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G
rowing up on her 
ancestral land, the 
“paradise” that is North 
Bruny Island, Cassandra 
Pybus had a phantom-

like sense of Truganini but not one  
she paid any attention to at the time. 
“Like all Tasmanian schoolchildren,  
I heard the mawkish tale of the lonely 
old woman in the black dress and  
the shell necklace who was ‘the last 
Tasmanian’,” she says. 

But what Cassandra didn’t realise then 
was that this shadowy legend from the 
history books was intrinsically connected 
to her family; to the undulating hills she 
loved to play on, the whispering beauty 
of the mudflats of the D’Entrecasteaux 
Channel, the “evocative aroma” of the 
eucalypts and musk trees of Oyster 
Cove that cultivated her senses. For as 
Cassandra was to discover, this bucolic 
environment wasn’t just Cassandra’s 
stamping ground, it was Truganini’s.  

And more importantly, the Aboriginal 
icon and her people were there long 
before her family took possession.

Cassandra left Tasmania for 
Melbourne at the age of 10 and while 
she never gave Truganini a thought, 
the land was fiercely imbedded in her 
soul. “I love her country so much.  
I feel an extraordinary connection to 
the landscape” she muses.

A quarter of a century later, friend 
and fellow historian Lyndall Ryan 

awakened an attachment that has now 
consumed Cassandra when she came 
across the Pybus family’s role in 
Truganini’s life. This extraordinary 
woman became a touchstone of the 
profound Aboriginal footprint in this 
part of Australia which was so brutally 
rubbed out. But today, Cassandra says 
she feels Truganini’s presence all around 
and for her it’s personal. 

Island gift
It was 1829 when Cassandra’s 
great-great-grandfather 
Richard Pybus, fresh off the 
boat from England, was 
handed what she describes  
as “a massive swathe of 
North Bruny Island, an 
unencumbered free land 
grant”. Richard paid “nothing 
at all” for this beneficent gift 
from the new colonial 
invaders. It didn’t matter that 
local woman Truganini and 
her family were living there. 
And later Richard, his wife 
and their two children were 
also given a land grant for a 
southern part of the island too. 
This was the traditional 
hunting ground for Truganini’s 
Nuenonne clan, the original 
owners of the land, but again 
no heed was paid. 

The key to unlock what has 
developed into “a powerful 
bond” between Cassandra and 
the Indigenous legend were the 
detailed journals of George 
Augustus Robinson, builder, 
preacher and appointed 
Protector of Aboriginals. “He 
was the person who basically went 
around Tasmania and rounded them all 
up,” says Cassandra who confesses her 
vision of this essentially peaceable man 
is conflicted. 

Robinson was Richard Pybus’s friend 
and neighbour, living on the adjacent 
block. As a good Christian he wanted 
 to smooth the way for a humane 
occupation of Tasmania and felt a 
patriarchal responsibility towards the 
native population. He saw himself as 
the mediator between the colonial 
leaders and the Aboriginal clans who 

grew to trust him implicitly – even 
though his endgame was to remove 
them from their homeland. 

Robinson learned their languages, 
watched their rituals and became very 
close to many families, especially 
Truganini and her husband, Wooredy, 
who he writes about at length. Like 
many who met her, Robinson is clearly 
captivated by her. She travelled with 

him for five years helping Robinson find 
survivors from the bitter battles in the 
1820s and exile them to “safety” on 
Flinders Island where influenza and 
sickness ultimately killed them. These 
writings have become the most 
important source for what really 
transpired in Tasmania, something 
today we largely concede was genocide.

The Pybus family also appears in 
Robinson’s exhaustive journals and it is 
for this reason that her friend brought 
them to Cassandra’s attention. “His 
journals turned my life around,” she 

says. “I couldn’t believe this man.  
At first I was awestruck by him and 
then of course I was also heartbroken 
and very concerned about my own 
family’s involvement.”

