriginal people (either one’s own conflict 
or others’), and certainly a disincentive to, given that in 1820 a Euro-
pean man had been hanged for killing an Aboriginal man. Certainly 
George was conscious of the diary being read by others; he wrote 
in code when discussing taboo subjects, such as insanity or domestic 
violence. Alward Wyndham, who edited the diaries, observed that 
‘poor Pat was treated to French in ancient Greek Script so scribbled 
that experts were somewhat ba�ed’. And then there was ‘that other 
mystery’, George’s repeated use of the word ‘Evoke’, the meaning of 
which Alward never discerned.108 
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One 1833 incident, described by Scott in a letter to the Colonial 
Secretary, suggests George had greater contact with the Wonnarua than 
his diaries imply, and that he shared at least some of Scott’s approach 
in dealing with them. According to Scott, an armed Aboriginal man 
was attacked by a bushranger on his property. The Aboriginal man’s 
gun had been provided by George Wyndham.109 On at least one other 
occasion Scott had armed Aboriginal people, and this had led to a 
fight ‘amongst the Aborigines’, according to a newspaper report.110 

There were hundreds of Wonnarua living along the Hunter River 
in the 1830s. Many of them now had no reliable food source and 
were living with debilitating diseases.111 Throughout the 1830s their 
resistance to the invasion of their lands was weakened but they were 
still involved in ‘spasmodic outbreaks of violence’. In 1839 George 
Bowman told Scott that on and around his Hunter Valley properties, 
some of which sat around 40 kilometres from Dalwood, Aboriginal 
people were ‘more daring than ever’, killing men and sheep. In 1843, 
just 20 kilometres northwest of Dalwood, one European hut keeper 
recalled two Wonnarua men stopping to enquire whether he was a 
former convict or free settler. When told that he was the former, the 
Wonnarua men replied that he was lucky: ‘because he was forced to 
come to their lands’ they would leave him alone. How did George 
avoid such encounters? 112 

In what was e�ectively her final family history, her memoir Half 
a Lifetime (1999), Judith concluded of George: ‘Aborigines he seems to 
have viewed with a kind of amused tolerance, once the first battles were 
over’. Yet George, like Scott, was not a disinterested man by nature. 
He was an outspoken advocate for the political and financial interests 
of his class. He opposed the establishment of juries, representative 
government and a dilution of British power. One diary entry from 
1833 shows George working together with his closest friend on a 
political issue: ‘To Scotts. Agreeing on a petition’. It may have been 
the lengthy appeal, reported two months later in the Sydney Gazette, 
that no greater leniency be given in existing prison sentences.113

When George was invited to join William Wentworth’s Australian 
Patriotic Association, he replied that ‘he was opposed to those 
privileges being granted to the Colony, which it was the object of 
the Association to solicit’. The Association noted in its minutes that 
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George’s was the ‘only letter of the kind that has yet been received’ 
and ‘Mr. W., we believe, is nearly isolated in his opinion’. In fact there 
were many others who held George’s views, but these tended to be his 
neighbours. Land grants, those pivots on which the squatters’ fortunes 
often turned, were approved by governors, whose power was endowed 
by the Crown. Diary entries for 1831 show George socialising at length 
with Governor Ralph Darling, Wentworth’s most bitter enemy; that 
same year Darling approved further land grants to George.114 

George had strong views on land that further challenge the notion 
that he could have been ‘tolerant’ of Aboriginal people. He believed 
in the legal right of squatters to assume exclusive dominion over 
land once they had occupied it. In the lead up to an 1847 meeting 
to discuss Edward Wakefield’s suggestion that squatters should be 
charged more for land, George distributed a twelve-page pamphlet. 
In it he highlighted sections of Blackstone’s Commentaries on the 
Laws of England (1765–1769), the basis of English property law, that 
seemed relevant to squatting, such as Blackstone’s understanding that, 
for reasons of practicality, occupancy ‘confirms that right against all 
the world besides’. Blackstone defined occupancy as permanent and 
unceasing occupancy, indicated by alterations made to the land in the 
tradition of European pastoralism. 

