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In order to see what is real, you need two telescopes.

One from the past and another from the future.

Vladimir Sorokin, 2022
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Propped sheets of bark converging
 over skin-oils and a winter fire,
 stitched hides of furry rug-cloak
 with their naked backs to the weather,
 clothing as dwelling as shouldered boat
 beetle-backed, with bending ridgelines,
 all this, resurrected and gigantic:
 the Opera House,
 Sydney’s Aboriginal building.

‘Clothing as Dwelling as Shouldered Boat’,
 Les Murray, 2002
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THE FOUNDING LIE
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IN AN OLD COUNTRY, where human civilisation stretches back more than 60,000 years, no other building telescopes Australia’s past, present and future like the Sydney Opera House. With all its grace and poetry, it could be a temple. Seen from across the harbour, or from the deck of a ferry, it appears to float, as if at any moment it might move out into the waters of Sydney Harbour and sail away – a ship untethered from the land that gave birth to it.

The opening pages of my recently issued Australian passport carry an aerial photograph of Sydney Harbour dominated by the Opera House and Sydney Harbour Bridge, a scene which has become synonymous internationally not only with Sydney, but with Australia itself. Tellingly, this is the only photograph of the built environment that appears, aside from Parliament House in Canberra; all the others in the passport – and there are many – highlight Australia’s stunning array of natural environments: from Uluru in central Australia to Queensland’s Great Barrier Reef and Wineglass Bay on Tasmania’s Freycinet Peninsula.

The Opera House rests on the fingertip of a tiny headland known as Tubowgule (‘where the knowledge waters meet’) to its Gadigal custodians, or Bennelong Point, after Woollarawarre Bennelong, the Wangal man who became a prominent mediator between the British invaders and the Eora nation in the first years of the penal colony. Its mesmerising stack of white shells – standing on 7,000 square metres of reinforced concrete – jut confidently into the waters of Sydney Harbour. The ingenuity and elegance of the UNESCO World Heritage–listed building rescues its unexceptional backdrop: a forest of glistening skyscrapers that resembles many other cities in the world.

Between 1959 and 1973, more than 10,000 workers from over ninety different countries laboured on the building’s construction. Some men had fought for Australia in the Vietnam War. Others were migrants recently arrived from southern and central Europe. The site for the building was first recognised by the Austrian planning consultant Karl Langer and quickly supported by Eugene Goossens, the English conductor of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra. Joining the design team were British, Dutch and Corsican engineers. The materials used to finish the building came from all over the world – more than 1 million white and cream matte roof tiles were manufactured in Sweden; the enormous sheets of polarised glass that fill the steel-framed facades were imported from France.

Jørn Utzon, the young Danish architect who won the international competition to design the building in 1957, had never set foot in Australia when his winning entry was announced. Working in Denmark, he combed naval charts of Sydney Harbour and immediately saw the prominence of Tubowgule. He thought of the solitary magnificence of Kronborg Castle in Denmark – renowned as Shakespeare’s inspiration for Elsinore in Hamlet – which stands on a headland only 10 kilometres across a narrow stretch of water from Helsingborg in Sweden. Realising that the Opera House would occupy a site of equal prominence, he drew further inspiration from the ancient Mayan pyramids at Chichén Itzá in Mexico: ‘The Mayans made these platforms exactly the same height as the roof of the jungle and then they lived in another world, eight metres above the other one,’ Utzon said. ‘I had this in mind for the Opera House.’1

Like the Sydney Harbour Bridge (1932) – a larger, more impressive incarnation of New York’s Hell Gate Bridge (1916) – the Opera House was a proudly international structure. There was nothing explicitly Australian about it. That would come later, as it was swiftly embraced by Australians and the millions of tourists who visited every year.

Australians have long prized practical solutions and tended to be deeply suspicious of ‘highfalutin’ ideas. This seemed to be confirmed in 1966, when Utzon was forced to resign by the New South Wales Liberal–Country government’s minister for public works, Davis ‘Jack’ Hughes, who was frustrated by his slowness and the project’s escalating cost. Utzon left Australia and never returned. His plans for the interior were jettisoned and the building was completed by a team of Australian architects led by Peter Hall.

Despite the failure to fully realise Utzon’s plans, the Opera House remained a work of genius that challenged a complacent, parochial culture to widen its horizons. The first performance was given by the black American singer, actor and human rights activist Paul Robeson, who, in 1960, stood on the concrete foundations and spoke of his solidarity with the worldwide ‘working-class movement’. Wearing a beret and three-piece suit, Robeson delivered a rousing rendition of ‘Ol’ Man River’ as construction workers huddled around him, some watching from the scaffolding above.

For the generation who funded and built the Opera House between the late 1950s and its opening in 1973, the endeavour was always envisaged as an inspirational expression of Australia’s potential; as if the country’s previous history was slight and inconsequential – little more than an appendage to the story of Britain’s fading empire. The man who did more than anyone to initiate the project, former railway worker and NSW Labor premier Joseph Cahill, told a planning conference in 1954 that ‘in a young country’ like Australia, ‘we ought to be courageous … we should pledge the future if need be’.

Queen Elizabeth II, who opened the building in a wind-torn ceremony on 20 October 1973, wearing a blue silk dress and matching baker-boy hat, also reminded a civic reception in Sydney that the city was ‘still young in comparison to many great cities in the world’. At 2.45 pm, the national anthem – ‘God Save the Queen’ – was played, the Royal Standard broken and nine F-111 fighter jets flew overhead. Then from the top of the building’s highest shell came the sound of clapsticks and the didgeridoo. Within seconds, the voice of Aboriginal actor Ben Blakeney – ‘representing the spirit of Bennelong’ – echoed across the harbour.


Here my people chanted their stories of the dreamtime – of spirit heroes and of earth’s creation – and our painted bodies flowed in ceremony. On this point my people laughed and they sang while the sticks clacked in the rhythm of the corroborees. I am Bennelong, and my spirit and the spirit of my people lives; and their dance, their music and their drama, and their laughter also remains.



Bennelong was captured at Manly Cove on Governor Arthur Phillip’s orders in 1789. Phillip built a brick hut for him on Tubowgule, and in 1792 took Bennelong with him to England. Although Bennelong returned to Sydney in 1795 and played a vital role as an elder statesman until his death in 1813, he was mistakenly remembered by the colonists as tragic symbol of cultural decline in the face of white supremacy.2 Now, 160 years later, his spirit was summoned to bless the opening of the Opera House.

While the words Blakeney recited acknowledged the cultural importance of Tubowgule to the Gadigal people and their survival, there was no mention of the impact of British colonisation; of the smallpox that devastated the Indigenous population in 1789 or the violent dispossession of their lands. In the souvenir booklet issued to commemorate the opening, Bennelong was mentioned briefly as a ‘liaison officer’ between Phillip and ‘the Aboriginal people’. His presence at the opening was merely ornamental; to usher in what would become the most recognisable symbol of modern Australia, then disappear.

Few people in 1970s Australia included Indigenous people as part of the story of modern Australia. They apparently belonged to ‘prehistory’, a time before real history began, already effaced from memory by the achievements of a superior British civilisation. The origin story that emerged with nationhood – the myth of peaceful British settlement – concealed the fact that the land had been taken by force. This was the founding lie of Australian history: that Australia was settled rather than invaded and violently conquered. This lie also denied Indigenous law and cultural knowledge – 440 languages spoken in 1788 by somewhere between 750,000 and 1.2 million people, which named every animal, plant and place on the continent, and every star visible in the southern sky.3

More than any other issue – whether it be the transportation of convicts, religious sectarianism, conscription during the First World War, or the Cold War – it is history itself and how the nation’s story is told that has divided Australians since 1788.

For well over 150 years, the convict origins of the majority of Australia’s colonies were a source of national embarrassment and shame. Since the 1970s, the country has been riven by sharp disagreements over the history of its foundation. Every attempt to celebrate significant milestones of nationhood – the bicentenary of Lieutenant James Cook’s so-called discovery of Australia in 1970, the bicentenary of the arrival of the First Fleet and its reluctant cargo of convicts at Sydney Cove (or Warrane, to the Gadigal) on 26 January 1988, the centenary of Federation on 1 January 2001 – has been undermined by the spectre of the invasion of the continent and the dispossession of Indigenous Australians.

Australia – a future-oriented nation deeply troubled by its past – has still to reconcile what Indigenous leader Noel Pearson has called the ‘three epic strands’ of its history – the First Nations’ narrative of the longest continuous cultures on Earth, the Second Nations’ stories of the arrival of British institutions, and the Third Nations’ stories of Australia as one of the world’s most successful multicultural, multi-ethnic nations. Addressing the founding lie of Australian history remains unfinished business: even more reason why the time is ripe for new ways of thinking about the nation’s history.

Most national histories are ‘rise and rise’ narratives. They narrate the nation’s formation and walk chronologically through familiar milestones. In Australia’s case, there’s a chapter on Indigenous Australia before 1788, before moving to the main story: penal colony to gold rushes and responsible government, then to Federation, the First World War and the Anzac legend, the Depression, the Second World War, postwar reconstruction and the Cold War; before waves of non-British migration, the new social movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the end of White Australia usher in the emergence of a more open, global economy and culturally diverse society. Or words to that effect. The history of the nation-state – from one formative event to the next.
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In 2016, the annual lighting of the sails transformed the Sydney Opera House into a vast animated canvas, showcasing the work of six Indigenous artists.


The problem with this kind of history, imprisoned as it is – ‘and then and then and then’ – is that it tends to be self-replicating. Chronology pushes the past back into the same sequence of stories, the same in-built assumptions and biases, the same search for causes and ‘inevitable’ turning points, the same silences, the same slightly adjusted parable of national progress. But history is not inherently linear; only historians make it that way.

The first step is to see Australia as a continent rather than a nation – a continent with vastly different regions, climate zones, ecologies and histories. If we stand in Perth or Broome, in Alice Springs, Cairns or Darwin, our perspective on Australian history is radically different to what it might be in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney, or in Hobart, Adelaide or the inland mining towns of Mount Isa or Broken Hill. Every place and community has its own version of Australia; its own story of where it sits in the entity and fabric of the nation. Equally, the historical experience of Indigenous Australians since the British invasion began, and of many of the migrant communities who came after them for that matter, is sometimes so profoundly unlike that of other Australians that they struggle to recognise one another’s stories. This is why the old narratives of the nation’s beginnings won’t suffice anymore. They no longer speak to the diversity of Australian society and its varied historical experience.

Since 1788, the country’s future has mostly been imagined as white and British. But in the face of 65,000 years of Indigenous history and an increasingly multicultural future, the ultimate destiny of Australia’s British heritage – which has shaped its political and legal institutions and much of its culture – is to become what it always was: a speck. A significant, enduring speck, but a speck nonetheless.

In 2021, Australia became the first English-speaking country in the world to become a ‘majority migrant nation’, meaning the proportion of Australian residents who are born overseas (first generation) or have a parent born overseas (second generation) has moved above 50 per cent (51.5 per cent). Within the next decade, migrants from India will likely overtake those from England as Australia’s largest migrant group.

In a globalised world, the history of any nation is necessarily porous, concerned as much with the ‘outside’ world as it is with its ‘inside’ histories. This was true of post-1788 Australia from the beginning. Australia was one distant point of interest in the much wider strategic framework of the British Empire, one that stretched from North America and the West Indies to Africa and India. The British had been driven to establish a penal colony in Australia by the desire to ward off their imperial rivals in the South Pacific, particularly France; the promise of new knowledge, trade and economic advantage; and, after the loss of their American colonies in 1776, the pressing need to find an alternative destination for the swelling tide of prisoners at home.

It was no accident that at the very moment Governor Arthur Phillip decided to move the First Fleet from Botany Bay to Port Jackson on 24 January 1788, he encountered two French ships. Phillip was aware of the French expedition to the Pacific under Comte de La Pérouse, which had left France in 1785, but he was still astonished to see them in Botany Bay. Initially, La Pérouse’s presence created considerable apprehension, but his mission was exploratory, and after he exchanged supplies and intelligence with Phillip, by early March the French ships would be gone, never to be seen or heard of again.

European Australia was born modern – a product of both the Industrial Revolution and the Enlightenment. As it developed, it was driven by the restless drive for material prosperity, territorial expansion, international trade, mass migration, knowledge and technological progress – the key markers of global capitalism. Yet in its entirety, Australian history is inherently place-bound. Unlike European history, a story in which people have shifted around the globe forming multiple attachments, Indigenous understandings of history can never be divorced from place, or be reduced to narratives of progress and decline. The collision of these two worldviews remains at the heart of writing Australian history in the twenty-first century.
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Fort Macquarie, Bennelong Point, c. 1870. Constructed between 1817 and 1821, it was demolished in 1901 and replaced by a tram depot, which was removed in 1958 to make way for the Opera House.


As the ships of the First Fleet turned into Sydney Cove on 26 January 1788, those on deck saw the enormous shell middens at Tubowgule, towering evidence of thousands of generations of Indigenous occupation. Tubowgule had been the home of song, music and dance for millennia. Aboriginal women could often be heard singing as they fished from their bark canoes nearby. Not far away, in June 1789, in a timber hut, ‘the first public performance of a play in Australia was given by a party of convicts’ in honour of King George III’s birthday.

In need of raw materials to build the colony, Governor Phillip assigned convicts the task of burning down these middens to produce lime for mortar. For decades to come, the British recycled the material culture of the Eora nation into the city’s buildings and gardens. From the very first days of the invasion, the stuff of British ‘settlement’ was held together by the material edifice of Indigenous civilisation, as two previously separate histories and cultures became permanently entangled.



The British believed that human history was little more than a few thousand years old. They couldn’t see that many of the ancient Aboriginal paths they used to traverse the country were thousands of years older than the Roman roads of Britain. Nor could they understand that the ‘natives’ they saw as ‘wandering savages’ had carefully managed the country for millennia, or that the cultures they labelled ‘timeless’ had in fact changed over time like any other human society – establishing trading networks across the entire continent and introducing new ideas, technologies and customs.

When Jørn Utzon was asked in the late 1990s about the plan to nominate the Opera House for World Heritage status, his reply, largely forgotten, was characteristically frank and thoughtful. The building, he said, represented ‘the end of colon[ial] Australia and the beginning of republic[an] Australia’. ‘The spirit of the Opera House’, he explained, is ‘independent of anything from anywhere.’4

Three decades later, Utzon’s vision for the Opera House and Australia is yet to be fulfilled. Australia is republican in spirit but not in name: the nation remains a constitutional monarchy, draped in the symbolism of its imperial origins. Unlike former British colonies such as the United States, Canada and New Zealand, it also continues to exclude Indigenous people from its constitution.

What Utzon could not see was the profound importance of Australia’s Indigenous histories to the country’s future. Not that he was alone. Australians have also struggled to see the connection, to understand that ending the nation’s colonial mentality and being truly ‘independent of anything from anywhere’ demands an entirely new understanding of the country’s past. All the familiar cliches about Australian history – that it’s boring or a mere shadow of more consequential histories elsewhere – are nothing more than spectacular failures of imagination. Much of the continent’s 65,000 years of human habitation is yet to be understood.






I give you this story.

This proper, true story.

People can listen.

I’m telling this while you’ve got time …

time for you to make something,

you know …

history …

book

Bill Neidjie, ‘Kakadu Man’, 1986











2

FROM UBIRR
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Ubirr, in the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Kakadu National Park, Arnhem Land.


THEY ARRIVE AT FIRST LIGHT. Hundreds of visitors from around Australia and the world over, lured by striking Indigenous rock art – particularly the distinctive X-ray images of animals and mythological figures, many painted before the end of the last Ice Age and protected by dramatic rock overhangs. A steady trail of tourists makes its way to the top of an immense sandstone escarpment, coming face-to-face with ‘the world’s longest continuing tradition’ of rock art and ‘human endeavour’.1

From here – standing 20 metres above the Nadab floodplain in Kakadu National Park, looking north towards the Arafura Sea – the view is breathtaking. A vast expanse of floodplains extends as far as the eye can see. At dawn and dusk, when the cathedral light casts every feature in the landscape into sharp relief, the din of thousands of waterbirds rises from the plain below. The area teems with life, like Kakadu itself, which is home to one-third of Australia’s bird species and one-quarter of its land mammal species.

It is hard to comprehend the temporal scale – the millions of years of erosion that formed the sheer cliffs of enormous sandstone outliers like Ubirr, the sea levels that rose dramatically only 6,000–8,000 years ago, creating the rich alluvial lowlands, and over sixty millennia of Indigenous culture, proudly continued today by Mirrar, Kakadu’s traditional owners.

In 2017, not far from Ubirr, at Madjedbebe rock shelter in Kakadu, a team of archaeologists working in collaboration with Mirrar custodians discovered ancient artefacts used for seed grinding and ochre crayons used to make pigments. With a combination of radiocarbon dating and optically stimulated luminescence (OSL) – a method that estimates the time elapsed since sand grains were last exposed to sunlight – they established ‘a convincing age for the settlement of Madjedbebe, and Australia, of 65,000 years ago’. The discovery, which included ‘the world’s oldest known edge-ground hatchets and world’s oldest known use of reflective pigment’, confirmed Madjedbebe as one of the ‘most significant cultural and archaeological sites in the world’, one that predated the modern human settlement of Europe and the Americas.2

From Madjedbebe and Ubirr, Sydney and Melbourne, Australia’s largest cities, lie over 3,000 kilometres southeast, while Timor-Leste, Papua New Guinea and Indonesia are within relatively easy reach. From this vantage point, conventional views of Australian history – so often locked in tragic tales of stoic British settlers fanning out from the southeast corner of the continent – are turned on their head.

Australian history begins in the Indigenous north, its origins inseparable from the songlines, laws and cultures embedded in Country. It begins in the savanna woodlands and open forests, in the floodplains and tidal mudflats, and in the tropical forests and extensive coastline of areas like Arnhem Land.

Some 65,000–80,000 years ago, when the seas were much lower, one of the world’s great migrations began, as people moved south from Asia into northern Australia and rapidly colonised the entire continent. By 50,000 years ago they had reached the centre of the continent. By 40,000 years ago they had occupied the south, east and west, including Tasmania, then part of the mainland. While modern humans had only been continuously present in Britain from around 12,000 years ago, Australia’s Indigenous peoples represent some of the oldest continuing cultures on Earth.

From at least the early eighteenth century, Makassan fishermen from Sulawesi (now Indonesia) made their annual voyage south in search of trepang, or sea cucumber, which they traded with China. Along thousands of kilometres of Australia’s northern coastline, which they called Marege, the Makassans set up camps, exchanged goods and formed lasting relationships with Aboriginal people. Makassarese words entered local Aboriginal cultures, as did calico, rice, metal knives and axes, Dutch gin, smoking pipes and tobacco. On occasion, people from Arnhem Land sailed with Makassans on their journey back to Sulawesi. According to Yolngu oral history in Arnhem Land, they also travelled to Manila, Dili and Singapore. Sometimes they returned to their Country the following year; sometimes they resided permanently in Indonesia, where they also encountered Europeans, long before the British claimed to ‘discover’ them as the ‘natives’ of New South Wales.3

Remarkably, much of this history is visible today at Ubirr, etched onto the sandstone rock in myriad ochre paintings and engravings made over thousands of generations. Often painted over one another, they form an intricate mosaic of images, the work of artists from times past merging seamlessly with those of the present. They used red and yellow ochres, white clay, charcoal and, after trade with Europeans began, blue pigment. Their brushes were made from fibrous bark, grass stalks, pandanus leaves and human hair. They also used their fingers, and left their handprints and footprints on the rock.4

There are over 100 art sites on the walls of Kakadu’s rock shelters. Ubirr’s main gallery houses an astounding collection of art, one that reaches back thirty millennia, long before Holocene climate change began 12,000 years ago to a time when Australia and New Guinea were one. Paintings of animals that have been extinct for thousands of years, including giant kangaroos and thylacines, sit side-by-side with more recent X-ray images of barramundi, snake-necked turtles, herons, brolgas, wallabies, goannas and butterfish.5

Across Arnhem Land, rock art also inscribes the history of contact with outsiders – Europeans with rifles poised like spears; imperious, hands-on-hips, pipe-smoking buffalo hunters; Makassan prahus, British sailing and steamships, and Chinese migrants constructing the Darwin–Pine Creek railway in the 1880s. The cumulative effect is akin to a slow-motion news-reel. Everything is represented, including hunting and gathering practices, social structure, ritual and ceremony, and key foundational characters like the Rainbow Serpent and ‘Mimi’, the ‘stick-like spirit figures’ who are depicted running, dancing and hunting as they move through Country laying down the law and leaving their own images behind them on the rock walls.6
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A European ship painted on a rock wall at Kakadu National Park.


When the German explorer Ludwig Leichhardt passed through Kakadu in November 1844, on his way from Darling Downs in Southeast Queensland to the tiny British outpost at Port Essington on Arnhem Land’s north coast – a journey of almost 5,000 kilometres on his ‘cream-coloured horse’ – he remarked frequently on the beauty of the country and admiringly detailed its flora and fauna. He also noticed that it was well populated, and observed Aboriginal people fishing, ‘digging for roots’ and ‘burning the grass on the plains’. Examining the ground ‘under the shade’ of an ancient, ‘noble fig tree’, he realised it had probably been a camping place ‘for the last century’ or more.7

Leichhardt made little mention of rock art. Only his botanist companion, the young James Calvert, noticed a red-ochre painting of a freshwater turtle, probably because he’d already seen so many ‘in the camps of the natives’, which Leichhardt described as consisting of ‘spacious’ bark ‘huts’. As Calvert later wrote to his brother-in-law, some of them ‘thought us to be Malays’ and already ‘knew a few English words’, due to the British settlement at Port Essington. They gave him red ochre, a spear and stone spearhead, offered him food and showed him the way as he followed the East Alligator River, just west of Ubirr, upstream.

Although some days Leichhardt found the heat ‘oppressive’ – so much so that even ‘the slightest exertion was painful’ – his spirits rose quickly after rain, when he inhaled the ‘sweet… fragrance’ of the bush, which, as he explained glowingly in his journal, was ‘so remarkably experienced in Australia’. It’s little wonder Leichhardt found the heat exhausting: he’d arrived in the pre-monsoon season (Gunumeleng). This was one of six seasons identified by Mirrar, their arrival signalled not only by climatic changes, but also by the movements of animals and the alignment of the stars.8

Not far from Ubirr, Leichhardt complained of the annoying ‘little bees’ that descended ‘like flies on our hands’, ‘writing paper’ and ‘soup plates’. He had no way of knowing that Mirrar – who identified six species of bees – sometimes used ‘shaped pieces’ of beeswax to paint on the rock walls, pressing the wax hard onto the surface of the rock to create the desired image. They also used it to repair their digeridoos and to make mouthpieces for the instrument, and their children painted toys sculpted from beeswax.

If Leichhardt or Calvert had ventured inside one of the many stringybark huts they saw, they would have discovered that Mirrar decorated their walls with similar paintings to those found on rock walls in Kakadu. Like so many other forms of decoration – the painting of hollow log coffins, spears, baskets, message sticks and Mirrar bodies – bark and rock paintings were storytelling instruments, containing ancestral stories that passed on important traditional knowledge. They fascinated European scholars, particularly anthropologists, missionaries and self-taught meddlers in Indigenous culture.

In 1911, anthropologist Baldwin Spencer – who attended art school in Manchester as a young man and collected art throughout his life – was appointed a member of the Commonwealth team to investigate the potential for development in the Northern Territory.9 The party travelled throughout the territory for three months, and Spencer returned the following year as the Commonwealth’s ‘Special Commissioner for Aboriginals and Chief Protector’. In July 1912, Spencer stayed for two months at Oenpelli (Gunbalanya), a cattle station across the East Alligator River only a few kilometres northwest of Ubirr, established two years earlier by the notorious farmer and buffalo shooter Paddy Cahill.

Spencer, an avid photographer, set to work immediately, documenting every possible aspect of Bininj, the Aboriginal peoples and cultures of West Arnhem Land. Early on the morning of 14 July, moved by ‘the light mist’ hanging over Oenpelli Lagoon and the ‘distant ranges rising above them in the background’, he photographed a group of Gaagudju men and boys standing on their canoe as they fished, providing a rare glimpse of traditional culture at the very moment it was about to be torn asunder by the influx of Europeans.10

In the relatively short time that Spencer resided at Oenpelli, he heard Aboriginal men and women singing prior to initiation ceremonies, watched and photographed as they painted one another’s bodies in preparation for important ceremonies, observed medicine men at work and attended burials and mourning ceremonies, as well as meeting the Gaagudju men and women who performed the bulk of domestic and farming labour at Cahill’s station. But what captured his imagination more than anything else was the paintings he saw.
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Oenpelli Lagoon on the morning of 14 July 1912.


Spencer’s trained artistic eye told him that these paintings were exceptionally sophisticated examples of Aboriginal art. Like all anthropologists at the time, he was preoccupied with theories of social evolution, with their dubious hierarchies of development and crude ladders of ‘civilisation’, ideas that he would later expound in his internationally acclaimed publication Native Tribes of the Northern Territory of Australia (1914).

After enlisting Cahill’s help, Spencer persuaded a handful of artists at Oenpelli to paint for him, eventually commissioning over fifty bark paintings. He paid the best artists in tobacco, the amount varying according to the size of the painting and the time taken to complete it. All of these bark paintings were sent to the National Museum in Melbourne, where Spencer was the director. One of the first paintings he collected was an arresting image of ‘Warraguk’, a spirit who, Gaagudju men told him, walked around during the day searching for ‘sugarbag’ (honey) and hung like a bat from trees at night.

By the early 1920s, Paddy Cahill, the ‘self-educated frontiersman’ who wanted to ‘have power over the natives’ and was prepared to use any means necessary to assert it, including participating in punitive massacres, had collected almost 1,000 specimens of Indigenous culture for Spencer.11 Among these were another 120 bark paintings, all of which were sent to the museum in Melbourne. Some can now be found in the Museé du Quai Branly – Jacques Chirac in Paris and the National Gallery of Australia in Canberra. For a few sticks of tobacco and two bags of flour, the two men had curated a priceless collection of Indigenous art.

After this haul at Oenpelli, the collection mania for bark paintings, which began in the late nineteenth century, saw the beginning of a worldwide market for Aboriginal art. Bark paintings from northern Australia and Arnhem Land in particular became highly collectable. Although they were sold as authentic representations of traditional Indigenous culture, from the outset they were products of the collaboration between European interlopers and Aboriginal people. Spencer, for example, asked his artists to paint directly on small sheets of bark for easy transportation. On occasion, he also directed their painting, to ensure that the images were starker, more amenable to western eyes and more striking when photographed. By the time the Commonwealth government declared Arnhem Land an Indigenous reserve in 1931, bark paintings were being produced to sell to collectors in southern cities and overseas.



In 1948, self-taught ethnologist and filmmaker Charles Mountford led the largest scientific expedition ever undertaken to northern Australia, funded by the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, the National Geographic Society, and the Australian government’s Department of Information. After camping at three sites across Arnhem Land – Oenpelli, Yirrkala and Groote Eylandt – Mountford’s multi-disciplinary team returned with over 25 tonnes of specimens, including, disturbingly, human remains, a fact Mountford kept to himself. Instead, he chose to publicise his expedition’s collection of over 600 bark paintings and sculptures, which later found their way to galleries across Australia as well as to the Smithsonian.12

Newspapers reported on Mountford’s extraordinary ‘art find’. Here was ‘a new aboriginal art … in the lonely south-west corner of Arnhem Land’, Mountford told journalists, one that would ‘startle the world and interest Picasso’. In London, The Times claimed that Oenpelli and Ubirr housed invaluable art by Australia’s ‘old masters’.

