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Abstract 

In recent years the publication of online maps documenting frontier conflict between Indigenous 

peoples and interlopers in Australia has generated great public interest. These new resources are vital 

memorials to frontier conflict; however, we note they are still relatively “flat” resources, much more 

akin to visualized spreadsheets with a spatial element. Another new resource, the Frontier Conflict 

and the Native Mounted Police Database is a comprehensive relational database that comprehensively 

presents all elements of frontier conflict across the state of Queensland. It collates transcribed primary 

documents, georectified historical mapping data, and oral histories with archaeological site and 

artefact level data, and links these multi-tiered sets of information to the known structure, spread, and 

personnel of the paramilitary government agency, the Native Mounted Police. Rather than a single 

map being the main outcome, the Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police Database uses the 

range of primary data to generate a comprehensive series of interactive maps, including layers relating 

to key historical data sets, as well as making the mass of primary and secondary data upon which the 

maps are based accessible to the user. In this Reflection, we describe the extent and limitations of the 

Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police Database, and compare it with other online datasets. 

In collating frontier conflict relating to Queensland in a single, freely available online resource, we 

invite the public to actively engage in “truth-telling,” by assessing historical evidence for themselves, 
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developing their critical thinking skills, and drawing their own conclusions about the nature and 

extent of frontier conflict. 
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Introduction 

From the early 2000s, the “History Wars” have seen extensive discourse over the nature of Australia’s 

“settlement.”1 The 2017 Uluru Statement from the Heart — a call for constitutional recognition made 

by Indigenous leaders — even made oblique reference to the debate, with the preceding Regional 

Dialogue Meetings revealing a fundamental need to “know more about Australian and Aboriginal 

history”2 in order for Australia to reconcile with its past. Consequently, “truth-telling” is again surging 

to the forefront of the Australian lexicon.  

One transformative truth-telling initiative has been an expansion of research into massacres, 

a key element of which has been mapping the location of such events. Such endeavors are not new: 

Ian Clarke mapped massacre events across the state of Victoria in the pre-digital era.3  What is 

different today, however, is that increasingly sophisticated geospatial interfaces facilitate the 

production of online representations of such events that move beyond static paper maps. Lyndall Ryan 

and colleague’s Colonial Frontiers Massacre Map has been the most prominent online mapping 

exercise to date,4 incorporating stringent criteria regarding the number of victims (six or more) and a 

 
1 The word “settlement” implies that the process was peaceful and well ordered. The evidence shows clearly that this was not the 

case. 

2 Megan Davis, “The Long Road to Uluru,” Griffith Review 60 (2018): 13–45 (28). 

3 Ian D. Clark, Scars in the Landscape: A Register of Massacre Sites in Western Victoria, 1803–1859 (Canberra: Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 1995). 

4  Lyndall Ryan and colleagues “Colonial Frontier Massacres in Central and Eastern Australia 1788–1930” (2019), 

https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres. 

https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres
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level of confidence for each alleged incident. Ryan et al.’s map initially focused on southeast 

Australia, with information about other locations added subsequently; as of late 2020 approximately 

sixty-five massacre events have been plotted across Queensland. A derivative map and associated 

series of newspaper articles was subsequently published as “The Killing Times”5 by the Guardian 

(Australia) and went on to win a Walkley Award.6  Unsurprisingly, Ryan’s team and the Colonial 

Frontiers Massacre Map, along with The Guardian team and “The Killing Times” project, have 

recently come under criticism by right-wing idealogues, who suggest the research underpinning both 

maps is fundamentally flawed.7 

 A more recent massacre map has been produced by Greg Hooper, Jonathan Richards, and 

Judy Watson, via The Names of Places project.8 Richards had originally been part of the Colonial 

Frontiers Massacre Map project and it is not specified how the authors saw their own work differing 

from Ryan et al.’s. However, two apparent differences are the direct inclusion in Hooper et al.’s 

version of (some) primary documents and events drawn from “oral history and hearsay.”9 While Ryan 

et al.’s map lists the primary and many secondary sources used to map each event, Hooper et al.’s 

map sometimes, but not always, provides a direct link to a primary source document, such as an 

official inquest file which details an event, allowing the viewer to read the material themselves rather 

than having to rely on a researcher’s interpretation of it. 

 
5 See The Guardian, “The Killing Times” (2020),  https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-

map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars. 

6 Lorena Allam, The Guardian Australia and the University of Newcastle’s Colonial Frontier Massacres Project, “The Killing Times” 

(2020),  https://www.walkleys.com/award-winners/lorena-allam-guardian-australia-team-and-the-university-of-newcastles-colonial-

frontier-massacres-project-the-killing-times/. 

7 Michael Connor, “The Shoddy Research Behind the Massacre Maps,” Quadrant 64, no. 10 (2020): 52–55; Michael Connor “How 

the Massacre Maps are Killing Aborigines [sic]” Quadrant 64, no. 11 (2020): 52–57. 