Any land was up for the taking, provided it was found ‘unoccupied 
by any one else’. George asked: ‘when did the crown thus occupy, and 
acquire ownership?’ and concluded with the question: ‘whose is the 
land?’ George was not contesting the right of Englishmen to occupy 
and control the Australian colonies; he was contesting the right of the 
Crown to do so. Nowhere did he consider that it was owned or even 
occupied by another group of people. George believed, strongly, that 
land in Australia belonged to the individual who first cultivated it, and 
that such individuals should not be charged for their use of the land. 
Elsewhere he referred to ‘rent’ as that ‘hateful word’. ‘Who are the 
fools?’ he asked in his Blackstone pamphlet. ‘They who, neglecting 
Blackstone, make Wakefield their oracle upon squatting’, he wrote. 
In the 1860s, when Wakefield’s system had been taken up in some 
colonies, he wrote again, stating that the ‘evil results of the Wakefield 
system are manifold’. According to George, keeping large numbers 
of animals extended a sacred tradition that stretched back to ancient 
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Greece and the Bible, and it should be protected. Through their attacks 
on people and property  – by their very presence  – the Wonnarua 
defied the squatters’ claim that they were entitled to practise their 
tradition on this land.115 

�

Cry for the Dead set out to describe, as Judith termed it, the ‘hurried’ and 
‘ruthless’ ‘pastoral invasion’ that spread north and westerly from Sydney. 
A distinguishing feature of this process was the colonial adminis tration’s 
continuing redrafting of boundaries within which they would permit 
land grants. Many squatters pushed beyond these boun daries. George 
Wyndham, as Judith emphasises in Cry, did not – at least initially. In 
the absence of evidence indicating George’s attitude towards Aboriginal 
people, Judith depicts George’s original com mit ment to stay within 
the boundaries as a reflection of his good character. She notes that to 
usurp the boundaries would have involved conflict with the colonial 
administration: ‘George himself had not joined the illegal exodus and 
the squabbles and battles’, instead taking his usual ‘prudent course’ to 
remain free of the ‘brawls and contests of the world’, a stance of which 
his family in England approved. But as historians have also noted, these 
boundaries were completely arbitrary morally, and even perhaps legally. 
There was no permission given by the land’s original owners for these 
boundaries, so in what sense, for a historian working within Judith’s 
framework, was staying within them any better?116 

Judith considered George moderate, careful and cautious, in con-
trast to those squatters around him who recklessly spurred ‘lawlessness’. 
The conviction with which Judith repeatedly uses the words ‘lawless’ 
and ‘illegality’ in these passages is anomalous given that Cry contests 
the very basis of the occupation, and demonstrates that British law was, 
more often than not, an instrument of that occupation. Even when 
advocating continuing invasion George can be benevolent in Judith’s 
hands: the English Wyndhams, she explained, often obtained from 
George ‘sage advice on where to look for land’, that could be passed 
on to would-be colonialists.117

Presented with material that seemed to confirm that George’s views 
on land occupation were predicated on an unfavourable understanding 
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of Aboriginal people, Judith interpreted it in the best possible light. In 
his reply to an 1839 questionnaire, sent by the Legislative Council to 
Hunter Valley landowners to ascertain their attitudes towards employ-
ing Aboriginal people, George responded that the best way to encourage 
them to work would be ‘to cut o� their great toes. They could not 
then climb the trees for opossums’. George reasoned that Aboriginal 
people could ‘live without labour’ since they could subsist on food 
collected in two hours each day. Judith, who recalled his responses in 
Cry, contended that George’s response demonstrated an ‘insight’ into 
‘the Aboriginal way of life [which others] dismissed as little better than 
that of the beasts that perish, as well as nasty, brutish and short…it at 
least indicated that George’s contacts with the Aborigines had not been 
unobservant’. It was an upbeat interpretation of statements that only 
barely concealed an aggression towards Aboriginal people and a lack 
of interest in their welfare. At least one prominent colonialist advo-
cated similarly violent schemes in all seriousness; in this context, such 
‘humour’ was not benign. Given that George viewed the cultivation of 
land, within European terms, as a proper basis for securing exclusive 
occupancy, could he really have been sympathetic to the ‘Aboriginal 
way of life’ to which Judith refers?118 

As Judith would note, George’s views on Aboriginal people and the 
rights of squatters were shared by ‘the valley’s gentry’. Amongst them 
was some di�erence in opinion. Visitors to George, William and Mary 
Ogilvie, ‘were noted for their good relations’ with Aboriginal people, 
as Alward Wyndham observes in a footnote to George Wyndham’s 
diary. Alward Wyndham did not observe that Scott, whom George 
exchanged visits with more often, was not known for having good 
relations, nor was any comparable notation o�ered for both men’s 
friend Peter Cunningham, who ferried George’s letters to the English 
Wyndhams on one of his regular trips home and, like Scott, socialised 
with the family once there. George’s mother told him: ‘I hope we may 
have the pleasure of seeing Doctor Cunningham, as we shall then be 
able to compare the accounts of Australia with that given us by Mr. 
Scott. No doubt the Doctor’s will be the one most tinted with the 
couleur de rose…’ But between Scott and Cunningham, the English 
Wyndhams may not have received radically di�erent reports when it 
came to discussing Aboriginal people, for Cunningham believed that 
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they sat ‘at the very zero of civilization, constituting in a measure the 
connecting link between man and the monkey tribe’.119 