Intrigued by the ‘Mimi’ paintings, which he compared to the ‘Bushman of South Africa’ and ‘pre-historic man in the caves of Eastern Spain’, Mountford praised the ‘beautifully executed and colourful’ X-ray images. There were ‘thousands of fine lines’, he enthused, ‘in the picture of [just] one fish’. In a cave the party found a great natural gallery on a curved face about 60 feet long and nine feet high. There was a frieze of fish, birds, animals and men. This was Ubirr’s main gallery, where today over 200,000 tourists visit each year.13

Mountford proclaimed Ubirr as ‘one of the sights of Australia’, arguing to the Australian press and UNESCO, where his findings and colour photographs were also published, that the entire area should be declared a national park, ‘provided there was adequate supervision to prevent persons writing their names over [such] beautiful art’, much of which, he naively suggested, ‘was probably centuries old’.14

By the 1950s, the traditional art of the Indigenous north, especially Arnhem Land’s bark paintings and the rock art of Oenpelli and Ubirr, had become one of the most powerful ways of conveying the complexity and depth of Indigenous culture to Australians and the world at large. Yet no one in the trail of white collectors who beat the long path north to the communities of Arnhem Land – from Mirrar at Kakadu to Iwaidja in the north and Yolngu in the east – could have predicted how bark paintings would soon be used to assert Indigenous rights.

In 1963, the Yirrkala bark petitions demanded that the rights of Yolngu to their traditional lands in northeast Arnhem Land be respected, after the federal government granted licences for bauxite mining without consulting them, while in 1988 the Barunga Statement was personally handed to Labor prime minister Bob Hawke by esteemed Yolngu and Gumatj clan leader Galarrwuy Yunupingu. In addition to land rights and self-determination, the statement called for a treaty or ‘compact’ that recognised Aboriginal people’s ‘prior ownership, continued occupation and sovereignty’ and affirmed their ‘human rights and freedom’.

In both cases, the petitions were surrounded by paintings. In 1963, the accompanying images represented Yolngu and other social groups or moieties. In 1988, the work of nine artists from northern and central Australia was combined to signal the collaboration between cultures that had led to the Barunga Statement. The text and paintings of the Barunga Statement ‘cannot be differentiated’. The paintings are the signature of the ancestors. Like the rock art at Ubirr, the bark petitions – written in Indigenous languages and the invader’s tongue – embody both history and Country.15

Obsessive collectors such as Spencer and Mountford had helped to preserve a unique body of Australia’s cultural heritage, even though they were motivated by the desire to collect what they believed to be the vestiges of a dying culture. As Mountford falsely told the Australian press in 1949, the ‘X-ray cave art’ of Arnhem Land had ‘died about 50 years’ earlier.

Even growing institutional curiosity about Arnhem Land’s bark paintings failed to show any interest in naming the artists who had produced them. It was as if the paintings only mattered to European collectors as beautiful curios; reminders of a culture that would soon politely disappear in the face of European mastery.

At Ubirr and Kakadu, the life of one man in particular encapsulated much of his people’s long struggle to retain their culture in the face of innumerable obstacles. ‘Kakadu man’ Bill Neidjie was born not far from Ubirr, around the mid-1920s. As a young boy, he lived at Ubirr, where he learnt the law from his uncles and grandfathers. He attended school at Oenpelli for a few years, but soon returned to the bush to live ‘Bininj’.16 On the ceiling of a cave at Walkarr, a rock shelter across the floodplain from Ubirr, his footprints can still be seen where his feet were ‘dipped in paint and pressed against the ceiling’ in his youth.17 Until the 1960s he and his family lived in the cave. His ancestors had painted on the rock walls at Ubirr and hunted for thousands of years on the Nadjab floodplain with ironwood spears. As he explained late in his life, ‘Our history is in that cave, in painting.’ Country was ‘just like mother and father or brother’. You – ‘your body’ – and Country, and all that lived on it, were ‘the same thing’.18



The story of Bill Neidjie’s life was one of adaptation and survival. By the time of his death in 2002, there was little he had not seen. As a young man he watched as his father was shot and wounded by buffalo hunters, and another relative was killed. Conscripted to work in the buffalo industry – which relied on Aboriginal labour to shoot, skin and salt the destructive cloven-hoofed beasts that were Kakadu’s first wave of invaders – he repeatedly ran away due to the oppressive conditions under which so many of his countrymen and women worked. During the Second World War, when Arnhem Land was at the forefront of Australia’s war against the Japanese, he worked on boats, ‘running supplies’ to Aboriginal communities between Oenpelli and Darwin.

Neidjie’s life straddled the gamut of the white man’s incursions into his Country throughout the twentieth century, from buffalo hunters to pastoralists and missionaries, violent frontier encounters and massacres, to massive land clearing and the Ranger uranium mine at Jabiru (1980–2012), which was built only a few kilometres from his birthplace. During Neidjie’s lifetime and later, in 2010, there were concerns that radioactive waste from the mine had contaminated the wetlands where his people had traditionally found much of their food. In the last decades of his life, he led the fight against the uranium mine and the successful land claims that led to the establishment of Kakadu National Park and its World Heritage status. When he died, ninety years after Spencer had photographed Gaagudju men fishing on Oenpelli lagoon, he was the last speaker of the Gaagudju language.

In his final years, determined that his people’s culture would not die with him, Neidjie dedicated himself to telling, recording and publishing Gaagudju stories in books, interviews, theatre and film. ‘The law,’ he said, ‘has to stay.’ To ensure that it would, and knowing he was about to die, he organised and attended his own wake. He wanted ‘to hear the nice things’ said about him.19

As a respected elder and story custodian, Neidjie knew all too well the importance of careful listening. Now he exhorted his readers to read his work closely. ‘When you read … exactly right,’ he said, ‘you’ve got to feel.’ His uncles had taught him that when you tell a story, you feel it ‘through your body … right down foot and head, fingernail and blood … through the heart’.20

For Neidjie, history was like this too. It should be written the way Aboriginal people have always lived. History was all time – long ago, before, yesterday and now. Neither a litany of events nor an emotionally distant chronicle, history is alive. And it has to be connected intimately to people and Country; only then, in its telling, could it be true to the ‘feeling’ that made you and everything around you.








Standing at the limit of an endless ocean

Stranded like a runaway, lost at sea …

Anyone will tell you it’s a prisoner island

Hidden in the summer for a million years …

I hear the sound of the strangers’ voices

I see their hungry eyes, their hungry eyes

‘Great Southern Land’, Icehouse, 1982
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THE ISLAND DILEMMA
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Bedanug, Thunadha, Bedhan Lag, Tuidin (Possession Island) seen from Cape York Peninsula.


LONG BEFORE EUROPEANS REACHED Australia’s shores, the continent existed as a chimera in their imaginations – an elusive, mythical, almost unearthly land. Envisaged nearly 2,000 years before Dutch navigators reached the northern coastline in the early seventeenth century, it required a category all of its own: the Antipodes – a land of opposites that lay outside God’s creation – where the inhabitants were not fully human, and even the sound of their ‘monosyllabic’ language was ‘discordant’.1

From the Ancient Greeks and Romans, through the Middle Ages and Renaissance, a belief persisted that there was a large, unknown land in the south, which eventually came to be known as Terra Australis. Many associated its existence with the need to balance the lands of the northern hemisphere. From the late sixteenth century, European maps showed outlines of an enormous continent ‘bathed in mystery’ that provided the globe with the necessary equilibrium.2

By the end of the seventeenth century the Dutch had explored Australia’s northern, western and southern coastlines, including present-day Perth and Tasmania. In 1699, William Dampier, the British pirate, explorer and naturalist, spent three months surveying Shark Bay on the continent’s west coast. Dampier investigated the coastline north towards present-day Broome – a distance of over 1,400 kilometres – becoming the first British explorer to chart part of Australia. Unable to find ‘any good fresh water, or any convenient place to clean [his] ship’, and disappointed by what he saw as a barren land, he ‘set sail towards Timor’ and never returned.3

While Dampier’s charts and Dutch maps had enabled detailed outlines of sections of Australia’s coastline by the early eighteenth century, it was not until Lieutenant James Cook mapped the continent’s east coast in 1770 that the first part of Australia was possessed by the British Crown. On 22 August 1770, on a tiny island 17 kilometres southwest of the tip of Cape York Peninsula, Cook claimed possession of the ‘whole eastern coast’ of Australia. In honour of his claim he named the place Possession Island.4 For the clans of the Kaurareg people, the island wore different names for different seasons – Bedanug, Bedhan Lag, Tuidin and Thunadha – like the coming of the southeast trade winds and the monsoon rains.

From the deck of the Endeavour, Joseph Banks, Cook’s brilliant young botanist, could see nine Kaurareg men standing on the beach. With the same telescope he’d used to spy the ‘broad strokes’ of white paint on the bodies of Gweagal men when the Endeavour entered Botany Bay in April, he spotted their ‘lances’, ‘bow and arrows’ and the glistening ‘mother of pearl’ pendants draped around their necks. He wasn’t sure if they were ‘resolvd either to oppose or assist’ his party’s landing, but after a musket was fired, the men ‘walked leisurely away’.5

Coming ashore just after four o’clock, Cook led his men up a small hill where he ‘hoisted the English colours’, claimed possession ‘in the Name of His Majesty, King George the Third’, gave three cheers and ‘fired three Volleys of small Arms which were Answered by the like number from the Ship’. From this hill, barely three times as high as ‘the Ship’s Mast heads’, Cook saw that he would find safe passage through the southern end of the Torres Strait. With the rise of gun smoke the land belonged to the Crown. As he boarded the Endeavour, Cook had no idea that the British would establish a penal colony in Australia eighteen years later.6

Such was the manner in which various parts of Australia were gradually spirited away under British law. Aboriginal lands became the property of the Crown through exuberant incantation. It was nothing less than legal sorcery. Contrary to popular myth, the continent was never claimed in one moment. Instead, different sections were possessed in an ad hoc, piecemeal fashion. After Napoleon Bonaparte approved Nicolas Baudin’s expedition (1800–1803) to explore the geography and natural history of the southern coasts of New Holland, the British – ever mistrustful of French designs – established a second colony in Hobart in 1804. In 1824, spurred on by fears that the Dutch or French would settle Australia’s northern coastline and uncertain of its sovereignty over northern Australia, the British government despatched Captain James Gordon Bremer of the Royal Navy, a veteran of the Battle of Trafalgar.



Bremer sailed up the east coast from Sydney, passing through the Torres Strait before sailing along the continent’s north coast, his crew amazed by the ‘immense body of light’ that emanated from the ‘natives” burning of Country, the evening glow so bright that it made everything ‘perfectly visible’ for miles around. When he arrived at Port Essington, on the northern tip of Arnhem Land’s Cobourg Peninsula, he took possession through the customary rituals, which, in the proud words of his ship’s purser, Henry Ennis, saw vast swathes of foreign territories ‘turned, as it were by magic, into … British settlement[s]’. Bremer – who repeated the same rituals on nearby Melville Island – effectively extended British sovereignty westwards to the current border between Western Australia and the Northern Territory.7

By establishing a colony in Van Diemen’s Land and sending Bremer to the north coast of the continent, Britain acknowledged that its possession of the country needed to be asserted anew in those parts of the continent it had not yet invaded. Like Cook’s claim of possession in 1770, later declarations of sovereignty were not directed at Indigenous Australians but at rival European powers. In 1829, Britain claimed sovereignty over the western third of the Australian continent to ensure that the French did not establish bases there. Only when this process was complete would the ‘people of an Island Empire’ become ‘the possessors of an Island continent’.8

In 1803, Cook’s fellow British naval officer, the gifted navigator Matthew Flinders – then barely thirty years of age – completed his circumnavigation of the entire continent, yet another venture spurred by Anglo–French rivalry. Like Cook’s Endeavour, Flinders’ vessel, the Investigator, was a collier. Flat-bottomed to enable close exploration of shallow waters, it was just over 30 metres long and 8 metres wide. Travelling with his crew on the Investigator was a man of roughly the same age, Bungaree, a Garigal man from the Broken Bay area, north of Sydney. Known for his skilful diplomacy, sharp intellect and unrivalled talent for mimicry, Bungaree was the perfect foil for Flinders, who was determined, ambitious and, by all accounts, astoundingly stubborn.

Losing many of his crew to disease and struggling with a leaking, rotting vessel, Flinders’ feat of seamanship, scientific observation and cartography was remarkable. He was the first to use the word ‘Australian’ to describe the continent’s Indigenous people, and among the first to apply the name Australia, which, he insisted, was ‘more agreeable to the ear’ – an important distinction for a musical man like Flinders, who played the flute exceptionally well.
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Matthew Flinders’ map of ‘Terra Australis or Australia’, published in 1814.


Flinders’ map of Australia, published in his epic A Voyage to Terra Australis one day before his death in 1814, followed closely on the heels of French cartographer Louis de Freycinet’s Carte Générale de la Nouvelle Hollande (1811), the first complete map of Australia to be printed.9 Freycinet was a member of Nicolas Baudin’s scientific expedition. In 1802, Baudin and Flinders famously ran into one another at ‘Encounter Bay’ in present-day South Australia, before amicably comparing notes when they met again in Sydney a few months later. Freycinet joked with Flinders that the French might have discovered the south coast of Australia before him if they had not spent ‘so long picking up shells and catching butterflies in Van Diemen’s Land’.

With the publication of Freycinet’s and Flinders’ maps, Australia could begin to be imagined in precise, barely changing cartographic form – an immediately recognisable free-standing continent surrounded by the Indian and Pacific oceans. The maps had finally confirmed Cook’s belief that there was no inhabited ‘Great South Land’ other than Australia. From then, Europeans in Australia could see the vast expanse of their island continent anchored in their mind’s eye. Mapped in relation to their distant homelands, it encapsulated both their sense of isolation and their freedom to create a new society.

The British invasion that began with the establishment of a penal colony in 1788 – more than 160,000 convicts would be transported to Australia over the next eighty years – was bound to be accompanied by images of enclosure and enslavement. In early-nineteenth-century Britain, depictions of the Australian colonies as island prisons were ubiquitous, while in New South Wales and Tasmania, British officials immediately saw the advantage in using offshore islands as penitentiaries – either as places of secondary punishment for convicts, such as Norfolk Island (1825–1855), Sarah Island (1822–1832) or Maria Island (1825–1832), or as places of banishment for criminals of all kinds, as they had done in so many other parts of the British Empire.

In Australia, gothic tales of the horrors of island convict punishment became parables of the country’s origins in depravity, a founding history it was desperate to forget. The definitive novel of convict life in nineteenth-century Australia, Marcus Clarke’s For the Term of His Natural Life, contained Dostoyevsky-like descriptions of the sufferings of convict life, including on the ‘dismal sandpit of Sarah Island’, where convicts toiled in torment and ‘degrading agony’ for six years, ‘blaspheming in their irons’. A country that began as an island prison quickly turned island incarceration into one of the staple tools of its system of government.

As the British expanded across the continent in the nineteenth century, the idea that Europeans were alone and dangerously untethered from their distant homelands became endemic. The invaders themselves came from the ‘island empire of Great Britain’ to a land they saw as borderless, except for the walls of the Pacific, Southern and Indian oceans that surrounded them. Believing that civilisation flourished in confined, thickly populated spaces such as the Nile Delta, Rome and London, they struggled to adapt to the vastness and relative inaccessibility of their new home.10 Their first settlements – separated from one another by thousands of kilometres, and evocatively described by historian Alan Atkinson as ‘the Australian archipelago’ – were islands of a kind, satellite outposts that hugged the coast because their livelihood depended on sea traffic.11

In one of the great contradictions of Australia’s post-1788 history, British arrivals felt both connected to Britain and exiled from it; they looked outward at the same time as they were prone to insularity. While they were always closely linked to the world via the movement of goods, people and ideas throughout the British Empire, they remained deeply troubled by their separation from Britain. On their island, their fears of racial isolation and vulnerability were heightened. Living in thinly spread settlements on the edge of an immeasurable unknown, they were terrified by the void at its heart. In 1854, the editor of The Sydney Morning Herald reflected that, ‘Australia has 400,000 square miles of land on which the foot of civilised man has never trod, which is a perfect blank upon our charts’.

To overcome their anxieties, they would erect walls of various kinds: restricting immigration to white British migrants; erecting tariff barriers; conjuring outlandish invasion scenarios, which often played on fears of an allegedly threatening and hostile China; and deploying islands as holding camps and prisons for Indigenous Australians who had been forcibly removed from their Country.

In Van Diemen’s Land – renamed Tasmania in 1856 – island geography was integral to the idea that Indigenous Tasmanians could be cornered and exterminated. Between 1834 and 1847, the colonial government used Flinders Island in Bass Strait as a place to exile Aboriginal Tasmanians who had been removed from their homelands. In Western Australia, between 1838 and 1931, colonial and state governments used Wadjemup (Rottnest Island), close to Perth, as a prison and forced labour camp. In 1994, the island was recognised by Western Australia’s government as the largest site of Aboriginal deaths in custody in Australia.12

In Queensland, governments and police quickly identified the colony’s islands as ideal dumping grounds for ‘the natives’, establishing incarceration camps for ‘troublesome’ or ‘criminal’ Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people on K’gari (Fraser Island) (1897–1904) and Bwgcolman (Palm Island), 65 kilometres north of Townsville, from 1914 until the 1970s. Islands of detention and incarceration like Palm Island touched the entire Aboriginal population because people from so many different parts of Queensland were sent there. The bureaucracy of violence and social control was total – heads counted, deaths recorded and culture purged; there was no escape.

The fears of internal moral and racial contamination that drove the expulsion of convicts and Indigenous Australians to offshore islands reflected wider concerns of racial isolation. The need to protect White Australia was one of the most powerful reasons for Federation in 1901. If 3.7 million Anglo-Celtic Australians were to survive as a white society in the Asia-Pacific, they needed to speak and act with one voice. Acutely aware of their numerical insignificance, they feared racial annihilation. As one newspaper editor remarked in 1906, when suspicions of rising Asian powers like Japan were quickening, Australia was a remote island inhabited by a handful of Britons increasingly vulnerable to the ‘teeming millions of Asiatics’ baying at its doorstep.13

Two years later, when America’s ‘Great White Fleet’ visited Sydney and Melbourne – a tour intended to demonstrate the naval power of the United States in the Pacific that was deftly negotiated by Prime Minister Alfred Deakin despite British objections – Australia’s white American ‘cousins’ were greeted with rapturous enthusiasm usually preserved for British royalty. American journalist Franklin Matthews, who travelled with the US fleet, was in no doubt about the mood of Australians throughout the tour. Their fear of the ‘Yellow Peril’, he thought, was palpable. They believed that closer ties with the United States offered added insurance that Australia would remain ‘a white man’s country’.14

The racial tensions associated with Australia’s island geography – at once utopian and xenophobic – have never been completely resolved. Long fearful of standing alone, it was not until the Second World War that Australia finally held complete responsibility for its own defence and foreign policy, and even then, at the outbreak of the Pacific War in late 1941, it essentially transferred its reliance on Britain to the United States.

After the war, Australia’s island predicament continued to preoccupy the country’s political leaders. In 1945, Labor’s minister for immigration, Arthur Calwell, warned parliament that if the nation had ‘learned one lesson from the Pacific War’, it was that White Australia could not ‘continue to hold our island continent for ourselves and our descendants unless we greatly increase our numbers’. It was an old anxiety surfacing in a new political context – the beginning of postwar reconstruction. Calwell relaxed Australia’s British-only migration policy to include migrants and displaced persons from continental Europe.

In 1949, Robert Menzies began his sixteen-year reign as Australia’s longest-serving prime minister amid the rising tensions of the Cold War. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Menzies’ perception of the communist threat framed Australia’s foreign policy. Yet his fear of communism was also heightened by his acute awareness of Australia’s geographic isolation. Australia was alone – confronted, he said, on its ‘western and northern shores by potentially hostile seas’.15

As the idea of Australia as an essentially British society began to collapse from the mid-1960s, traditional visions of an island continent held for the sole privilege of whites also crumbled. In 1973, when Labor prime minister Gough Whitlam announced that his government would ratify the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, he reminded parliament that ‘as an island nation of predominantly European inhabitants situated on the edge of Asia’, Australia could not ‘afford the stigma of racialism’.16 Turning the old arguments for White Australia on their head, Whitlam argued that the path to prosperity was built on accepting the fundamental equality of all human beings. Australia’s future viability was dependent on belonging in the Asia-Pacific rather than on shutting the region out.

In 1993, another Labor prime minister, Paul Keating, stressed the advantages of Australia’s geography. As ‘an island continent’, Keating maintained, Australia was in a ‘unique’ position. ‘We are the only nation in the world that has a continent to itself, we don’t share a border with anybody, we are located in the fastest-growing part of the world. We have the natural protection of the sea. There are great opportunities here.’

Like Keating and Whitlam, recent Australian prime ministers have tried to shift the perception that Australia is a country fearful of its own region. In his maiden speech to parliament in 1998, future Labor prime minister Kevin Rudd argued that at the end of the twentieth century, Australia was ‘still seen … as an essentially European enclave in a region of non-European cultures’. But the only choice was ‘comprehensive engagement’ with the Asia-Pacific, Rudd insisted, ‘both in rhetoric and reality’. ‘Engagement’, however, had its limits. After 840 boats carrying asylum seekers arrived on Australia’s northern coastline between 2008 and 2013, Rudd, fighting to win an election, announced that asylum seekers who arrived by boat would be ‘sent to Papua New Guinea for processing and resettlement’. His message was unequivocal: ‘If you come by boat you will never permanently live in Australia.’

In 2018, promoting increasing trade with the Asia-Pacific, Liberal prime minister Scott Morrison warned that Australia could not afford an ‘island mentality’ – ‘shrinking into ourselves’, he insisted, ‘never, ever works’. Yet, as immigration minister (2013–2014), Morrison was one of the political figures most closely identified with Australia’s harsh border protection regime and the turning away of boats laden with asylum seekers.

While Australia’s political leaders have been intensely aware of the sea walls that buttressed the nation’s security, the country’s myths and legends are mostly land-based tales of overcoming adversity. As retired army major general Mick Ryan lamented in 2023, contemporary Australia lacks an ‘oceanic consciousness’. Given that Australia’s external territories include the Cocos (Keeling) Islands and Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean, Norfolk Island in the Pacific Ocean (1,400 kilometres east of the Australian mainland), and the Australian Antarctic Territory, another arena of territorial ambition that requires diplomacy and defence thousands of kilometres distant in the Southern and Indian oceans, Australia has yet to find a way, Ryan argued, to fully embrace its geography and the oceans that surround it. Unlike colonial Australians, who relied heavily on maritime trade and shipping, and had a keen understanding of the oceans that separated the country from Britain, Australians’ idea of their nation today has become defiantly continental.17

The struggle to embrace Australia’s geography is complicated by the fact that responses to its geographical location – some 16,000 kilometres distant from Europe – are also psychological and emotional. Australia has its islands within; feelings of isolation and insignificance accentuated by the vastness of the continent and the distances that separate its towns and major cities. Perth, the city most remote from the densely populated southeast corner, is closer to Jakarta than it is to Sydney. For anyone who stands on a windswept beach on Tasmania’s southern coastline and gazes out over the Southern Ocean, the awareness that the next major landfall – Antarctica – is 5,400 kilometres away, easily evokes feelings of separation and remoteness. It’s as if you have your back to the world.

This feeling of being cut off from the world can also be liberating because it embodies a different kind of sensitivity to space. As Scottish-born author, suffragist and political reformer Catherine Helen Spence noticed when she returned to Britain after living in Adelaide, colonial Australians often felt ‘cribbed and cabined and confined’ in the old country.18 Their experience in Australia had imbued them with a yearning for the independence and freedom that came from living in remote places. They longed for uncluttered, wide horizons. Nor were they imprisoned by traditions or social hierarchies. Far removed from the class strictures of Europe and without the impediment of an established aristocracy, they were freer to improvise and experiment, freer to make their own way in the world.

Yet for every ounce of liberty that came from living on an island continent, there were always countervailing tendencies. When the Covid pandemic arrived in 2020, the Australian government’s swift and unilateral decision to close the country’s borders, locking its citizens both in and out of the country, quickly gave rise to accusations that the nation was returning yet again to ‘Fortress Australia’, as if Australia’s geography entitled it to cut itself off from the outside world whenever a threat was perceived.

All these metaphors of isolation, of course, have been inscribed on the continent by non-Indigenous Australians. They were the ones who felt detached from their motherland. They were the ones who imagined themselves adrift in a land without history. And they were the ones constantly measuring their adopted land against ideal images of the lands of their birth. It was their feelings of disconnection, their vulnerability and their discomfort.

Where Europeans saw deficiencies, Aboriginal people saw abundance. As Ngarinyin elder David Mowaljarlai has explained, in the Kimberley – like everywhere else in Australia – ‘everything under Creation is represented in the soil and in the stars. Everything has two witnesses, one on Earth and one in the sky.’19 Indigenous knowledge systems – in which everything is connected – place the land at the centre of existence. The songlines that traverse the continent embody Indigenous stories, law and cultural knowledge. Notions of continental isolation, remoteness and vulnerability were completely foreign to First Nations people. There was no part of the country that was not connected through trade networks and songlines to everywhere else, no territories to tame or penetrate, no sense of barrenness or anything lacking. Everything was here.

In the minds of the invaders, it all looked very different. Whether it was colonial politicians restricting Chinese immigration in the nineteenth century, prime ministers of the early Federation era extolling the protective virtues of White Australia, or more recent political leaders pointing to the security advantages, and vulnerabilities, of the continent’s surrounding oceans, they have all been wrestling with the fundamental fact of Australia’s geographical position – its island dilemma.

Perhaps no other case highlights this dilemma better than the history of Christmas Island.
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The CI Club, Christmas Island, 2018.


When the moment arrived, after more than seventy years of operation, the forest wasted little time in taking it back. Termites devoured the floorboards. Veneers and paint peeled. Tennis courts were overrun with vegetation. As recently as 2018, you could still lean on the old bar, sit on a stray cane chair or read the framed ‘Constitution’ hanging on the wall. The overwhelming impression was one of decay. Only the view through the window remained unchanged: down over the treetops to the mosque’s minaret and Flying Fish Cove below.

Like so many other places around the globe that became British possessions, Christmas Island – annexed by Britain in 1888 and transferred to Australia in 1958 – had its little Britain; a club that was a haven for white men and women who had decided to live at least some of their lives on this distant speck of the British Empire. Barely 135 square kilometres and only 360 kilometres south of Jakarta, the island is studded with nondescript place names like The Settlement, Phosphate Hill and Silver City – all of which reflect the narrow economic utility of the island for its European overlords.



From the 1930s until the 1980s, the CI Club was the place for the island’s European residents, many of whom administered the local phosphate mine. In the early mornings, before the heat and humidity took their toll, they came to the club for a spot of tennis or badminton. In the afternoons and evenings, they preferred billiards and snooker, or perhaps a round of poker or bridge washed down with gin and tonic. Gentlemen could consult the library, read months-old London journals or, if they were lucky, the latest newspapers from Singapore. Occasionally, on weekend evenings, ‘gramophone dances’ were held on the waxed timber floors. With the exception of staff, the island’s majority Chinese and Malay community, most of whom toiled in the phosphate mine in slave-like conditions, were barred from entering the club.

