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INTRODUCTION TO
THE SECRET RIVER
AND ITS CHAPTER
SUMMARIES

K a t e  G r e n v i l l e ' s
acclaimed  historical
novel  The  Secret
River  t r anspor t s
r e a d e r s  t o  e a r l y
colonial  Austral ia,
following  the  life  of
William  Thornhill,  a
p o o r  T h a m e s
waterman  transported
to New South Wales for
t h e f t .  T h e  n o v e l
explores  themes  of
displacement, morality,
su rv i va l ,  and  the

v i o l e n t  c o l l i s i o n
between  European
settlers and Indigenous
A u s t r a l i a n s .  F o r
students,  book  clubs,
a n d  l i t e r a r y
enthusiasts,  having
concise  The  Secret
R i v e r  c h a p t e r
s u m m a r i e s  c a n
illuminate  the  novel's
intricate  narrative  arc
a n d  c h a r a c t e r
development.  Below,
we  break  down  the
novel by its three main
p a r t s ,  p r o v i d i n g
chapter -by-chapter
s u m m a r i e s  t h a t
capture  key  events,
emotional  turning
points,  and  thematic
undercurrents.  These
s u m m a r i e s  a r e

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 The Secret River Chapter
Summaries

2022-11-03

designed  to  enhance
your  understanding
without  spoiling  the
profound  impact  of
reading  the  full  text.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
p r e p a r i n g  f o r  a
discussion,  writing  an
e s s a y ,  o r  s i m p l y
r e f r e s h i n g  y o u r
memory,  this  guide
offers  a  clear  roadmap
t h r o u g h  W i l l i a m
Thornhill 's  journey
from  London's  grimy
alleys to the untamed
Hawkesbury  River
frontier.  Each  chapter
summary  highlights
the  pivotal  moments
that  define  Grenville's
masterpiece.

PART ONE:
LONDON –
CHAPTERS 1–7

The  first  part
establishes  William
Thornhill's backstory in
early  19th  century
London. Grenville uses

these  chapters  to
contrast  the  brutal
poverty of the city with
the relative (yet harsh)
opportunities  of  the
c o l o n i e s .  T h e
summar ies  be low
c a p t u r e  t h e
desperation that drives
Thornhill  to crime and
e v e n t u a l l y  t o
transportation.

Chapter 1: We
meet young
William Thornhill
in the slums of
London. His
family struggles
to survive; his
father dies, and
his mother
abandons him.
William is taken
in by a waterman
who teaches him
the trade along
the Thames, a
life of hard labor
and constant
hunger.
Chapter 2:
William grows
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into a skilled
waterman but
remains trapped
in poverty. He
meets Sal, a
spirited young
woman from a
similar
background.
Their courtship is
simple and
affectionate,
offering a rare
glimpse of
warmth in an
otherwise grim
existence.
Chapter 3:
William and Sal
marry. They live
in a cramped
room, and Sal
gives birth to
their first child,
who dies in
infancy. The
grinding poverty
erodes their
hope. William
begins to steal
scrap wood and
coal to

supplement their
income, a
decision with far-
reaching
consequences.
Chapter 4:
Desperate for
money, William
agrees to help a
man steal a load
of timber from a
wharf. The heist
goes poorly; he
is caught, tried,
and sentenced to
death. The
execution date is
set, and Sal is
left alone,
pregnant with
their second
child.
Chapter 5: The
judge commutes
William's death
sentence to
transportation for
life to New South
Wales. He is sent
to a hulk on the
Thames — a
rotting prison
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ship — where
conditions are
horrific. Sal visits
him and
promises to
follow him to the
colony.
Chapter 6:
William is
transported
aboard a convict
ship, enduring a
brutal voyage
across the ocean.
He witnesses
disease,
floggings, and
the death of
fellow prisoners.
The journey
strips him of the
last vestiges of
his London
identity.
Chapter 7: The
ship arrives in
Sydney Cove.
William steps
onto foreign soil,
overwhelmed by
the strange
landscape. He is

assigned to work
for a settler, and
begins to adapt
to the harsh
realities of
colonial life. Sal
and their
surviving child,
Willie, join him
later.

PART TWO:
SYDNEY –
CHAPTERS 8–16

In this section, William
serves  his  sentence,
earns  his  t icket  of
leave,  and  eventually
becomes  a  free  man.
The chapter summaries
for  Part  Two  highlight
his gradual ascent from
convict  to  landowner
a n d  t h e  m o r a l
compromises along the
way.

