
pinjarra massacre memorial 

an art on the move education resource



�

pinjarra massacre memorial 

The Pinjarra Massacre Memorial Project is coordinated by Karrie-Anne Kearing and Mark Salmon and presented on behalf of Pinjarra Katijin. The tour is 
managed by ART ON THE MOVE The National Exhibitions Touring Structure for WA Inc. Education Events are sponsored by Healthway to promote the Heart 

Foundation’s Smarter than Smoking message.

EDUCATION RESOURCE: CONTENTS

Use of this education resource					     2

background to the pinjarra massacre			   3

The pinjarra massacre						      4

discussion/activity ideas						      5

after the massacre							       6

totems									         7

project/activity ideas							      7

the pinjarra massacre memorial art exhibition		  8

the artworks in the exhibition					     9-13

focus on some of the artists					     14-16

References and acknowledgements				    17

This education resource has been developed to assist teachers to maximise the educational value and enjoyment 

of ART ON THE MOVE’S touring exhibition Pinjarra Massacre Memorial. It is designed to be used by teachers 

and students in conjunction with an exhibition visit or an Education Event. Photocopies are permitted for 

classroom use only.

Smarter than Smoking Education Events are sponsored by Healthway to  promote the Heart Foundation’s 

Smarter than Smoking  message.

ART ON THE MOVE education services for primary and secondary schools:

Smarter than Smoking ARTIST ON THE MOVE - An artist talk and tour through the exhibition OR an artist 

talk in your classroom. 

Smarter than Smoking ARTBUS provides subsidised transport to the gallery for your class  to view the 

exhibition. 

Website subscription: Your school can sign up as members of  Education at www.artonthemove.com.au to 

download all ART ON THE MOVE education resources for free.

Contact the ART ON THE MOVE Education Officer for more information.
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background to the pinjarra massacre

Prior to the arrival of European settlers, the Murray 
Region (now called the Peel region) in WA’s south west 

was inhabited for many years by the Bindjareb Bilyidar 
(river) Nyungars. The white settlers arrived in WA in 1829 
under the leadership of Captain James Stirling and the 
Swan River Colony was established.

Setting up a colony meant establishing farms and this 
was where conflict began between the Europeans and 
the Nyungars who had lived in the area for so long. The 
Europeans made land claims and set up farms, believing 
Aboriginals a nomadic people with no claim to land. They 
had no understanding of Nyungar life and their complex 
attachment to land, particularly sacred sites, burial sites 
and hunting grounds. 

In 1830, Thomas Peel was granted a large area of land 
stretching from Cockburn Sound to the Murray River 
(now called the Peel region), intended for farming. The 
site of Pinjarra was within this grant and was set aside 
for the future town. As the farms became established in 
this area, conflict between the Nyungars and the white 
settlers escalated, due mainly to the Nyungars no longer 
having access to their traditional burial grounds, sacred 
sites and hunting grounds. The Nyungars resorted to 
spearing cattle and destroying crops and both settlers 
and Nyungars were often injured and killed in the violence 
that ensued. 

As the conflict between the settlers and Nyungars 
continued, incidents occurred resulting in a number of 
the Bindjareb Nyungars being publically flogged and their 
leader, Gcalyut imprisoned. As retribution, the Nyungars 
made plans to ambush and kill Thomas Peel. They stole 
his prize mare in the hope he would be lured into a trap 
as he searched for the horse; however, he did not join the 
search party, leaving this to Edward Barron and servant 
Hugh Nesbit. The Nyungars attacked the two men, 
resulting in Nesbit being killed and Barron escaping to the 
Peel settlement.

In the mean time, Captain Stirling was in England making 
plans for the expansion of the Swan River Colony, which 
included the establishment of a number of towns in 
the south west area, connected by road. He returned to 
unrest in the colony as conflict between the Nyungars 
and the settlers was reaching a crisis point. To make 
matters worse, his plans for expansion ran right through 
the middle of the Bindjareb Nyungars’ territory. Stirling 
realised he had to take immediate action to deal with 

Some Nyungar words

Wailitj			  Eagle
Mia-mia		  hut
Wardarn		  Ocean
Boondie		  Rock
Kwaba			  Happy, glad
Dwert			  Dog
Dookatj		  Clever
Ngaangk		  The sun
Koorni			  Frog
Gidjee			  Spear

Traditional Noongar survived by 
hunting and trapping a variety 
of game, including kangaroos, 
possums and wallabies; by fishing 
using spears and fish traps; as well 
as by gathering an extensive range 
of edible wild plants, including 
wattle seeds. 