For most of the twentieth century, the virtual apartheid that reigned on Christmas Island in everything from housing to unemployment, health and education reflected a more concentrated version of the racism and inequality that prevailed on mainland Australia by virtue of the White Australia policy.

On Christmas Island, Asian and European children were sent to different schools. When travelling together in cars or buses, Chinese and Malays took the back seat. White families lived in houses built to ‘Australian standards’, while their Asian underlings lived in hastily built blocks of concrete flats without air-conditioning or hot water. However, within a decade of Australia assuming control of the island, Robert Menzies’ government was confronted with a glaring problem: ‘under the terms of the transfer’ from Britain, children born of Asian labourers on Christmas Island were Australian citizens by birth. In 1958, the government contemplated the creation of a different class of citizen by issuing residents with passports that either limited their capacity to visit Australia or stopped them from arriving altogether.

By 1964, largely because of Australia’s international obligations as a member of the United Nations and a desire to end the country’s reputation as a racist backwater, the government gave way. It was decided that ‘those [on Christmas Island] with Australian citizenship were entitled to entry, employment, and residence in Australia’. In the same breath, a meeting of federal ministers and department heads recommended that in order ‘to contain the birth-rate [of children born to Asian parents] only single or unaccompanied people [should] be employed in the future’.20

The White Australia policy was slowly unravelling. In the coming decade it would be removed by both conservative and Labor governments in piecemeal fashion rather than in one fell swoop. In a similar way, the CI Club and its white-supremacist underpinnings collapsed gradually, until one day, the very idea of British dominance appeared not only unjust but farcical. Although the old club building was used for occasional social functions until the early 2000s, today the island’s Chinese community regard it as unworthy of renovation because it remains such a stark symbol of racism.

It was no coincidence that the islands Australia had treated as colonial possessions later served as prisons for asylum seekers who dared to make the perilous journey to Australia by boat. In August 2001, Arne Rinnan, commander of the Norwegian freighter MV Tampa, rescued over 400 mostly Afghani asylum seekers from an ailing Indonesian fishing boat. When Rinnan set the Tampa’s course for the nearest Indonesian port, his desperate human cargo demanded he take them to Christmas Island, about 140 kilometres away. Fearing they would jump overboard or find other ways to self-harm, he agreed. But under the direction of Prime Minister John Howard, the Australian government refused the Tampa permission to land on Christmas Island. A crisis of international proportions ensued.

Concerned for the health and safety of all on board, Rinnan decided to enter Australian waters anyway. The Howard government sent forty-five elite Special Air Service (SAS) troops to board the Tampa and turn the vessel away. Later, in a sleight of hand, Howard excised Christmas Island and other Australian external territories from the country’s migration zone, and announced its new asylum seeker policy: the Pacific Solution. Asylum seekers who arrived on Australia’s offshore islands were henceforth denied any right to claim refugee status. In addition, they would be imprisoned in Australian-built detention facilities on Nauru, Christmas Island and Manus Island in Papua New Guinea. This ‘offshore processing’, which once again reduced Pacific nations to Australia’s protective umbrella, would see thousands of asylum seekers detained ‘without rights of protection or recourse to Australian law’, sometimes indefinitely.21

In November 2001, Howard decisively won re-election by championing his government’s aggressive policies towards ‘boat people’: ‘We will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in which they come,’ he famously remarked. Only months after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington on September 11, the fear of outsiders was at a peak.

Although the White Australia policy had ended three decades earlier, the image Australia projected to the outside world was once again defined by the people it kept out. In subsequent years, offshore detention would continue, while any boats that tried to enter Australian waters would be turned back. The policy, it was argued, would deny people smugglers the opportunity to exploit the desperation of asylum seekers who risked drowning at sea. Details regarding boat turn-backs – how many asylum seekers were on board, where they had travelled from and how they were turned away – were (and are) kept from public view. Australians, it seemed, preferred not to know, while their politicians remained fond of describing offshore detention as the country’s ‘ring of steel’.

Australians on Christmas Island, however, lived with the daily reality of the detention centre, established by Howard and completed in 2008 under Kevin Rudd’s Labor government, at a total cost of over A$200 million. Their awareness that people detained only a few kilometres away were sometimes rioting, refusing to eat or sewing their lips together in protest was difficult to repress.

In December 2010, they dealt first-hand with the human tragedy of an Indonesian fishing boat packed with asylum seekers that was smashed against the island’s rugged cliffs by huge seas, killing fifty Iranian and Iraqi men, women and children. It was barely light when the boat disintegrated. People thrashed about in the water screaming for help. Residents who lived nearby ran down to the clifftop with life jackets, throwing them into the torrent below. Zainal Majid, president of the island’s Islamic Council, was there that morning:


I cannot stop seeing the eyes, the faces, of the people on the boat as it was dashed against the rocks, the father desperately clinging to the boat with one hand and with the other clutching his child to his side. Then a child was swept from the arms of the mother. It was horrible.22





The wreck of SIEV 221 – as the boat was named by Australian authorities – threw an international spotlight on Australia’s restrictive immigration policies. Asylum seekers who survived were not allowed to attend the memorial service. Their grief was walled in from the outside world. Before they were taken to the island’s airport to fly out, some were bussed down to the site so they could throw flowers into the sea. In March 2011, when the memorial to those who lost their lives in the tragedy was unveiled, survivors wrote letters – ‘you risked your lives to save us in the broken boat. Words are not enough to express our gratitude’ – and signed a large poster, thanking the residents of Christmas Island.23
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As one resident remarked during the Covid pandemic, over the years, the island has been seen by mainlanders as a mine, an offshore prison, an exclusive casino for high rollers from Asia, an eco-tourism haven and a potential drone surveillance centre. Although the island is as much Australian territory as Tasmania is, visitors who arrive by plane depart from Perth’s international terminal, just as they would if they were flying to Jakarta or London. The strange anomalies of the island’s status reinforce the islanders’ sense of alienation: absorbed by the Commonwealth of Australia in 1958; excised from Australia’s migration zone; governed by Canberra; ruled by Western Australian law; given a Western Australia postcode; and included as part of the Northern Territory electorate of Lingiari.

For mainland Australians, Christmas Island has become a metaphor for exclusion and incarceration, defined by its detention centre and asylum seekers. The reliance on offshore detention cuts to the heart of the country’s island mentality, still snared in age-old contradictions: erect a fortress, rely on the distant Anglosphere for national security and take comfort in the sense of security that comes from occupying an entire continent ‘girt by sea’? Or, in Paul Keating’s memorable formulation, seek security in Asia rather than from Asia? Whatever the answer, from the perspective of Australia’s Asian neighbours, all too aware of the nation’s racist history, Australia is yet to demonstrate that its geopolitical imagination is embedded completely in its own region.
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Traditional owners and senior Arrernte women on the track to Junction Waterhole, Mparntwe (Alice Springs), 1996. Left to right: Ruby Rubuntja, Therese Web, Myra Hayes, Rosie Furber.

The track led to the women’s sacred sites. Incensed when they saw massive boulders blocking the road – dumped by the station owners to stop anyone from driving there – they pulled the ‘No Trespassing’ sign out of the ground and recommissioned it for their own purpose. Visual artist Catherine Rogers took the photograph as instructed.










4

TAKING THE LAND
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John Howard in Longreach.


LONGREACH, CENTRAL QUEENSLAND, 17 May 1997. Prime Minister John Howard stood in front of the Stockman’s Hall of Fame addressing more than 2,000 irate pastoralists. In the aftermath of the High Court’s Wik decision (1996), which declared that ‘native title rights could coexist on land held by pastoral leaseholders’, Howard’s government proposed a ‘ten-point plan’ that would amend the Keating Labor government’s landmark Native Title Act (1993) and ensure pastoralists’ rights would always prevail.1

One month earlier, Queensland federal MP Pauline Hanson had launched the populist right-wing One Nation Party. Her maiden parliamentary speech in 1996 made international headlines for its claim that Australia was in danger of being ‘swamped by Asians’. She also condemned governments for ‘encouraging separatism by providing opportunities, land, moneys and facilities available only to Aboriginals’. It was the clarion call of white victimhood and racism, given extra urgency by the surging debate over native title. Hanson’s support was strongest in rural Australia, particularly Queensland. By coming to Longreach, Howard knew he was in Hanson’s heartland, and he was eager to reassert the Coalition’s credentials. The pastoralists, wearing their signature Akubras, had travelled long distances to hear their prime minister reassure them that their rights would not be trampled on. Howard did not disappoint:


Could I say … to the pastoralists … throughout Australia that under our 10-point plan … you can’t lose your land, and people who are quoted … saying that native title claimants could have you thrown off your land, could have you dispossessed, could take away from you what you have paid for, that is absolutely 100 per cent wrong … Under the procedure that we have in place the capacity of people to come from nowhere and to try and interfere with the conduct of your pastoral business will be taken away completely … Unless somebody has a current physical connection with the land … then access rights cannot be obtained.



Although Wik guaranteed that in cases where the rights of a pastoral leaseholder and those of native titleholders were inconsistent, native title rights would always yield, the pastoralists demanded total extinguishment of native title, something that Howard was reluctant to deliver. What he did do was significantly diminish native title and flip the entire history of land acquisition in Australia on its head. In Howard’s version, Aboriginal people became potential invaders, the people who could come from ‘nowhere’ and divest white Australian farmers of their land rights.

That all Crown land, pastoral leases and freehold title in Australia was once – and still is – Aboriginal land is not a fact Australians find comfortable to dwell upon. Perhaps this is why so many reacted with panic to the precursor to Wik – the High Court’s Mabo judgment (1992). Misunderstanding Mabo, which did not threaten land held under freehold title, some Australians mistakenly imagined their suburban backyards were under threat, asking themselves the same question Aboriginal people must have asked in the wake of colonisation – could it be true that the land we hold so dearly will be taken away from us?

In overturning the idea of terra nullius (land of no one), Mabo ‘inserted the legal doctrine of native title into Australian law’.2 This title derived from the exercise of traditional Indigenous laws and customs. On the one hand, Mabo recognised native title in its own right, explicitly acknowledging the fundamental difference of Aboriginal peoples and cultures. On the other hand, Mabo reaffirmed the sovereignty of the Crown, and the lawful right of Australian governments to extinguish native title, a fact that Howard was keen to impress on the pastoralists at Long-reach. If Mabo was a legal revolution, the palace gates were safe.

Today, despite the high bar of proof – claimants need to prove continued association with their traditional lands – there have been more than 500 successful claims for native title, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander rights and interests in land have been formally recognised across 40 per cent of the Australian landmass. As historian Henry Reynolds reflects, ‘It has been a transformation of truly global significance.’



Regardless of the radical change to Aboriginal land rights ushered in by Mabo and Wik, the history of British ‘settlement’ that Australians hold in their imaginations bears little resemblance to this new reality. Even in the twenty-first century, 250 years after the British invasion began, few Australians understand how their land was won.
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When James Cook took possession of the east coast of Australia in 1770, he failed to do so ‘with the consent of the natives’, as the British government had instructed him. Not that consent would have been possible, given that Cook could not have fully communicated his intentions, and even if by some miracle he’d managed to do so, his claim would have been rejected.

Cook’s claim of possession did not rest on terra nullius – he knew full well that the land was inhabited – but largely on the doctrine of discovery, an idea that had its origins in papal declarations of the fifteenth century, which authorised Christian empires to claim lands they ‘discovered’, regardless of whether they were occupied by indigenous people.3

Fifteen years later, Cook’s botanist, Joseph Banks, told a Committee of Inquiry in London that the indigenous population of New Holland was insignificant and ‘timid’. He assured the committee that if Britain established a colony there, Aboriginal people would ‘speedily abandon the Country to the New Comers’. Banks helped to establish the lie that the land was essentially vacant because the small bands of ‘primitive’, ‘nomadic savages’ did not use it productively.

In 1788, the British set out to live in ‘amity and kindness’ with ‘the natives’, whom they believed should not be ‘wantonly destroyed’ – as the British government’s instructions to Governor Arthur Phillip made clear in 1787. But despite Phillip’s initial attempts to conciliate Aboriginal people, subsequent administrations did not sign treaties with people they believed to be ‘wandering savages’ or compensate them for dispossession, which ensured that massive wealth could eventually be extracted from the rapid acquisition of Indigenous lands.

For the first three decades, land was granted by the Crown for free. It could also be occupied, improved and claimed by simply possessing what was believed to be vacant land. Civilian officials, officers of the New South Wales Corps and pastoralists such as John Macarthur were granted large tracts of land from the early 1790s. In 1793, at Parramatta, west of Sydney, Macarthur and his wife, Elizabeth, established Elizabeth Farm with convict labour. Their house, now a museum, is Australia’s oldest surviving European residence. In 1805, while Macarthur was in London, he was granted 5,000 acres further west, near present-day Camden. As one of relatively few entitled landholders in the first decades, Macarthur did not waste his opportunity, amassing more and more land and enormous riches from sheep breeding and wool exports.4

From the colony’s inception, the cultivation and ownership of land were the basis of civilisation and the instrument of convict reformation – in this way, felons could become farmers. Convicts were allowed to work privately after they’d finished their day on government jobs, and they received land grants once they’d served their sentence.5 It was an enlightened and liberal policy of penal reform that helped to drive the economic prosperity of early New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land. But it came at the cost of untold human suffering.



Ruthless reprisal killings and sporadic warfare were regular features of frontier life from the earliest years of settlement. In Dharug Country, to the west of Sydney, conflict raged until the government killed the most feared leader of Indigenous resistance, Pemulwuy, the Bidjigal warrior had who led many successful raids on convict settlements and farms. In 1802, shortly after Governor Philip Gidley King declared that Aboriginal people around Sydney were to be ‘driven back from the settlers’ habitations by firing at them’, Pemulwuy was beheaded by the military, his head placed in spirits and shipped to England, where it remains today, lost in the vast collections of unidentified Aboriginal remains still held in British institutions.6

Little more than fifteen years after Governor Phillip imagined the Aboriginal lands on the Cumberland Plain as a patchwork of villages inhabited by yeoman farmers, Dharug resistance was all but defeated. In 1805, exhausted by the loss of their hunting grounds and so many of their countrymen and women, a group of twenty Dharug men and women demanded a ‘conference’ with the Reverend Samuel Marsden at Prospect. They made no secret of their intent: a ‘speedy reconciliation’.7 Despite initial disagreements, the two sides managed to hammer out a settlement.

Prospect thus became one of the first sites of a formally negotiated reconciliation between British officials and Aboriginal people in Australia. Not that the agreement succeeded in stopping the warfare that erupted beyond the Cumberland Plain. By 1840, the Dharug population of 300 – decimated by war, disease and displacement – was less than 10 per cent of its 1788 levels.

In 1816, Governor Lachlan Macquarie authorised his 46th Regiment to strike ‘terror’ into the heart of ‘natives making the smallest show of resistance’. He told them to hang the bodies of those who were killed ‘up on trees’ to deter others from attacking settlers.8 In April that year at Appin, southwest of Sydney, soldiers killed at least fourteen Aboriginal men and women, driving some over the gorge of the Cataract River. What became known as the Appin Massacre was the catalyst for more bloodshed in the Hawkesbury-Nepean region and a precursor to the Bathurst Wars, which followed the invasion of Wiradjuri Country after the first settlers crossed the Blue Mountains in 1813 and Macquarie’s proclamation of the town of Bathurst two years later.9

Facing strong Wiradjuri resistance led by Windradyne – described admiringly by The Sydney Gazette as ‘the most manly black native we have ever beheld … [with] a noble looking countenance, and piercing eye’ – Macquarie’s successor, Governor Thomas Brisbane, declared martial law on 14 August 1824. Although the proclamation made clear that ‘the Shedding 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’, between August and December 1824, when martial law ended, the military and groups of armed settlers shot large numbers of Wiradjuri on sight.10 In 1826, the London-born banker, merchant and farmer Edward Smith Hall penned a damning editorial on Governor Brisbane’s ‘English butchers’ in The Monitor, referring to the ‘extirpating war’ that had ‘lately raged at Bathurst west’. Appalled by the murder of Wiradjuri, Hall asked his government to examine its conscience: ‘Is not our land defiled with blood?’

Free land grants ended in 1825 in favour of government leases and auctions, while licence fees for squatters – the men who took up ‘unoccupied’ lands beyond the government’s boundaries of settlement and quickly became wealthy from grazing livestock on their ‘runs’ – were eventually introduced in 1836. Real estate speculation – already entrenched as the main source of wealth – increased exponentially after the sealing and whaling industries that had flourished in the first decades of the nineteenth century gave way to pastoral economies dominated by wool production. The frontier was expanding rapidly to Sydney’s north, south and west. By the time Lachlan Macquarie left the colony in 1822, areas of ‘permanent settlement’ had tripled.

As more and more sheep and cattle advanced into the bush, the early hopes of peaceful coexistence harboured in Phillip’s time evaporated. Macarthur and his children received even more land, and in 1824 he founded the Australian Agricultural Company to attract wealthy Londoners to invest in his pastoral empire. Over the next three decades, waves of grazier barons would follow in his footsteps, swiftly colonising vast swathes of territory.

There was little doubt in the minds of many British who watched Aboriginal people closely – as they politely welcomed one another to Country and observed various cultural protocols – that the land belonged to them. As Macarthur’s son James acknowledged, in the eyes of Aboriginal people, the British, ‘in taking possession of their country’, had perpetrated a ‘gross outrage, and a violation of their rights’. Then again, he explained, the settlers were only following ‘divine command’, which ‘enjoined’ them to ‘go forth and multiply – to occupy and cultivate the land, and to render it useful’.11 In every colony, it was this combination of British racial superiority and God-given right (laced with some troubled consciences) that would prove fatal to the interests of First Nations people.



In Van Diemen’s Land, land was granted for free until 1831, after which it was sold by the Crown. In the first two decades, when the British settlement was relatively contained, conflict was limited. But in the space of one decade, between 1820 and 1830, the island’s European population of 5,400 more than quadrupled, to 24,000. Millions of acres were claimed by settlers and their sheep while nearly half of all freehold land was suddenly dominated by large estates. Eager to claim the best parcels of land for free, emigrants hurried along the river valleys north of Hobart and south of Launceston. This rapid invasion of Aboriginal lands resulted in the Black War (1824–1832), one of the most intense and geographically concentrated periods of frontier conflict in Australian history, which directly threatened the viability of the colony.

Eight years of war saw over 700 attacks on settlers and their properties. At least 170 settlers were killed and hundreds more wounded. At the height of the conflict Governor George Arthur gave settlers permission to act in their own defence, and in 1828 he declared martial law, effectively making Indigenous Tasmanians ‘enemies of the King’.12 Desperate to end the war, Arthur introduced the Black Line in late 1830. The operation was meant to demonstrate the invaders’ superior military power, and drive the Big River, Oyster Bay, Ben Lomond and North Midlands nations south to the Tasman Peninsula, where they would be apprehended.

Between early October and late November 1830, 2,200 settlers, soldiers and convicts – 10 per cent of the island’s population – set out to clear the settled districts of the island’s Indigenous population. Never before or after would Australia’s British colonies witness a ‘cleansing’ operation on the scale of the Black Line. But it failed spectacularly. Only two Aboriginal people were captured and those who remained on their traditional lands evaded Arthur’s slow-moving line of military and settlers. They would have less success, however, in avoiding the hands of George Augustus Robinson.13

In 1824, Robinson, a London-born builder of irrepressible missionary zeal, arrived in Hobart. Five years later, shortly after martial law was declared, he was appointed by Governor George Arthur to ‘conciliate the natives’. What began as an attempt to distribute rations and establish friendly relations quickly turned into an island-wide drive to round up Aboriginal people and remove them to Flinders Island in Bass Strait.

Between 1830 and 1835 Robinson circled Tasmania, relying on a small band of Aboriginal charges to persuade the members of surviving clans to come with him. He warned them that if they refused, they would likely suffer total annihilation at the hands of irate settlers determined to take the law into their own hands. Wherever he travelled on his mission of conciliation and rescue, he heard people talk of the extermination of Aboriginal people.14

Robinson was a man who could weep for the cruelties visited upon Tasmania’s indigenous people and yet repeatedly break his promises to them. He told the esteemed Tasmanian Indigenous leader Mannalargenna that his people would be allowed to return to their Country, but instead delivered them to a miserable, windswept exile at Wybalena on Flinders Island, a place that will be forever marked by the indelible sadness of its history.

Although the community at Wybalena petitioned Queen Victoria, demanding that Robinson’s promise to allow them to return to their Country be honoured, it had little impact. More telling, perhaps, was the silver presentation cup Robinson received from the settlers of Bothwell in 1835, thanking him for ‘the benefits the colony has derived from the successful conciliation of the Aborigines of the island effected by him’.

In 1804, when the colony of Van Diemen’s Land was established, the Indigenous population of the island was estimated at around 6,000. In 1847, after the Indigenous residents of Flinders Island were moved once more to Oyster Cove, south of Hobart, only forty-six of them remained alive. No one at the time was in any doubt how this dramatic drop in the Indigenous population had occurred. In 1839, John Dixon’s London-published guide for prospective migrants to Van Diemen’s Land – an island that was compared to an English arcadia more than any other colony in Australia – made it abundantly clear: ‘The most formidable kind of insidious warfare was in constant operation … scores of men have been massacred … whole families exterminated.’15 There were many others who spoke the truth. Arriving in Hobart in 1833, when the memory of the conflict was still fresh, Austrian diplomat Baron Charles von Hügel condemned the Black War as ‘England’s brand of shame that nothing would efface’.16

The life of one person in particular embodied the tragedy of the invasion of Tasmania: Truganini. Merely to utter her name is to conjure the truth of Australia’s violent foundation. Long a symbol of the mythical ‘extinction’ of Indigenous Tasmanians, she has been the subject of more stories about her life than almost any other Indigenous person – plays, poetry, novels, essays, histories, scientific articles, films and songs, paintings, sculptures, a postage stamp and photographs. She remains, for better or worse, the ‘spectre’ that has haunted Australian culture, as Bernard Smith memorably characterised her in his 1980 ABC Boyer Lectures.



Truganini was born around 1812. Her homeland was the intensely beautiful stretch of country off Tasmania’s southeast coast, Lunawanna Alonnah, now also known as Bruny Island. As a young girl, she probably watched with her father, Manganerer, as whalers stabbed her mother to death because she refused to go with them. By her teens, she had witnessed sealers, convicts and whalers lure her fellow Nuenonne women away for sex in exchange for tea, sugar and flour.

After accompanying Robinson to Port Phillip in 1839, when he was appointed Protector of Aborigines, Truganini returned to Tasmania and spent the last decades of her life at Oyster Cove, from where she continued to visit Bruny Island every spring. Her final years were spent in Hobart, where, as an old woman, she was a frequent sitter for photographers eager to capture the ‘last Tasmanian’ for posterity. Shortly before she died, she told her carer, ‘Me going back to my people.’

From the moment of her death in Hobart in 1876, Truganini’s memory was shackled in metaphors of tragedy and extermination. She was a symbol of the inevitable decline of Indigenous Australians in the face of an allegedly superior civilisation, her articulated skeleton displayed from 1904 until 1947 in Hobart’s Tasmanian Museum, and until as recently as 1969 in Melbourne’s Museum of Victoria. In 1976, after a concerted campaign, her ashes were finally scattered in the D’Entrecasteaux Channel, as she had desired.
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Truganini in 1866.




In the decade following the Black War, the rush for land moved to the Port Phillip District in present-day Victoria (which would become a separate colony in 1851). Between 1835 and 1838, more Aboriginal lands were claimed throughout Australia than in the previous fifty years. The limits of location (1826, 1829 and 1835), prescribed by successive NSW colonial administrations to constrain the squatters, had turned out to be nothing more than lines on the map. By the end of the 1840s, ‘70 million acres, nearly the entire eastern third of the continent, was under the control of less than 2000 squatters’.17

Within thirty years of the British invasion, the Indigenous population of Victoria declined by at least 80 per cent.18 The staggering scale and speed of this land grab – accelerated by the Victorian gold rushes of the 1850s and easily rivalling or exceeding what had taken place in any other British colony – demonstrated that successive government attempts to control the flow of capital and spread of settlement had failed dramatically. As an Argus editorial bluntly concluded in 1856, the lands of Victoria had been ‘shamelessly stolen from the blacks … we have made them outcasts on their own land’.

In the planned, convict-free colony of South Australia (established in 1836), Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s idea of ‘systematic colonisation’ attempted to confine colonists and appoint ‘protectors’ to ensure that Aboriginal people’s interests were respected. But, as elsewhere, land automatically became the property of the Crown, with governments granting reserves to Aboriginal people at their discretion, and successive parliaments reluctant to spend too much on the Indigenous population. Although the colony’s liberal and humanitarian foundations did ameliorate some of the worst violence seen in other colonies, once the Northern Territory became part of South Australia in 1863, vast areas in the north were quickly opened to pastoralists. In the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the new one, familiar patterns of violence and cruel treatment were seen, with one policeman in particular – William Willshire – eventually earning a national reputation for his brutality, despite an Adelaide court finding him not guilty of all charges.

Victory in frontier wars was an integral component of South Australia’s success, as it proved to be in Western Australia, where the police had no hesitation in arresting Aboriginal people for minor offences and marching them hundreds of kilometres in neck chains to the nearest courthouse and prison. To encourage settlement and expand the economy, the government granted leases for hundreds of thousands of acres to pastoralists and miners at extremely low rents. While Western Australia under British rule did not witness the same scale of violence as Queensland in the late nineteenth century, whenever Aboriginal people obstructed settlers or resisted the invasion of their lands, they were dealt with harshly. The further the distance from the centre of government, the harder it was to control what took place on the frontier.19

Could these all-too-familiar patterns of conflict and oppression across Australia have been avoided? In 1838, NSW governor George Gipps told the squatters that because Aboriginal people were British subjects it was not within his power ‘to authorise the levying of war against them’. He also admitted that First Nations Australians were ‘the aboriginal possessors of the soil from which the wealth of the country [had] been principally derived’, and insisted that, ‘as subjects of the Queen’, they had ‘an equal right with the people of European origin to the protection and assistance of the law of England’. This is why the British Colonial Office maintained that the right of Indigenous people to access their traditional lands should be respected when granting pastoral leases.

Gipps’ humanitarian inclinations could not hide the fact that earlier administrations – under pressure to protect settlers and seriously threatened by Indigenous resistance – had either declared martial law or resolutely demonstrated their superior firepower. And on the frontiers of settlement, inadequate government trailed behind the avaricious rush for land. The vast majority of squatters saw no need to comply with the terms of their lease by protecting the interests of Aboriginal people on their runs. Instead, they wanted them removed. Land was ‘taken up’ as if the continent were unoccupied. Aboriginal people – at best described as the ‘original possessors of the soil’ but more often labelled as ‘hostile blacks’ – were seen as an obstacle to squatters’ and settlers’ right to possess the ‘wastelands’. By the time the colonies passed free selection acts in the 1860s, which reduced the squatters’ stranglehold on land and widened access to land-based economic prosperity for settlers, large tracts of Indigenous lands had already been stolen.