The views of the Valley’s gentry towards Aboriginal people can 
be glimpsed further elsewhere. One month before the 1838 Myall 
Creek massacre trial, in which seven European men were put on 
trial for killing twenty-eight Aboriginal men, women and children 
on the Liverpool Plains, a group called the Hunter River Black 
Association was established to support the defendants. The group was 
semi-clandestine, with most members unwilling to publicly declare 
themselves, aware that they risked their freedom and reputation 
in advocating stronger ‘measures’ against Aboriginal people. Its 
spokesman was Robert Scott. Other members were made up of 
Hunter Valley landowners who sought greater control over the 
Liverpool Plains, as the Wyndhams would shortly do. Members were 
wealthy; so successful was their fund raising that they were able to 
retain the ‘colony’s foremost barristers’ for the Myall Creek defendants. 
Scott visited the men in prison, assuring them that ‘they had little to 
worry about in the prosecution case’ as he ‘had personally arranged for 
evidence to be produced’ showing that the only witness against them 
was insane. As Milliss writes, it was an ‘extraordinary and outrageous 
thing for him’, a magistrate, ‘to do’.120 

Judith acknowledged George must have been under pressure to join 
the association but did not dwell on the point, nor detail the extremity 
of their views. In newspapers, Scott gave voice to these:

We say to the Colonists, since the Government makes no adequate 

exertion to protect yourselves; and if the ferocious savages endeavour 

to plunder and destroy your property, or to murder yourselves, your 

families, or your servants, do to them as you would do to any white 

robbers or murderers – SHOOT THEM DEAD, if you can.

The Australian newspaper took a tough stand against rumours of a 
‘Black Association brotherhood’, declaring ‘that if there be such a 
thing as a regularly organised association for protecting the whites in 
their collisions with the blacks (which can have no other result than to 
encourage bloodshed), that it will be forthwith disbanded’. It was not 
disbanded, for members ensured there was no record of their band.121 
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Many Hunter Valley association members ventured northwards 
to the Liverpool Plains in the late 1830s and 1840s in search of new 
fron tiers, where they could make up the losses brought on by a 
depression which had reduced produce prices and increased costs. 
Forced sales in the Hunter Valley became common. Judith believed 
that George carefully considered whether or not to go beyond the 
established boundaries during this period, and only did so in light 
of his family’s needs: ‘Margaret, that cornucopia of children, had 
produced six sons and two daughters and the question of their 
future was becoming ponderable’. Though letters show that George 
found venturing into dangerous regions exciting, Judith does not 
acknowledge that this may have been a motivation. Everything 
indicated moving northwards would involve violent encounters 
with Aboriginal people. Scott had been one of the first to move 
northwards and by 1837 allowed that his overseers on the Plains 
were understandably likely to murder Aboriginal people in order to 
hold his land. George was not deterred; in 1839 he took his flocks 
beyond territorial boundaries. During these same few years, George 
contributed £5,000 to the construction of Robert Scott’s house: the 
men were as close as ever.122 

In 1844, when Scott was only forty-five years old, he died; accord-
ing to George’s family, it was the result of ‘too active’ a mind, and 
‘constant anxiety’. In 1845, with debts mounting, George rounded up 
his large family, a string of house servants, workers and stock, and 
disappeared into the bush, following in the steps of his old friend once 
more and escaping his creditors. Where some talked of ‘abandoning 
the whole colony’, Judith reported in Generations, George’s clan set 
out ‘through virtually unknown country, and among hostile tribes’. 
As they travelled northwards, they claimed thousands of acres on the 
Liverpool Plains, Macintyre and Clarence rivers. The land they moved 
into was the scene of the worst violence in New South Wales history. 
As R.  H.  W. Reece writes: ‘such records as there are indicate that 
between 1837 and 1846 the colony experienced the worst racial clashes 
in its history, the squatting districts of Portland Bay and Liverpool 
Plains being the most severely a�ected’.123 

