
1

Imperialism extracts
Co-teaching English Literature and English Language

Extract 1

In 1897, the American writer Mark Twain published Following the Equator, a travel memoir in which 

he describes his impressions from an around-the-world tour of countries in the British Empire.  In 

this extract, he reflects on the fate of the native people of Tasmania, an island that lies 150 miles 

south of Australia.

November 1 – Afternoon. Passing between Tasmania (formerly Van Diemen’s Land) and islands 

– islands whence the poor exiled Tasmanian natives used to gaze at their lost homeland and cry; 

and die of broken hearts.

It was a strife of years, and decades of years. The Whites and the Blacks hunted each other, 

ambushed each other, butchered each other. The Blacks were not numerous. But they were wary, 

alert, cunning, and they knew their country well. They lasted a long time, few as they were.

The Government wanted to save the Blacks from ultimate extermination, if possible. One of its 

schemes was to capture them and coop them up, on a neighbouring island, under guard. Bodies 

of Whites volunteered for the hunt, for the pay was good.  The Whites moved about in armed 

bodies, and surprised little families of natives, and did make captures; but it was suspected that 

in these surprises half a dozen natives were killed to one caught--and that was not what the 

Government desired.

Another scheme was to drive the natives into a corner of the island and fence them in by a 

cordon of men placed in line across the country; but the natives managed to slip through, 

constantly.

Upon its several schemes the Government spent £30,000 and employed the labours and 

ingenuities of several thousand Whites for a long time with failure as a result. Then, at last, a 

quarter of a century after the beginning of the troubles between the two races, the right man 

was found.  This was George Augustus Robinson, called in history “The Conciliator.” He was not 

educated, and not conspicuous in any way.  But he must have been an amazing personality; a 

man worth traveling far to see.
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He set himself this incredible task: to go out into the wilderness, the jungle, and the mountain-

retreats where the hunted and implacable savages were hidden, and appear among them unarmed, 

speak the language of love and of kindness to them, and persuade them to forsake their homes 

and the wild free life that was so dear to them, and go with him and surrender to the hated Whites 

and live under their watch and ward, and upon their charity the rest of their lives!

The White population numbered 40,000 in 1831; the Black population numbered three hundred. 

Not 300 warriors, but 300 men, women, and children. The Whites were armed with guns, the 

Blacks with clubs and spears. The Whites had fought the Blacks for a quarter of a century, and 

had tried every thinkable way to capture, kill, or subdue them; and could not do it. If white men of 

any race could have done it, these would have accomplished it. But every scheme had failed, the 

splendid 300, the matchless 300 were unconquered, and manifestly unconquerable. They would 

not yield, they would listen to no terms, they would fight to the bitter end.  At the end of five-and-

twenty years of hard fighting, the surviving 300 naked patriots were still defiant, still persistent, 

still efficacious with their rude weapons, and the Governor and the 40,000 knew not which way to 

turn, nor what to do.

In four years, without the spilling of a drop of blood, Robinson brought them all in, willing captives, 

and delivered them to the white governor, and ended the war which powder and bullets, and 

thousands of men to use them, had prosecuted without result since 1804.

These were indeed wonderful people, the natives. They ought not to have been wasted. But the 

Natives were wasted, poor heroic wild creatures. They were gathered together in little settlements 

on neighbouring islands, and paternally cared for by the Government, and instructed in religion, 

and deprived of tobacco, because the superintendent of the Sunday-school was not a smoker, and 

so considered smoking immoral.

The Natives pined for their lost home and their wild free life. Too late they repented that they had 

traded that heaven for this hell. They sat homesick on their alien crags, and day by day gazed out 

through their tears over the sea with unappeasable longing toward the hazy bulk which was the 

specter of what had been their paradise; one by one their hearts broke and they died.
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In a very few years nothing but a scant remnant remained alive. A handful lingered along into age. 

In 1864 the last man died, in 1876 the last woman died, and the Spartans of Australasia were 

extinct.

This is an abridgement of Chapter 27 of Following the Equator by Mark Twain (published 1897). 

The original text is available at: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/2895/2895.txt

Extract 2

In 1830 a missionary by the name of George Augustus Robinson was appointed the task of 

collecting all remaining Tasman natives and bringing them to Flinders Island, 50 kilometers from 

Tasmania.  Robinson was certain he acted in the best interests of the Tasmanians.  With the help 

of a native Tasmanian woman named Truganini, he managed to gather the remaining natives, 

first by persuasion that their fate would be worse if they did not surrender, and afterwards by 

threatening them violently.  Many of his captives died on the way to Flinders; some two hundred 

arrived alive.

In Flinders, Robinson sought to convert and “civilize” the survivors.  The island was run in a prison-

like fashion. Conditions were difficult with constant exposure to strong winds and almost no fresh 

water.  Children were separated from their parents in order to facilitate their “civilization” process. 

Scarcity of food led to malnutrition and also diseases spread killing many natives.  The governor 

saved on expenditures in the hopes that more natives would die out.  By 1869 only Truganini, one 

more man and one more woman remained alive.

From the Combat Genocide Association website

Full text available at: http://combatgenocide.org/?page_id=146