Family guilt
Cassandra wrote her first book, 
Community of Thieves, inspired by 
Robinson’s journals 30 years ago. “It 

was a foundational story for 
me and my family,” she says. 
But that investigation got her 
thinking. “I began to ask myself 
questions about how complicit 
was my family in the genocide 
in Tasmania. It was well under 
way by the time my ancestor 
arrived from England. But we 
were the major beneficiaries  
of the Nuenonne people and  
it isn’t enough to say, ‘oh well, 
we didn’t know’ or ‘anyway it 
wasn’t our fault’.”

That first book was more 
about Robinson, whose 
self-aggrandising obscured what 
Cassandra knew to be the real 
story; the Aboriginal clans 
people driven from their land 
and systematically killed. For 
decades Cassandra couldn’t get 
the Nuenonne out of her mind, 
especially Truganini.

“I knew the Pybuses had  
been here for a long time; that 
we were among the very early 
settlers. But it wasn’t until  
I came back here in my 30s  
that I realised I was raised on 
stolen land,” says Cassandra.

“At the turn of the century 
there was a British collector of 

Aboriginal skeletons and remains who 
came out here and interviewed people 
about the original Tasmanians; he 
interviewed members of my family, to 
talk about Truganini walking across 
their land and how they used to see her 
and give her tea and sugar – which her 
people were already addicted to – and 
what a fabulous swimmer she was.  
They would never have seen it as her 
land that she was walking across. 
They didn’t think that way. 

“Luckily, as far as I could see, 
members of my family were not ➝ 

She was dignified, daring, a powerful swimmer and renowned as the last  
of her clan. But Cassandra Pybus tells Juliet Rieden, it’s Truganini’s 

remarkable life, not her death 144 years ago, that should be celebrated.

Cassandra has 
been consumed by 

Truganini’s story 
after discovering a 

link with her family.

Honouring an 
Australian legend
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involved in the Black Line or any kind 
of military operations against the 
Aboriginal people because the people on 
Bruny Island were pretty well all dead 
by the time my ancestor arrived. There 
was just a small group of people there. 
They were obviously objects of pity and 
Christian charity.”

In her gripping new book Truganini: 
Journey Through the Apocalypse, 
Cassandra “turns Robinson’s lens 
around so that instead of being all 
about him, I’m really trying to liberate 
the people he’s writing about from his 
own self-interest,” she says.  

The real Truganani
The Truganini Cassandra uncovers is 
very much her own person. “I like her  
a lot,” she says. “She can be very 
coquettish but she’s also very spirited 
and the idea that she would somehow 
be the creature of George Augustus 
Robinson, who took her working 
around laneways, is certainly not born 
out. She’s very quick to be critical and 
speak her mind.”

Truganini had husbands but also was 
an object of lust for the white men. 
Many abused and raped her, but 
Cassandra notes this incredible woman 
was also in charge. “There’s no denying 
that Truganini had a robust sexual life 
and that she had quite a lot of sexual 
relationships, as many Aboriginal 
women did at the time with white men 
because that was not really a choice 
they had. She had an extraordinary 
presence even as an old woman and she 
made the ‘gentleman callers’ do what 
she wanted them to, which was mostly 
get her alcohol, but also before that to 
take her over to Bruny Island. 

“I see her as a remarkable survivor, 
and what makes it remarkable is that 
she lived to be nearly 70 years old, 
which was extraordinary in the 19th 
century for black or white women. She 
clearly had venereal disease, syphilis, 
which killed a lot of people, but not her. 
She must have had extraordinary 
physical stamina.”

Her clan did not manage as  
well. The indigenous people were 
flummoxed by the brutality of the 
whalers, the soldiers and some of the 
settlers, says Cassandra, and this was 

their downfall. “They had no reason 
not to trust … there was nothing in 
their history to suggest to them that 
people would come along and take 
everything they’ve got. Even where 
they had battles between different 
nations, these were resolved in 
negotiations that everybody abided by. 