Letters from George’s family o�er an account of their expedition. 
In 1845, George’s brother John wrote: 
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I have lately read a letter of yours to Ella, in which you speak of 

shooting the unhappy blacks. There is something in shooting down 

a brave though savage foe which I cannot at all reconcile to my ideas 

of fair play. I suppose it is justified under the plea of self-defence, 

but surely the settlers should be very careful that they are not the 

aggressors, otherwise I think in the eye of Heaven it will approach nigh 

unto murder.124

It was hardly surprising that George used violence to secure land around 
the Liverpool Plains. There was, after all, a territorial war taking place. 
Other family members were less perturbed than John. George’s sister 
Ella looked forward to the family ceasing their roaming: ‘when will 
you find a location?…I fear you will not be able to get land enough 
for your sheep and herds’. Another sister, Charlotte, acknowledged 
the possibility of more conflict: ‘I hope your next letters may arrive 
speedily, and tell us you have recovered all your live stock, and that the 
natives are decamped from about you and your encampment’. John, less 
optimistically, gave the impression that violent conflict had continued: 
‘I am sorry to find by it [your letter] that your black neighbours are so 
hostile, and rather fear that you have got into a hornet’s nest, where 
you will find it di�cult to hold your own’.125 

Nonetheless, George remained convinced that he was doing the 
right thing. Perhaps by way of justifying his actions to an apprehensive 
John, he o�ered what John then referred to as ‘your arguments in 
favour of colonisation’. Acknowledging ‘your wild mode of life’ 
would be ‘by far the most exciting, especially as a little profit is mixed 
up with it’, John declined George’s suggestion that he should join 
them, for he had to think of his ‘delicate’ wife and children. Shortly 
afterwards, George’s brother Alexander referred to another violent 
encounter George had had with the Aboriginal people: 

Your other letter mentions the blacks having speared and eaten some 

of your cattle. When reading it I longed to have been with my nephew 

Alward; we would have had another turn for the cattle next day, and, 

if lawful, would have treated the blacks with a little powder and ball. I 

should have liked to have sent whistling among them, when they set up 

their shouts, a few balls with holes bored through them, the same way 
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that we frightened rooks. I would answer for it stopping the shout for 

the time, but you know how to deal with them, which I do not.126

The whole family did not see it in the same terms, which George 
perhaps anticipated when he wrote again, explaining the incident in 
greater detail. John, who had used the word ‘murder’ the year before, 
wrote back: ‘I have received yours…you enter into a lengthened 
defence of shooting the blacks, which was needless. I never imagined 
you went out for the express purpose, as we would to destroy rabbits, or 
had recourse to the rifle till every other argument had failed’. In such 
a blatant invasion of territory what argument could possibly succeed?127 

In Generations Judith did not acknowledge the letters. In Cry she did. 
Her reading of them reveals a complex response. Acknowledging no 
additional sources, Judith reported: ‘in Wyndham’s absence, they [the 
Widjabal] came out of the heavy brush forests with cries of defiance 
and drove the cattle o�. Young Alward Wyndham, now sixteen, pur-
sued them with his English rifle, a present from his grandfather’. In 
fact nothing in the letters suggests that George was not there and that 
it was only his son Alward who fired shots. To add that the firearm 
came from England, and was a present from the sixteen-year-old’s 
grandfather, seems intended to allay blame. Yet the Wyndhams 
frequently carried guns. May reports that the Wyndhams went armed 
into the Clarence River country, ‘in fear of blacks’. Elsewhere Judith 
acknowledged that Margaret carried a revolver whilst carrying out her 
house duties. Judith’s summation of the letters, covered in one page, 
suggests that there was only one incident, whereas the letters indicate 
that there were at least two incidents, and that some form of hostility 
continued for about one year.128 

Perhaps Judith did have other information that led her to conclude 
that George was not involved in these incidents. And yet her calcula-
tion of the letters’ significance suggests a wilful disbelief in what 
they so categorically reveal: ‘it is not clear from the letters whether 
Wyndham was defending the actions of his neighbours or those of 
Alward and Wyndham himself ’. In one letter, John clearly refers 
to ‘you’, George, ‘shooting the blacks’; in another to ‘you’, George, 
going ‘out for the express purpose…’ Perhaps it was natural that Judith 
would view George’s actions in the best possible light, but she did 
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not extend the same generosity to more distant family members: ‘the 
English Wyndhams, who by this time themselves had considerable 
capital invested in the success of the Australian branch, were for the 
most part tolerant of the di�culties of so distant a colony’. At the 
same time, she questioned why John, who did challenge George, felt 
justified in doing so: ‘his younger brother John, now a cleric, thought 
it his duty to remonstrate, though mildly’. For George there was no 
such interrogation.129 

