
All my life I have shopped at Melbourne’s iconic Queen 
Victoria Market, a place steeped in the history of this city  
and in my own family story, and after these many decades 
amid the buzz and clamour of the market, I have discovered 
it hides a darker and lesser-known story.

Most Victorians have never heard of two young indigenous 
Tasmanian Palawa men, Tunnerminnerwait and Maul-
boyheenner who were without a voice. They were freedom 
fighters who, in 1842, were the first people executed in 
Victoria. They defied the colonial authorities by stealing two 
guns and waged a six-week guerrilla-style campaign in the 
Dandenongs and the Mornington Peninsula, burning houses 
and killing two sealers.

They were executed at a time when frontier wars between 
Koorie and colonist populations were raging across the 
mainland and systematic genocide had been undertaken 
across Tasmania.  They were brought to Melbourne in 1839 
by the ‘Protector of Aborigines’, George Augustus Robinson 
and  found guilty of murder, despite defence lawyer Redmond 
Barry questioning the legality of British authority over 
Aborigines. A crowd of 5000 gathered in Franklin Street to 
watch the gruesome spectacle, held on January 20, 188 
years ago. Their bodies were stripped of their clothes and 
buried in the city’s first cemetery, over which Queen Victoria 
Market now stands.

Imagine the hatred, powerlessness and grief experienced 
by these two young men who were forcibly taken from 
their families and country by the white invaders and made 

By Mary-Lou Howie



examples of by colonial justice.  Imagine their fear and sense 
of alienation, made worse by the presence of 5000 early 
settlers looking on.  

Accounts like this are emerging now in the ‘Truth Telling’ of 
the brutal treatment of our First Nations People by the white 
invaders, who saw them as irrelevant ‘primitive savages’ 
with no rights to the land. It’s in this spirit that I wish to give 
voice to this Melbourne story.  

Modern writers such as Bill Gammage, the contentious  
Bruce Pascoe, fearless young indigenous AFL and sporting 
heroes, and other courageous Indigenous people are standing 
up and urging us to illumine the truth of our injustice and 
prejudice. In this light, a shadow has started to fall over 
Australia Day celebrations.

Australians are becoming more aware of the appalling treat-
ment of First Nations People. As a mark of acknowledgement 
and respect, it is now accepted practice to say a Welcome 
to Country before any public ceremony. Recently my grand-
daughter, before making a speech at her bat mitzvah, read  
a Welcome to Country translated into Hebrew. The Kadimah, 
a secular Jewish organisation devoted to Yiddish culture, 
uses a Yiddish translation of Welcome to Country before 
their events. Thus, more recently arrived communities in 
Australia, like mine, are trying to say ‘we see and hear you’. 

How many tragic and voiceless Indigenous stories, like 
those of Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner are buried 
beneath the sheds of Queen Victoria Market in Melbourne’s 
first cemetery?

The tide has turned and so must our constitution.
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