“What happened in Tasmania was a 
combination of systematic neglect. They 
were pushed off their land, taken to an 
offshore island where they had no 
capacity to feed themselves and then fed 
scant rations they were not used to and 
made them sick. They died of many 

causes and were knocked over by 
influenza every winter. 

“Taking them off their land was a 
deliberate policy. Year in and year out.  
It was a concentration camp with 
terrible neglect. They didn’t have the 
capacity to reproduce themselves. They 
had children on Flinders Island who 
died. By the time they got down to 
Oyster Cove everybody knew it was just 
a matter of time, we just had to wait for 
them to die. Then their bones were stolen 
and traded to European museums. Now 
if that’s not a genocidal project I’m 
hard-pressed to know what would be.”

Coming home
Cassandra’s return to Tasmania in  
her 30s forced her to confront her 
family’s place in the island’s history. She 
was visiting her childhood home with 
her then boyfriend and all of a sudden 
everything changed for her. “As the 
plane was coming into Hobart airport 
– and I still get this feeling every time  
I fly in – I got this amazing sense of déjà 
vu. It was quite incredible. Then most  
of the time we were there I was awash 
with it. The landscapes just spoke to 
me and I remembered the places where  
I was a child, where I now live. I went 
down to visit my uncle and I saw the 
jetty which was the Pybus jetty and the 
name Pybus everywhere. It was just 
overwhelming. I thought, I’ve got to 
come back here.”

Cassandra did go back. She visited  
the Tasmanian Museum, where a 
ghoulish diorama “of a domestic scene 
of a family pre-contact times” transfixed 
her gaze. And then she spied 
photographs of Truganini with eight 
companions carefully posed in a tableau 
at Oyster Cove. It was taken by the 

local bishop in 1858. “The bishop’s 
unwilling subjects were stiff as 
mannequins in the layers of ill-fitting 
clothing they had been made to wear.  
In doleful monochrome, they seemed  
so desolate.” she says.

Cassandra was starting to feel 
something elemental. “I went to see my 
uncle Ken, whom I hadn’t seen since  
I was a little girl, and he told me how 
this old place was getting too much for 
him. So I said ‘I’ll buy it from you’. Just 
like that. I went back to Sydney, I told 
my father that I’d bought this house in 
Lower Snug, as it’s called. He said: 
‘You’re crazy. Why would you ever 
want to live there?’ which I though an 
extraordinary reaction. It was his 
ancestral country. He grew up here too.”

Cassandra, now 72, has lived in 
Lower Snug ever since and says 
Truganini is with her every day. “I think 
about her most of my waking hours – 
she’s always present. It was almost like  
a dream that I suddenly said to myself,  
I have to write about Truganini. It was 
about three o’clock in the morning, a 
realisation that that was something  

I had to do and that I wasn’t going to 
be too concerned about whether people 
would say, you haven’t got the right to 
do this because I felt, it’s my story, too.” 

In her book Cassandra paints a  
rich, layered portrait of Truganini and  
I ask what she hopes readers will take 
away from her brilliant opus. “It’s a 
monumental tragedy but I’m hoping that’s 
not what they take away from it. Rather  
I want them to read about a remarkable 
woman who managed to live through one 
of the worst moments in modern history. 
Which is in itself a remarkable thing, and 
right up until the end managed to keep  
a sense of humour and her dignity. 

“I want to rescue her from the maudlin 
mythology around her that this was a 
woman who should be remembered 
because she died. She’s a woman  

who needed to be 
remembered because of 
the way she lived.” AWW

Truganini: Journey 
Through the Apocalypse 
(Allen & Unwin), is on 
sale March 2.

“I see her as a 
remarkable 
survivor, she 

lived to be 
nearly 70.”

Truganini (left) with 
her third husband, 
William Lanne and 
Bessy Clarke. Below:  
A painting depicting 
‘the last Tasmanians’. 

Paintings show 
Truganini and 

Aborigines at Oyster 
Cove (left). Below 
left: Bruny Island. 