8 Angus Hooper et al., “The Names of Places” (2020), http://thenamesofplaces.com/tnop/. 

9 Greg Hooper, Jonathan Richards, and Judy Watson, “Mapping Colonial Massacres and Frontier Violence in Australia: The Names of 

Places,” Cartographica: The International Journal for Geographic Information and Geovisualization 55, no. 3 (2020):193–198. 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars
https://www.walkleys.com/award-winners/lorena-allam-guardian-australia-team-and-the-university-of-newcastles-colonial-frontier-massacres-project-the-killing-times/
https://www.walkleys.com/award-winners/lorena-allam-guardian-australia-team-and-the-university-of-newcastles-colonial-frontier-massacres-project-the-killing-times/
http://thenamesofplaces.com/tnop/
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 While both Ryan et al.’s and Hooper et al.’s maps are extremely valuable for indicating the 

scale, spread and consequences of frontier violence, making them accessible literally “at a glance,” 

we suggest that their scope is still limited. Ryan et al.’s map focusses on arguably more “sensational” 

events, as the minimum criterion for an event’s inclusion is the death of six people or more as per 

Ryan’s definition of a massacre.10  This belies the complexity of the frontier, where larger-scale 

killings were comparatively rare and usually the culmination of smaller-scale events over preceding 

weeks or months. We argue that a more holistic approach to mapping violence on the frontier, that 

includes all conflict “events” regardless of whether these resulted in large (or any) numbers of deaths, 

is required in order to provide a more nuanced view of the ebb and flow of interactions and the 

negotiation of relationships. Accordingly, The Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police 

database11  was developed as an outcome of the Archaeology of the Queensland Native Mounted 

Police project.12  

 

The Broader Context of the Native Mounted Police and Frontier Conflict in Queensland 

The Native Mounted Police (NMP) were a paramilitary Government force that operated during the 

second half of the nineteenth century in newly “settled” districts on the Queensland “frontier.”13 

 
10 Lyndall Ryan, “Massacre in the Black War in Tasmania 1823–34: A Case Study of the Meander River Region, June 1827,” Journal 

of Genocide Research 10, no. 4 (2008): 479–499; Lyndall Ryan, “Settler Massacres on the Port Phillip Frontier, 1836–1851,” Journal 

of Australian Studies 34, no. 3 (2010): 257–273. 

11  Heather Burke and Lynley A. Wallis, “Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police in Queensland Database” (2019), DOI: 

10.25957/5d9fb541294d5. See https://database.frontierconflict.org and https://frontierconflict.org.  

12 Lynley A. Wallis and Heather Burke “Archaeology on the Frontier” (2020),  https://archaeologyonthefrontier.com/. 

13 Jonathan Richards, The Secret War: A True History of Queensland's Native Police (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2008). 

While the word “frontier” conjures up a line beyond which was the “unknown” and the “wild,” in fact the frontier should be more 

correctly considered a “zone of interaction;” see Lynley A. Wallis et al., “Fatal Frontier: Temporal and Spatial Considerations of the 

Native Mounted Police and Colonial Violence across Queensland,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Australia and New 

Guinea, ed. Ian McNiven and Bruno David (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 

https://database.frontierconflict.org/
https://frontierconflict.org/
https://archaeologyonthefrontier.com/
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While they sometimes undertook tasks such as escorting gold shipments, assisting exploration parties, 

establishing new travel routes and searching for missing persons, their main role was to respond to 

European requests for police assistance to “disperse” (widely accepted as a euphemism for “killing”) 

Aboriginal people and destroy their resistance to the process of European expansion.  

 The establishment of the NMP in Queensland followed a long tradition. Its immediate 

antecedents can be found in the Native Police Corps established in 1837 in the Port Phillip District 

of Victoria, 14  an institution which itself mirrored a long British tradition of using Indigenous 

“outsiders” to police other Indigenous populations across the Empire.15 The first detachment of NMP 

arrived on the Darling Downs in May 1849, when Queensland was still part of New South Wales. It 

was under the command of the newly appointed Commandant Frederick Walker16 and comprised 

fourteen Aboriginal men who had been recruited by Walker from the Murrumbidgee and Murray 

River districts. From these humble beginnings the NMP eventually grew to a more substantive force, 

with more than 800 troopers and 450 Europeans serving through its’ half-century history.17 Typically 

detachments operated with between four and eight troopers under the command of a European officer, 

stationed in often remotely located base camps. The NMP eventually declined in size until the last 

camp (at Coen in Cape York Peninsula) was closed in 1929, and relatively little was known about it 

until about forty years ago, when historians such as Henry Reynolds, Noel Loos, Ray Evans, and, 

more recently, Jonathan Richards and Timothy Bottoms began to shed light on their activities.18 This 

 
14  Marie Hansen Fels, Good Men and True: The Aboriginal Police of the Port Philip District 1837–1853 (Melbourne: Melbourne 

University Press, 1988).  

15 Amanda Nettelbeck and Russell Smandych, “Policing Indigenous Peoples on Two Colonial Frontiers: Australia's Mounted Police and 

Canada's North-West Mounted Police,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology 43, no. 2 (2010):356–375; Richards, Secret 

War, 185–193. 

16 Leslie Edward Skinner, Police of the Pastoral Frontier (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1975). 

17 Burke and Wallis, “Frontier Conflict”; see also Richards, Secret War. 

18 Timothy Bottoms and Raymond Evans, Conspiracy of Silence: Queensland's Frontier Killing-Times (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 
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was part of the breaking of the “Great Australian Silence” and the dismantling of the “cult of 

forgetfulness” described so eloquently by William E.H. Stanner in his Boyer Lecture of 1968.19  

 Funded by an Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery Project grant, the Archaeology 

of the Queensland NMP project set out to document both the history and material remains of the 

NMP, and to share our findings with the public in new and innovative ways. 

