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Part 4 of Australian Frontier Wars 

The Bathurst War 
The Bathurst War (1824), was a war between the Wiradjuri nation and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Ireland. Following the successful Blaxland, Lawson, and Wentworth expedition to find a route through the "im-
penetrable" Blue Mountains in 1813, this allowed the colony to expand onto the vast fertile plains of the west. 

Attempts to cross the Blue Mountains had been made from 1790 onwards with convicts seeking a way to escape 
and adventurers eager to explore the region. However, all of these attempts failed and it was to be over 20 years 
before a way across was found. In May 1813, Gregory Blaxland, William Lawson and William Charles Wentworth 
set out with a plan to find a passage through the impenetrable Blue Mountains. After 21 days of traveling through 
50 miles (80 km) of rugged terrain, the party reached Mount Blaxland. From here they saw a vast expanse of 
forest and grass in which Blaxland wrote was rich enough "to support the stock of the colony for the next thirty 
years". 

This was in fact the land of the Wiradjuri people, one of the largest language groups in Australia. The Wiradjuri 
inhabited an area bounded by the Blue Mountains in the east, the western slopes in the south, and the change 
of open forest to grassy plains in the north and west. The tribes led by Windradyne lived in the eastern parts of 
this territory, connected to the other groups by a common language as well as cultural and trade links.  

Governor Lachlan Macquarie 

After passage through the Blue Mountains had been secured, assistant surveyor George Evans and his party 
had been instructed to further explore the country. Evans' reports confirmed of excellent pastures beyond the 
mountains to which Governor Macquarie ordered a road be built from the Nepean River. In less than six months 
the 100-mile (160 km) road had been completed. Soon after Governor Lachlan Macquarie and a large accom-

panying party set out to view the country. The journey took nine days by 
coach from Parramatta and on arrival Macquarie's welcoming ceremony 
was observed by seven Wiradjuri.  

Macquarie wrote: 

"We found here also three male natives and four boys of this newly discov-
ered tract of country, who showed great surprise, mixed with no small degree 
of fear, at seeing so many strangers, horses and carriages but to whom they 
soon appeared to be reconciled on being kindly spoken to. They were all 
clothed with Mantles made of the skins of o'possums which were neatly 
sewn together and the outside of the skins were carved in a remarkably neat 
manner. They appear to be very inoffensive and cleanly in their persons."  

Three days later Macquarie inaugurated the town of Bathurst, then contin-
ued to tour the surrounding country. In his journal, Macquarie writes of being 
visited by three male natives and that "to the best looking and stoutest of 
them I gave a piece of yellow cloth in exchange for his mantle, which he 
presented me with".  It has been theorised that this unknown Wiradjuri man 
may have been Windradyne, but this cannot be proven. Nevertheless, it 
would be another eight years before he would become famous to the colony. 
In 1820, the population of Bathurst was only 114 due to Macquarie's slow 

and cautious approach to new settlement. His experience of the Hawkesbury and Nepean Wars of 1795–1816 
may also have made him hesitant to start a new conflict. It seems that the Wiradjuri were willing to tolerate this 

slow level of growth and peaceful relations were maintained during this period. 

 

Governor Lachlan Macquarie 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bathurst,_New_South_Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiradjuri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gregory_Blaxland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Lawson_(explorer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Wentworth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blue_Mountains_(New_South_Wales)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1813_crossing_of_the_Blue_Mountains
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Blaxland,_New_South_Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Evans_(explorer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nepean_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lachlan_Macquarie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parramatta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawkesbury_and_Nepean_Wars
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Ln-Governor-Lachlan_macquarie.jpg


 

 

Governor Thomas Brisbane 

In December 1821, Macquarie resigned partly due to undermining forces within his own government. His re-
placement was Governor Thomas Brisbane who had different views through which he began asserting his au-

thority. Under Brisbane's hand settlement laws were changed leading to a 
flood of land grants across the Blue Mountains. An enormous influx of the 
British onto the Wiradjuri lands great strain on traditional food sources, and 
destroyed some of the Wiradjuri social and sacred sites. In response, the 
Wiradjuri resistance was born, well aware that they had no chance against 
guns, they adopted a guerrilla-warfare approach in which attacks were made 
against outlying and undefended stations. 

