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Representing an incident in frontier contact history

Case study oneCase study one

Examining the Museum display
You have walked in to the National Museum of Australia. 
You are interested in what it has to tell you about frontier 
relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
in Australia in the early nineteenth century.

You go to the area dealing with this theme. You walk 
through a display on the attempts of the early governors 
to ‘conciliate the affections’ of the Indigenous people. You 
now see this introduction to the next section:

You are interested in finding out about the conflict around 
Bathurst in the mid-1820s. You believe that there was 
considerable unrest and many bloody clashes. 

CONTESTED FRONTIERS

Battles for the land 1788–1988

It soon became apparent to Aboriginal people 
around Sydney Harbour that the British intended 
to stay. Aboriginal groups resisted. Guerilla wars 
were fought along a rolling frontier for a century 
and a half. Today the names of resistance leaders 
such as Windradyne and Jandamurra are virtually 
unknown outside their communities.
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Testing the Museum display
You are in fact looking here at one of the most 
controversial displays in the Museum. It has resulted in 
heated debate, accusations of fabrication and inaccuracy 
by critics, and counter-accusations against those critics.

Let’s look at the issues raised, see what the critics say 
and how their criticisms are answered. At the end, you 
will be able to make your own judgements about this 
important display.

Here is a comment on the display by a critic.

What is the criticism of this display?

If this claim is accurate, is it a serious criticism?

  

[T]he centrepiece of the 
[Contested Frontiers exhibit], a 

photographic display of the so-called 
Bells Falls Gorge Massacre near Bathurst 

in the 1820s gave credibility to a mythological 
event for which there was no contemporary evidence. 

Although it is now claimed as part of an ancient 
Aboriginal tradition, Aboriginal activists only 

learnt of it from an article about local 
legends written by a white amateur 

historian in 1962.

(Keith Windschuttle, ‘Social history and Aboriginal legends: 
A reply to Gary Morgan’, Quadrant, April 2002 
www.sydneyline.com/Reply%20to%20Gary%20Morgan.htm)
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What happened between 1823 and 1825 in the 
Bathurst area?

What happened at Bells Falls Gorge?

Why did these events happen? (Give the Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous views.)

How do we know these events happened in this way?

What is the overall message that you get from this 
display?

What does this display tell you about Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous contact on the frontier in this period?

Why is it a significant event worth space in a 
museum?

You move on to the display cabinet shown on page 
13, or go to www.schools.nma.gov.au and go to 
What’s new or Curriculum resources for a virtual tour 
of the display .

This display is the one you want to look at today. 

The key text boxes are also reproduced on the back 
cover. 

Look at the image and the text boxes and answer the 
following questions.

From your viewing of all this information, what are your 
answers to these questions:
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Where has the story of the massacre at Bells Falls Gorge come from?

The story is oral history — information handed down over time. What are the 
strengths and weaknesses of oral history as evidence of what happened in 
the past? Is it any more or less reliable than written history? Consider the 
strengths and weaknesses of written records in discussing this question.

The National Museum of Australia does not make any reference in the display 
to the secondary histories about Bells Fall Gorge. Is that a good decision? 
Why or why not?
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Source C
An official report, and missing reports

Whatever reports were filed by the local authorities [about this event] seem not to have 
survived, and the colonial government appears to have whitewashed its account by claiming 
that ‘not one outrage was committed … neither was a life sacrificed or even blood spilt’.
(David Andrew Roberts, ‘The Bells Falls massacre and oral tradition’, in Bain Attwood & SG Foster (eds), Frontier 
Conflict: The Australian Experience, National Museum of Australia, Canberra 2003, page 152)  

According to the official report, how serious was the fighting around 
Bathurst during the period of martial law?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of official reports as evidence 
of what happened in the past?
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Source D
Comparing the official report with some other records

This [the official report above] is at odds with the circumstantial evidence available. We have 
a large number of ambiguous hints and rumours, mostly penned by informants who were 
not directly involved, and numerous descriptions that emerged decades later in the form of 
family reminiscences and local traditions. They convey an almost unanimous opinion that 
the troops were engaged in fierce action, obliging us to imagine this was a time in which 
some extremely dark deeds were committed.  
(David Andrew Roberts, ‘The Bells Falls massacre and oral tradition’, in Bain Attwood & SG Foster (eds), Frontier 
Conflict: The Australian Experience, National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2003, page 152)

What sort of evidence is being referred to here?

What are its strengths and weaknesses as evidence of what happened in 
the past?

What do you now think happened at Bells Fall Gorge?

Compare this to your answer to question 10 above. If it has changed, 
suggest reasons why. If not, suggest reasons why not.

Regardless of your answer to question 10, what are the difficulties in 
knowing what happened or did not happen at Bells Falls Gorge? In your 
answer, refer to the nature of contemporary evidence, official records and 
oral history.

How certain can we be about our knowledge of what happened there?