 

Beyond Dots on Maps: A Different Kind of Online Resource 

Hooper et al. noted that they had found spreadsheets (aka tables) inadequate for collating all the 

information generated by their mapping project and turned to ArcGIS to more effectively manage 

their data. Both The Names of Places and the Colonial Frontier Massacres Map are vital memorials 

to frontier conflict, but they are still relatively “flat” resources, much more akin to visual spreadsheets 

than truly comprehensive datasets. For both, clicking on a dot on the map brings up a summary table 

outlining the basic statistics for each event, including date, description and references. The Hooper et 

al. map, in some instances, also provides a direct link to a primary document describing the event in 

question, although these are limited in number. Ryan et al.’s map is more visual in that it allows the 

 
2013); Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders, and Kathryn Cronin Race Relations in Colonial Queensland: A History of Exclusion, 

Exploitation and Extermination (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1993); Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-

European Relations on the North Queensland Frontier 1861–1897 (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1982); Noel Loos, 

“A Chapter of Contact: Aboriginal-European Relations in North Queensland 1606–1992,” in Race Relations in North Queensland 

(Townsville: Department of History and Politics, James Cook University, 1993), 4–39; Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: 

Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion of Australia (Ringwood: Penguin Books, 1982); Henry Reynolds, The Law of the Land 

(Ringwood: Penguin Books, 1987); Henry Reynolds, Dispossession: Black Australians and White Invaders (St Leonards: Allen and 

Unwin, 1989); Henry Reynolds, ed. Race Relations in North Queensland (Townsville: Department of History and Politics, James Cook 

University, 1993); Henry Reynolds, “The Unrecorded Battlefields of Queensland,” in Race Relations in North Queensland (Townsville: 

Department of History and Politics, James Cook University, 1993), 40–62; Henry Reynolds, Why Weren't We Told? (Ringwood: 

Penguin Australia, 2000); Richards, Secret War. 

19  William Edward Hanley Stanner, After the Dreaming: Black and White Australians—An Anthropologist's View (Australian 

Broadcasting Commission, 1969). 
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user to zoom into a satellite image of the area in question and navigate around it in a 3D landscape. 

The relationship of that event to other, contextual strands of information, however, is limited by the 

Google Earth base map that depicts each event in relation only to the modern landscape. 

 The Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police Database (hereafter “the FC&NMP 

Database;” see Figure 1), however, goes far beyond this, in that it is a comprehensive relational 

database (rather than a spreadsheet) covering all elements of frontier conflict of Queensland. It 

collates transcribed primary documents, georectified historical mapping data, and oral histories with 

archaeological site and artefact level data, and links these multi-tiered sets of information to the 

known structure, spread, and personnel of the NMP. Rather than a single map being the main outcome, 

the FC&NMP Database uses the range of primary data to generate a series of interactive maps, 

including layers relating to key historical data sets such as mineral fields, pastoral districts, Native 

Title groups, and language groups, as well as making the mass of primary and secondary data upon 

which the maps are based accessible to the user.  

 

[Figure 1 near here] 

 

Like every database, the FC&NMP Database is a comprehensive method of storing, managing 

and retrieving masses of complex information, the individual pieces of which are and can be related 

to one another and explored in a myriad of ways.20 Perhaps the best way to think about it is as a mass 

of complicated, related spreadsheets, each one collating data about a different aspect of the NMP, but 

all of which are powerfully interconnected and cross-referenced, as well as being tied to spatial 

information. The FC&NMP Database is also unique in not just presenting dots on a map, but explicitly 

making all of the information that underpins each dot (and more) available online, so that users can 

not only easily access and read all the source material for themselves, but can also interrogate, 

 
20 Carlos Corronel and Steven Morris, Database Systems: Design, Implementation and Management, 7th ed. (Essex: Pearson Education, 

2018). 
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analyze, and interpret the data independently.  

 After four years of intense development, the FC&NMP Database was officially launched at a 

public event held at the Queensland Museum in December 2019, with an opening address by Dr Jim 

Thompson (CEO and Director of the Queensland Museum), a keynote presentation by Badtjala 

(K'Gari, Fraser Island) scholar and artist Dr Fiona Foley, and a special performance by didgeridoo 

virtuoso Will Barton and performer Aunty Delmae Barton. Since then we have added further content 

to it, and will continue to do so in coming years. The remainder of this paper provides explanations 

about the information in the FC&NMP Database and the rationale for its data being generally grouped 

into four key interconnecting nodes — Sources, People, Places, and Events. 

 

Sources 

There are essentially two sets of “sources” in the database: historical documents and archaeological 

materials. 

 

Documents 

History is constructed in large part on documents, and this is also true of the FC&NMP Database. We 

consider documents in the broadest sense, thus encompassing primary documents, secondary 

documents, journal articles, books, manuscripts, photographs, maps, plans, sketches, video files, and 

audio files. Wherever feasible we have included a PDF copy or image of the original document 

alongside its transcription, so that readers can access them in whatever format they prefer. This 

alleviates the problem that exists for many people who are either not professional historians and are 

thus unfamiliar with how to source primary material in repositories such as the Queensland State 

Archives and/or who are not able to visit such repositories themselves owing to logistical constraints. 

Of course, the usual caveats with regards to the transcriptions of primary sources apply, in that we do 

not guarantee that they are error free (when we could not determine a word in a transcription we have 

either left it blank, or indicated our best guess); readers are cautioned to refer to the original 
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documents wherever possible. 