Pre-war violence 

Following Governor Brisbane's decision to open the flood gates to the west 
of the Blue Mountains, various attacks were soon made against the growing 
settlement. In 1822, Wiradjuri warriors attacked a station on the Cudgegong 
River in which they drove away the stockman, let the cattle out of the yard 
and killed several of the sheep.  More attacks followed with the murder of 
convict hut-keepers, scattered herds and speared cattle. Stockmen were in-
timidated and would not leave their huts to round up the cattle and bring 
them in without protection. The government centre at Swallow Creek was 
soon abandoned in fear of attack. In late 1823, Windradyne (known as Sat-
urday by the British) was captured for the first time. 

The Sydney Gazette described the situation in the following: 

Advices from Bathurst say that the natives have been very troublesome in that country. Numbers of cattle have 
been killed. In justification of their conduct, the natives urge that the white men have driven away all the kanga-
roos and opossums, and the black men must now have beef!... The strength of these men is amazing. One of 
the chiefs (named Saturday) of a desperate tribe, took six men to secure him and they had actually to break a 
musket over his body before he yielded, which he did at length with broken ribs... Saturday for his exploits was 
sentenced to a month's imprisonment.  

Potato Field Incident 

In early 1824, on the river flats opposite of the town of Bathurst, a farmer in a friendly gesture offered a group of 
passing Wurudjuri people some potatoes. The next day the families returned to the field, however, with no con-
cept of private ownership of food supplies they began helping themselves. The farmer then fired upon the group 
and in the mayhem several Wurudjuri people were killed and some wounded. One of the survivors of this mis-
understanding was Windradyne, enraged at the attack he and his warriors immediately began a series of violent 
attacks against nearby stations.  

One settler account describes an encounter that took place soon after the Potato Field Incident: 

Our hut was one day surrounded by a large party of blacks, fully equipped for war, under the leadership of their 
great fierce chief and warrior, named by the whites ‘Saturday’. There was no means of resistance so my father, 
then a lad of eighteen years, met them fearlessly at the door. He spoke to them in their own language in such a 
manner as not to let them suppose he anticipated any evil from them. They stood there, sullen, silent, motionless. 
My father's cheerful courage and friendly tone disarmed animosity. They consulted in an undertone, and de-
parted as sullenly and noiselessly as they came. The next thing known of them is that they killed... all the men 
at a settler's place some miles distant, the very place where it was rumoured, the poisoned bread had been laid 
for them.  

Revenge attacks 

Similar attacks occurred nearby, at "The Mill" and "Warren Gunyah". These attacks included men being speared, 
weapons stolen, buildings burned and stock killed. While Windradyne and his warriors engaged the area north-
east of Bathurst, to the south relative tribes also attacked, terrorising settlers and driving off cattle. Revenge 
parties were formed in which a group of armed servants attacked and killed three Wiradjuri women. For several 
months the attacks by the Wiradjuri continued, they struck at unexpected locations then retreated back to the 
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bush. By August 1824, the Sydney Gazette described it as "to have exposed the strength and wealth of the 
Colony... to destruction". 

Proclamation of martial law 

On 14 August Governor Brisbane issued a proclamation of martial law. Governor Brisbane's declaration read: 

“WHEREAS THE ABORIGINAL NATIVES of the Districts near Bathurst have for many Weeks past carried on a 
Series of indiscriminate Attacks on the Stock Station there, putting some of the Keepers to cruel Deaths, wound-
ing others, and dispersing and plundering the Flocks and Herds; themselves not escaping sanguinary Retalia-
tions. AND WHEREAS the ordinary Powers of the CIVIL MAGISTRATES (although most anxiously exerted) 
have failed to protect the Lives of HIS MAJESTY'S Subjects; and every conciliatory Measure has been pursued 

in vain; and the Slaughter of Black Women and Children and Unoffending White 
Men, as well as of the lawless Objects of Terror, continue to threaten the before 
mentioned Districts; AND WHEREAS by Experience, it hath been found that 
mutual Bloodshed may be stopped by the Use of Arms against the Natives be-
yond the ordinary Rule of Law in Time of Peace, and for this End Resort to 
summary Justice has become necessary: NOW THEREFORE, by Virtue of the 
Authority in me vested by His Majesty's Royal Commission, I do declare, in 
Order to restore Tranquillity, MARTIAL LAW TO BE IN ALL THE COUNTRY 
WESTWARD OF MOUNT YORK; And all Soldiers are hereby ordered to assist 
and obey their lawful Superiors in suppressing the Violence’s aforesaid; and all 
His Majesty's Subjects are also called upon to assist the MAGISTRATES in 
executing such Measures, as any one or more of the said Magistrates shall 
direct to be taken for the same purpose, by such Ways and Means as are ex-
pedient, so long as Martial Law shall last; being always mindful that the Shed-
ding of Blood is only just, where all other Means of Defence or of Peace are 

exhausted; that Cruelty is never Lawful; and that, when personal Attacks become necessary, the helpless 
Women and Children are to be spared." 