�

By 1850 the George Wyndhams, as well as securing vast acreages, had 
established a house on the Macintyre River, about which English 
relatives, on seeing a picture of it, remarked: ‘what can a man want 
more?’ Such properties were passed down the family line and secured 
the family’s rank as one of the most successful in New South Wales 
pastoralism. They were central members of the squattocracy. As Judith 
so painfully knew, these privileges came at an immense cost to others, 
but perhaps she could not fully accept the extent to which George and 
Margaret, those ‘figures of serene achievement’, were implicated in 
such tragedies.

Why did she not consider more closely George’s close relationship 
with Robert Scott, and what this implied about George’s beliefs and 
actions? When Judith wrote, in her final statement on George, that 
he viewed Aboriginal people with an ‘amused tolerance, once the 
first battles were over’, this can only be seen as enigmatic and elusive. 
She did not state, after all, whether George was involved in these 
first battles. For one who would set out to fill the silence, the gaps of 
Australian history, it was a notable lacuna.130

In the years following the publication of Cry for the Dead (1981), 
Judith lamented that a lack of resources and time meant she could 
not pursue more fully her family history. Filling the gaps held special 
potential: ‘a bit more education in history wouldn’t come amiss for most 
Australians’. In Half, published almost twenty years on, she acknow-
ledged those gaps again, knowing she would never be able to fill them. 
Judith quoted from the obituary of an ancestor who had lived in a 
part of Queensland where massacres had taken place: he ‘never found 
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occasion to pull triggers with fatal e�ect’. Commenting, ‘I hope the 
obituarist was right about the trigger-pulling but in any event most of 
the job had been done before the Biggs reached Queensland’, Judith 
occupied a similar emotional posture to that she had held in Cry; that 
deep sense of fear and sorrow about what the gaps in her family history 
contained and, at the same time, a kind of wishfulness – bordering on 
wilfulness – that such gaps might have been harmless after all, as if her 
ancestors were lucky, possibly providential, actors who seemed always 
to cross the stage just after the drama had taken place.131 

Since it is hard to fault Judith’s intentions, the gaps that I have 
identified in this chapter might suggest that the telling of Australian 
history is hamstrung as much by deficiencies in source material as 
emotional strain. It must also be acknowledged that the digitisation 
of vast quantities of original sources in recent decades makes it far 
easier to pursue colonial history today. Many of the documents I 
have used to understand Robert Scott’s actions and beliefs, for 
instance, were digitised in the years immediately preceding the 
publication of this book. Other illuminating histories were published 
in the years after Cry. If Judith could have written Cry for the Dead 
in 2016 a di�erent history would have been produced, very possibly 
one which con sidered the mythology of George Wyndham in a 
more sceptical light.  

What do we learn about Judith’s familial culture from the 
Wyndham story? At its core the story told of the Wyndhams’ claim 
to the land. There were no Aboriginal people living on Dalwood, nor 
any in the vicinity who might have contested the Wyndhams’ right to 
be there. Apart from Cry, family histories depicted George’s northward 
ventures as a triumph and tended to downplay the very real advantages 
the Wyndhams assumed.132 They confirmed that he, like Abraham in 
the Bible, gained possession of the land through self-sacrifice, courage 
and ingenuity, and with every moral sanction. Down the generations 
Wyndham descendants, such as May Wright, used this model to 
explain their own lives, leading them to feel a sense of entitlement and 
triumph when they achieved success. It was an interpretation Judith’s 
biographer was happy to support, even if her subject was less certain of 
it. Brady claimed that although Judith’s family were prosperous, it was 
a ‘prosperity won against the odds’.133 
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In 1945 Judith described her life, in the context of such a family 
history, as queer, strange and even sinful. She had no intention of 
being a pastoralist’s wife. In fact she would be a poet. But could what 
Judith suggested in her letter to Jack be true? That her family, in 1945, 
retained the values set down by her nineteenth-century forebears? 
And was it really the case that Judith, in acting against family conven-
tion, wholly overcame the blind spots and elisions of that world? The 
follow ing two chapters will consider how the generations immediately 
before Judith upheld and extended the Wyndhams’ story of success, 
even when struck by family tragedy, before we follow Judith to Sydney 
to see how she became that ‘sinful fish’. 