 Over sixty per cent (n=9075) of the more than 14,000 documents catalogued in the FC&NMP 

Database comprise articles/letters from historic Australian newspapers predominantly accessed 

through Trove, though occasionally non-digitized newspapers have been accessed via other means. 

The second most abundant category of documents are the thirty per cent (n=4326) that derive from 

government records held in the Queensland State Archives’ collection. In the first instance we focused 

on materials from the obvious series, such as the Police Staff, Police Stations, and inquest files, but 

have also included relevant items from other series, such as the Colonial Secretary’s correspondence. 

Other sources include occasional diaries and letters sourced from other repositories, such as libraries, 

private and museum collections, and, specifically in relation to the People section, online repositories 

such as Ancestry.com and the Australian Dictionary of Biography. Secondary sources, such as books 

and journal articles about the NMP,21 are also listed, but owing to copyright issues in most cases only 

bibliographic information is provided rather than a PDF copy. To differentiate these types of resources 

from the primary sources, these are termed “References” in the FC&NMP Database. 

 Regardless of the form they take, all documents are comprehensively cross-referenced to 

items in all of the other nodes (see below), allowing the user to follow whichever thread they are 

interested in. Documents are also tagged with relevant keywords, such as “European weapons,” 

“women,” “mining,” “Chinese” or “illness/health/disease,” thus allowing users to easily view all 

items relating to a specific topic or theme.  

Of course, as anyone interested in history is aware, documentary sources are inherently biased, 

and are often lacking entirely for large numbers of people, places, and time periods. This is especially 

the case with regard to frontier conflict. Many settlers took good note of the lessons learned from the 

Myall Creek case, when eleven Europeans were tried and seven hanged for the murder of at least 

 
21 For example, Skinner, Police of the Pastoral Frontier and Richards, Secret War. 
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twenty-eight Aboriginal people in New South Wales in the late 1830s.22 The trials and punishment of 

the Myall Creek perpetrators both set a judicial precedent and led to a more clandestine culture 

surrounding the killing of Aboriginal people. It is perhaps not surprising that documentary records 

are inherently — and perhaps consciously — silent on many of the details of the actions of the NMP, 

even when events were reported directly by the officer responsible, or in the rare cases when officers 

were disciplined or arrested for potential crimes against Aboriginal people. We say more about this 

in specific regard to frontier conflicts events below. 

 

Archaeological materials 

While documents are obviously an important means by which to reconstruct the NMP story, they are 

not the only source. We also wanted the FC&NMP Database to be a repository of information about 

the NMP-related archaeological sites and artefacts that were the focus of our wider project. While 

obviously an online database cannot be a repository for physical objects, it can and does include 

descriptive data on all of the archaeological places and objects recorded during the course of the 

project. 

 The Archaeology of the Queensland NMP project identified and visited forty-one NMP camp 

sites and seven other places related to frontier conflict; notes, descriptions, and photographs from all 

visits are included in the database. Eight NMP sites were excavated, and the FC&NMP Database 

contains all of the excavation forms, and field photographs and notes, as well as photographs and 

descriptions of the artefacts. In some instances where we have been granted access to catalogue such 

materials, we have also been able to include information about artefacts from private or museum 

collections. 

 Generally, artefacts were categorized in the first instance as belonging to one of the broad 

material categories listed in Table 1 and given a unique entry in the database. Depending on the type 

 
22 See papers in Jane Lydon and Lyndall Ryan, eds. Remembering the Myall Creek Massacre (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2018). 
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of artefact, a suite of basic attributes (such as weight, length, width, height, time period of 

manufacture, raw material type, colour, paste, etc.) was then recorded following standard 

archaeological practice,23 and a photograph taken and uploaded. At the time of writing, more than 

15,000 artefacts have been catalogued in the FC&NMP Database. 

 

[Table 1 near here] 

 

People 

The “People” section of the database holds information about four key categories of people, each of 

which is tailored to meet the needs of that particular group, with its own unique limitations and 

challenges. 

 

NMP Officers (n=441) 

These records relate to the non-Aboriginal members of the NMP and, in some instances, their senior 

commanding officers, such as the Commissioners of Police, though we note the latter types of men 

had broader responsibilities than singularly supervising the NMP.  

 As noted above, official staff files for some of these men (which often provide snippets of 

information about their NMP colleagues) survive in the Queensland State Archives, and have been 

copied, transcribed, entered into our database, and then cross-referenced with related entries. While 

staff files are a key repository of information about many NMP officers, for a variety of reasons 

(including poor record keeping in remote locations, and sometimes the [deliberate and accidental] 

destruction of records) they exist for only a proportion of the officers. 

 As you would expect, the quantity of information available on each man is highly variable. 

For some we have only one mention of a name as an aside in a source, such as a letter in another 

 
23 Heather Burke and Claire Smith, The Archaeologist's Field Handbook (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2004). 
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officer’s staff file. Similar scant references might include a mention in a single newspaper account, 

although the vagaries of nineteenth century journalism mean there are many misspelt names and 

confusion about men with similar or the same surnames (such as the Murray and Walker brothers), 

which complicate understanding. At the other end of the spectrum are men who had extended periods 

of service with the NMP, often being promoted into positions of authority as their careers progressed 

and being recalled back to regional centres to serve in the “regular” police force. These men often 

accumulated an extensive, detailed staff file associated with their service, although their NMP service 

is not necessarily detailed. Most men fall between these two extremes. A small number of officers 

were captured in photographs, though these are the exception rather than the rule. In some instances 

it is unclear whether men were employed in the NMP or the regular police force, and in others it is 

clear that they moved between appointments in both; in these cases we have flagged such 

uncertainties pending clarification.  