In the colonial press, descriptions of Aboriginal people – ‘incarnate fiends’, ‘savages’, ‘wretches’, ‘vermin’, ‘a race of blood-thirsty miscreants’, ‘the enemy’ – licensed the ‘state of warfare’ that so many observers described.20 Settlers demanded protection from the government. When it failed to arrive after some of their own were murdered, white vigilantes took the law into their own hands. Following the Myall Creek massacre in 1838 – which saw Gipps’ policies put into action when seven white men were convicted and hanged for their part in the murder of at least twenty-eight Aboriginal people – settlers learnt to hide the killing or to pin frontier violence on the lower classes, such as shepherds and convicts.

Humanitarian voices – both in Britain and in the colonies – did their utmost to stem the violence and protect the interests of Indigenous people. But the protectorate systems that were set up to safeguard them were paternalistic and racist, and invariably failed. By the late nineteenth century, humanitarian instincts had given way to various forms of state control. The passage of protection acts through colonial parliaments forced Indigenous people onto reserves or missions. Colonial governments had found new ways to dispossess Aboriginal people: they decided who was or wasn’t Aboriginal, repressed traditional culture and languages, and sought to manage virtually every aspect of people’s lives, including removing so-called half-caste Aboriginal children from families and kinship networks in the name of assimilation. This went on until the second half of the twentieth century.

Across Australia, dispossession continued unabated because the majority of British did not believe Indigenous Australians were fully equal human beings. Aboriginal people were given no role in government or colonial decision-making – it would take until 1971 for Queensland senator Neville Bonner to become the first Indigenous member of an Australian legislature – and it was believed that they had no future in British Australia. Rather, most white Australians believed that it was their obligation to supplant an inferior people destined for extinction. And while successive British administrations were careful to leave behind a paper trail of their benevolent intentions towards Aboriginal people, they did little to seriously counter the killing that they knew was taking place. Nowhere was this more obvious than in Queensland.



[image: ]

At Longreach, Prime Minister John Howard was in a region renowned for some of the worst frontier violence in Australian history – yet he seemed oblivious to the glaring historical irony of his own words about native title claimants throwing pastoralists off their land. He would later say that Australia had ‘no tradition of conquest or imperial ambition’ and ‘no history of bloody civil war’. He was probably more familiar with the conventional whitefella history of central Queensland – a story that begins not with more than fourteen Aboriginal nations, but with explorers, pastoralists, stockmen and shearers, the founding fathers of outback mythology memorialised in the Stockmen’s Hall of Fame at Longreach.

It’s a reassuring narrative: in mid-1845 explorer Sir Thomas Mitchell passed through the region, his ‘huge party’ of 250 sheep, eight drays drawn by eighty bullocks, two iron boats and over thirty convicts looking something like ‘a small army on the move to conquer a new country’.21 Mitchell, who didn’t realise he’d arrived in a rare season of plenty, described the region as a grazier’s paradise – ‘open, park-like country’ covered in ‘the finest grass’ – ‘downs’ that were so extensive he thought they were large enough for an entire county. Although he encountered Aboriginal people everywhere he went – including their pathways, campsites, burning of Country and harvesting of foods – he depicted the land as ‘uncultivated and unoccupied by man’. Not until it was ‘peopled by civilised inhabitants’, he wrote in his journal, could the land be considered truly occupied.22

Those who came after him were heroic failures. Leichhardt passed through the region in 1845 on his final, ill-fated expedition to cross the continent from east to west, never to be seen again, while in 1860 Robert O’Hara Burke and William John Wills travelled along the Diamantina River, about 60 kilometres west of present-day Winton, on their way to the Gulf of Carpentaria, before dying of malnutrition at Cooper Creek on their return journey. But from these disappointments, more triumphant tales were born.

In 1861, Scottish explorer William Landsborough and his two Aboriginal guides set out to find Burke and Wills. Landsborough returned to a hero’s welcome in Melbourne, not only for being the first European to cross the continent from north to south, but because of the news he brought about the country he’d traversed. Central Queensland and the Gulf Country were waiting to be exploited, he said, with vast swathes of land ‘covered in grass and herbs … remarkable for their fattening properties’.23

The white man’s songlines were the cattle runs that Landsborough had ‘opened up’ – he marked trees along his journey with arrows to indicate good sheep country – allowing ‘over-landers’ to move thousands of animals north to what Mitchell had described as Queensland’s ‘open and extensive pastoral regions’.24 Their predominant vegetation still bears the explorer’s name today – ‘Mitchell grasses’ – praised for their tolerance of ‘heavy grazing’ and ability ‘to provide bulk during the dry (non-growing) winter season’.25

Landsborough wasted little time in capitalising on his discoveries, forming the Landsborough River Company – backed by Scottish and Australian investors – and establishing Bowen Downs Station 200 kilometres north of present-day Longreach in the early 1860s. From here, the conventional history of the region moves though a familiar tale of ups and downs – the rapid spread of sheep and cattle, more and more pastoral stations, droughts and floods, overstocking, fluctuating prices, and rabbits, foxes and blowflies eating into profits.

Like everywhere else in Australia in this period, mining rushes added to Queensland’s boom-and-bust economy – whole towns created almost overnight, hastily built infrastructure struggling to support the human tide of prospectors, both Chinese and European, and the delicately managed environments of Indigenous Countries now stripped bare by transient populations in a feverish hunt for wealth. In a colony where ancient quarries had been mined by Indigenous people for thousands of years – stone-axe quarries at Lake Moondarra, north of Mount Isa, were one of the largest in a continent-wide trading network – whitefellas mined believing they were the first to do so.

After gold was discovered at Canoona in 1858 and Clermont in 1861, Queensland’s population more than doubled in little more than five years. Leading politicians such as Queensland premier Thomas McIlwraith were major investors. As more gold was discovered in 1872 at Palmer River in the colony’s north, the influx of people and capital continued, accompanied by aggressive anti-Chinese sentiment.

‘Earth hunger’ – whether digging it up or grazing sheep and cattle – became the mainstay of economic growth and settler history. Through years of hard work and sheer persistence, the story goes, men triumphed over the adversities of climate and environment. But in the Queensland pastoral industry, which with mining was the region’s main source of wealth, success in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was built not only on men’s initiative, but also on the labour of white women and thousands of unpaid Aboriginal men and women, as well as the thousands of Pacific Islanders who worked, usually as bonded labourers, in the emerging sugar industry.

Today, central Queensland is renowned as the place where Queensland and Northern Territory Aerial Services (Qantas) was born, at Winton, in 1920. It is also home to the town of Barcaldine’s Tree of Knowledge (or at least its stump), a ghost gum once 10 metres high that was the meeting point for shearers during their bitterly fought and ultimately unsuccessful labour strike in 1891. According to legend, this is where the Australian Labor Party was born. And in 1895, Andrew Barton ‘Banjo’ Paterson wrote ‘Waltzing Matilda’ while visiting central Queensland’s Dagworth Station. The poem would later become the lyrics of Australia’s most widely known traditional song, after Christina Macpherson, whose family owned Dagworth, provided the melody while the poet was staying on the property.

Paterson arrived in Queensland shortly after some of the worst violence of the shearers’ strike. Australia was in the midst of a severe depression, as were most of its major trading partners. Faced with a dramatic fall in wool prices and rising unemployment, pastoralists insisted on cutting shearers’ wages in what was already an increasingly mechanised and low-paid job.26 The unions responded by striking, torching woolsheds and violently intimidating replacement labourers, whom they dubbed ‘scabs’ – a damning epithet that would have a long life in the history of Australian industrial relations.

The rising unrest was broken in 1891, when Queensland’s colonial army was sent in to break the strike and arrest its leaders. In 1894, not long before Paterson visited Dagworth, shearers and pastoralists engaged in gun battles, while the station’s woolshed was burnt to the ground by Samuel Hoffmeister, a shearer whose body was later found with a gunshot wound at a nearby billa-bong, after he’d apparently died by suicide. Paterson, moved by the story, probably changed Hoffmeister from a shearer to a swagman and penned an ode to his decision to die at his own hands rather than face the angry mob of squatters and troopers who would surely have come after him.

In all these celebrated histories from central Queensland, local events rapidly take on national significance: Qantas evolves from a regional airline in Australia’s outback to become the country’s national carrier; the shearers lose their fight for fair wages and conditions but win the mythological battle, their struggle immortalised as the political origin of the Australian Labor Party; while ‘Waltzing Matilda’ – more often seen as a paean to the life of the itinerant swaggie than a call for workers’ rights – becomes Australia’s de facto national anthem. Like Longreach’s Stockman’s Hall of Fame, these histories – the stuff of which the nation was apparently made – weigh heavily on the landscape. Yet there are other histories, far more unsettling and thorny, that also created central Queensland and modern Australia.

When William Landsborough, Nat Buchanan and eight Aboriginal guides brought thousands of cattle and sheep to establish Bowen Downs Station in the early 1860s, Queensland had only recently become a free-standing colony, having separated from New South Wales in 1859. In late 1861 the new government officially named central west Queensland – the lands of more than fourteen Aboriginal nations – the Mitchell Pastoral District and declared it open for ‘selection’. Over the next three decades, the land grab occurred with such speed that by the late 1880s nearly all the fertile lands in the region were ‘taken up’.

This extraordinary charge for pastoral wealth was emboldened with lethal efficiency by Queensland’s Mounted Native Police, established in 1859. Comprising white police officers and Aboriginal troopers from all over Queensland and New South Wales – a classic divide-and-rule strategy – the culture of the Native Police was terrifyingly consistent: instil fear in the Indigenous population by killing with impunity.

The reality on Queensland’s frontier was undeniable. Early station holders were described in military language as the ‘advance guards of civilisation’. As soon as they arrived at Bowen Downs they had to ‘carry arms continually’ and maintain constant ‘vigilance’ wherever they travelled. The spearing of cattle and sheep was so frequent that the use of ‘Colt’s revolvers and carbines’ became the standard way ‘to drive the aborigines clear of the station’ – otherwise described as ‘dispersal’, a sinister euphemism that usually implied wholesale murder. Having lost their watercourses and hunting grounds to the invaders’ hard-hoofed grazing animals, which destroyed the environmental balance of the grasslands, Aboriginal people were kept away from their Country at gunpoint.27

Boyd Morehead – the son of the manager of the Scottish Australian Investment Company and one of the early managers at Bowen Downs in the 1860s – became Queensland’s first Australian-born premier (1888–1890). Looking back, he was blunt, telling parliament that ‘the colony had been made by men who had gone out, and in their pioneering had, of necessity, to use extreme measures to the inhabitants of the soil’. ‘The Aboriginal,’ said Morehead, ‘had been shot down; no one denied it, and if they had not been shot down the white man would never have been there.’ On Queensland’s late-nineteenth-century frontier, pioneering and killing Aboriginal people went hand in hand.

Numerous observers described the way in which the Native Police shot ‘blacks’ ‘without mercy’. Wherever they went, ‘indiscriminate slaughter’ was meted out for ‘the most trivial offences’.28 Victims’ bodies were burnt to erase the evidence. Police records were conveniently lost or destroyed. During the bloodiest years of the conflict, Aboriginal testimony was not accepted in court. Aware of the carnage, Queensland governments in the second half of the nineteenth century scrupulously avoided written instructions, effectively giving the Native Police free rein. The man after whom Bowen Downs Station was named, Queensland governor Sir George Bowen, wrote to the Duke of Newcastle in 1864 that there was ‘something almost sublime in the steady, silent, flow of pastoral settlement over North Eastern Australia’. But there was nothing silent about the frontier over which he presided.

In 1870, one of the most notorious examples of the Native Police’s brutality occurred just south of Winton, in Guwa Country. After a stockman was killed, probably because he’d interfered with a Guwa woman, a party of fourteen men composed of stockmen and Native Police troopers tracked the alleged perpetrators to one of their campsites nearby. Encircling the camp, which was bordered on one side by steep cliffs, they waited until dawn to attack. Thirty years later, one of the stockmen who was present described what happened next.


Never shall I forget the scene … when the shots poured into the camp … For a second [the Guwa] stood irresolute; men, women, children huddled together, rending the air with piercing screams and cries of anguish … [those who were not shot ran down a steep slope and jumped into the waters of the creek] you could see the flash of a rifle and watch a head disappear; a few seconds, and some bubbles would rise, then a dark crimson spot would spread across the water, marking another soul sent home. After a little while the blacks were thinned out to about half, nearly all the men being killed; and now happened one of the most blood-curdling sights I ever saw … The troopers … drew their sheath knives … jumped into the water and engaged in hand-to-hand struggle. But it didn’t last long; the blacks had only a nulla-nulla or two, and the troopers fought with the ferocity of tigers.29



Somewhere between 180 and 200 Guwa were killed in this massacre. Travelling through the region in 1881, Norwegian naturalist Carl Lumholz was ‘shown a large number of skulls of natives who had been shot by the black police’.30 From that time, the site was known as Skull Hole, the name still on maps today.

The violent dispossession of Queensland’s Indigenous people was driven not only by those on the ground, but also by waves of capitalists operating in British and Australian markets who were looking for a strong return on investment. Just as British investors profited enormously from the slave trade, they amassed untold wealth from Australia’s pastoral and mining industries without having to compensate or even acknowledge the existence of the Indigenous owners of the lands that had been stolen. As one colonial businessman remarked in the 1830s, ‘money is the great idol’ for which the colonists in Australia ‘will undergo any hardship’.
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Arrival of Blacks with Flags of Truce at Dagworth Station, Queensland by J.W. Curtis, 1878.


Australia has not only silenced the evidence of frontier warfare, it has also failed to grasp the many efforts at reconciliation that were made between British settlers and First Nations Australians. One of the most extraordinary and largely unknown of these stories on Queensland’s frontier occurred in October 1877 at Dagworth Station, the very place where Banjo Paterson wrote ‘Waltzing Matilda’ eighteen years later.

Situated on the Diamantina River, the station had been recently established. Little more than a one-room grass hut, it was the property of ‘Messrs. Hunter and Urquhart’, squatters who had joined in the rush to claim the rich pasturage that Landsborough had spoken of in Melbourne.

Early one morning the dogs were barking excitedly ‘as though strangers were about’. Leaving their hut at sunrise, the squatters noticed a group of Aboriginal people – two men and three women – walking purposefully towards them. ‘High over their heads’, on ‘long sticks’, they carried pieces of ‘old newspaper’. One of the men, ‘Muck Eye’, who was known to Hunter and Urquhart and spoke some English, motioned to them to come forward. Fearing ‘treachery’, they ‘cocked’ a rifle and approached him with their hands on their revolvers. Once they were certain the group posed no threat, they asked ‘Muck Eye’ why he had come to the station. He reassured them that his people were ‘not hostile’ and calmly explained that they carried ‘a flag of truce’. ‘They wanted to live at peace with the white-fellows,’ he told them, ‘and to have no more fighting.’ Relieved, Urquhart ‘gave them meat and tobacco, and showed them where to camp, about half a mile from the hut’.

Over the next few days, ‘the whole tribe of some 200 persons’ arrived at the station, renewing their ‘protestations of peacefulness’.31 It’s impossible to know if Urquhart and Hunter knew that they were probably dealing with representatives of the Guwa, the same nation whose people had been ruthlessly killed at Skull Hole seven years earlier. Having witnessed the slaughter of their countrymen and women over many years, and painfully aware of their inability to defeat vigilantes and Native Police armed with rifles, Guwa elders had clearly decided to parlay for their own survival. Their newspaper flag of truce was evidence of the state of war that had existed between their people and pastoralists, and their understanding of the white-fellas’ language of war and peace.

A decade later, another significant truce occurred further south in Queensland’s Channel Country, when George Debney, the leaseholder of Monkira Station, negotiated a formal ceremony of reconciliation in 1889 with over 500 Aboriginal people on Mithaka Country that became known as the Debney Peace. Other stories were told of accommodation between pastoralists and Aboriginal people in the same period, like the friendly relations between the Yirandali people and the Scottish pastoralist Robert Christison at Lammermoor Station, south of present-day Hughenden.

In 1927, Christison’s daughter, Mary Bennett, published Christison of Lammermoor, a biography of her father in which she eulogised his rare understanding of Aboriginal people’s predicament in the face of invasion. Bennett, who became one of Australia’s leading campaigners for Aboriginal rights after she arrived in Western Australia in 1930, was inspired by her father’s example but romanticised his relations with the Yirandali.

When he arrived at Lammermoor in 1866, Christison placed ‘loopholes for rifles’ in his hastily built log cabin. After kidnapping a young Yirandali man he named Barney, he ‘chained [him] to a veranda post, fed, and quietly tamed’ him.32 Barney became Christison’s ‘ambassador’, helping him to establish good relations with the Yirandali, some of whom provided him with much-needed labour for many years. But Christison’s status as an ambassador of peace is dubious at best.

Like her sister and fellow activist Helen Cameron, Bennett continued to correspond with many of the Yirandali women she grew up with at Lammermoor for years after she left the station, including her ‘childhood nurse’ Wyma (Booloodea Timullinya), a Yirandali woman born about 1850 who later married a South Sea Islander stockman at Lammermoor. The ties between the women were deep and lasting, and they helped to propel both sisters to advocate for Aboriginal people in their later lives.

By the time Bennett penned her heroic portrait of her father in 1927, his story was seen as evidence of the unstoppable force of history. ‘It was inevitable that, in the clash between representatives of the present age, and those of the stone axe period, the people of the latter regime, all unprepared, must eventually be vanquished,’ said the editor of the Townsville Bulletin. Christison believed that the natural destiny of Aboriginal people in the Australian colonies was to die out. While he allowed the Yirandali to stay on their Country, he did so on his terms. Even when he tried to ensure that they’d remain on Lammermoor after he left the station, they were forcibly removed to reserves on Palm Island and at Barambah (Cherbourg) in Southeast Queensland.33

In a country with a founding history soaked in blood, stories of accommodation and friendship are attractive because they speak of peace and the hope of a shared humanity. But those stories were rare and localised. Australia’s frontiers were never neatly divided between two sides; instead they were murky, entangled terrain encompassing every possible human interaction. First Nations Australians who survived the frontier also found ways to resist and adapt to the repressive regimes under which they were forced to live. In every colony, they collaborated with allies in the settler population and quickly learnt the white people’s ways of negotiation and protest, including petitioning Queen Victoria.

In one of the most celebrated examples, a Kulin Nation delegation in 1863 presented Victorian governor Sir Henry Barkly with gifts and a ‘loyal address’ during a civic reception in honour of the Queen’s birthday and the recent marriage of her son Albert, Prince of Wales. The Kulin address, now lost, was inscribed on a parchment in Woiwurru and English and surrounded by images of flora and fauna and the Kulin themselves. Good wishes were sent to the ‘Great Mother Queen’. ‘Blackfellows now throw away all war-spears,’ it declared. ‘No more fighting but live like white man almost.’



The two leaders of the delegation, Wurundjeri men Simon Wonga and William Barak, had asked the government to establish an Aboriginal settlement at Coranderrk, near present-day Healesville, a request that was granted shortly afterwards. Barak was an accomplished artist and left behind a considerable body of work that represented Kulin ceremonial culture. He was considered a statesman, and his extraordinary cultural knowledge was mined by leading anthropologists such as A.W. Howitt. But his vision of Coranderrk as an autonomous Kulin settlement never came to pass.

Despite the settlement’s promising start, conditions had deteriorated by the 1870s and 1880s. The government’s pernicious Half-Caste Act (1886) and ever-increasing pressure on the government to sell off parcels of land to developers combined to undermine its viability. By the time Barak died in 1903, Coranderrk was a shadow of its thriving condition in the 1860s. It finally closed in 1924. The monument in Barak’s honour erected in the main street of Healesville in the 1930s was defaced by vandals. Today, it rests over his grave at Coranderrk.

The truth – and challenge – is to hold all these inseparable histories in our imagination simultaneously: William Barak’s political leadership and artistry; the hard-fought struggles of shearers in the midst of economic depression that inspired the composition of ‘Waltzing Matilda’; the Dagworth ‘truce’ that followed years of bloody conflict; Christison’s racism and his coexisting concern for the future of the Yirandali people on his station; Mary Bennett’s deep attachment to the Country and her Yirandali friends at Lammermoor; and the widespread evidence of a ‘war of extermination’ – as Carl Feilberg, the courageous Danish journalist, described the state of affairs on Queensland’s frontier in 1880.



On 6 October 2021, the Guwa (Koa) people, whose ancestors were massacred at Skull Hole in 1870, were formally recognised as native titleholders over approximately 9,000 square kilometres of their traditional lands and waters near Winton. Traditional owner Pamela Hegarty said the decision of the Federal Court would help to deliver justice to her ancestors and ‘strengthen Koa people’, both ‘on Country’ and ‘for the very essence of their Koa identity’.34








To Die for his Country was so dear
 but his Young Life was Dearer

Inscription on the gravestone of Lance Corporal S.T. Bormann, 24th Australian Infantry, who died on 29 November 1915, aged twenty-three, Lone Pine Cemetery, Gallipoli Peninsula
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WAR AND MEMORY
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Anzac Cove, Gallipoli Peninsula, Turkey.


AUSTRALIA’S MOST STORIED BEACH lies 15,000 kilometres away, in another country. A narrow strip of shingle on the western edge of the Gallipoli Peninsula in Turkey, Anzac Cove looms larger than any other place in the national imagination. Like the layered ruins of the ancient city of Troy, only 50 kilometres south, physical reality is dwarfed by mythic significance.

As you walk along the beach, your feet sink in the pebbly sand. At the shoreline, countless round stones polished by the Aegean glisten in the water. When Australian and New Zealand soldiers alighted from their tightly packed boats shortly before dawn on 25 April 1915, holding their rifles above their heads, they slipped and fell as they tried to get traction on the stones, soaking their already heavy packs. Many of them were shot before they could reach the beach. At the water’s edge, the sea was ‘red with blood’.

Over 4,000 men landed in the first hour. Twelve thousand more would follow in the next twenty-four hours. The beach was rapidly covered with a ‘mass of men and mules’, tents, sandbags, cannons, boxes of ammunition and stores piled high, and ‘casualty clearing stations’. Within ‘a few minutes dead and dying were lying … in long rows’ on the sand. ‘Doctors, first-aid men and stretcher-bearers work[ed] at top speed.’ The bearers, ‘after bringing their patients in, would dip their stretchers in the water to wash the blood from them’.1 The following morning, over 2,000 men from the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) had been killed or injured.

By any measure, the Allies’ plan for the invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula was impractical and severely underestimated Turkish resistance. In March, British and French naval fleets had failed in their attempt to control the Dardanelles, the strategically significant waterway between Asia and Europe. Allied commanders then looked to their land forces to defeat the Ottoman Empire’s forces on the ground. Once their ships were clear to proceed unimpeded, their armies and naval forces would advance in glorious victory all the way to Constantinople. It proved to be wishful thinking.

At the same time as Australian and New Zealand soldiers landed at Anzac Cove, British forces arrived at Cape Helles on the southern tip of the peninsula, but both invasions were repelled by the Turks. By the time the Allies admitted defeat and completed their evacuation in January 1916, the loss of life on all sides was staggering. The Ottoman Empire: 86,692 dead. Britain: 21,255. France: 10,000. Australia: 8,709. New Zealand: 2,779. India: 1,358. Add more than 270,000 wounded to this miserable tally and the cost of the Allies’ folly becomes depressingly clear.

Like other British dominions, such as Canada, New Zealand and South Africa, Australia automatically joined the First World War when Britain did. Writing in his diary in August 1914, two months after the outbreak of hostilities in Europe, Australia’s Liberal prime minister, Joseph Cook, was sanguine about the war: ‘the good to come’, he enthused, the ‘moral tonic. Luxury, frivolity & class selfishness will be less. A memory for our children, bitter & bracing for many.’ Cook, who had unconditionally promised Britain 20,000 troops, lost office in September. Not to be outdone in protestations of loyalty to the empire, his successor, Labor prime minister Andrew Fisher, memorably vowed while contesting the election campaign in progress at the time war broke out that Australia, with a population of only 5 million, would defend the empire ‘to the last man and the last shilling’. Just five days later, however, in a frequently overlooked qualification, he insisted that Australia’s responsibility was to ‘provide first for our own defence, and then, if there was anything to spare, offer it as a tribute to the Mother Country’.2

Like many prime ministers before him, such as Alfred Deakin, and those who came after, like Billy Hughes, Fisher was determined to both honour Australia’s responsibilities to the British Empire and define Australia’s interests in the Asia-Pacific. Long fearful of rival European powers gaining a foothold in the Pacific, being overrun by China or threatened by Japanese naval power, White Australia was ready to fight for the British Empire in 1914. Filial loyalty, while strong and sincere, was also the most emotionally expedient button to press to galvanise support for the war.



As it was, Australia rushed to participate in a war against Britain’s imperial rivals (Wilhelmine Germany, Ottoman Turkey and Habsburg Austria), of which the invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula – the nation’s first engagement in a European theatre of battle – was merely one sorry episode of many. ‘We had no idea why we were there,’ admitted former diplomat, Liberal MP and Australian governor-general Richard Casey, who served at Gallipoli. ‘But as war was an unaccustomed exercise anyhow we didn’t spend much time thinking about things that were beyond our ken.’3 Casey saw through the shoddy military planning, complaining that they were sitting ducks for the Turks at Anzac Cove, ‘tied down to a few square miles of steep hilly country – plastered with shells from well concealed positions – no freedom to manoeuvre and no getting on’.4

Casey’s initial bafflement and disbelief at the human tragedy eventually gave way to indifference and cold-heartedness. In order to survive, both mentally and physically, it was necessary to dehumanise the enemy. He mockingly described the stench of their dead as ‘Turkish Eau de Cologne’ and lamented that his appreciation of the countryside in spring was ‘all too quickly spoilt by a dead Turk in amongst the poppies’. On the morning of 19 May, after a successful counterattack, Casey was elated: ‘The number of dead Turks is something wonderful – the slopes in front of our trenches are literally covered with Turks.’

Given that soldiers’ letters from Gallipoli to their families at home were censored, they often reflected a mix of bravado and Boys’ Own adventure. Writing to his parents in Melbourne from a hospital in Malta as he recovered from a bullet wound, Private William George Murray revelled in his ‘hot engagement’ with the Turks at Anzac Cove, boasting that the Australians’ ‘machine guns and artillery … mowed [the Turks] down in hundreds’. ‘It was very exciting,’ Murray exclaimed, telling his parents that he was impatient to be ‘back among the Turks in a few weeks’.

Fighting war and remembering war require fundamentally different mentalities. The soldier who fights rejoices at the sight of his dead enemy. Returned soldiers struggle to forget the horror and must reconcile the suffering and loss of life, while their fellow citizens reach for stories of friendship – often called mateship in Australia – to emphasise the decency of loved ones who fought. Everyone hopes that such things can never happen again, even as they know that they almost certainly will.

Today, at Anzac Cove, bullet shells, shrapnel and other remnants of war can still be found in the sand; even more so in the eroded, fortress-like cliffs that rise steeply from the beach. It was these hills – covered in thick gorse, wild thyme, prickly oak, thorns and brambles – that the invading soldiers bravely climbed on their hands and knees, scrambling and crawling on their bellies under intense fire from the Turkish forces above. Their Sisyphean climb – establishing trenches (many of their lines still visible today) and digging in behind barbed wire to win the tiniest of advances over eight long months – quickly became one of the essential building blocks of the legend erected in their honour. The slopes they had ‘honeycombed with … hollows’ to protect themselves from Turkish shellfire became the first memorial to their valour. In the years ahead, every overseas conflict that Australian forces engaged in would be measured against the performance of the young men who scaled the hills above Anzac Cove. In 2015, en route to Gallipoli, Prime Minister Tony Abbott described Australian and New Zealand soldiers assisting Iraq in the fight against Islamic State as ‘splendid sons of Anzacs’. In reality, where they were a small cohort of professional fighters, their supposed fathers had been a mass army of citizen volunteers.