 A detachment of the 40th Regiment, (a Somerset Regiment) was rushed to Bathurst, bringing the total number 
of soldiers to 75. Together with an armed militia of settlers they began murdering the native population. Despite 
martial law being declared it seemed to have had little impact on the activities of the Wiradjuri. According to W.H. 
Suttor, "The proclamation of martial law was as undecipherable to the natives as an Egyptian hieroglyph". 

The natives continued with their attacks against the British, and skirmishes followed by massacres of warriors 
attempting to bury their dead. However, the majority of victims were native women and children gunned down 
from horseback, poisoned or driven into gorges. In October, the Sydney Gazette summed up the situation stating 
that "Bathurst and its surrounding vicinity is engaged in an exterminating war". 

Battle of Bathurst 

The Battle of Bathurst began on 10 September when a Wiradjuri war party attacked a station on the Cudgegong 
River, they drove off the cattle before being pursued by the station hands.  In an ambush, the station hands were 
chased back and in the retreat three Wiradjuri warriors were shot. The following day the station hands returned 
to find the war parties' camp deserted as they were burying their dead, however most of the weapons were left 
in the camp and were subsequently destroyed. As the Wiradjuri returned to the war camp, the station hands fired 
on them killing at least sixteen and wounding many more.  

Peace 

At the outset of martial law, Windradyne's people had been informed that military operations against them would 
continue until their leaders were given up. Windradyne himself had a reward of 500 acres of land upon his head. 
By late 1824, large numbers of Wiradjuri were surrendering themselves to the government. However, Win-
dradyne continued to elude the soldiers and as such martial law remained in place for a further seven weeks. 
On 11 December 1824, martial law was finally repealed, and on 28 December Windradyne appeared at the head 
of his people in Parramatta to attend the Governor's annual feast. He wore the word "peace" on his hat and knew 
the soldiers could not arrest him because of the possibility of a riot with so many Aborigines there. 

 

Windradyne 
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The Sydney Gazette described Windradyne as: 

...one of the finest looking natives we have seen in this part of the country. He is not particularly tall but much 
stouter and more proportionable limbed than the majority of his countrymen; which combined with a noble looking 
countenance and piercing eye, are calculated to impress the beholder with other than disagreeable feelings 
towards a character who has been so much dreaded by the Bathurst settler. Saturday is, without doubt, the most 
manly native we have ever beheld.  

Aftermath 

On 13 December 1824 Governor Brisbane wrote a letter to Major J.T.Morisset, Commandant at Bathurst, thank-
ing him for effecting 'the purpose of the proclamation...by the judicious measures taken by you and the other 
magistrates at Bathurst, the aboriginal natives have learned to respect our power.' He goes on to say that 'it is 
impossible perhaps at all times to prevent the infliction of injury upon them by individuals and...if justice cannot 
always be done, it deserves consideration upon such occasion whether the wrong may not be repaired by com-
pensation. For this service and for rewards to the natives who assisted in the police, I have directed £50 subject 
to detailed accounts of its expenditure to be at your disposal.' This letter implies tacit acknowledgement that the 
punishment of the local Wiradjuri was excessive and unlawful. It also indicates that there was use of aboriginal 
police aides in the tracking of the Wiradjuri people. 

Colonel William Stewart, appointed Head of NSW Police and Lt Governor of the Colony helped oversee some 
of the government response to the Bathurst Uprising. His reward was to stand on a high point (Mount Pleasant) 
at the edge of Bathurst township and declare his right to all the land he could see. Governor Darling formalised 
the grant of 3200 acres in 1826.  It included unlimited and unrestricted water rights to the Macquarie River. The 
historical records, original deeds and agreements are held by the family at "Strath" Bathurst. Today the great 
wealth that came to Stewart and his descendants continues to be seen in the form of Abercrombie House that 

was later built on the land grant.  