 Wherever possible NMP officer entries provide summary biographical information about each 

man, such as their birth and death dates, and information about their spouse and children, a history of 

their time in the NMP, such as where they were posted and when, what ranks they held, who their 

commanding officer was, who the troopers were in their detachment, and what “events of frontier 

conflict,” if any (either instigating or responding to), they were involved in.  

 

NMP Troopers (n=881) 

These are records relating to the Aboriginal members of the NMP. Unfortunately, not a single official 

staff file exists for any Aboriginal trooper, even though they were paid members of the Queensland 

Police Force. Accordingly, we recognize our list of troopers is far from exhaustive, since many such 

men were never referred to in any documentation at all, and we generally have far less information 

about any of these men than their commanding officers.  

 Complicating attempts to identify the Aboriginal members of the NMP is the fact that most 

were given a European “first” name when they joined — rarely were they given a surname and rarely 
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were their Aboriginal names used (though interestingly the latter seems to have happened more often 

in the early decades of the Force and particularly in association with recruits from the Wide Bay area 

in southeast Queensland). Consequently, there were many troopers with the same name and it is 

sometimes impossible to distinguish between them. In such instances we have resorted to allocating 

a number after their name to distinguish them and indicate in the database entry when we have reason 

to suspect that two entries may refer to the same individual.  

 As with NMP officer entries, each trooper entry provides known biographical information 

about each man, such as when they joined and left the Force, their death dates, the region they were 

recruited from, and sometimes information about their spouse and children, a history of their time in 

the NMP, such as where they were posted and when, who their commanding officer was, and what 

“events” of frontier conflict they were involved in.  

 

Associated Individuals (n=2064) 

Associated Individuals are people who were not members of the NMP, but were in some way 

associated with it or with the incidents of frontier conflict documented elsewhere in the FC&NMP 

Database. This includes, but is not necessarily limited to, officers of the regular Police Force, Police 

Magistrates, Justices of the Peace, politicians, landowners, pastoralists, shepherds, miners, victims of 

attacks, and the wives and/or children of NMP officers and troopers. 

 One thing that is it is easy to forget from our twenty-first century viewpoint, is just how small 

the population of Queensland was in the nineteenth century: just 23,250 people in 1859, rising to 

506,721 in 1901 (of whom 120,650 were living in Brisbane or surrounds).24 Cross-referencing all the 

people mentioned in the historical records in relation to frontier conflict reminds us of this fact, and 

reinforces the understanding that almost everyone in nineteenth century Queensland would have 

either had some direct involvement with frontier conflict, known someone who was directly involved 

 
24  Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Historical Population” (2019),  https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/historical-

population/latest-release (Retrieved 13 November 2020). 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/historical-population/latest-release
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/historical-population/latest-release
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or, at the very least, been aware that it was going on.  

 In part as a result of the small population size, it is not surprising that often the same people 

show up in multiple sources, such as pastoralists who were petitioning for visits from the NMP, and/or 

who were then themselves involved in conflict events. Another example are medical practitioners, as 

doctors were often involved in carrying out autopsies or tending to people who were wounded during 

conflict events. Perhaps the best example of the latter is Helmuth Axel Fredrich Bernhard Kor�� 

(aka Korteum), a medical practitioner in Cooktown, who treated many European and Chinese people 

speared by Aboriginal people defending their lands in the Cape York Peninsula region in the 1880s.25  

 

Researchers (n=52)  

This section of the database includes entries for all of the researchers on the QNMP project. These 

include academics engaged at various institutions or companies, as well as current or research 

graduate students working on discrete aspects of the overall project. Aboriginal and other community 

members who assisted with the project are also included here, particularly when they were actively 

involved in fieldwork or in compiling and transcribing primary source documents or cataloguing 

artefacts. 

 

Places 

The Places node of the database is generally separated into NMP camps (and other conflict related 

places, such as homesteads) versus “Other places.” “Camps” includes all historically known instances 

of NMP camps derived from historical information; within this is a sub-category for those that we 

physically relocated on the ground and thus were able to inspect and record. The “Other places” are 

exactly that — any place referred to in a source that is not an NMP camp, such as a watercourse or 

travel route, the name of a pastoral run, or a township. A search facility allows users to search the 

 
25 Heather Burke and Lynley A. Wallis, Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police in Queensland, https://frontierconflict.org/, 

Entry ID 22187.  

https://frontierconflict.org/
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FC&NMP Database by place names (as well as all other categories), thus allowing Queensland 

residents to identify frontier conflict in their local region, and even on specific pastoral stations. 