From the beginning, it was how Australia’s soldiers had fought at Gallipoli that counted. As the Australian Medical Corps’ Harry Gissing reflected in his diary in 1915, the ultimate success or failure of the campaign was secondary. Only Australians defined abysmal defeat as victory.


I will never forget Sunday, 25th of April. I really believe it will mark an era in Australian history. On this day, Australians proved themselves. They landed under heavy fire – a thing rarely attempted & never flinched once, & the result was victory. Our men were deliberately picked for the honour, and proved that the trust shown in them was not misplaced.



Australians in the early twentieth century were members of a recently federated Commonwealth under the British Crown. They would remain British subjects until 1949, when the category of Australian citizenship finally came into effect and added to their subject status without replacing it. Their identities and loyalties were thus divided between Britain and Australia, and they lived in a culture in which military endeavour and performance on the battlefield was the barometer of manhood, individual and family honour and national pride. There was also an undeniable hankering for initiation by warfare long before 1915. Demonstrating Australia’s worth to the British Empire had been a perennial theme in the colonies since the Crimean War (1853–1856), Sudan (1885) and the (second) Anglo–Boer War (1899–1902).

When Harry Gissing wrote that Australians had ‘proved themselves’ at Gallipoli, he was tapping into a deep vein of psychological insecurity that had existed since the foundation of a British penal colony in Sydney in 1788. Because their soldiers had demonstrated courage and vigour in battle, Australians were convinced that their nation had finally overcome the shame of its convict origins and proved that it was no longer an inferior colonial offshoot of Britain. Indeed, many claimed, the stock had improved under Australian conditions.

It didn’t seem to matter that in France, in battles such as Pozières and Fromelles, far more Australians died than at Gallipoli – in 1917 alone, 22,000 Australians lost their lives on the Western Front. What mattered was that the loss of life at Anzac Cove was Australia’s first ‘blooding’. The Boer War, which saw more than 600 Australians killed, suddenly appeared insignificant by comparison. As Edward, Prince of Wales, would tell a dumbstruck audience on Anzac Day in 1920 at Parliament House in Melbourne, Australia had finally ‘won her spurs in the great ordeal of battle [and] taken her place in the councils of nations’. The prince’s comments echoed the sentiments expressed on the first Anzac Day four years earlier by NSW education director Peter Board, when he described the ‘national sacrifice’ Australian soldiers had made ‘in the interests of an Imperial cause’. At Gallipoli, enthused Board,


history and Australia’s history were fused, and fused at white heat. Never again can the history of this continent of ours stand detached from World history. Its voice must be heard in the Councils of the Empire, because its men and its women have fought and died in an Empire struggle.



Unlike the thousands who died conquering Indigenous lands since 1788, and the thousands of Aboriginal men, women and children who were killed by the invaders’ guns on the frontier, the deaths of more than 60,000 Australians in the First World War were seen as honourable – a loss that forged the nation’s identity. Australians so desperately craved to be connected to European history through blood sacrifice that they turned their eyes away from the history of their own country. Over time, the birthplace of their nation was conveniently displaced 15,000 kilometres offshore to Anzac Cove. Australia thus became the only modern nation-state to create an origin myth not located on its own soil.

In the years following defeat at Gallipoli, more words were spilt on what happened there in 1915 than on any other event in Australian history. Historians studied every last detail of the campaign, feeding and promoting the public’s insatiable appetite for the Anzac legend: who was the first soldier to land at Anzac Cove on 25 April? Who was the first man to go into battle? The first to be wounded? The first to die? This fetish for firsts mirrored the ‘first white man’ narratives commonplace in colonial history.

From the 1920s, vials of sand, bags of pebbles and stones, parcels of soil and bundles of foliage were brought back from Anzac Cove like holy relics. In 2005, on the ninetieth anniversary of the landing, Australia Post sold commemorative teaspoons, keyrings and medallions said to contain sand from Anzac Cove, while one government minister, annoyed that Gallipoli was so far away, suggested recreating the Anzac battlefield on a beach 90 kilometres south of Melbourne. Two years earlier, the Commonwealth government attempted to place Anzac Cove on Australia’s national heritage list because, as Prime Minister John Howard explained, ‘You feel it as Australian as the piece of land on which your home is built.’ The Turkish government declined, reminding Australia that Anzac Cove – a name it had generously agreed to place on Turkish maps since 1985 – was Turkish territory.
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‘This bit of the world belongs to us’: a billy showing a kangaroo knocking out a Turkish man, from 1916, and a 1915 postcard showing Australia superimposed with a photograph of the landing at Anzac Cove.


In the 1920s, the ‘white bones of unburied soldiers and the rusting guns along the shore’ of Gallipoli were still visible. Thirty years later, when journalist Alan Moorehead visited the Turkish peninsula while writing his seminal history Gallipoli, published in 1956, the hills were ‘deserted as ever, and packs of wolves still appear[ed] from time to time’. As for the war cemeteries tended by an old Australian soldier, Major Millington, and a handful of Turkish stonemasons and gardeners, Moorehead observed that ‘hardly anyone ever visits them’.


Except for occasional organised tours not more than half a dozen visitors arrive from one year’s end to the other. Often for months at a time nothing of any consequence happens, lizards scuttle about the tombstones in the sunshine and time goes by in an endless dream.



By the 1960s and 1970s, as the earlier connection between the Anzac legend and loyalty to the British Empire subsided, many believed the popular resonance of Anzac would fade away with the death of the last Gallipoli veterans, or buckle in the face of criticism from younger generations that it glorified war and imperialism. But the reverse proved to be true. Rather than subsiding, the legend boomed. Over the next fifty years, Australia dramatically transformed its conception of what happened at Anzac Cove on 25 April 1915 – so much so that the men who fought at Gallipoli would not have recognised themselves in the images their nation had created of them. The Anzac myth proved infinitely malleable, and step by step the chasm between what occurred at Gallipoli and what Australia remembered grew ever wider.

After 1990, Anzac Day gradually became both a day of commemoration and, for some, of celebration. The multinational history of the Gallipoli campaign and the imperial politics and economics of the First World War were airbrushed from popular memory. Instead, the stories emphasised Australia’s sacrifice and embraced an emotional history of melancholy, loss, honour and pride – one focused exclusively on the Australian experience of war. Australian soldiers who fought at Gallipoli were remembered as ‘fallen’ heroes: victims rather than killers; saints rather than sinners.

The Australian Imperial Force (AIF) was the only army in the First World War to be composed entirely of volunteers. Although the men who survived the campaign did their best to explain why they volunteered (‘I was just doing a job’ … ‘[I went] for king and country’ … ‘[for] the love of adventure and the natural affinity with England’ … ‘I never understood what we were fighting for. I went because most of my [friends] went … not that I bloody wanted to go’), by the early twenty-first century nearly all these motives were submerged or forgotten.5 In their place came a legend refashioned as an uncomplicated, binding national narrative, one that turned war into a parable of mateship, duty and service; an expression of national values rather than a military invasion driven by loyalty to the British Empire. The soldiers or ‘diggers’ depicted in frequently reproduced photographs – the roll-your-own cigarettes hanging from the corner of their mouths, the slouch hats tilted back to reveal the faces of chirpy, larrikin innocents – became the embodiment of white Australian male character in the face of adversity.

Between the ninetieth anniversary in 2005 and the centenary in 2015, ever larger numbers of Australian and New Zealand pilgrims gathered at Anzac Cove. The scene often resembled a rock concert. Tour buses lined the road. Makeshift grandstands accommodated the crowds. Enormous video screens, light shows and rock music provided entertainment as thousands waited for the dawn service to begin. Again and again, Australians returned to these stories of sacrifice and loss, hoping they would find some essential spirit or quality of character that set them apart from other nations and made them truly exceptional in the world.

Looking up from the beach at Anzac Cove today, you can see the top branches of the old oak that shadows Beach Cemetery, situated just behind the road. Here, and at Ari Burnu Cemetery at the northern end of the cove, the remains of over 600 Australians are buried in carefully tended lawn graves. In 2005, the construction of a coastal road – controversial in Australia for its destruction of ‘military heritage’ – required massive concrete culverts and stone reinforcement that further transformed the landscape. What’s left is a fortified memorial – a manufactured sacred place; one more fabled and more intimately known, perhaps, than any piece of soil on Australian territory.



Unlike so many other aspects of Australia’s history, the story of the landing at Anzac Cove is the slice of the nation’s past that Australians seem determined to drag constantly into the present. Anzac Day is now ensconced as the country’s national day, easily surpassing Australia Day on 26 January, which marks the arrival of the British at Sydney Cove in 1788 and is now plagued by perennial controversy.

Australians have found honour and national self-esteem by looking away from the true history of their own country’s foundation. Anzac Cove, not Sydney Cove, was where the nation is believed to have been ‘born’ because this is where the right kind of blood was spilt: blood lost in a distant imperial war that gave rise to a story of pride and sacrifice, rather than blood lost in a much longer, largely unacknowledged war for Australian territories that aroused disquiet and shame.
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As Australian and Allied soldiers were making their way to the Dardanelles in 1915, at home, in the far north of the continent, the violent conquest of Australia continued. While the southern parts of country, where the bulk of settlers resided, were invaded between 1788 and the mid nineteenth century, in the north, the taking of Indigenous lands and frontier violence carried on through the late nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century. The same newspapers that published news from the front during the First World War also carried reports of massacres and killings of Aboriginal people.

Between Federation in 1901 and the end of the First World War in 1918, over 500 Aboriginal people were massacred in Western Australia and the Northern Territory alone; and these were only the killings documented in newspapers, official correspondence and Indigenous oral history.6 The violent deaths of many other Aboriginal people went unrecorded. Most were the result of punitive raids launched in reprisal for cattle theft or other misdemeanours, and the pattern of killing was alarmingly familiar. The camps of Indigenous people were raided, often taken by surprise at dawn. Men and women were shot indiscriminately. Bodies were then stacked and burned.

In the two decades before the outbreak of the Great War and for at least a decade after the war ended, areas such as the Wave Hill and Victoria River districts in the Northern Territory and others in central and northwest Australia remained violent frontiers. As Western Australian MP Francis O’Connor told the state’s parliament in 1893: ‘It was simply a question of whether the natives are to have this country or the whites.’ Many homesteads were ‘baptised in blood’ – the resemblance to the language of Gallipoli is striking – secured only through ‘brutality and murder’.7 Because of the enormous distances involved, pastoralists were a law unto themselves. ‘Every man was his own policeman.’ Some white men were known ‘to shoot down bush blacks on sight’ simply to ‘clear the country’. In 1900, the remains of forty Aboriginal men and women who were shot in the Victoria River district were ‘boiled, macerated and sent to the Royal College of Surgeons in London’. The trading and theft of Indigenous body parts were common practice.8

In the Pilbara and Kimberley regions in Western Australia, police were still being asked to ‘clear the country of troublemakers’ – essentially any Aboriginal person who was not contributing to the pastoral economy – at the time of the First World War.9 The pastoralists’ wealth was built on free Aboriginal labour and, like the white pearlers, they controlled almost every aspect of Aboriginal peoples’ lives. The legacies of these brutal frontier economies lasted for generations. For a long time, Aboriginal parents in the northwest Kimberley who’d lived through the ‘killing times’ would not let their children eat the white man’s food for fear of poisoning.

Even in areas of the country where Indigenous people had long been dispossessed, the removal of Aboriginal people onto missions and reserves under the name of ‘protection’ and the restriction of their freedom of movement, employment and human rights continued. Between 1890 and 1912 every state government established Protection boards. The state could determine where Aboriginal people lived and worked and whom they married. Under the guise of pseudoscientific eugenics programs, some governments attempted to ‘breed out the colour’, removing ‘half-caste’ children from their families. Girls were placed in ‘domestic training’ institutions, while state-run ‘boys’ homes’ ‘re-educated’ male Aboriginal youths in an effort to erase their culture and prepare them for useful roles in white society, by which they meant work as unskilled, poorly paid labourers on the lowest rungs of society.

More than 1,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders fought for Australia between 1914 and 1918, including at least seventy at Gallipoli. But when Indigenous soldiers who survived the war returned home, they faced the same oppressive policies and discrimination they had endured before they enlisted, and were denied the citizenship rights accorded to their white comrades. Remarkably, despite this discrimination – either because they were attracted by a regular income, wished to emulate family members who’d enlisted or simply wanted to defend their country – another 4,000 Indigenous Australians served in the Second World War.



Many Australian men who fought for the British Empire in the First World War, and earlier, against the Boers in South Africa, had been involved in fighting frontier wars at home, just as Australian soldiers brought their fighting experience from overseas wars to bear on their roles as policemen and pastoralists in central and northern Australia when they returned. The two theatres of war thousands of kilometres apart, so often seen as entirely separate endeavours, were actually part of the same centuries-long project: the assertion of British power across the globe. The British imperialism that Australians so eagerly fought for in the First World War, which drove their determination to define the new nation as exclusively white, also underpinned their acquisition of territory at home in the name of the Commonwealth of Australia. As Yorta Yorta man William Cooper, who lost his son Daniel on the Western Front at Ypres in 1917, told the Australian government two decades later, Indigenous Australians had ‘no country and nothing to fight for but the privilege of defending the land which was taken from [them] by the white race without compensation or even kindness’.

Because the new nation saw itself as an extension of the British Empire, its ties to Britain overrode the basic human rights of Indigenous Australians until well after the Second World War. Between 1952 and 1963 the Menzies government allowed hundreds of British nuclear tests to take place at Maralinga and Emu Field in South Australia and on remote islands off the coast of Western Australia. At Maralinga, where most of the tests took place, the Tjarutja traditional owners were not adequately informed or evacuated, and suffered the effects of radiation poisoning for decades afterwards, their Country transformed overnight into a radioactive wasteland. After a royal commission in 1985 was highly critical of both the Australian and British governments’ abject failure to protect the Tjarutja, Britain, in 1993, finally contributed £20 million towards the cost of rehabilitating their environment. Then, in 1994, the Australian government paid A$13.5 million in compensation for the contamination of Tjarutja lands. Yet Commonwealth and state governments have rarely contemplated compensation for the thousands of Aboriginal lives that were lost under their watch by other means in the twentieth century.

By far the most notorious incident of frontier violence in twentieth-century Australia was the Coniston massacre. Sparked by the murder of dingo-trapper Fred Brooks, the killing spree was led by the First World War veteran Constable William George Murray and two Aboriginal trackers, and resulted in the deaths of anywhere between seventy and 150 Aboriginal people northwest of Alice Springs between August and October 1928. Murray, hardened by years of military service and frontier life, carried a well-earned reputation as a strongman. From the moment he joined the Northern Territory Police in 1919 after serving with Australian Light Horse regiments in Gallipoli and France, he saw himself as the ‘protector’ of 500 isolated Europeans who were prey to thousands of ‘blacks’ across central Australia.

Despite the months-long slaughter at Coniston and beyond, Japanangka (‘Bullfrog’), the Warlpiri man who murdered Brooks because he had illegally taken one of his wives, escaped Murray’s clutches. In a region where a handful of white men regularly looked to Aboriginal women for labour and sex, this was one of the most common sources of conflict. When news of the killings reached Canberra, pressure from humanitarians and church groups – increasingly vocal in their condemnation of the ill-treatment of Aboriginal people in central and northern Australia – resulted in Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce announcing an official enquiry in late 1928. Stacked with men likely to be sympathetic to Murray, the enquiry excluded key Indigenous testimony, blithely accepted Murray’s implausible argument that he shot in self-defence, and found that the killings were entirely justified because the ‘natives’ were determined to ‘wipe out the white settlers’.

It was an us-or-them mentality. The old credo that had marked so much of Australia’s frontier experience still applied in central Australia in the early twentieth century: ‘Might is right’; ‘Fear is the only language they understand’. As Murray remarked in 1933 when justifying his actions at Coniston, ‘There are times when the natives understand nothing else, as history will show you.’10
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In 1933, a small group of central Australian returned soldiers formed a sub-branch of the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA) in Alice Springs, the region’s main town, 250 kilometres southeast of Coniston. At that time, there were only around forty returned soldiers in central Australia, of which Murray, as an original Anzac, was an esteemed member.

Determined to honour ‘the memory of the inland bushmen who made the supreme sacrifice in the big war’, the men decided to erect a memorial on a hill overlooking the town.11 It was an obvious choice: from this vantage point the town spreads out across the plain below, the Macdonnell Ranges blazing in the background. The idea was to build a cairn from local stone, with a base of three steps and a marble cross on top. The memorial was unveiled on Anzac Day 1934. The ‘most remote war memorial in Australia’ now stood on ‘Anzac Hill’.12
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Anzac Hill, Alice Springs, 1939.


Today, Anzac Hill is a popular tourist destination in Alice Springs. Although the Indigenous history of the hill is recognised – the Arrernte call it Untyeye-artwilye, which refers to the Corkwood Dreaming story – the whitefella war history literally crowns the town. The Anzac Day service takes place here annually, and during the Second World War, when large numbers of Australian soldiers moved through the Northern Territory ferrying supplies north, they established a major camp at the foot of Anzac Hill. For Aboriginal people, however, it was a much harder struggle to have their contributions acknowledged. For many years, the local council refused to allow the Aboriginal flag to be flown permanently on Anzac Hill. Finally, in 2019, after years of debate and protest, the council voted in favour of the proposal on ‘ceremonial occasions’.

In October 1945, a notice appeared in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette officially terminating the appointment of William George Murray as ‘Protector of Aboriginals’. Murray left the Northern Territory Police that year, after twenty-six years of service, and retired to Adelaide. While he was proud of his policing career, it was his time in Gallipoli that he treasured most. All his life, he kept a souvenir: a cartridge pierced by a Turkish bullet, one of several that was packed into a pouch he wore on his right hip in 1915 and which possibly saved his life.13

Murray was the archetypal Anzac. Born and raised in the bush, he was fit, fearless and tough – an outstanding horseman and rifleman. He was also responsible for one of the most notorious massacres of Aboriginal people in Australian history. He died on 2 December 1975, aged ninety-one, and was buried in Centennial Park Cemetery in Adelaide, the inscription on his small gravestone garlanded with the official rising sun emblem of Australia’s armed forces.
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An estimated 4,000 or more memorials to the men who served in the First World War stand in villages, towns and cities throughout Australia. Crowning them all is the Australian War Memorial (AWM) in Canberra, opened in 1941 and founded by war correspondent and Australia’s official historian of the First World War, Charles Bean – the man who embedded the Anzac legend in the masculine mythology of the Australian bush – and the memorial’s first director, John Treloar. From the outset, the AWM was both memorial and museum. By combining these two functions, Bean and Treloar – both of whom landed at Anzac Cove on 25 April 1915 – realised Bean’s original vision: that the memory of Anzac would ‘rise, above the mists of the ages, a monument to great-hearted men; and, for their nation a possession for ever’.14 Between 2014 and 2018, Australia spent more than A$350 million on events and projects to commemorate the centenary of the First World War, more than any other participant nation. But to date, the AWM has continued to resist calls to commemorate the loss of life in the frontier wars, the conflicts that were, in truth, the source of modern Australia’s foundation.

Today, across Australia, there are only a handful of memorials to the tens of thousands of Indigenous Australians who lost their lives defending their Country in the frontier wars. Most of them have been erected relatively recently – not by Commonwealth, state or local governments but by community groups in local acts of reconciliation. Coniston is one example. In 2003, on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the massacre, Museum Victoria curator Liza Dale-Hallett, Murray’s great-niece, joined the families and descendants of the Warlpiri victims at Coniston, where they unveiled a plaque with a bilingual inscription:


In 1928, near this place, the murder of Frederick Brooks led to the killing of many innocent Aboriginal people across the region. We will remember them always. 24 September 2003.



Fifteen years later, they returned on the ninetieth anniversary, calling for a national truth-telling process. ‘Too few people know about the massacres,’ Central Land Council chairman Francis Jupurrurla Kelly told the media. ‘I think they would be shocked if they knew these murders did not happen during some distant past but ten years after the First World War ended.’ On this occasion, they were joined by politicians and representatives of the Northern Territory Police. Dale-Hallett explained the purpose of the gathering: ‘We are here again today because we believe that facing our history, Australia’s history, is so important to our futures. And these stories are still not being heard. This history is not just yours and ours. It is every Australian’s history.’






Let Others make the songs of love

For our young struggling nation;

But I will sing while e’er I live

The Songs of Irrigation;

For while the white man shall beget

The white man’s son and daughter,

The two most precious things for us

Shall still be wheat and water.

‘The Water’, Henry Lawson, 1905

It roars for days in the hopeless scrubs, and across, where the ground seems bare,

With a cackle and hiss, like the hissing of snakes, the fire is travelling there;

Till at last, exhausted by sleeplessness, and the terrible toil and heat,

The squatter is crying, ‘My God! the wool!’ and the farmer, ‘My God! the wheat!’

‘The Bush Fire’, Henry Lawson, 1905
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FIRE AND WATER
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Red Bluff, Kalbarri, Western Australia.


DAWN, 25 JANUARY 1697. Red Bluff. Kalbarri, Western Australia. Thirty-six well-armed men and officers from the Dutch East India Company (VOC) left three ships anchored in Gantheaume Bay and rowed towards the coast. The sky was clear. As they came ashore on a small beach near Red Bluff, they looked up at the forbidding, red, limestone-capped sandstone cliffs – formed more than 400 million years ago – that rose steeply, over 100 metres above them.

Since they left Amsterdam in May the previous year they had spent little time ashore, save for a few weeks at the Cape, Rottnest Island and Swan River. But these places were paradise compared with the semi-arid coastal cliff and gorge country they were about to enter, where temperatures could reach 50 degrees in the height of summer. Given the almost quaint task of exploring ‘the countryside’ by 57-year-old Willem de Vlamingh, leader of their expedition to Terra Australis, they carried enough provisions for eight days – except for water, which they intended to supplement on their way.

After dragging their boats ashore, they gathered their supplies, weapons and ammunition, and set out on the ‘march’ inland, encumbered by their full-length VOC attire and packs and weapons. As the sun climbed in the sky, they were forced to stop repeatedly from fatigue. Shade was hard to find. Larger trees were threaded sparsely through the landscape, which was dominated by flowering shrubs and wildflowers. By midday the temperature was well over 30 degrees and rising fast.

They pressed on until they reached the foot of a ‘mountain range’ and camped. The relentless heat, irrepressible flies and lack of hydration already had them exhausted. Mandrop Torst, one of the expedition’s surgeons, recorded the ordeal in his journal. ‘The march had been hard,’ he wrote, but ‘the greatest grief’ was that they could find no water – ‘we thought we would perish from thirst’. Barely a few kilometres inland, Torst, from his elevated position, could still see their ships in the bay, which only seemed to exacerbate their predicament: ‘We … wished a thousand times to be back on board.’1

Three men were sent ahead to find water. Before long they came back with ‘cheerful’ faces, exclaiming that they had found a hut and several footprints close to a waterhole.2 It was only an hour’s walk away, but already getting dark. Desperate, the group decided to pack up camp and ‘bend [their] steps’ in a more hopeful direction, but when they reached the waterhole, they found the water too ‘brackish’. Left with no alternative but to camp, Torst could barely contain his frustration – ‘having arranged that there should be a soldier constantly on the watch as sentry, we passed the night there in the best manner we could’. Reluctantly, they made do with the salty water and spent one more night near the waterhole before heading back to the coast at daybreak. They rowed back to the ships waiting in the bay, the men complaining bitterly of tiredness and ‘sore eyes’.

The Dutch had dominated European trade with Southeast Asia throughout the seventeenth century and had long been eager to seek further opportunities in the Great South Land. Indeed, part of Vlamingh’s mission was the unlikely possibility of finding survivors or wreckage from two VOC ships that had been lost in 1656 and 1694. Well aware of the hundreds of Dutch lives that had been lost before them on the same coastline, and the many others who’d survived shipwrecks and could possibly have been taken in by local Aboriginal people, but of whom no trace had ever been found, Torst and Vlamingh could be forgiven for wondering if a similar fate would befall them.

They struggled to comprehend the country they encountered. A land where it was possible to die from thirst with their ships still in sight; where they found footprints, huts made from clay, campfires burning and yet no sight of men, women or children – ‘nothing but scrub’. As they sailed north in the coming days it was a similar story wherever they went ashore. They saw footprints and fires, and dug for water in a succession of ‘barren and wild’ places but found nothing except a trickle so salty it made them ill.

From the decks of their ships, they observed landmarks that reminded them of Dover Castle but turned out on closer inspection to be mountains of sand. From these mountains, ‘as far as the eye could see’, the interior of the country appeared to be little more than ‘an infertile desert’. The sight of the rugged coastline north of Kalbarri forced Vlamingh to abandon his descriptive style of journal-keeping and adopt a more biblical tone: ‘The land here appears very bleak,’ he wrote,


and so abrupt as if the coast had been chopped off with an axe, which makes it almost impossible to land. The waves break here with so great a fury that one should say that everything around must shake and become dismembered, which appears to us a truly terrible sight. Nevertheless, we found it rather difficult to drag ourselves away from this evil place.3



Even if Vlamingh had succeeded in executing the VOC’s instructions – ‘to catch a Southlander and bring him [to Amsterdam]’ – it’s unlikely that his impressions would have altered. His descriptions of the Western Australian coastline lurched from the idyllic to the gothic. In the centuries to come, he would be anointed as the first European to ‘discover’ the Perth region and the second figure in an inscription saga that began in October 1616, when Dutch navigator Dirk Hartog, heading for Batavia, was thrown off course and landed on the island that now bears his name.

After three days exploring, Hartog climbed a cliff on the island’s northern tip, drove an oak post into a cleft in the limestone and nailed a pewter plate to it, inscribed with the date and details of his ship’s arrival. Remarkably, Vlamingh’s men found the plate at the foot of the post when they landed on the island more than eighty years later, in early February 1697. Vlamingh, sensing the historical significance of Hartog’s plate, decided to take it with him, replacing it with another that included his transcription of the original and a record of his own presence on the island. Today, Hartog’s plate is on permanent display at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.

As for Vlamingh’s plate, it too was taken away. In 1818, Louis de Freycinet took it back to Paris, where he deposited it with the Royal Academy of Inscriptions and Elegant Literature. Unaware of this fact, Australian-born navigator Phillip Parker King, son of the early governor, searched in vain for Vlamingh’s plate in 1822 before nailing his own name to a wooden post on the same cliff-face. Everyone wanted to leave their mark.

The story of the various inscriptions left on the same cliff-side at Dirk Hartog Island reveals much about how Europeans have imagined their empires’ encounters with ‘new worlds’. History was seen as a chronological tale of their collisions – accidental or intentional – with foreign territories. In Western Australia’s case, a landing here, a shipwreck there; a plaque on a cliff, the ‘first’ this or ‘oldest’ that; all separated by decades or even centuries – it was as if every European footprint was an undeniable source of historical significance. In between these happenings – or long before them, for that matter – there was apparently no history to speak of.