Noongar people utilised quartz 
instead of flint for spear and knife 
edges. The Noongar people saw 
the arrival of Europeans as the 
returning of deceased people as 
they approached from the west 
they called the newcomers Djanga
(or djanak), meaning “white 
spirits”.

from http://www.absoluteastronomy.
com/topics/Noongar

Nyungar Territories of the southwest based on 
Tindale (1940)
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the pinjarra massacre

On the morning of October 28, 1834, Governor Stirling 
and his party followed the Murray River south east, 

and arrived at the Bindjareb Nyungars’ camp. 

The party took up strategic positions on both sides of the 
river surrounding the camp. Captain Ellis and a number of 
his men rode towards the group to positively identify the 
Bindjareb tribe. When this happened, a signal was given 
to the rest of the party and they charged the camp and 
opened fire upon the surprised Nyungars, many of whom 
grabbed their spears and began to retaliate.

Stirling and his men continued to fire upon many of the 
Nyungars as they attempted to cross the river and head 
for the hills. The fighting continued for over an hour, 
with the result that there were many casualties on the 
Nyungars’ side and some injuries in Stirling’s party with 
only one death – that of Captain Ellis, who was grazed by 
a spear, causing him to fall off his horse, hitting his head 
on a rock as he fell. 

The number of deaths on the Bindjareb Nyungars’ side 
has been in dispute for many years. Stirling indicated that 
around 15 were killed; another report put the number 
at 25 to 30. Although denied by Stirling, most accounts 
acknowledged that women and children were numbered 
amongst the dead. Oral histories handed down amongst 
the Bindjareb gives a much higher casualty figure. 

the situation so that the settlers would feel safe and the 
colony would continue to prosper and grow. 

Now strongly politically motivated, Stirling used the 
Nesbit incident as a way to justify his plan of attack 
against the leaders of the Bindjareb tribe to his superiors 
in Britain. He indicated to his superiors that the Nyungars 
needed to be resisted so that the colony could prosper 
and the survival of the white settlers was assured. Stirling 
put plans into place for a group of 26 that included John 
Septimus Roe, Thomas Peel, Captain Ellis and five of his 
mounted police, soldiers of the 21st and a few settlers, 
to ride out from Thomas Peel’s settlement in Mandurah 
in search of the Bindjareb Nyungars responsible for the 
death of Nesbit. 

‘battle’ or ‘massacre?’

battle: n. a large-scale fight between 
armed forces involving combat.
massacre: n. the vicious killing of large 
numbers of people or animals.

Microsoft Word Dictionary

There has been much debate within the 
local community about the title of the 
event. Various sources report that the 
event was first known as an encounter, 
a rencontre  and a skirmish. It became 
known in white history as a battle after 
being named as such by George Fletcher 
Moore, in his own diary entry of 1834. 

The Battle of Pinjarra soon became the 
accepted term for the event throughout 
the white colony. Nyungar history, which 
is oral, passed down from those around 
at the time of the event, has always called 
it a massacre. Many Nyungars believe the 
term battle was chosen by white people in 
an attempt to glorify and disguise the real 
nature of the incident. 

Many in the white community have been 
resistant to the incident being termed the 
Pinjarra Massacre, however, over time 
attitudes are changing. It is hoped that 
with changing attitudes and a greater 
understanding of the true nature of 
the event, will come acceptance of the 
term massacre and a widespread desire 
to commemorate the incident with a 
memorial.  

Map of Pinjarra town site showing approximate 
boundary of massacre area. (reference - 
Significant sites file S02125: Battle of Pinjarra. 
From Aboriginal Sites Department, WA) 
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