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Coniston, a book about massacres in the region surrounding a Central Australian cattle 
station of the same name, is an important read. Accessible prose details inconceivable 
events, and explores the legal process surrounding the 1928 slaughter of an estimated 
one to two hundred Warlpiri, Anmatyerre, and Kaytetye peoples by police constable 
and ‘Protector of Aborigines’ William George Murray and associated parties. 
 Bradley takes the reader through the documentation, public outcry, 
condemnation and – conversely – the condoning of the attacks, all the while 
questioning why it has not remained at the forefront of Australian history and 
consciousness. The last point is pertinent, considering the Warlpiri were decimated. 
 The trigger for the massacre was the killing of a white man, Fred Brooks, by a 
Warlpiri man, Kamalyarrpa Japanangka (‘Bullfrog’). He was never sought out, nor 
arrested, although knowledge of the deed was known and shared. Bradley reports that 
by local Aboriginal laws no crime was committed, as it was believed that Brooks had 
taken Japanangka’s wife. 
 At the time, drought affected Coniston and its surrounds. Settlers had 
appropriated soaks to water their cattle, and the use of these soaks by the Aboriginal 
peoples who seasonally occupied the region (‘myall blacks’) increased tensions 
between the two groups. Ironically, according to Bradley, by the laws of that era the 
dispossessed owners of the land were within their rights to access these watering 
holes, although this was not widely known or acknowledged by either community, as 
lip service was paid to most laws in place to protect Aboriginal Australians. Shortages 
of traditional food supplies also meant that stock was sometimes targeted for food. 
 Bradley accessed a number of sources, ranging from newspaper articles, to 
court records, to correspondence between Murray’s widow and Adelaide hospitals. 
From these narratives, it seems that the massacres were regarded by many as an 
extreme form of keeping the original owners of the land ‘in place’ rather than an 
endeavour to track down a killer and bring him to some form of justice. Reprisal was 
wide-ranging and punitive. Over a period of two months, Murray set out with a 
number of men, including Aboriginal trackers, and basically mowed down the 
inhabitants of any camp he came across. Not once, but a number of times. 
 Coniston states that the original murder was intertwined with another killing 
of a white settler, and assaults on two others. Nonetheless, most of the men, women 
and children hunted down were not connected to the cases. It also takes note of the 
widespread abuses against the Aboriginal peoples of the area and the apparent 
motivations behind all acts of violence. 
 Aside from the deaths, the book delves into other incidences of harm 
committed and sanctioned by the police. One example is the chaining of a wounded 
man to a tree and leaving him there for a number of days. Murray had shot him in the 
head and the captive later perished.  
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 Bradley is a lawyer, so his exploration of the methods employed by the Board 
of Inquiry appointed to investigate the reported deaths (numbered between 17 and 31) 
is enlightening as it outlines the ways in which the procedures made a mockery of 
justice. For example, Murray sat in on proceedings, and prompted witnesses on the 
order and content of events; the Board’s members failed to visit the original killing or 
massacre sites; and, moreover, few Aboriginal witnesses were called as they were 
deemed unreliable due to being Aboriginal Australians. The evidence of the one 
Aboriginal person who did testify was not explored further, despite his recollection 
contradicting other reports. 
 Whilst Social Darwinism was used to justify colonialism and abuse of Empire 
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, forms of humanitarianism also 
rose in popularity, particularly after World War 1, and protests were led by some 
church groups and journalists. However, in keeping with official government policy 
and the temper of the times, the majority of white response was of condescension. 
Nevertheless, all of Central Australia was under federal jurisdiction, including the 
appointments of the ‘Protector of Aborigines’ (Murray for this region), and in light of 
the mass killings the Federal Government was concerned about its reputation, 
especially as the slaughter had been reported upon by British media and criticised by 
the League of Nations. There was also a looming federal election to consider. As such, 
it established an inquiry, but the procedures and findings indicate that deliverance of 
justice for all was not prioritized. The actions of Murray and his colleagues, although 
deemed excessive, were considered to be justified and regarded as acts of self-defence. 
All non-Aboriginal Australian parties were exonerated of wrongdoing. Murray 
maintained his position as ‘Protector of Aborigines’ until his retirement in 1945. 
 Bradley’s detective work in accessing retellings and in piecing together 
published interviews – both with Murray and his accomplices – reveals that little to no 
remorse seems to have been felt. Decades after the massacre, the First Australians it so 
badly affected were asked to relay their version of events and, as Bradley states, a 
diaspora had occurred. He asserts that the Warlpiri in particular consider the land 
around Coniston to be so deeply populated with ghosts that they cannot contemplate 
return. Bradley outlines hidden documents, ineffectual words of protest, and 
government decisions that obstructed any justice that might have even partially 
addressed the great harm and pain that people of the region underwent.  
 Coniston focuses a lens on why suspicion, feelings of disempowerment, fear 
and resentment are passed down from one generation to the next amongst Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and on how corrupted judicial systems are 
paramount in not only endorsing discrimination that still exists to devastating effect, 
but in retaining it. Coniston is an excellent exploration of what the law should not do, 
and an empathetic retelling of a dark pocket of Australia’s history that needs to not 
fade out of the recognition and understanding we have of ourselves as a nation. 
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