 

Events 

A key difference between the FC&NMP Database and other online maps is that we explicitly set out 

to catalogue all elements of frontier conflict, not just those involving deaths of large numbers of 

people. As such, we have attempted to document all kinds of frontier conflict events which, for the 

ease of analysis are categorized as attacks against either (1) Aboriginal people, (2) Europeans/Others 

(i.e. non-Aboriginal people), (3) Property26 and/or livestock, or (4) NMP detachments. In doing so 

we offer a more holistic (though still partial) view of the frontier, since high profile massacres were 

not the norm, rarely happened in isolation, and were often either the culmination of a series of more 

minor skirmishes in the preceding weeks and months, or led to a series of recriminatory actions that 

could be equally small-scale. We acknowledge that this part of the FC&NMP Database is by no means 

exhaustive and have drawn heavily on the existing research of historians such as Ray Evans, Noel 

Loos, and Timothy Bottoms, supplemented by our own independent research. Event entries record 

information such as where and when an event happened, who was involved (officers, troopers or 

other individuals), what other events led up to it or happened after it, and copies of written accounts 

referring to that event. With respect to the latter we have in almost all cases presented the primary 

source material, as well as noted where secondary sources discuss a particular event or person. 

 We recognize without apology that the FC&NMP Database events dataset has several 

limitations, principally its inherent bias that privileges accounts of European/other deaths over those 

of Aboriginal people, and the fact that many accounts (both oral and written) provide insufficient 

locational or temporal information to allow mapping with any degree of confidence. For this reason 

there are far more attacks on non-Aboriginal people mapped, even though this almost certainly was 

 
26  Property can refer to that belonging to Aboriginal people, such as when camps were raided and humpies burned down, or 

Europeans/others, such as when shepherds’ huts or drays were ransacked. 
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not the case historically. Most attacks on Aboriginal people drew only a single line mention in 

historical sources, if at all, and potentially involved large numbers of people being killed although it 

is very rare for any numbers of deaths to be recorded, while an attack on a single European/other 

person was routinely widely reported in contemporary newspapers, with explicit details being 

provided. Despite the shortcomings, the data provide a damning visualization of the extent of conflict 

across colonial Queensland that contrasts other available maps (Figure 2). 

 

[Figure 2 near here] 

 

Tying any frontier conflict event to a particular spatial location is an intellectual problem that 

underlies all of the maps discussed herein. Most locations reported in documents are vague at best, 

especially when referring to NMP attacks on Aboriginal camps, since these were located far from 

European nodes in the landscape — the places usually plotted on historical maps — and often referred 

to in relation to the amount of time it took to reach them (e.g. “three days’ tracking”) rather than a 

physical feature in the landscape. The FC&NMP Database events therefore have varying degrees of 

certainty regarding these locations. For instance, an attack on a specific named homestead can be 

pinpointed more accurately than an attack described as occurring “fifty miles from Thornborough” 

(which could be in any direction). This is another key difference between the FC&NMP Database 

and both Hooper et al.’s and Ryan et al.’s maps: the FC&NMP Database provides a rationale for why 

an event has been located to a certain geographical location, including any problems with identifying 

it and how those problems were dealt with.  

 Further complications are the limited number of literate Europeans and the often sporadic 

reporting of frontier conflict in newspapers, letters, and diaries, as a result of which some areas or 

time periods appear to have few or no events. As such, we note here that geographic areas with few 

events are more likely to reflect a lack of written sources relating to that region rather than an absence 

of conflict per se. In a similar vein to Hooper et al.’s approach, we have included, where possible, 
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information from oral histories about frontier conflict, but the oftentimes lack of geographic or 

temporal specificity provided in such sources made mapping them challenging. The events we have 

documented are only those that can be tied to some sort of specific location, although more often than 

not these events still cannot be mapped with any high degree of accuracy. For example, we might 

know that an event happened on a particular road or station, or at a certain distance from a township, 

but no more details are available about exactly where. Unfortunately, there are many accounts of 

frontier conflict in the literature that are too generic to be mapped at all and therefore have not been 

mapped in the FC&NMP Database, though they may well appear in the documents section. In effect, 

the fundamental methodological problem and the solution we adopted are both laid bare. Neither 

Hooper et al.’s nor Ryan et al.’s maps provide a similar service, although Ryan et al.’s map includes 

the caveat that “points are imprecise to approx. 250 m.” 

 

Comparing the Maps 

To visually demonstrate the fundamental difference between the data presented in the FC&NMP 

Database with that of other maps, thereby highlighting the diversity of sources in the FC&NMP 

Database as well the volume of information, in Table 2 we present a brief comparison of select events 

across the three sources discussed here.27 In selecting the events for comparison we chose three that 

demonstrated different elements of mapping, confidence level, location, and source evidence: (1) an 

attack by the ex-Commandant of the NMP, Frederick Walker, and his exploration party on Aboriginal 

people that occurred near the Stawell and Woolgar Rivers in 1861; (2) the deaths of nineteen members 

of the Wills family and their party at Cullin-la-ringo in Central Queensland in the same year; and (3) 

an attack on Mt Larcombe station, near Gladstone, that resulted in the deaths of six people in 1855. 

The particular definition of massacre adopted by Ryan and colleagues meant that no event on a 

smaller scale could be compared between the three.  

 
27 As “The Killing Times” map is a derivative of Ryan et al., “Colonial Frontier Massacres” map we have not included it as a separate 

source in our summary table. 
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 As could be expected, the three resources provide differing levels of detail and specific 

information on each event (Table 2). Without going into too much detail, there are divergences in 

dates, locations, and sources.  