Aboriginal people likely came across both Hartog’s and Vlamingh’s plates over the years, saw them as of little significance and left them to deteriorate. Like Hartog’s ‘first chart’ of Western Australia’s northern coastline, and English navigator William Dampier’s maps of the same coast and his ‘first’ collections of Australian plants in the late seventeenth century, Vlamingh’s ‘first’ exploration of the Swan River and Rottnest Island has become one of a series of touchstones in the telling of Western Australia’s European history. No less important than this succession of European ‘firsts’, however, is the visitors’ confrontation with Australia’s environments – particularly their frequent sightings of ‘gleams of fire’ and their anxious pursuit of fresh water.

Hartog searched for water as he sailed north in 1616. In 1697, Vlamingh’s men were tormented by their failure to find fresh water. And in 1699, after Dampier completed his valuable survey of the flora and fauna at Shark Bay, he continued to search in vain for water as he sailed north and charted the coastline.

Water, the most obvious source of life in a country such as this, had been inscribed in Nanda lore for thousands of generations, its secrets known as intimately as the creases in the palm of someone’s hand, yet invisible to the Europeans who came from afar on their creaking wooden ships bearing cannons of fire. In so many parts of Australia after 1788, Europeans would not have survived, let alone ‘settled’, without Indigenous knowledge of water, a resource that to this day is still defined by the extremes they first encountered: scarcity and excess.

By the time Vlamingh left the Western Australian coast on 21 February 1697 and sailed for Batavia, the cannon shots fired from the deck of his ships seemed a fitting farewell: a final blast directed at a place Torst described as this ‘miserable South Land’. The country and its people had left them bewildered. There was no trade of any consequence to be done here. They were glad to be gone.
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Drought. Fire. Flood. Times of hardship followed by times of plenty. It’s a cycle as ancient as the country itself, driven in recent decades to unparalleled extremes by anthropogenic climate change. Inseparable, capricious and elemental, fire and water are the twin creators of Australia’s landscapes. Although non-Indigenous Australians have long been familiar with bushfires and floods, their memory of one is swiftly erased by the arrival of the other, as if they’re forever fighting the same battles with the country and its environment and repeatedly learning (and then forgetting) the same lessons.

During long droughts, when the earth seems to crack open and thousands of livestock perish, media coverage invariably focuses on the plight of farmers. Drawing on a deep well of stories associated with settler experience of life on the land, these reports rarely question the viability of large-scale agriculture in Australian environments. Instead, they concentrate on the human and economic costs, the heroic tales of persistence and survival in the face of so much adversity. Meanwhile, farmers appeal to governments for compensation. Then they pray for rain.
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Dead gum trees in drought-affected South Australia.


Images of drought, fire and flood have pervaded Australian art and literature for over two centuries, drawing the hard-won lines of national character. Australians are a people given to stoicism, salty irony and bittersweet expressions of their attachment to the land. After flying over central Australia in 1949, artist Sidney Nolan remarked on the numerous dry watercourses and the glaring absence of water for thousands of miles. But the country’s ancient appearance nonetheless revealed the extent to which water had shaped it for millennia.

Nolan realised one or two big things about the Australian environment long before they became common knowledge. As he wrote to fellow artist Albert Tucker in January 1950, Aboriginal people ‘show you that the country is a gentle, dreaming one, the barrenness & harshness is all in our European eyes and demands’. And even though most Australians had an urban upbringing, they could not escape the reality of the bush. ‘You’re liable to feel when the hot north wind blows,’ he said in 1964, ‘that the city would, in fact, be blown away and that you would be faced with this kind of interminable … primeval landscape stretching for ever.’4

Australia is the most arid inhabited continent on Earth, with the lowest annual rainfall. While the continent’s climate regions range from the tropical forests and wetlands in the north to the wooded plains, alpine grasslands and temperate forests of the south, the vast bulk of country is semi-arid and desert landscapes. Almost 90 per cent of Australians today live within 50 kilometres of the coast, but the deserts reach every part of the continent at some time or other, especially when raging northerly winds bring waves of baking heat and smother coastal cities in clouds of dust. On the hottest days of summer, when thousands flock to city beaches, it’s as if the heat from the continent’s red centre is literally pushing everyone towards the sea.



Regularly confronted with long periods of drought, Australia’s cities – especially Perth, Adelaide and Sydney – have struggled to provide adequate clean water for their ever-expanding suburban sprawl. In Sydney, the Tank Stream, a reliable supply of fresh water that ran from Hyde Park down to Circular Quay, convinced Governor Arthur Phillip to establish his convict colony at Sydney Cove, but it quickly became polluted by human and animal waste and all manner of contaminants. Despite the first government attempts in Australia to fine polluters, by the late 1820s the Tank Stream could no longer be used for Sydney’s water supply. As the city grew, Sydney Harbour received much of the population’s untreated sewage, leading to outbreaks of typhoid and scarlet fever throughout the nineteenth century.

In Tasmania, the first attempt to establish a British settlement at Risdon Cove in 1803 was hampered by inadequate water supplies and quickly moved across the Derwent River to Sullivan’s Cove in Hobart, where Aboriginal people had lived undisturbed for at least 6,000 years. By 1830, after the influx of thousands of convicts and increasing numbers of free settlers, the Hobart rivulet that supplied the town was severely polluted. In Adelaide – the driest city in the driest of Australia’s states – a similar story emerged with the River Torrens. Within two decades of the city’s foundation, the Torrens became too hazardous to use as a water supply. In Melbourne, the Yarra River was known as a cesspit for most of the nineteenth century. In every colony, governments tried to deter polluters with legislation and fines, to little effect. The learning process was slow.

The Victorian gold rushes in the 1850s dramatically illustrated the urgent need to address water pollution and provide reliable supplies for an exploding population. The gold rushes not only radically transformed Victoria’s society and economy, they also devastated the environment. In Melbourne, the arrival of thousands of gold-hungry migrants from Europe, America and China overwhelmed the city’s rudimentary infrastructure. Without piped water or an underground sewerage system, streams and rivers were spoiled and disease spread rapidly. In the hurry to build accommodation, the bush was felled and replaced by a ‘wilderness of wooden huts’. Raw sewage, rubbish and dead animals rotted in the streets.5

Out on the goldfields, as the earth was dug up in a frenzy of activity, rivers were diverted and creeks polluted with mercury, while the surrounding vegetation was denuded for construction, roads and fires. Native wildlife was hunted to extinction and even more bush cleared to graze sheep to feed the expanding population. Even today, the Dja Dja Wurrung people of the Bendigo region describe these mining lands as ‘upside down country’.6

The feverish pursuit of wealth had a sound and fury all of its own: the repeated firing of the diggers’ guns at night, either to ensure they were in working order or to kill prey; the ceaseless, knocking echo of axemen at work; the sudden thud of trees crashing to the ground; and the ever-present din of thousands of gold-hungry miners and their barking dogs. The cacophony swallowed up everything in its path.

By the late nineteenth century colonial governments had established water boards to regulate waste and sewerage disposal and provide more reliable water supplies. Relying on the ‘modern marvel’ of engineering, they constructed reservoirs, moved water with mechanical pumps and built kilometres of iron and concrete pipelines to divert water great distances in an attempt to diversify water resources. It was the high point of the burgeoning belief that nature could be made to order. If the rivers didn’t flow in the right places, they would be made to do so. If the soil was poor, it would be irrigated and fertilised. If the bush seemed drab, it could be populated with more beautiful, ‘useful or ornamental’ species such as deer, partridge and hares. This was on top of the environmental scourge of already introduced species such as rabbits and foxes. Acclimatisation societies were established to oversee the import and export of flora and fauna across the empire. As the great environmental historian and farmer Eric Rolls concluded, ‘There was never a body of eminent men so foolishly, so vigorously, and so disastrously wrong.’7

After a succession of droughts in Victoria and South Australia in the 1880s, irrigation became an article of faith. At a time when knowledge of the interconnected nature of ecosystems was in its infancy, many argued that it was wasteful to allow the waters of the Murray-Darling – Australia’s most extensive river system, with twenty-two major catchments extending across four states and the Australian Capital Territory, covering an area of more than 1 million square kilometres – to flow out to sea. Water, they believed, was a natural resource that had to be harnessed and made profitable.

In Victoria, in 1884, future prime minister Alfred Deakin was appointed chairman of the Royal Commission on Water Supply, signalling the government’s growing conviction that water security, population growth and economic development were interdependent. Travelling the world to assess the experience of other nations, Deakin met William and George Chaffey in California. There, in the foothills of the Sierra Madre Mountains, the brothers had established a planned irrigation community boasting wide boulevards, an agricultural college and farming allotments bursting with rows of citrus, raisins and grapevines. The young Deakin was instantly won over. Despite the Chaffeys’ initial reluctance, he persuaded them to bring their bold ideas and capital to Victoria.

Having achieved ‘perfection’ in California, the Chaffey brothers would now work miracles in Victoria and South Australia, where they eventually promised to transform 500,000 acres of uncultivated land into a productive, fertile paradise. Echoes of the biblical promised land were undeniable. In a collection of articles designed to attract landholders published in the British press between 1887 and 1889 – ‘The Australian Irrigation Colonies on the River Murray in Victoria and South Australia’– the Chaffeys described how visitors were awestruck by the sight of the Murray, a ‘mighty river about 200 yards across … navigable for over 4000 miles’. Treated to piano soirees, cigars and cognac when they arrived, prospective investors were promised nirvana. ‘All is here that boyhood’s imagination could think of,’ the Chaffeys reassured them, and ‘the blacks are a thing of the past … [they] have long since given up the land to the squatter and taken themselves far north, the few that remain on the stations are fast dying out and the day is not distant when the land will know them no more’.8

Indeed, by the late 1840s most Aboriginal people in the Murray-Darling Basin had been dispossessed of their traditional lands. With Indigenous people no longer posing a threat, guaranteed water and the potential for large-scale exports due to the recent invention of cold storage, the Chaffeys promised the ‘comforts of civilisation’ to prospective farmers. This was a place where ‘small capitalists [would] yearly see their property increase … [and] under the British flag, in a land of perpetual summer … with a fine, smooth-flowing river, skirted by rich groves of trees … rest and be thankful, grow rich, and be content’. It would be nothing less than ‘the capital of a new world’.9

The first few years of the project were an undoubted success. The riverland towns of Renmark and Mildura were staked out, while irrigation channels were dug to carry water from the Murray, driven by steam pumps. The brothers were greeted as heroes. Previously ‘worthless’ lands became bountiful overnight. By 1890 there were 3,300 people at Mildura and 1,100 at Renmark, well over half of them from Britain. But discontents in the Chaffey’s Garden of Eden started to appear when farmers, expecting free water, complained bitterly about its control and distribution, and the ignorance of inexperienced farmers soon showed.

The ambitious scale of the Chaffeys’ project eventually brought it undone. In 1893, when the Murray almost stopped flowing, salinity worsened and the already depleted soil became even less productive. In the same year, a bank crash brought the property boom to a dramatic halt and ushered in an economic depression. The Chaffeys’ company immediately went into liquidation as banks foreclosed on landholders. Many farmers were ruined. Only after the Victorian government created the Mildura Irrigation Trust in 1895 and took full responsibility for the region did it become possible for Mildura to prosper as the government-controlled scheme in Renmark had done. A royal commission also exposed the Chaffeys’ dubious financial arrangements and poor management practices. It would not be the last time that Australian governments were forced to save the day after private investors had run amok.

Between 1895 and 1903, Australia experienced one of its worst droughts since records began. Known as the federation drought, it was the result of three successive El Niño events and, coming on the back of a significant recession, it ravaged the pastoral and agricultural economies. For a country that had grown accustomed to measuring its economy by the millions of sheep on the land – over 100 million at the turn of the century, before the drought halved the number – or the tonnes of wheat produced annually, the long dry came as a profound reality check. It also heightened inter-colonial suspicion and rivalry in the lead-up to federation, particularly when it came to the waters of the Murray-Darling.

The colonies’ bickering grew more intense as the drought worsened, the contours of the debate familiar today. South Australia, fearing that there would be little water left if the other states were free to irrigate without restraint, argued for federal control of the river system. Concerned that their agricultural sectors would collapse if they lost their right to irrigate, New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland succeeded in securing a constitutional guarantee that each state and its people had ‘the right … to the reasonable use of waters of rivers for conservation and irrigation’.10 Exactly how words like ‘reasonable’ and ‘conservation’ would be defined was essentially left to the courts to decide.

From the moment the Commonwealth government’s River Murray Commission was established in 1915, water management became one of the essential building blocks of nation-making. Governments and their bureaucracies meddled with the flow of rivers – building increasing numbers of dams and reservoirs, squabbling over water rights and taking more and more water in a bid to boost agricultural production. As each additional project radically altered the Murray’s flood regimes, the pressure on the entire river system escalated.11

The federation drought forced pastoralists and farmers to recognise the impact of overstocking and overcropping: massive erosion, creeping salinity, the explosion of feral populations, land turning to dust as millions of sheep and cattle pounded the earth and fouled watercourses in a country that had never seen hard-hoofed animals before. Nevertheless, throughout the twentieth century, governments continued to elevate rural development and economic growth over the needs of the environment.

The early explorers’ dreams of a vast inland sea had proved to be nothing more than fantasy, but governments and settlers were undeterred. In an increasingly mechanised rural economy, there was land clearing and drilling for artesian water in Queensland, the overuse of bore water in southwest Western Australia, worsening salinity, especially in the remote Mallee region of Victoria and South Australia, western New South Wales and Western Australia, the leaching of soil nutrients due to excessive use of phosphates, the pollution of rivers and waterways across the continent, and the granting of land to farmers and returned soldiers in areas that were not viable for farming.12

If this were not enough, there was the relentless raiding of the Murray-Darling – that fragile ‘ribbon of life’ that the poet Henry Lawson memorably described as ‘either a muddy gutter or a second Mississippi’ – to support water-hungry crops such as cotton.13 The impact on biodiversity in Australia’s delicately balanced ecologies – the wetlands of the Murray-Darling Basin, the woodlands of Western Australia’s wheatbelt, the riverine plains of New South Wales and countless others – was staggering.

After Indonesia, Australia possesses the largest number of endemic species on Earth. Since colonisation began in 1788, the country has lost over 100 species of flora and fauna. Australia leads the world in mammal extinctions, with thirty-eight native mammals lost so far. Every year, more and more species are declared endangered, both in Australia and globally.

As leading environmental historian Tom Griffiths has highlighted, Australia experienced industrialisation and colonisation almost simultaneously. The year 1788 was not only the beginning of one of the world’s great cultural encounters, it was also a ‘momentous date in world ecological history’ because of the radically different technologies that were so suddenly imposed on Australia’s environments.14

The process of European colonisation in Australia – one that undoubtedly unleashed bountiful levels of agricultural production – was never simply a one-dimensional tale of environmental destruction in the face of capitalist greed. Competing ideas and voices of dissent arrived with Europeans as well, including a growing environmental consciousness and campaigns for environmental protection. These led to the establishment of the Royal National Park south of Sydney in 1879, shortly after Yellowstone National Park in the United States was proclaimed a ‘public park or pleasuring ground’ in 1872.

There have also been intense debates about the developmental potential of the continent. The Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Scheme, initiated by the Chifley Labor government in 1949 as part of postwar reconstruction and completed in 1972, was the crowning example of government faith in the ability of engineering and technology to harness water resources – diverting rivers, building dams and reservoirs, and employing a 100,000-strong multinational workforce. As Prime Minister Robert Menzies said when he opened the Snowy Scheme in 1958, it was teaching Australians ‘to be thankful for big things, to be proud of big enterprises, to be thankful for big men’. The success of the Snowy scheme only encouraged the perception that the Australian environment could be made to order, stimulating development and feeding ever-increasing population growth. But geographers, ecologists, demographers, economists and scientists have long debated Australia’s population capacity. Labor prime minister Kevin Rudd’s enthusiastic promotion of a ‘Big Australia’ in 2009 echoed century-old arguments, some of which, like the writer E.J. Brady’s popular book Australia Unlimited (1918), fantastically claimed that Australia could support a population of 200 million.

Although water security has been at the heart of so many of these debates, Australians were late to learn from Indigenous knowledge. While making his influential documentary series First Footprints (2013), anthropologist Scott Cane was astonished to learn that ‘every senior man [he] lived with in the Great Sandy Desert knew the location of every waterhole … over areas of at least 40,000 square kilometres’. Sitting in a Fremantle hotel, Cane listened as elders from the Great Victoria Desert sang the songs of Rottnest Island, a place they’d never been to. They carried an oral map in their hearts and minds, learnt from the Tjukurpa, a complex, all-encompassing body of law and spiritual knowledge that goes back thousands of years to ‘arid, glacial times’. The map revealed the location of every waterhole in the country over which ‘the tradition was manifest’. One narrative of the Tjukurpa, for example, begins in the Pilbara, travels over 3,000 kilometres through the desert to the Lower Eyre Peninsula, then heads north and crosses the continent before it ends on Groote Eylandt in the Gulf of Carpentaria.15

Europeans have also loaded their own stories, myths, metaphors and legends onto the land. The most historically potent of these, the bush legend, celebrated a certain kind of rural male – a ‘practical’ man with a laconic, dry sense of humour who is egalitarian in spirit, loyal to his mates, fond of a drink and wary of too much self-reflection. These are qualities Australians have usually invested in their soldiers, bushrangers, stockmen, shearers, sportsmen and firefighters. The legend – created by urban writers rather than outback types themselves – said more about the men who came from the bush than it did about the bush itself, which, although it shaped them profoundly, was often little more than a stage for these ‘blokes’ to strut their stuff.

Nature and culture, all too often imagined as divisible, have always been inextricably bound together in both Indigenous and non-Indigenous cosmologies, even though their respective languages often seemed to be at cross-purposes. Generations of Australians in the twentieth century learnt the words of Dorothea Mackellar’s poem ‘My Country’, first published in 1908 in the London Spectator. The opening lines of the poem’s second stanza remain the crowning example of white belonging, and still echo loudly in the national imagination:


I love a sunburnt country,

A land of sweeping plains,

Of ragged mountain ranges,

Of droughts and flooding rains.



Sydney-born Mackellar – who drafted the poem while she was in London, thinking of the properties she’d visited as a young woman in rural New South Wales – recognised drought and flood as permanent features of Australia’s climate, but she also reinforced the myth that despite ‘flood, fire and famine’, the land always ‘pays us back threefold’. A story was told, probably apocryphal, that when a drought broke on a property Mackellar was visiting, she danced barefoot in the rain, amazed at the ‘mist of green grass’ that suddenly appeared ‘across the paddocks’.

Perhaps one of the reasons ‘My Country’ remains so popular is because the poem doesn’t require readers to consider the human impact on the environment. Instead, everything is left in the lap of the beneficent gods – who, it seems, will always redeem Australia’s ‘terror’ and her ‘pitiless blue sky’. ‘She’ll be right’ in the end.
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31 December 2019. Mallacoota, Victoria. The photograph appeared in news outlets around the world. Enveloped by an eerie, smoke-filled haze and the sinister glow of approaching fires, an eleven-year-old boy steered a small boat carrying his mother, brother and family dog to safety. Onshore, over 4,000 people were gathered on the beach, anxious to escape out-of-control bushfires driven by wild winds. The shoreline was littered with dead birds, charcoal and burnt leaves; people could hear gas bottles, cars and houses exploding in the near distance. If the radiant heat became unbearable, the authorities told them to stand in the water.

There is only one road into Mallacoota, and it was now completely cut off by the fires. Rescue by air was too risky. Within days, the Royal Australian Navy was evacuating residents and tourists by sea to disaster relief centres in Melbourne. For once, the sensationalist headlines seemed accurate: ‘Terror Coast’; ‘Apocalypse Now’; ‘The World Saw This Australian Beach Town Burn’. NASA images showed gigantic plumes of smoke hovering over the southeast of the continent, then drifting slowly out into the Pacific.

The photograph of the masked boy in the dinghy – his hand firmly grasping the tiller – captured the unthinkable. The beach, which for millions of Australians had long been a site of leisure and pleasure, was no longer safe. In the case of Australia’s megafires, it was merely the last precarious strip of sand on which to stand.

Australia’s Black Summer bushfires of 2019–2020 were unparalleled on a global scale. People repeatedly (and accurately) used the word ‘unprecedented’ until it lost all meaning. It seemed that there were no words capable of fully capturing the scale and intensity of the fires’ devastating impact. They had started burning in Southeast Queensland and Northern New South Wales as early as winter 2019 – easily one of the hottest and driest years on record – and by Christmas there were thousands of fires burning, most of them in the southeast of the continent.

Tallying the trail of ruin is sobering. By late February 2020, when the fires finally subsided, they had burnt out nearly 25 million hectares of forest, one of the largest areas ever destroyed by fire anywhere on the planet. Three billion animals died. Thirty-three people lost their lives and hundreds more died later or were hospitalised with respiratory problems due to smoke inhalation. More than 3,000 homes and properties were incinerated.16 Other impacts – psychological trauma, grief and emotional upheaval – are not so easy to quantify.

In Rocky Hall, a village inland from Pambula on the far south coast of New South Wales that was twice threatened by fire, locals Carly Baker, Helen Carey and Wendy Whitby worked for the next three years to document the lasting impact of the fires on their community. First, they described the three-year drought that preceded the fires. Dams were empty. The rivers and creeks had stopped running. The only visible water lay in a handful of algae-ridden pools. Trees were dying and there was no grass left in the paddocks, save a few splintery blades that crackled underfoot. On the roadsides, the fly-blown carcasses of kangaroos and wallabies rotted in the sun. Above, clouds that looked like they might bring rain never did. Dust, flies and heat were the only constants. The whole country resembled a parched canvas that might ignite at any moment.

The drought was both outside and inside; spiritual as well as physical. As people explained, it gnawed away at you and unsettled you. You felt that you were part of the earth because you were one with its yearning for rain. There was no way of hiding or shutting yourself off. And you lived in constant fear of what would come next.

On New Year’s Eve, both Cobargo and Mallacoota were hit by firestorms. Rocky Hall and other villages in the coastal hinterland were next in line. Although firefighters fought valiantly, these were fires that could not be fought, only avoided. They recalled the nerve-racking build-up: clearing gutters, checking tanks, removing everything from around the house, packing belongings, deciding whether to leave or stay, keeping in communication with neighbours and the local fire brigade, and all the while watching and waiting for the fire to arrive. For those who remained, the sound of the fire approaching was terrifying. As Carly Baker recalled: ‘There was a deep and ominous continuing rumbling coming from some distance to the southeast. The ground was vibrating beneath my feet.’17

The windows in the house shook. An eerie darkness descended and the air thickened with smoke. It was hard to breathe, even wearing a mask. Visibility was down to few metres. The temperature climbed to 50 degrees, the sun a menacing red ball in the smoke-ridden haze. As ash and embers rained down, animals were incinerated and birds fell from the sky. Gum trees combusted spontaneously. The fire was so powerful it created its own weather. Nothing was predictable. No matter how much preparation had been done, survival was simply a matter of chance; the distance between life and death was razor-thin.




[image: Burnt-out car and destroyed home remain among rubble after bushfire in rural hilly landscape.]

Batlow, NSW, 2020, by Stephen Dupont.


When it was over, the silence descended – windless and echoing. No birds called. Few animals could be seen alive. Everyone and everything everywhere reeked of ash and smoke. The landscape resembled the crumbling skeletons of cities after bomb blasts – charred and still-smoking trees stretched as far as the eye could see, the entire forest denuded of undergrowth and any sign of life. Fire burnt out creek lines and riverbanks, and entered areas of remnant rainforest that had not seen fire since the end of the last Ice Age. Most people had survived. But the environment that had sustained them had been destroyed and altered so radically that it would take decades to recover. Everything had changed – would it ever be possible to live in the same way as before?

Stephen Pyne, the world’s most eminent historian of fire, has argued that anthropogenic climate change has ushered in a global fire age, or what he calls the Pyrocene – a new era for which Australia’s southeast corner will be the bellwether. The most fire-prone region in the world, it is likely to experience more and more megafires. Although extreme fires ravaged large parts of California, Canada, Portugal, Greece and the Amazon over the last decade, none rivalled the Black Summer fires.

More than any other part of the world, the Australian continent was created by fire. Over tens of thousands of years, Indigenous people used ‘firestick farming’ (a term coined by archaeologist Rhys Jones in 1969) to shape and manage the land – to clear forests, burn grasslands, regenerate vegetation (particularly food-producing plants) and attract marsupial prey. Their use of fire was carefully balanced, targeted and tailored to local conditions. Its aim was to ensure that resources were – in historian Bill Gammage’s classic distillation – ‘abundant, convenient and predictable’, not just in one place, but in many places, which Aboriginal people would move between from one season to the next.18

Europeans were slow to understand the full import of Indigenous burning. In December 1696, Willem de Vlamingh was astonished by the rows of trees he saw on Rottnest Island, ‘arranged in such a way that one would think they had been planted in a straight line by a professional, to make it into a park’.19 It would take non-Indigenous Australians several generations to understand that the country they encountered on their arrival was not ‘natural’ but carefully created by Aboriginal burning. In the wake of the Black Summer fires, regional fire authorities across the country sought to increase cooperation with traditional owners and learn more about their use of fire. But this kind of knowledge transfer and learning process remains complex. Knowledge of traditional burning practices is more intact in some parts of the country than others. Equally, identifying burning practices used over thousands of years before Europeans arrived is a very different proposition to using the same practices in environments transformed by more than two centuries of colonisation. And while there is broad agreement about the significance of Indigenous burning and its importance to the health of Country, there is considerable disagreement about the particular ways this burning was carried out, especially across different regions thousands of kilometres apart with vastly different climates and ecologies.

Because of the decline in Indigenous burning, many parts of Australia are more densely forested than they were in 1788. What were once park-like landscapes are now covered in bush and scrub, making them even more fire-prone. A continent shaped by Indigenous firestick farming for millennia is now dominated by a radically different fire mentality. Fire is more often seen as a threat to life and property than as a tool to rejuvenate Country.

Almost 70 per cent of Australia’s plants are fire-adapted. Some, like Victoria’s mountain ash and alpine ash forests, rely uniquely on hot, fast-moving crown fires to crack open their seeds. This is the area Stephen Pyne has labelled the ‘fire flume’, where so many of Australia’s most cataclysmic firestorms have originated and so many lives have been lost – partly because Australians have continued to settle in environments that have evolved to burn. As Tom Griffiths has remarked, ‘It is clearly hard for humanity to accept the innate power of nature.’



That power has been on graphic display in the succession of major bushfires before Black Summer – Black Thursday, Victoria, 1851; Red Tuesday, South Gippsland, Victoria, 1898; Black Sunday, Gippsland, Victoria, 1926; Black Friday, Victoria, 1939; Black Tuesday, Tasmania, 1967; Ash Wednesday, Victoria and South Australia, 1983; the Canberra Fires, 2002–2003; and Black Saturday, Victoria, 2009, which saw the greatest number of lives lost (173) of any fire in Australian history.

Until the early twentieth century, Australians could perhaps have pleaded that they lacked the environmental knowledge to fully understand how to live in the fire continent. But in the second half of the twentieth century, they slowly came to appreciate that previous generations had given little thought to the environmental impact of their rapid expansion into Indigenous lands. Between 1939 and 2021, bitter experience and countless inquiries and royal commissions forced a number of changes – burning was increasingly controlled and regulated through legislation, while authorities conducted hazard-reduction burning. After the loss of life in the 2009 fires, new policies advised people to leave their homes when ‘catastrophic’ fire days were forecast. The extent of fire regulation and interstate coordination across the country proliferated, as did disaster management authorities.20

By the early twenty-first century there appeared to be general recognition of two unreconciled imperatives: the need of fire authorities to meet the public’s expectation that fires should be prevented, predicted, fought and ‘managed’, and the gradual acceptance on the part of the public that some fires were so powerful they could not be stopped.