At the conclusion of the war, the NSW colonial government also recognised the need to have a mounted infantry 
to effectively place the frontier under British control. Foot soldiers were proven to be an inadequate force on the 
wide plains of the interior. As a result, in 1825, Colonel Stewart formed the NSW Mounted Police. This force, 

which was manned with soldiers not civilians, initially consisted of two detachments, one stationed in Bathhurst. 

 

This article was published in Australian Dictionary of Biography 2005 

Windradyne (c.1800-1829), Aboriginal resistance leader, also known as SATURDAY, was a northern Wiradjuri 
man of the upper Macquarie River region in central-western New South Wales. Emerging as a key protagonist 
in a period of Aboriginal-settler conflict later known as the 'Bathurst Wars', in December 1823 'Saturday' was 
named as an instigator of clashes between Aborigines and settlers that culminated in the death of two convict 
stockmen at Kings Plains. He was arrested and imprisoned at Bathurst for one month; it was reported that six 
men and a severe beating with a musket were needed to secure him. 

After some of the most violent frontier incidents of the period, including the killing of seven stockmen in the 
Wyagdon Ranges north of Bathurst and the murder of Aboriginal women and children by settler-vigilantes near 
Raineville in May 1824, Governor Brisbane placed the western district under martial law on 14 August. The local 
military was increased to seventy-five troops, and magistrates were permitted to administer summary jus-
tice. Windradyne's apparent involvement in the murder of European stockmen resulted in a reward of 500 acres 
(202.3 ha) being offered for his capture. The crisis subsided quickly, although the failure to capture Win-
dradyne delayed the repeal of martial law until 11 December. Two weeks later he and a large number of his 
people crossed the mountains to Parramatta to attend the annual feast there, where he was formally pardoned 
by Brisbane. 

The Sydney Gazette described Saturday as 'without doubt, the most manly black native we have ever beheld . . 
. much stouter and more proportionable limbed' than most Aborigines, with 'a noble looking countenance, and 
piercing eye . . . calculated to impress the beholder'. Another observer thought him 'a very fine figure, very 
muscular . . . a good model for the figure of Apollo'. His sobriety and affection for his family and kinsmen were 
considered remarkable. 
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Apparently remaining camped in the domain at Parramatta for some time after the 1824 feast, Windradyne then 
returned to Bathurst. He declined to attend Governor Darling's feast the following year. In later years, he was 
intermittently reported as being involved in raids on maize crops or in clashes with settlers around Lake George. 
In 1828 an Aboriginal man being led to his execution for the murder of a stockman at Georges Plains attempted 
vainly to pin the crime on the 'notorious Saturday'. Mortally wounded in a tribal fight on the Macquarie River, Win-
dradyne died a few hours later on 21 March 1829 at Bathurst hospital, and was buried at Bathurst. 

Windradyne had been closely associated with George Suttor and his son William Henry, who were strong ad-
vocates on behalf of Aborigines during and after the period of martial law. Both lamented his passing in the 
Sydney press in April 1829. One of William Henry Suttor junior's Australian Stories Retold (1887) placed Win-
dradyne at the scene of the Wyagdon attacks in May 1824 and described how his warriors had spared the life 

of the author's father. 

Another Suttor tradition, aired shortly after World War II, disputed earlier accounts of Windradyne's death and 
burial, claiming that he had in fact departed from Bathurst hospital to join his people at nearby Brucedale, and 
that he died on the property. In 1954 the Bathurst District Historical Society erected a monument beside a Wirad-
juri burial mound at Brucedale, attaching a bronze plaque commemorating 'The resting place of Windradene, 
alias ''Saturday”, last chief of the Aborigines: first a terror, but later a friend to the settlers . . . A true patriot'. His 
death date was erroneously given as 1835. 

In the late twentieth century Windradyne was transformed from a local figure to a character of national im-
portance as a resistance hero. A suburb at Bathurst and a student accommodation village at Charles Sturt Uni-
versity, Wagga Wagga, were named after him. In May 2000 his presumed resting place was put under a voluntary 
conservation order, the occasion celebrated by Wiradjuri descendants and the Suttor family, continuing a 180-
year-old friendship and creating a potent symbol of reconciliation. 
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