 

[Table 2 near here] 

 

For example, dates for the Stawell River event vary between each source by up to six years, 

as does its location between Ryan et al.’s and the FC&NMP Database.28 Only the FC&NMP Database 

provides a reference to the historic map used to identify as accurately as possible where the event 

occurred. Ryan et al. plot this event some 80 kms to the NW of ours (presumably on the Woolgar 

goldfield), though in this they are patently incorrect, as it occurred at the confluence of the Woolgar 

and Stawell Rivers, near the location of Walker’s camp 31, as per the 1862 map of Walker and 

Landsborough’s routes 10 April 1862 by W. Collis (NLA MAP RM 1086). Hooper et al. simply refer 

to this as the “Stanwell River” and provide no detail, other than a page reference to Bottoms. The 

divergence in years is more difficult to understand: Ryan et al. date this event to 1863 rather than 

1861 and provide the motive of clearing the region for settlers rather than linking it to Walker's 

expedition in search of the missing Burke and Wills.29  

 The massacre at Cullin-La-Ringo was a seminal moment in the history of Queensland. The 

narrative provided by Ryan et al. notes that “Following the abduction of 2 Aboriginal boys by 3 white 

men, 19 members of the Wills family were massacred mid-afternoon by Gayiri people.” This was 

certainly one of the reasons provided in the aftermath of the attack, although more sources, including 

accounts given to Archibald Meston by Aboriginal men who allegedly participated, alluded to prior 

killings of Aboriginal people who had been accused of stealing and spearing sheep on a neighbouring 

 
28 Hooper et al. do not provide the co-ordinates for their locations so it is difficult to plot and compare these independently. 

29 As a minor detail, neither Frederick Walker nor the ex-troopers who accompanied him were still in the NMP by the time this event 

occurred, so it cannot technically be attributed to the Force. 
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run.30  

 The Mt Larcombe example highlights the considerable mythology that is often built up around 

frontier conflict events and that affects secondary sources to varying degrees. If factored into the 

process of documenting such events, this mythology helps to demonstrate the dynamic and creative 

nature of recirculated oral memory and provides users with some tools to help them evaluate the 

sources more critically.31 To assist, the FC&NMP Database provides some basic analysis of sources 

in a “Notes” field that details some of this elaboration and alteration over time. As the FC&NMP 

Database is intended in part to be an educational resource for secondary school students, and critical 

historical enquiry is one of the key goals of the curriculum, the presentation of all available primary 

material facilitates users developing these skills. 

 No previous attempts at mapping frontier conflict have incorporated information about events 

that did not result in human deaths, nor built a comprehensive relational database to catalogue their 

findings, let alone made all of their source material available for open scrutiny in an online format. 

The FC&NMP Database and its associated maps is entirely unique in this respect. A key benefit of 

having constructed an interactive database which underpins the conflict events is that the entire 

dataset can be searched and filtered in whatever fashion the user desires, and data can be exported 

via .csv files for further interrogation using other software. For example, by identifying all known 

NMP camps with secure locational data, we know now that camps had an average duration of a little 

under eight-and-a-half years overall. In contrast, Evans and Ørsted-Jensen 32  calculated frontier 

 
30 For the first cause see North Australian, Ipswich and General Advertiser 20 December 1861, 3 and Courier 21 December 1861, 2. 

For the second, see Empire 30 April 1867, 5; Evening News 8 May 1875, 3; Morning Bulletin 2 December 1922. 12; T.S. Wills Cooke, 

The Currency Lad: A Biography of Horatio Spencer Howe Wills 5 October 1811 to 17 October 1861 and the Story of his Immediate 

Family 1797 to 1918 Using Contemporary Letters, Documents, Daguerreotypes, Paintings and Photographs (Leopold: T.S.W. Cooke, 

1997). 

31  Heather Burke et al., “Nervous Nation: Fear, Conflict, and Narratives of Fortified Domestic Architecture on the Queensland 

Frontier,” Aboriginal History (forthcoming). 

32 Ray Evans and Robert Ørsted-Jensen, “‘I Cannot Say the Numbers that Were Killed’: Assessing Violent Mortality on the Queensland 
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Aboriginal death rates based on an estimated seven-year average for each camp, a figure derived from 

the research of Richards.33 Once the camp duration is extended to the more accurate eight-and-a-

half years their minimum and parsimonious estimate of a potential death rate of 41,040 Aboriginal 

people killed at the hands of the NMP between 1859 and 1897 significantly advances in size to over 

100,000.34  

 Exploring the spatial dimensions of archaeology using GIS technologies is not new. While the 

“spatial turn” may have changed the way historians or researchers from other traditionally non-spatial 

disciplines understand the past, archaeology has always engaged with place and landscape as a critical 

component of understanding past human behaviour. In this respect GIS is mostly used to create 

quantitative data layers relating to artefacts, sites, landscapes, and their attributes. In historical 

archaeology GIS enables a variety of primary source information, such as historical maps, census or 

other archival data, to be used as a framework for locating sites and associated infrastructure.35 The 

use of GIS for historical and archaeological applications has the ability to extend beyond mere site 

and event locations, artefact distributions, and inventory. It provides a place for storing information 

and conducting subsequent analyses and provides continuity for historical and archaeological studies, 

which can be added to or modified over time.36 Moreover, “[t]here is a strong spatial component to 

both history and archaeology, and GIS can exploit that commonality to provide a whole that is a great 

deal more than the sum of its parts.”37 Spatial data can be paired with geo-referenced historical maps 

 
Frontier” (Unpublished paper delivered at Conflict in History: Australian Historical Association 33rd Annual Conference, University 

of Queensland, 7–11 July 2014).  