‘Management’ – even more than ‘protection’ or ‘sustainability’ – had become the dominant concept for thinking about Australia’s environments. Today, Australians and their governments are reluctant to relinquish the illusion that they can control nature. In cities like Perth and Adelaide, both of which are experiencing longer dry periods due to climate change, government intervention has been necessary to avoid running out of water. In the eastern states, the Murray-Darling Basin Authority promises to ‘manage … water resources in the national interest’.

Yet no amount of management has been able to stop the Murray from running dry, or prevent a series of environmental catastrophes. In 2019 and 2023, at Menindee on the Darling/Baaka River, millions of fish – mostly native species such as Murray cod and bony bream – died in massive ‘hypoxic black-water’ events. Dead fish floated on the river, their stinking carcasses extending for tens of kilometres. Large fish populations driven by floods, and subsequent high temperatures, were blamed for the low oxygen levels in the river. But as one local landowner remarked, the fish kills were also caused by what was in the water, which wasn’t considered safe to drink. Barkindji traditional owners, who have fought for decades to protect the Baaka, described the state of the river and the recent fish kills as an ‘Australian tragedy’.21
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A road under water after devastating floods in Lismore, New South Wales, 2022.




In the era of climate change, everything is connected more than ever before: the frequency and intensity of droughts, fires and floods, energy and environmental policies, fossil fuel emissions, habitat destruction and biodiversity loss, foreign policy, defence, trade and national security. The recent megafires and catastrophic floods experienced by towns such as Lismore in Northern New South Wales are no longer purely ‘natural’ events. Nor are they simply repeating the fires and floods of Australia’s past. They are, in fact, something entirely new – ‘disasters’ that will arrive with even greater ferocity in the future, delivered by the hands of nature but created by the impact of our own species on the planet and its climate.






People of Ireland treasure the memory of the deeds of your ancestors. The warriors die but the true cause lasts for ever.

Inscribed in Irish on the 1798 memorial, Waverley Cemetery, Sydney

Henry Lawson.

Australia’s Poet and Story Writer.

Born 17th June 1867.

Died 2nd Sept 1922.

‘Love hangs about thy name like music round a shell, no heart can take of thee a tame farewell.’

Inscription on Henry Lawson’s gravestone, Waverley Cemetery, Sydney
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Waverley Cemetery, Sydney.


THEY FACE EAST TOWARDS the rising sun – a cluster of Victorian and Edwardian monuments crowned with angels and crosses, Egyptian obelisks, imposing tablets of white Italian marble and unassuming memorials covered in weeds. As cemeteries go, it’s in one of the country’s most dramatic and peaceful locations; death seems to hold no terror here. If you stop to read a handful of the thousands of inscriptions that tell the stories of life and death across two centuries, it’s possible to imagine that every thread of Australia’s history is woven into one grave-studded hill that spills down to the Tasman Sea.

Waverley Cemetery – where Europeans have ‘pitched their tents of stone’ since 1877 – occupies 16 hectares on the edge of Sydney’s sandstone coast between Bronte Beach and Clovelly.1 The eastern edge of the grounds lie perilously close to towering vertical cliffs – their base strewn with enormous boulders – a popular route for coastal walkers, whale spotters and fishers, and the site of many tragic deaths over the years. Long before Europeans arrived here in the early nineteenth century, the Gadigal, the area’s traditional owners, managed the sandstone heath, dunes, coastal gullies and freshwater lagoons. All along the coast, indications of their presence abound – rock engravings, axe-grinding grooves, middens, campsites, burials and ceremonial sites.

Today, only one Aboriginal person is documented among the remains of more than 90,000 people buried at Waverley Cemetery. Many others undoubtedly lie with them, people whose Aboriginal ancestry was hidden from public view. Walking downhill from the cemetery gates towards the sea, visitors pass the graves of people of every conceivable profession, class, age and religion. The inscriptions on gravestones record dates of birth and death and familial connections. Some that commemorate those who died unexpectedly or tragically – from childbirth, fire, mining disasters, scarlet fever – remark wryly on the brevity and unpredictability of life. Nearly every inscription expresses the hope for a destination beyond ‘this life’.

Public attention falls on the famous and infamous dead: ‘Australia’s poet and story writer’ Henry Lawson, his fellow poets Henry Kendall and Dorothea Mackellar, aviation pioneer Lawrence Hargrave, organised crime figure George Freeman, cricketer Victor Trumper and writers Mary Gilmore and Donald Horne. War is a prominent theme. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission tends the graves of well over 100 soldiers who fought in the First World War (some at Gallipoli), and others from the Second World War, Korea, Vietnam and more recent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq.

The land on which the cemetery stands is close to the estate that once belonged to Edward Smith Hall, who co-founded The Monitor (1826), New South Wales’ third newspaper. In the first decades of the penal colony, when press censorship was believed to be in the interests of social stability, Hall was a fearless critic of the repressive governor Ralph Darling. Prosecuted seven times for libel and sentenced to jail once, Hall remained undeterred, using the pages of The Monitor to champion a free press, trial by jury, representative government and the first stirrings of republican sentiment in Australia.

The mausoleums of the Packer and Fairfax media dynasties lie at nearby South Head Cemetery, also managed by Waverley. The avenue that skirts Waverley Cemetery’s southern perimeter is named after Jules François (originally John Feltham) Archibald, co-founder and editor of The Bulletin (aka The Bushman’s Bible), probably the most influential journal in late-nineteenth-century Australia. Aside from Lawson’s mother, Louisa – poet, newspaper proprietor, women’s suffragist and feminist – Archibald was the person who gave Henry Lawson, poet ‘Banjo’ Paterson and so many other writers their chance to shine.
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Louisa Lawson and her son Charles in front of their bark hut, Gulgong area, 1870–1875.




Born in a tent on the Grenfell goldfields in 1867, Henry Lawson was only twenty when Archibald published his poem ‘A Song of the Republic’. It was a blistering distillation of The Bulletin’s nationalism, juxtaposing a corrupt old world (‘the old dead tree’), bloated with royalty, aristocracy and an eager cast of pathetic hangers-on, with the innocence and promise of a new world (‘the young tree green’), a manly paradise where the ‘Sons of the South’ would rise to proclaim a republic that championed equality and justice for all white Australians. Lawson believed that ‘the land belonged’ to his generation of ‘native-born’ men and women. While he quickly became celebrated for his poetry, journalism and short stories, he struggled with alcoholism and mental illness throughout his life.

Despite Lawson’s literary success, he was nearly always short of money, a quality that only endeared him to a Bulletin readership who cherished ‘down and outers’ and larrikin heroes rather than ‘big noters’ and ‘fat cats’. In stories such as ‘The Drover’s Wife’ (1892), Lawson depicted the monotony of the bush, where women were left alone for months on end among ‘the everlasting maddening sameness of the stunted trees’, while their husbands were away droving sheep and cattle. Alone with her children in a slab hut with an earthen floor, the drover’s wife fights fires and floods, kills snakes, rejects advances from lascivious passers-by, looks after livestock and completes her domestic chores. Although she reads The Young Ladies’ Journal, the bush strips her of the ‘womanly and sentimental side of [her] nature’. In order to survive in a man’s country, she’s forced to become manly herself – a woman shaped completely by the harsh and unforgiving nature of her environment.

Louisa Lawson also believed that life in the bush numbed women’s emotional lives, and she viewed men’s treatment of women more critically than her son, drawing attention to the prevalence of domestic violence. In an essay published in 1889, she described women’s lives as grim, lonely and silent. The ‘Australian bush woman’, she wrote, ‘is not emotional … she suffers silently’. ‘She is a slave, bound hand and foot to her daily life.’ In Australia’s ‘remote and isolated spots, man is king and force is ruler. There is no law, no public opinion to interfere. The wife is at the man’s mercy … [and] there is a vast deal of the vilest treatment.’2 In 1903, Henry was convicted of domestic violence after his wife, Bertha, filed an affidavit accusing him of cruelty. When she died in 1957, she was buried with him at Waverley.

When Lawson died in September 1922, he was given a state funeral at the insistence of Prime Minister Billy Hughes. The poet who began his published life calling for a republic was walked to his grave by ‘representatives of vice royalty, the Commonwealth and state governments, the judiciary, and the professional and business life’ of Sydney.3 Decades before he died, Lawson’s youthful republicanism had been replaced by a cooler assessment of Australian nationalism. In the poem ‘Star of Australasia’ (1895), he bemoaned Australia’s ‘bloodless flag’ that had emerged from the nation’s convict ‘slime’, and predicted that the ‘Star of the South’ would rise not through a republic but ‘in the lurid clouds of war’. Twenty years later, with the landing at Gallipoli, he would be proved right.

Thousands of admirers accompanied Lawson’s coffin from St Andrew’s Cathedral through the streets of Sydney to Waverley Cemetery. Lawson was interred in the grave once occupied by his fellow poet Henry Kendall, after Kendall’s remains were moved to a more illustrious site up the hill. More than a century on, visitors wander through the cemetery asking, ‘Where is Henry Lawson’s grave?’

The stories of Waverley’s little-known dead could easily grace the pages of Lawson’s short stories, or even outdo them for colour and narrative. Take Caroline Keightley, for example, celebrated for riding 60 miles to Bathurst in 1863 to secure a £500 ransom to save her husband’s life after their property was raided by Ben Hall’s gang of bushrangers; or Evelyn Marsden, born at Stockyard Creek, 80 kilometres north of Adelaide, the only Australian woman to survive the sinking of the Titanic in 1912; or Australia’s first Jewish convict, Esther Abrahams, born in London in 1771 and transported in the First Fleet to New South Wales at fifteen, who bore seven children to Lieutenant George Johnston, whose estate she inherited but eventually lost after one of her sons successfully argued that she was insane.

For all the biographical vignettes that could be drawn from Waverley’s cast of thousands, it’s the larger historical truths and fault lines that stand out: Australia as a migrant nation where men ruled and women fought (and still fight) to achieve political, legal and social equality; a land where convicts and settlers prospered in ways that would have been unimaginable in their countries of origin; a society without an established church or aristocracy in which democracy advanced relatively quickly and Europe’s rebels and revolutionaries were granted large parcels of land; and colonies in which every new arrival assumed their God-given entitlement to dispossess Indigenous Australians of their lands.



The most glaring fissures in Australian society evident at Waverley, however, are the lines of religious difference, pointing to the history of sectarianism and Irish-Catholic nationalism. This leads to the related question that arrived in Australia the moment Lieutenant George Johnston became ‘the first [British] man’ to step ashore at Sydney Cove in 1788: how would these profound religious and cultural differences shape the six colonies the British Empire established in Australia between 1788 and 1859?
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Australia was conquered in the name of two empires: Christ and the King. Religious institutions had their own centres of spiritual gravity and power. They sought to save millions of lost souls who had no knowledge of God – or so they thought – and they had their own territorial ambitions and their own modes of dispossession. They were embedded on the frontier, establishing ‘civilising’ missions, schools and churches and frequently offering refuge to Aboriginal people.

Catholics competed for souls with the much larger Church of England and the Presbyterian Church (the established churches of England and Scotland, respectively), as well as with other Christian denominations – Methodist, Congregationalist, Baptist, Lutheran, Seventh-day Adventist and the Salvation Army – and any number of minor offshoots, all with their own pathway to heaven.

Between 1788 and 1868, the Irish comprised approximately 25 per cent of all convicts transported to Australia, and until the First World War, they made up between one-third and one-quarter of Australia’s population. They were the largest ethnic group after the English. While more than 80 per cent of Irish were Catholics, a minority were Anglo-Irish or Ulster Protestants loyal to the British Empire who ascended quickly into the upper echelons of colonial society.4 Although the ongoing struggle for an independent Ireland throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries mattered enormously to Irish Catholics – and the Catholic Church in Australia was overwhelmingly Irish until the Second World War – only a small minority were hardcore republicans. Irish Australians saw their struggle for inclusion in their adopted homeland and their support for Home Rule in Ireland as broadly complementary, at the same time as they recognised the differences between the two ambitions. Establishing the Catholic Church, Catholic schools and their stake in the new country mattered most of all.

Mythology and stereotypes were another matter. The governing classes in the Australian colonies were fond of depicting Irish Catholics as poor, uncivilised drunks and whores with seditious tendencies. Reverend Samuel Marsden, New South Wales’ firebrand Anglican chaplain in the first decades of the nineteenth century, described the Irish as the ‘most wild, ignorant and savage race’ he had encountered, and for many bigots like him, the Irish were barely above Aboriginal people on the ladder of civilisation.5 This shared sense of oppression at the hands of the British sometimes created close ties between Indigenous and Irish Australians.

In the British imagination of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the two most important political events were the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789. The authorities believed that if colonial New South Wales was to avoid its streets ‘reeking with human blood’ and losing the Crown’s latest acquisition to a republic of thieves and pirates, Irish convicts must be kept in check. In 1803, fearing uprisings, Governor King trialled a mixture of repression and leniency, encouraging the formation of loyal associations of emancipists to defend the colony and approving Catholic services. Within a year, however, King’s fears appeared justified.

In a botched and ramshackle affair, Irish convicts – some of whom had been transported after taking part in the 1798 uprisings in Ireland – led about 300 of their fellow prisoners in a rebellion at Castle Hill, west of Sydney, which was swiftly and viciously repressed. Chanting ‘Death or liberty!’, the rebels planned to take Parramatta and Sydney before commandeering a ship and sailing back to Ireland. But they found themselves betrayed by informers, outmanoeuvred by a hastily organised force of redcoats and volunteers, and quickly routed. Thirty-nine lost their lives. Many fled. Others were captured or surrendered. Some were sentenced to 500 lashes. Nine were hanged, their bodies left dangling from the branches of trees at the convict outpost of Toongabbie so the birds could do their work. The event would live on in popular memory, not only because of the pivotal role of the Irish in the Eureka Stockade uprising on the Ballarat goldfield half a century later, but also because the rebellion played into the long history of British repression in Ireland.6

Centuries of British subjugation formed a deep well of ancestral memories that Irish Australians drew on when required. Victorian-born bushranger Ned Kelly – son of an Irish convict father transported to Van Diemen’s Land in 1841 for stealing two pigs – offered a memorable example in his celebrated Jerilderie Letter, something of a last testament. In Kelly’s words, England had ‘destroyed, massacred and murdered their forefathers by the greatest of torture as rolling them downhill in spiked barrels, pulling their toes and finger nails, and on the wheel and every torture imaginable’. He described how Irish convicts were ‘transported to Van Diemen’s Land to pine their young lives away in starvation and misery among tyrants worse than the promised hell itself’.

In the decade after Kelly’s father arrived in Van Diemen’s Land, more than 10,000 Irish convicts would be sent there, most of them illiterate, pre-industrial rural poor fleeing the Irish famine, which saw 1 million deaths.7 As with many Irish rural poor, Ned Kelly and his family saw themselves as victims of persecution, particularly at the hands of Victorian police. Rather than die ‘in servile chains’, Kelly believed it was more honourable to violently resist authority. He was dead at twenty-five, sentenced to death by an Irish-Protestant judge, Redmond Barry, and hanged on 11 November 1880 at the Melbourne Gaol. Early that morning, thousands waited outside the prison, eager to hear news of Kelly’s walk to the scaffold. Less than twenty-four hours after his death, Maximilian Kreitmayer had made a wax cast of Kelly’s face and placed it on public display in his nearby waxworks museum.


[image: Plaster cast of a man's face with eyes closed and neutral expression, displayed in a museum setting.]




In his short life, Kelly was born the eldest of eight, lost his father at twelve, spent three years in prison for stealing horses, robbed banks, committed several murders, and held sixty people hostage at gunpoint in his last stand at the Glenrowan Hotel. There, as a journalist present at the siege reported, ‘in the dim light of morning, with the steam rising from the ground, [looking] for all the world like the ghost of Hamlet’s father with no head, only a very thick neck’, Kelly, armed to the teeth, confronted police at dawn wearing 41 kilograms of plated armour from head to knee – a readymade mythical image that would be immortalised in folklore, art and music for decades to come.


[image: Silhouetted figure on horseback wearing a square helmet and holding a rifle, riding across a flat open plain.]

Ned Kelly by Sidney Nolan, 1946.


In 2009, archaeologists found Kelly’s skeleton – minus the skull – in a mass grave in Melbourne’s Pentridge Prison. The remains were identified based on DNA from one of his descendants. In 2013, 133 years after he was executed, Kelly’s remains were reburied by his relatives in northeast Victoria. His skull has never been found.



The Kelly myth lived on because Australians – who imagined themselves as anti-authoritarian and egalitarian despite their obedience to government and desire for upward social mobility – eagerly embraced the story of a young Irish-Australian rebel who outwitted police and knew how to dramatise his predicament through vivid prose and outrageous costumes. They celebrated his rebelliousness and forgot his criminality. Like the Anzac legend, the story of Ned Kelly created a heroic martyr from the ashes of a humiliating defeat.

Kelly’s deep sense of grievance and his determination not to forget the sufferings of his Irish ancestors was an extreme form of the profound separateness that would mark religious sectarianism in Australia for a century to come. In the early nineteenth century, before priests arrived from Ireland in large enough numbers, Irish Catholics held private masses in the bush celebrated by secular priests. Some convicts had religious tattoos. Although forced to attend official Anglican services, they clung to their Catholic faith, which they saw as one with their Irish identity.

The first waves of Irish convicts and emancipists were forced to live without the institutional scaffolding of the Catholic Church, but Catholic priests and religious orders proliferated from the mid-nineteenth century. This was helped in part by Dublin-born Governor Richard Bourke’s enlightened Church Acts (1836), which ensured per-capita government funding for Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian and eventually Methodist churches in New South Wales.8 Once large numbers of Catholic schools were established in every colony, it became possible for Irish Catholics to live from birth to death within a distinct and separate Catholic culture, involving not only education and church, but also business, sporting and social networks. The growing calls for Irish Home Rule, suspicions regarding the loyalty of Irish Australians to the British Crown and long-standing class disparities between Catholics and Protestants only strengthened the cultural and religious divide.

This religious tribalism intensified further in the late nineteenth century. On 21 January 1868, the ship carrying Prince Alfred, Queen Victoria’s second son, docked at Circular Quay. There, colonial parliamentarians stood under an enormous triumphal arch nervously waiting for the prince to disembark. Among them was NSW colonial secretary Henry Parkes, who had attended the great working-class Chartist demonstrations of the late 1830s in Birmingham and now stood on an imperial stage in blue and gold court dress with sword and cocked hat. As he told his wife, Clarinda, he was overwhelmed by the thought that a humble couple who had married in Edgbaston ‘would live to dine with Princes and be led in by Earls’.

Two months later, when Irishman Henry O’Farrell, an alleged but unlikely member of the Fenians – an outlawed Irish republican organisation – attempted to assassinate Prince Alfred at Clontarf beach in Sydney, it was Parkes who led mass indignation meetings and a wave of sectarian hatred, despite the fact that many Irish Australians had enthusiastically embraced Alfred’s visit. With the help of NSW premier James Martin, Parkes passed the Treason Felony Act to ensure ‘better security of the Crown’ by swiftly punishing anyone guilty of ‘seditious practices’, including the arrest and imprisonment of those who used language disrespectful to the Queen or failed to drink to her health at public occasions. The establishment was so embarrassed by O’Farrell’s actions that he was swiftly hanged, even without any evidence that he was part of a Fenian conspiracy. Irish Catholics were accused of being innately prone to disloyalty and sedition, of ‘suck[ing] disloyalty with their mother’s milk’.9

The assassination attempt was yet another reason for Irish-Catholic and Protestant Australians to define themselves in opposition to one another. One of Waverley Cemetery’s most elaborate and evocative memorials – the monument to ‘Wicklow Chief’ Michael Dwyer and the United Irish rebels of 1798 – defiantly faces the cemetery’s Church of England section, reminding visitors of the long Irish struggle for independence. When the monument was unveiled on the centenary of the uprising in 1898, thousands of Irish Australians were in attendance.

The story they chose to tell, however, was not one of rebellion. Drawing on the mythical power of 1798 as a symbol of their heritage, they hoped for ‘a close and happy union’ in Australia between Protestants and Catholics.10 Like many Protestant elites and colonial liberals who supported the foundation of secular, state universities that were the first of their kind in the British Empire – Sydney (1850), Melbourne (1853), Adelaide (1874) – they believed sectarianism was an old-world evil that did not belong in the Australian colonies.11 Events would soon prove how difficult this would be to realise.

Over the next century, Catholics and Protestants would adopt starkly different positions on some of Australia’s most divisive debates: state aid for Catholic schools; land reforms; the influence of communism in trade unions and the Labor Party; the emergence of an independent Irish republic; the celebration of Empire Day; and loyalty to the British Empire. While Australians today often remark on their polarised political culture, nothing in recent times comes close to the rupture and acrimony that occurred during the First World War over conscription into the armed forces.
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In 1901, when the Australian colonies ‘agreed to unite in one indissoluble Federal Commonwealth under the Crown of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland’, they did so ‘humbly relying on the blessing of Almighty God’, thanks largely to the initiative of the South Australian Irish-Catholic lawyer and politician Patrick McMahon Glynn. At the time, 40 per cent of the Australian population belonged to the Church of England, just over 20 per cent identified as Catholic and 10 per cent as Presbyterian. Only 40 per cent of Christians regularly attended church, a reflection of the vein of secularism that had marked Australian colonial societies from the outset. Glynn saw the insertion of God into the preamble to the constitution as ‘simple and unsectarian’, a means of promoting social harmony.12

When Europe stumbled into war, the news galvanised Australians. Speaking at the Melbourne Town Hall in 1914, the self-described Irish-Catholic nationalist John Gavan Duffy claimed that Irish Australians were willing to forget ‘all the injustices of the past’ and ‘stand shoulder to shoulder’ with Britain in her hour of need. It would take little more than twelve months for Duffy’s rash expression of unconditional loyalty to be shattered.

Australia’s initial rush of patriotism – fundraising, recruitment drives and the rapid shift to a war economy in which women played an increasingly important role – soon gave way to a more sober attitude. A year after the war began, volunteer recruits were already getting harder to find as the true nature of the conflict seeped into the community. What started as Boys’ Own adventure quickly became a war of unimaginable human cost and with no end in sight.

Inflamed by the passions of war and grief, the existing lines of sectarian conflict in Australian society became even more intense as citizens were forced to confront the question of conscription. At the centre of the conflict were two men: Billy Hughes, prime minister of Australia (1915–1923), and Daniel Mannix, the Irish-born Catholic archbishop of Melbourne (1917–1963). Their personalities and allegiances could not have been more different.

Hughes: diminutive, pugnacious, cunning, arrogant, ruthless, politically opportunistic and prone to outbursts of rage, thrilled crowds with his passionate oratory. He entered federal parliament in 1901 and remained there until his death in 1952. Mannix: tall, aloof, intellectual and fearless, a man who rarely proffered his political views from the pulpit but knew how to hold an audience of thousands in his hands at large public rallies opposing conscription. While Hughes saw undying loyalty to the British Empire as the best means of preserving White Australia in the face of supposed threats from Japan and the need to protect Australia’s ‘empty north’, Mannix described conscription as a ‘hateful thing’ and argued that Australia had already done its ‘full share’. For all Australian patriots, Mannix insisted, ‘Australia is first, and the Empire is second.’13

In late July 1916, when Hughes returned from imperial war cabinet meetings in London, he was greeted as a homecoming hero by troops and adoring crowds. Just two weeks earlier, in the Battle of Fromelles on the Western Front, almost 2,000 Australian men had been killed and 400 captured in just twenty-four hours. These grim statistics would later stand as the most significant loss in one day by any Australian division during the First World War. Britain and New Zealand had just introduced conscription, and although there was considerable opposition to it within the state and federal Labor parties and the union movement, Hughes was convinced of the need for reinforcements and was determined to force his colleagues’ hands.

The British government’s recent execution of the Irish rebels involved in the Easter Rising in Dublin had eroded some Irish Australians’ earlier support for the war and sensitised them to any suggestion that their sons, many of whom had already died, should be forced to serve the same empire that had killed their countrymen and women in Ireland. Hughes persisted nonetheless, eventually persuading the federal Labor Party by the thinnest of margins to support a national vote.

In a period of fourteen months, Hughes, with the help of the Liberal opposition, steered the country through two bitterly fought referendums, both of which were narrowly defeated; the first in October 1916 (51.61 per cent No), the second in December 1917 (53.79 per cent No). Voting was not mandatory at the time – compulsory voting would not be introduced until 1924 – but the turnout of registered voters was over 80 per cent. The political and social divisions exposed by the referendums were profound.

Supporting conscription and unconditional loyalty to the empire was the Protestant establishment – churches, conservative and liberal politicians, newspaper editors, and a range of leading businessmen and public figures. The working classes and unionists – who argued that industrial conscription would follow military conscription – and farmers and Irish Catholics were more inclined to oppose conscription.14

After the first referendum loss, Hughes led a walkout of twenty-four Labor MPs and formed the National Labor Party, leaving behind an anti-conscription Catholic rump to dominate the Australian Labor Party. He soon merged his new party with the Liberals to form the Nationalist Party, a wartime coalition that would survive until 1922. Hughes wasted little time in characterising No voters as ‘shirkers’, ‘parasites’, ‘devils’, ‘swine’ and ‘traitors’, fuelling anti-Catholic bigotry. The ‘Irish vote’ and Mannix – ‘a man to whom every German in the country look[ed]’, he bellowed – were to blame most of all for the defeat of the referendums.

Hughes had adopted every measure possible to cripple his opponents, including press censorship and extraordinary degrees of police surveillance and repression. Anti-conscription meetings were sometimes broken up, names taken and speeches recorded for potential prosecution. On both sides, violence marred rallies and political meetings. Conscription divided marriages, friendships and families. For those who had already lost loved ones or whose family members were fighting on distant fronts, intense emotions fuelled bitter public disputes.

While libertarian arguments against compulsory powers over citizens highlighted the need to protect individual conscience, they were often drowned out by alarmist and threatening propaganda. ‘Vote Yes’ pamphlets repeated Hughes’ line that Australia was ‘in deadly peril’ if recruitment numbers weren’t raised. Voting No, they claimed, would mean deserting the empire in its hour of need and allow Germany to take Australia, while the sacrifices of Australia’s Anzacs would be in vain.

Much emotional blackmail was targeted at women, particularly mothers. One placard showed the grim reaper coming for a baby in its cot, as a mother gazed at a Yes/No pamphlet on her desk with the accompanying caption: ‘Mothers … you who have breastfed your babies … you who were taught to believe that life was a sacred thing … what have you to say?’ Hughes responded with his customary vitriol and invective, telling mothers that they could either be proud of a ‘nation of heroes, or stand dishonoured as the mothers of a race of degenerates’.