Do you think the Museum display should acknowledge or refer to problems 
with evidence about what happened at Bells Falls Gorge? Discuss your 
ideas at this point, then read on to explore this question further.
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Compare the underlined 
words here with those in 
the previous document. 
Is Davison’s criticism of 
Windschuttle’s position on 
these words a fair one? Is 
there a difference between 
‘attributes’ and ‘records’?
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Look back at Source B. 
Does Windschuttle 
accurately represent and 
describe the nature of the 
oral evidence about the 
Bells Falls Gorge story?
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Do you think this is an 
appropriate and helpful 
addition? Explain your 
reasons.
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Source G The National Museum has an exhibit on the massacre, including a   
 large photographic reproduction of the waterfall and gorge. Its caption 
says it was white settlers rather than soldiers who did the deed, but otherwise agrees with 
the other accounts [presented by the authors on secondary accounts in Source A]. 'This is 
a place of great sadness,’ the museum records. ‘Our people still hear the echoes of the 
women and children who died here.’
(Keith Windschuttle, ‘How not to run a museum: People’s history at the postmodern museum’, Quadrant, September 
2001 http://www.sydneyline.com/National%20Museum.htm)

Source H [The Bells Falls Gorge massacre] is a complete fabrication … The first  
 reports of the event’s existence did not appear in print until 1962, that is, 
140 years later, when an article in the Bathurst Times by a local amateur historian reported it as 
one of the oral legends of the district. All the references listed above originate, directly or 
indirectly, in this one article … it is appalling that the museum would still go ahead and 
produce such an elaborate display about such a spurious story.
(Keith Windschuttle, ‘How not to run a museum: People’s history at the postmodern museum’, Quadrant, September 2001 
http://www.sydneyline.com/National%20Museum.htm)

In response to the controversy 
over the display the Museum 
added this text box.

How do we know?

Information about specific conflicts comes from two main sources: written records 
and oral traditions — that is, stories carried forward from one generation to the next. 
The story told here has been passed down by the Wiradjuri people and by European 
settlers and their descendants. The oral traditions of the region are supported by 
written evidence of violence near Bathurst in the 1820s.

Historians continue to argue about particular events, but most agree that, while their 
origins are impossible to verify, conflict on the frontier was extensive and often violent.Here are three evaluations 

of the overall display:

Do you agree that while 
the specific incident is 
doubtful, the display 
creates an accurate 
impression of the nature 
of frontier conflict at that 
time?
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Is the issue of whether 
the story of a massacre 
at Bells Falls Gorge is a 
European or Indigenous 
tradition important? 
Explain your reasons.
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Source I [C]asual visitors are likely to leave with the impression that some sort of  
 massacre of Aboriginal women and children took place in the Bathurst region. 
They will not have been seriously misled about the general truth — that life on the frontier in the 
1820s was often violent and that Aborigines were killed by settlers — but they may have been 
misled into giving more credence to the Bells Falls story than the contemporary evidence supports. 
(Graeme Davison, ‘Conflict in the museum’, in Bain Attwood & SG Foster (eds), Frontier Conflict: The Australian Experience, 
National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2003, page 211)

Source J There are numerous problems with the exhibit … One misrepresentation is the  
 implication that the Bells Falls tradition is derived from Aboriginal sources. My 
research, at least, suggests it is not — although research conducted by Brad Manera for the 
Museum does support the existence of a separate Wiradjuri tradition concerning a massacre at 
Bells Falls … The intention [in the display] is to express an Aboriginal perspective. However, in 
light of the problematic nature of the evidence in this case, some clarification is required … 
[however] it is wrong to claim, as Windschuttle does, that it ‘can’t possibly be accurate’, or that 
‘the slightest bit … of investigation’ proves it to be ‘false’. 
(David Andrew Roberts, ‘The Bells Falls massacre and oral tradition’, in Bain Attwood & SG Foster (eds), Frontier Conflict: 
The Australian Experience, National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2003, page 156)

Make sure you understand 
the meaning of the words 
‘myth’, ‘mythology’ and 
‘legend’.

31Source K [T]he National Museum still intends to keep its Frontier Conflict exhibit  
 intact and to perpetuate the Bells Falls Gorge legend … Of course, the 
school children and tourists who inspect it will not realise that what they are seeing is a piece of 
mythology. They will assume that, because the museum has the imprimatur [authorisation] of the 
government, its displays have been based on proper research and must be true. They will be badly 
misled as long as this charade continues.
(Keith Windschuttle, ‘Social history and Aboriginal legends: A reply to Gary Morgan’, Quadrant, April 2002 
www.sydneyline.com/Reply%20to%20Gary%20Morgan.htm)    

Do you agree with Keith Windschuttle that the Bells 
Falls Gorge story is ‘spurious’ (not authentic, not 
genuine) and a complete fabrication? Or with David 
Andrew Roberts, who argues that it is a plausible 

32 story, though probably exaggerated? Or with Graeme 
Davison, who believes that even if the details are not 
accurate, it provides an accurate impression of what 
happened in this time and place?
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