Chapter 8:
William works as
a waterman on
Sydney Harbour.
He observes the
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thriving trade
and the stark
class divisions
between
convicts,
emancipists, and
free settlers. Sal
gives birth to
another child,
and the family
slowly stabilizes.
Chapter 9:
William is
assigned to a
kind master, Mr.
Davies, who
teaches him
boat-building
skills. William's
industry and
reliability earn
him a ticket of
leave, granting
him limited
freedom. He
begins to dream
of owning land.
Chapter 10: Sal
takes in laundry
to earn extra
money. The
family moves

into a small
cottage in
Sydney. William
meets the
wealthy settler
Thomas
Blackwood, a
man who lives
peacefully with
Aboriginal people
on the
Hawkesbury
River — a
contrast to the
violence later in
the novel.
Chapter 11:
William becomes
an independent
boatman,
ferrying goods
along the
Parramatta
River. He saves
enough to build a
small sloop. His
ambition grows,
fueled by the
promise of free
land for settlers.
Chapter 12: The
colony
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experiences a
drought and food
shortages.
William's boat
business thrives
as he transports
supplies. He
gains a
reputation as a
reliable
entrepreneur,
but also begins
to adopt the
settlers'
prejudices
against
Indigenous
people.
Chapter 13:
William obtains
his certificate of
freedom. He is
now a free man,
but still landless.
Sal urges him to
apply for a land
grant along the
Hawkesbury
River, despite
the dangers of
frontier life.
Chapter 14:

William travels
upriver to inspect
a potential land
grant. He sees
the rich soil and
the majestic
river. He also
encounters the
Darug people for
the first time,
sensing both
their connection
to the land and
the growing
tension.
Chapter 15:
William files a
claim for 100
acres along the
Hawkesbury. The
area is already
inhabited by
Aboriginal clans.
The colonial
government
encourages
settlers to
occupy the land,
ignoring prior
occupancy.
Chapter 16: The
Thornhill family
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packs their
belongings and
sails upriver to
their new home.
The journey is
fraught with
anxiety. They
arrive at a lonely
stretch of river
called "The
Secret River" — a
place of
breathtaking
beauty and
looming conflict.

PART THREE: THE
RIVER – CHAPTERS
17–48

The longest part of the
novel  chronicles  the
Thornhills'  struggle  to
carve out a life on the
frontier.  The  chapter
summaries  for  this
sect ion  deta i l  the
hardening  of  William's
heart,  the  family's
iso lat ion,  and  the
tragic  climax with  the
Darug  people.  Due  to
length,  we  summarize

in groups of  chapters,
focusing  on  narrative
turning  points.

Chapters
17–22:
Settling
In

Chapter 17: The
family lands on
their property,
which they call
"Thornhill's
Point." They
encounter the
Darug people,
who observe
them from across
the river. William
builds a rough
hut. Sal is
terrified and
wants to return
to Sydney.
Chapter 18:
William clears
land and plants
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corn. The Darug
approach,
curious but wary.
William learns
from neighbor
Thomas
Blackwood that
the Aboriginal
people have
lived here for
thousands of
years and that
they often take
crops without
asking.
Chapter 19: Sal
gives birth to
another child.
The family's daily
life is a battle
against isolation,
snakes, and the
constant
presence of the
Darug. William
begins to feel a
possessive
attachment to
the land.
Chapter 20: The
Darug visit
frequently,

taking fish from
William's nets
and corn from his
fields. William's
frustration
grows. Sal
encourages him
to share, but
William sees it as
theft.
Chapter 21:
Thomas
Blackwood
advises William
to be generous
and patient.
Blackwood lives
in harmony with
the Darug, but
his lifestyle is
marginal. William
dismisses this as
weakness.
Chapter 22: A
neighbor,
Smasher
Sullivan, arrives
with stories of
Aboriginal
attacks. Smasher
advocates
violence. William
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begins to see the
Darug not as
neighbours but
as threats to his
property.

Chapters
23–33:
Tensions
Escalate

Chapter 23: The
Darug take
William's entire
corn harvest
overnight.
William is furious
and feels
humiliated. He
builds a fence
and a lookout
post.
Chapter 24: Sal
tries to befriend
a Darug woman
named Yanyilla,
exchanging

trinkets for fish.
This fragile
bridge of
kindness is
undermined by
William's
hostility.
Chapter 25:
William hires a
convict servant,
Ned, who shares
his anger toward
the Aboriginal
people. Ned is a
violent man who
sees them as
animals.
Chapter 26: A
Darug man
spears one of
William's pigs.
William retaliates
by shooting a
Darug dog,
escalating the
cycle of revenge.
Chapter 27:
Smasher Sullivan
and other
settlers form a
vigilante group.
They raid a
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Darug camp,
killing several
people. William
reluctantly joins,
but does not
participate in the
killing.
Chapter 28:
After the raid,
the Darug avoid
Thornhill's Point.
William
experiences a
mix of relief and
guilt. Sal is
horrified by the
violence and
blames William
for associating
with Smasher.
Chapter 29: The
colonial
government
sends soldiers to
'pacify' the river.
The soldiers are
brutal and
indiscriminate.
William stays
silent.
Chapter 30:
Thomas

Blackwood's
house is burned
down by the
Darug in
retaliation.
Blackwood is
killed. William
feels a profound
loss, as
Blackwood
represented a
different path.
Chapter 31:
William's eldest
son, Willie,
befriends a
Darug boy. Sal
sees this as
hope; William
forbids the
friendship,
worried it will
distract Willie
from work.
Chapter 32: The
family's corn
crop thrives.
William's land is
now valuable. He
begins to see the
river as his own,
and the original
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inhabitants as
obstacles.
Chapter 33:
Smasher Sullivan
proposes a final
massacre to

drive the Darug
away for good.
William struggles
with his
conscience but