33 Richards, Secret War. 

34 Wallis et al. “Fatal Frontier.” 

35 Andrea P. White, “X Marks the Spot: Extracting Data from Historical Maps to Locate Archaeological Sites” Journal of Map and 

Geography Libraries: Advances in Geospatial Information, Collections and Archives,” 9, nos. 1–2 (2013): 140–156. 

36 David Cooper and Ian N. Gregory, “Mapping the English Lake District: A Literary GIS,” Transactions of the Institute of British 

Geographers 36 (2011): 89–108. 

37 Thomas Justus Nolan, “Battlefield Landscapes: Geographic Information Science as a Method of Integrating History and Archaeology 
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and other archival data to visualise a landscape and shift the interpretation away from archaeological 

sites per se. “Sites” delineate specific locations at which past activity has occurred, but assuming that 

activity ceased beyond the borders of a site ignores many other aspects of human behaviour. Cultural 

landscape studies acknowledge that activities extend well beyond the limits of a site, even if physical 

evidence is absent from the record, and address relationships between multiple sites.38  

 

Conclusion 

The history of frontier conflict in Australia at once surrounds us, yet at the same time is still literally 

and figuratively hidden from view. The oftentimes fierce debates about whether what happened 

constituted a war, how many people might have been killed as a result, and whether contemporary 

Australia should recognize or refute such research, complicates the way we look upon the past and 

the ways we make the past look to us. For the descendants of frontier violence survivors, Aboriginal 

troopers, and NMP officers, these stories are their family histories; they define who they are, where 

they came from, and how they see themselves today. The FC&NMP Database provides anyone 

interested with a new opportunity to understand this, both as a general process and, for those living 

in Queensland, as a fundamental part of the history of their region. There is no single story of the 

NMP; its history is as broad as the hundreds of officers and troopers who constituted it, and as deep 

as the personal choices, actions, and reactions that contributed to the decades of violence and unrest 

as people and worldviews collided on the frontier. By allowing people to access the evidence for 

themselves, everyone will be able to investigate the nature of frontier conflict, critically assess it, and 

come to their own conclusions about what happened, why, and how. This is a powerful contribution 

to any truth-telling exercise, although how that plays out socially, psychologically, and culturally 

remains to be seen. 

 
for Battlefield Interpretation” (Unpublished PhD thesis, Department of Geography, Texas State University, San Marcos 2007), 25. 

38  Denis Richard Byrne and Maria Nugent, Mapping Attachment: A Spatial Approach to Aboriginal Post-Contact Heritage 

(Hurstville: NSW Department of Environment and Climate Change, 2004). 
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Tables 

 

Node  Number of 
entries 

Sources 
Primary documents 14,235 
Secondary documents (references) 433 
Images (inc. maps) 1617 

Archaeology 

NMP camps identified 185 
NMP camps visited 48 
NMP camps excavated 8 
Artefacts, comprising: 15,349 
Glass 5288 
Ceramic 3072 
Metal 4591 
Ammunition-related 446 
Stone 717 
Culturally modified trees 36 
Bone 490 
Buttons 415 
Miscellaneous 294 

Events (n=2042) 

Attacks on stock or property 664 
Attacks on Aboriginal people 407 
Attacks on Europeans/others 951 
Attacks on NMP 31 

People 

NMP officers 441 
NMP troopers 881 
Associated individuals 2064 
Researchers 52 

 

Table 1 Summary of major categories of data in The Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police 
database, as at 11 November 2020 (after Burke and Wallis 2019).
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Data Type Data Field 

Cullin-La-Ringo (1855) Stawell River (1861) Mt Larcombe (1855) 

FC&NMP 
Database 

Centre for 
21st Century 
Humanities 

The Name 
of Places 

FC&NMP 
Database 

Centre for 
21st Century 
Humanities 

The Name 
of Places 

FC&NMP 
Database 

Centre for 
21st Century 
Humanities 

The Name of 
Places 

Location 

Massacre ID                   
Coordinate                   
State                   
Location Type                   
Station Name/District                   
Location Description/Notes                   

Event Details 

Date of Event                   
Nature of Event                   
Language Group                   
Minimum number of 
people killed                   
Names/details of people 
killed                   
Other damage/effects                   
Perpetrators                   
Cause/Reason                   
Detailed Description of 
Event                   
Associated Events                   
Associated NMP Camps                   
Associated NMP Officers                   
Associated NMP Troopers                   
Other Associated 
Individuals                   

References 
Contemporary reference                   
Secondary Source/s                   
Notes/Comments                   

Accessible 
Documents Reference Documents                   
Related 
Events 

Detailed information 
regarding related events                   

Images Contemporary/Primary 
Images                   

Table 2 Comparison of information relating to the same events in different online maps.
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Figures 

 

 

 

Figure 1 (upper) The public interface of the Frontier Conflict and the Native Mounted Police Database and 
(lower) the landing page within the database, accessed via https://database.frontierconflict.org). 
 

https://database.frontierconflict.org/
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Figure 2 Map showing the distribution of frontier conflict events across Queensland, with pastoral district 
boundaries shown (based on data in Burke and Wallis 2019). Note that the small-scale nature of this map 
means many events in close proximity are “collapsed” into a single dot; when using the online database 
and “zooming in,” many more dots appear than can be distinguished at this small scale.   