Women’s organisations were at the forefront of both sides of the debate, shaming men who failed to enlist, supporting conscription through the National Council of Women or leading the case against conscription via the Women’s Peace Army, which was founded in 1915. Leading feminists and suffragists Vida Goldstein, Cecilia John and Adela Pankhurst of the famous British women’s suffragist family were among its founding members. John, ‘a fine contralto’, opened the WPA’s anti-conscription rallies by singing ‘I Didn’t Raise My Son to Be a Soldier’, a song soon banned under wartime censorship. Pankhurst and Goldstein, who fought not only against conscription and militarism but also to protect women from rising prices and the deleterious economic effects of the war, were frequently assailed by returned soldiers during their rallies, while Pankhurst was imprisoned in 1917 after food demonstrations ended in riots.15

The heated debates over conscription and the mounting toll of the war had afforded Hughes the pretext to restrict civil liberties, one he used at every opportunity. The ‘enemy’ was not only on the front but within Australia, including the 4,500 people of German origin who were interned during the war, some because they supported imperial Germany, and others simply because of their ancestry. Given the extent of the forces massed in favour of conscription, it was all the more remarkable that Hughes failed. Even troops on the front only voted narrowly in favour of conscription, and Australia remained rare among combatant countries in maintaining a purely voluntary system during the war. The loss of both referendums wounded Hughes’ pride but did not cost him government. The Nationalists were returned to power in 1917 and again in 1919, a reminder that the Australian electorate was capable of separating the narrower issues involved in referendums from the much larger issues at stake in elections.
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Vote No advertisements, conscription referendum, 1917.




In the decades ahead, Australians nurtured the memory of the Great War through the Anzac legend and the countless war memorials erected in towns and cities across the country. But they would come to forget the sectarian divisions that had been inseparable from the war at the time it was fought. The war left Australia with a substantial national debt, but the scale of personal loss and grief was immeasurable and unutterable, and the deepened sectarian divisions would scar the country until the late twentieth century. As historian Joan Beaumont concluded, Australia was left a ‘broken nation’. Meanwhile, the Labor Party, irreparably damaged by the split that Hughes had engineered, would remain out of office until the Second World War, aside from Joseph Scullin’s ill-fated two-year government during the Depression.
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Sectarianism alienated families and everyday society as much as politics. From cradle to grave, the grip of the Catholic Church was intended to be absolute and all-encompassing – no aspect of life was left untouched by its dogma and laws. Pope Pius X’s 1908 ‘declaration of matrimonial law’ (Ne Temere) inflamed the divisions between Catholics and Protestants in the newly federated Australia. The only marriages the Catholic Church would recognise were those performed within its own churches, preferably in the bride’s parish.

A ‘Protestant Indignation’ meeting held in Adelaide in 1911 attended by over 3,000 people was typical of reactions across the country. Speakers argued that if Protestant churches recognised marriages between Protestants and Catholics, then the Catholic Church should do the same. They also pointed out that the Pope’s decree would only reinforce the idea that Australia was ‘two nations’ instead of one.16

The personal dismay and pain felt by both Catholics and Protestants would continue for decades to come. If a Catholic wished to marry a Protestant, one partner would have to convert: the Church considered children born within unauthorised marriages to be illegitimate, and Catholics who married in other churches were deemed to be ‘living in sin’.

The personal experience of Ben Chifley, Australia’s postwar prime minister (1945–1949), was sadly recognisable for many Australians in the first half of the twentieth century. When Chifley fell in love with Elizabeth McKenzie shortly before the First World War, two well-known families in Bathurst – one proudly Catholic, the other staunchly Presbyterian – faced a predictable dilemma. When Chifley proposed to Elizabeth, she insisted they marry in a Presbyterian church. Under enormous pressure, Chifley decided he would marry Elizabeth ‘even if he had to lose family and friends’, and they wed in a Presbyterian church in inner Sydney. Neither Chifley’s parents nor Elizabeth’s attended. Although they were not ostracised by their families, they always lived with the ‘shadow’ of illegitimacy. Chifley remained true to his Catholic faith, and continued to attend mass for the rest of his life but could not take communion.17 Until well into the 1960s, denominational divides similar to Chifley and McKenzie’s tore friendships, marriages and families apart.
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After Robert Menzies’ Liberal–Country government came to power in December 1949, the political ambitions of sectarian and socially conservative Catholics intersected with the sharp ideological battles of the Cold War. In 1951, Labor leader H.V. Evatt courageously led the referendum campaign against Menzies’ attempt to ban the Communist Party of Australia. Evatt managed to secure a slim victory for civil liberties at a time when fear about the ‘menace’ of communism was at its height. But after he narrowly lost the 1954 election and bitterly denounced the right-wing anti-communists in the ALP, a new, Catholic-led political party split from the Labor Party. By 1957 it had coalesced into the Democratic Labor Party (DLP).

Engineered partly by the brilliant polemicist and tenacious Catholic warrior B.A. Santamaria, and financially supported by sections of the Catholic Church, the DLP was determined to oppose the influence of atheistic communists in trade unions and the Labor Party. Aligned with Menzies in its vigorous support of the United States and denunciation of communist China, the DLP helped to keep Labor out of power until its influence waned in the early 1970s. By then, the Menzies government had introduced state aid for independent and religious schools in 1964, and an increasing number of Catholics had joined the conservative parties. Traditional sectarian divisions were also subsiding due to the dramatic social changes wrought by migration: Australia was becoming the multi-faith society it is today, at the same time as traditional religious observance was in decline.

From the early 1970s, although Anglicans and Catholics remained the largest Christian denominations, the proportion of people reporting to have no religion in Australia steadily increased. In the 2021 census, 38.9 per cent of Australians claimed to have no religion. Even among those who identified with a particular religion, their adherence to their faith was likely far less strict than it was fifty years earlier. In 2022, four out of five marriages were conducted by civil celebrants.

In the early years of the penal colony in New South Wales, Reverend Samuel Marsden lamented that the higher ranks of colonial society were ‘lost to God’, and the convicts were ‘even worse’. No one, he complained, seemed to be in need of the ‘Great Physician of Souls’.18 Today, in an era of ever-declining identification with institutional religion, the lives and deaths of Australians are more likely to be controlled by their own individual beliefs than Church dogma.

Waverley’s ‘tents of stone’, many of them standing obediently within their religious encampments in a manner typical of so many cemeteries throughout Australia, are slowly giving way to very different ways of commemorating death. Today, friends and family are just as likely to gather in backyards as churches to farewell their loved ones – their ashes buried in places that were sacred to them or scattered to the wind.






All of us who have experience of growing up in migrant or refugee communities can bear witness to how the migrant’s sense of origin is made traumatic by the past, and how the conception of homeland is seemingly embalmed by memory and history. Home is always the past and never the present.

Christos Tsiolkas, 2018
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HOMELANDS
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Salt at Mina Mina, Dorothy Napangardi, 2008.


DUSK, JUNE 2013: A CAR hurtled along the Tanami Road – a dirt track generously described as ‘State Route 5’ that runs over 1,000 kilometres from the Northern Territory to the Great Northern Highway in Western Australia. The vehicle was overcrowded and visibility was low. The car hit a ditch at high speed; the driver lost control and the vehicle rolled. Warlpiri woman Dorothy Napangardi – one of Australia’s most acclaimed artists – was thrown out of the car and died instantly. One of her grandchildren in the car was injured. Sadly, this was not unusual in this part of the country. Like many other roads that traverse central and nothern Australia, the Tanami is littered with the wrecks of cars that failed to reach their destination.



As obituaries appeared in Australia and overseas, authors strained to describe Napangardi’s work, particularly the large black-and-white canvases she produced in her final years and for which she became renowned. These mesmerising paintings affirmed her deep connection to her ancestral Country at Mina Mina – desert oak and sandhill country that lies in a massive flood plain near Lake Mackay on the edge of the Great Sandy Desert. When the rains come, the claypans fill with water; when the rains recede, the earth cracks and leaves salt-encrusted indentations. Seen from the air in dry times, the salt plains take on the appearance of vast, furrowed flatlands after a snowstorm.

Best viewed from a distance, Napangardi’s canvases carry an undeniable electricity. The generic term ‘dot painting’ belies their complexity. Fluid, lattice-like connections; shimmering constellations; lines that touch briefly, converging for a moment before separating. And always movement – sinuous, irregular and rippling with life – that pulls the viewer into and through the canvas. Everything is reduced to bare essentials: like the great salt Lake Mackay, which, when viewed from above, looks like ‘a series of crisscrosses … like grid patterns … like an intricate pattern of interwoven string’.1

Born sometime in the early 1950s – the precise date of her birth was not recorded because it took place ‘beyond the settled districts’ – Dorothy Napangardi spent her childhood at Mina Mina, 700 kilometres northwest of Alice Springs.2 This was a time she treasured for the rest of her life, a time of freedom and plenty: camping near claypans and soakages, hunting for bush tucker like goannas and honey ants, and collecting and grinding seeds with her Warlpiri mother, who taught her how to make seedcakes. Dorothy did not see a white man until she was about eight years old.



A government patrol officer arrived one day in the late 1950s and tried to persuade her family to leave their Country. White miners, pastoralists and their cattle, he told them, would soon be competing for their campsites and hunting grounds. They resisted, but like so many others they were forcibly removed to a government settlement at Yuendumu that had been established to accommodate Aboriginal people who had given up much of their traditional way of life.3 Yuendumu, about 300 kilometres northwest of Alice Springs, was initially set up as a ‘native settlement’ at the end of the Second World War. Baptist missionaries arrived shortly afterwards. The government’s intention was to use these so-called settlements as re-education camps. Government stores, vegetable gardens, citrus orchards, roads and aerodromes were quickly built with ‘native’ labour. Schools were established where boys could be taught trades and girls instructed in sewing and dressmaking. ‘Correct clothing’ was provided, while instruction in the finer details of hygiene was administered with iron discipline.

By the time Dorothy’s family arrived at Yuendumu, over 400 (mostly Warlpiri) Aboriginal people were residing there. Her parents missed their Country at Mina Mina intensely and hated the confinement, enforced by a regime that gave them whitefella names and forbade them from speaking their language. Incensed, Dorothy’s father, Paddy Japanangka Lewis, a proud Pintupi man who was reduced to digging holes for the authorities at Yuendumu, decided to walk 400 kilometres with his family to Mina Mina but was driven back. Eventually he agreed to move them to Nyrripi, an outstation much closer to their Country. Like countless Aboriginal people in the wake of invasion since 1788, they had been treated like exiles in their own country.



Once touched by the heavy hand of white Australia, Dorothy lived between two cultures. She retained the Baptist faith she first encountered at Yuendumu, and gave birth to four daughters from her first (arranged) marriage to a much older Warlpiri man, Jampijinpa, whom she eventually left. When she moved to Alice Springs in the mid-1980s, she married a European man and fellow Baptist, Eddie Ebborn, with whom she had another daughter. It was here, together with other Warlpiri women, that she enrolled in a course at the Institute for Aboriginal Development and was encouraged to paint. She soon met Roslyn Premont, director of the Centre for Aboriginal Artists and Craftsmen.

Sydney-born Premont, art adviser and curator, had lived in New Caledonia and worked at the Australian embassy in Paris, where she found the French people she met in diplomatic circles excited about Australia’s Indigenous art. She returned to Australia determined to learn more about Indigenous cultures and kindle interest in the art and cultures of the Pacific, which she believed were poorly represented in major collections and state galleries.

Premont arrived in central Australia little more than fifteen years after the beginning of the contemporary Western Desert art movement in the small community of Papunya, 250 kilometres northwest of Alice Springs. There, in the early 1970s, schoolteacher Geoffrey Bardon had supplied more than twenty male elders from six different language groups with materials and acrylic paint and encouraged them to paint their Dreaming stories on board or canvas. He also urged his European contacts in Alice Springs to purchase their work.

What most Australians today understand as ‘Indigenous art’ was, from the beginning, the result of collaboration between white facilitators and First Nations artists. As well as being a guarded representation of the Dreaming – under Aboriginal law only certain aspects of the Dreaming can be imparted to non-initiated people – it is also a relatively recent phenomenon. Published in 1966, art critic Robert Hughes’ seminal history The Art of Australia had no entry for Indigenous Australians in its index, nor any discussion of Aboriginal art, even though the landscape watercolours of Hermannsburg artist Albert Namatjira (emerging from his association with Australian artist Rex Battarbee) had attracted considerable interest since the 1930s.

In 1990, within three years of meeting Napangardi, Premont opened Gallery Gondwana in Alice Springs. It was a propitious moment. By this time, Indigenous art was increasingly seen as one of the most distinctive and original aspects of Australian culture, particularly abroad. Napangardi was one of the first artists represented by Premont, who also exhibited the work of Anmatyerr woman Emily Kame Kngwarreye. Then in her eighties, Kngwarreye, who was born in 1910 near the Utopia pastoral station northeast of Alice Springs, only began painting on canvas in 1988. But by the time of her death eight years later, she had produced more than 4,000 works in daring, rapidly evolving styles and was celebrated internationally as one of Australia’s greatest artists. The widespread acclaim garnered by Kngwarreye’s paintings paved the way for generations of outstanding Indigenous women artists like Napangardi, whose work would soon attract similar levels of attention.

Until the mid-1990s, Napangardi painted her ancestral Bush Plum and Bush Banana Dreaming in densely packed, intensely colourful canvases, which earned her national esteem and several awards. But it was after Premont provided her with her own studio space at Gallery Gondwana in 1995, and a long-awaited, life-changing trip with her aunties back to Mina Mina in 1999, that her work became more radically experimental. ‘Everything dropped away’ until only the essential aspects of her women’s Digging Stick Dreaming stories remained on the canvas – or, as Napangardi put it, ‘the in and the out of it’. As Premont explains:


Mina Mina is a Dreaming associated with women. It’s called the Karntakurlangu. ‘Karnta’, meaning women, and ‘kurlangu’ meaning belonging to … If you look at the names of [Dorothy’s] paintings, you’ll see this name repeated because that’s the main Dreaming story she is retelling. During ceremony, the women sing songs in short song cycles that contain the knowledge about that country. The graphics of the body paint and the words to a song are very important. They can’t be changed in any way. They’re passed down word by word from generation to generation. As they sing their song cycles they have someone, one of the women they now refer to as a policeman, who listens in and makes sure that it’s word perfect. The ceremony is intended to regenerate and to acknowledge the country. When Dorothy paints, she’s painting that country, but the graphics are open. You’re free to paint your country however you want as long as you’re painting the country that belongs to you.4



Napangardi now had full custodial authority to paint her ancestral country, and her creativity blossomed. ‘While I’m doing my painting,’ she explained, ‘I always have my family in my mind, I have my country in mind.’ The Warlpiri kinship system explains how people relate to one another, but ‘its central importance for the Warlpiri worldview is that it also relates the people to the [all-encompassing] concept of the Tjukurpa (Law) and the land’.5 This means that family, Country, Law, the Dreaming and their existence in Dorothy’s paintings are inseparable; they are not different components or representations of one or the other – they are one and the same.

Nearly all of Napangardi’s work was completed in Alice Springs, far away from Mina Mina. Like all Warlpiri people, she still lived in the Dreaming but not in the same way as she did as a child at Mina Mina. Her Country lived inside her, but she was physically severed from it. Her very existence as an artist, her displacement from her ancestral country and the new life she built for herself in a predominantly European culture – including flying regularly to Fiji, her ‘island home’, where she had a lover in the last years of her life – were a direct consequence of colonisation.6

Despite her reputation and popularity, it’s likely that few non-Indigenous viewers of her work understand its full meaning and complexity. As with every other market, the Indigenous art pool has its fair share of sharks, parasites and opportunists eager to profit from the work of Aboriginal artists, many of whom live in relative poverty. Given the contradictions and ethical quandaries involved, it’s easy to lose sight of the revolutionary impact that Indigenous art has had on modern Australia.

Because of the remarkable international success of Indigenous artists such as Dorothy Napangardi, Emily Kngwarreye and so many others, Australians and overseas audiences have slowly begun to ‘see’ Indigenous cultures for the first time – their astonishing aerial view of Country, their deep connection to and ancient knowledge of the land and environment, their critical perspective on colonisation, and the unfathomable depth and complexity of their Dreaming stories. No other art form has infiltrated the domestic, work and corporate spaces of white Australia more than Indigenous painting. No other art form has played such a recognisable ambassadorial role in projecting contemporary Australian culture and identity overseas.

The Desert art movements emerged in the 1970s, around the same time that the Aboriginal Homelands movement saw many people return to their ancestral Country after being removed from their lands in the name of assimilation. Like the participation of First Nations players in cricket and football – Australian Rules football partly emerged from a game traditionally played by Aboriginal people – Indigenous art helped to break down decades of prejudice. In its wake came greater recognition of Indigenous music, literature, theatre and dance, and for those who paid close attention, the larger political struggle for justice with which all these art forms were inextricably bound up. There was also a growing understanding that Indigenous art revealed something that white Australians had long struggled to articulate: the sacred in the landscape.

For the majority of the twentieth century, Australian artists – some of them infected with the ‘cultural cringe’ – felt bound to leave Australia for Europe or North America in their quest for education and recognition. The centre of artistic life was thought to be in London, Paris or New York. The holy places of Christianity were also in Europe and the Middle East. These places aside, the deepest emotional connections for the vast majority of Australians related to Britain. When British kings and queens died, thousands lined the streets of Australia’s cities and towns, heads bowed in solemn reverence. After the national euphoria of Queen Elizabeth II’s royal tour to Australia in 1954 – the first by a British monarch – Buckingham Palace pleaded for mercy before her next tour in 1963, asking the Australian government if it could avoid scheduling ‘balls and dances’, ‘women’s functions’ and ‘large dinner parties’. ‘The Queen,’ said the Palace, also ‘thought that one Garden Party in each State should be the limit … and no more than two visits to racecourses.’

For most of Australia’s post-1788 history, its cultural, religious and historical imagination was centred thousands of kilometres from where its people lived. Although their transplanted cultural traditions gradually took on new inflections and signs of a more independent nationalism, until the 1960s the bulk of Australians lived in spiritual exile – speaking, praying or waving to some semblance of a distant homeland.

At some point in the late twentieth century, more Australians started to see their own places as sacred, connected to a far deeper history and inhabited by cultures and stories that were intimately bound to the country itself. Along with a surge of creativity in the arts and the writing of Australian history, the rapidly increasing prominence of Indigenous art was at the forefront of this change. So too was the growing appreciation of Indigenous ways of belonging to Country.

The inability to be fully human unless you are in and with your own Country is one of the most distinctive aspects of Australia’s Indigenous cultures and their millennia-long history. Not even centuries of invasion and colonisation have managed to eradicate it, perhaps because it is not a literal or material relationship, but spiritual. For many non-Indigenous Australians who are on the outside looking in, it also possesses an undeniable mystery: a reminder that, as recently arrived migrants in a country that Indigenous Australians have occupied for more than 65,000 years, they do not have the same keys to Country.

By the early twenty-first century, the national and international resonance of the work of Indigenous artists such as Dorothy Napangardi was a constant reminder that the cultures once considered peripheral to Australia’s history and identity had become pivotal. Every other strand of Australian culture, every other way of speaking about the country and belonging to it, was the result of recent waves of migration.
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Modern Australia has always been a migrant society, from the tightly controlled convict migration of the early nineteenth century to the carefully managed Commonwealth intake of over 440,000 migrants in 2023–2024. The sleight of hand of the Anglo-Celtic majority – at the end of the Second World War 90 per cent of Australia’s population was British – was to render themselves and their descendants the ‘true’ Australians, while casting people who came from elsewhere as migrants. The truth is that all non-Indigenous Australians are migrants; everyone, except Indigenous Australians, can trace their ancestry to another homeland.

Australia was the last inhabited continent on Earth to be claimed by Europeans. Migrants were creators and destroyers, populators and dispossessors, entrepreneurs, builders of communities, and victims of racism and oppression. Many, like the Scots and the Irish who came with their own stories of violent displacement, clung even more tenaciously to the land they took from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, spinning their tales of hard-won homemaking in a new land.

The rapid onset of successive waves of migration turned Indigenous Australians into internal migrants. They were driven from their Country and ripped from their families, compelled to learn new languages and live in starkly different cultures and territories. In the wake of invasion, everyone in Australia carried stories of dislocation and survival, but Indigenous Australians had their very existence threatened by the racist policies of governments.

For most migrants, attachment to their new land and home was a slow, uneven process, reflected in the letters they wrote to family and friends back home. Writing to loved ones was the nearest thing to being with them. To receive a letter was to breathe the air of home, to hear if not touch the daily rhythms of life and speech from which they had been separated. Letters were the closest link to places and ways of life that did not require explanation.

As strangers in a strange land, migrants often felt as if they’d fallen ‘out of the world altogether’.7 They lived a double existence – physically present in the new country while memories of the old country filled their hearts and minds. Forgetting the old home was ‘hard work’, while to go for months or years without receiving a letter aroused fear and anxiety. For the superstitious, even to dream of distant family and friends could suggest there was something wrong, while epistolary silence was itself a kind of death. Hence the feverish anticipation of the arrival of mail, the frantic opening of letters, the rushed first reading and painstaking subsequent readings. Every word had to be savoured, felt and lived.

In April 1854, Michael Normile and his sister Bridget, originally from West Clare in Ireland, left the port of Liverpool on the Araminta. Bound for Sydney, the ship carried 354 migrants from various parts of Britain. Some had the cost of their passage paid by family or friends; others were recipients of government assistance schemes. Although Normile couldn’t see it at the time, his journey was a microcosm of a global phenomenon. Between the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries, over 22 million British migrants made new lives in North America, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, marking one of the most extensive migrations in human history.8 The Australian colonies were created through waves of mass migration: distant but significant cogs in an ever-intensifying system of imperial capitalism.

Like many Irish migrants in the mid-nineteenth century, Normile left his rural home shortly after the devastation of the famine (1845–1852). In the three decades that followed, over 100,000 men and women would emigrate from Clare alone. Normile was barely twenty-four when he arrived in Sydney. Although it was common for migrant ships to experience significant loss of life during the months-long voyage to Australia, the captain of the Araminta was publicly thanked by his passengers (Normile included) and gifted a gold chain and key in appreciation of their safe arrival. Within twelve months, Normile had made his way to West Maitland and married Bridget Neylon, the daughter of his parents’ friends in Clare. Employed as a storeman and carter, he was surprised to see so many of his former neighbours on the dirt track that passed for the town’s main street. It felt as if his community in Clare had been transported to West Maitland.9

Once confined largely by his village boundaries, he now found himself trying to come to terms with not only his own displacement, but that of his friends and family as well. One of his sisters ended up in Brisbane. A brother and other friends were in America. Within a decade, another brother and family friend, both troopers in the British Army, would be sent from the East Indies to fight in the New Zealand Wars. Like nearly every Irish migrant to Australia, he had connections with family or friends in other parts of the world; his new life was part of a much wider experience than a mere two-way relationship between Clare and Maitland.

For so many migrants who came from Europe to Australia in the nineteenth century, it was difficult to stop their ideas of their country of origin from fossilising. At such a distance, how could they keep track of the changes that coursed through their communities back home? For Michael Normile, letters and newspapers from Clare allowed him to imagine, however fleetingly, that he was at home with his family, listening to their voices, attending weddings and funerals and chewing the fat: ‘Believe me dear father I feel meself at home when I am reading your valuable letters & newspapers, I read them over & over – but to my grief I expect never will see Ireland any more …’ Newspapers were particularly prized, for both families back in Ireland and their lost brothers and sisters in Australia. Normile pleaded with his father to send him a ‘good Catholic paper’ from Clare. When he did receive one – the English mail arrived and departed monthly – he read every column before circulating the precious pages to ‘upwards of sixty people’ in West Maitland. Meanwhile, back in Ireland, newspapers from Australia and the United States were passed from one family to the next in astonishment and amusement.

In his new home, Normile complained bitterly of the hot northerly winds in summer, the blistering heat that burnt the ‘soles of his feet’ and the bushfires that left ‘cattle strewn dead along the roads’. ‘I would give a mouthful of money for a mouthful of fresh air,’ he wrote in 1855. Like every new arrival, he busily compared his ‘curious’, ‘infant’ home with the one he’d left behind, grumbling about bushrangers and the lack of infrastructure in West Maitland and warning his uncle that, without a wife, he probably wouldn’t like bush life in Australia as he’d have to cook his own meals and wash his own clothes.

As a devout Catholic, Normile’s impressions of Australia were shaped to a large extent by his faith. He was reluctant to live in the ‘wild country’ in ‘the interior’, where he ‘might not see a priest for years nor the face of a white man for months’. He couldn’t bear the thought of being unable to christen his children, let alone dying without receiving the last sacraments. Like any migrant, he was forced to reconstruct his belief systems on foreign ground. Because he was surrounded by people of ‘six or seven different religions’, it was even more important to be ‘near [his] priest & church and religion’ if he were to feel at home. He recoiled from the irreligious nature of frontier society – men who drank their entire wages in a night and the first generations of native-born Australians, who were ‘wild and careless about religion’. But he ‘drank plenty’ on St Patrick’s Day ‘in remembrance to the old Shammerick Shore’, and retained a healthy scepticism towards his ‘Dubliner’ priest in Maitland – ‘I think a horse would not carry all the money he has.’

Astonished at the ‘great flow of emigrants’ rushing to the goldfields in the NSW Snowy Mountains in the early 1860s, Normile disliked the relatively uncivilised state of colonial society that emerged from this sudden mixture of ‘every class and race of people … from every part of the world’. He also noted the enormous economic opportunities open to the ‘sober’ and industrious migrant, who could find ‘good wages’ and the best ‘eating and drinking’. No one, however, could hide from the inexorable process of personal transformation that accompanied migration: ‘Everybody changes when they Come to this Colony,’ he told his father, ‘you will not find the same as [at] home.’



One unfamiliar aspect of Normile’s adopted home was the enormous cultural difference he confronted, described by another Irish migrant around the same period as ‘all sortes black & white misted & married together’.10 Compared to a rural village in Clare, New South Wales society in the 1850s and 1860s comprised an astounding array of peoples and cultures, from Indigenous people to continental Europeans, Americans and Chinese. It also saw Irish, English, Scottish and Welsh – both Protestants and Catholics – living together in ways that were rarely heard of back home. Mass emigration not only created new British societies around the world, it also remade the idea of Britain itself.

By the turn of the century, the Chinese were the third largest group of migrants in Australia, many of them lured by the prospect of wealth on the goldfields. Normile remarked on the number of Chinese men rushing to the goldfields in southern New South Wales, displaying the racist attitudes characteristic of the time: ‘This country is [so] infested with that race of people Chinamen that they are able to destroy any employer. [They] work for little or nothing.’ Only two years before he wrote these words, the NSW government had restricted Chinese immigration. Responding to a petition from over 3,000 European miners, many of whom had been involved in horrific racial violence against Chinese miners at Lambing Flat in 1860–1861, the government was also following in the footsteps of anti-Chinese legislation passed in Victoria (1855), where over 40,000 Chinese migrants had worked on the colony’s goldfields. Strengthened in the late nineteenth century despite the opposition of governments in Britain, these racially discriminatory policies were precursors to the Immigration Restriction Act (1901) and the White Australia policy.11



Few other nations maintained such vigorous allegiance to the idea of a purely white society. There were plenty of exceptions to White Australia: convicts of Jewish and African descent, Chinese miners, market gardeners and businessmen who helped to establish so many towns throughout Australia, Māori whalers, Japanese pearlers on the northwest coast, Afghan cameleers in the central deserts and more than 60,000 Melanesians brought to work in the Queensland sugarcane fields from 1863 until the early twentieth century, when most were callously expelled. But Australia remained a defiantly British society until the end of the Second World War. The Commonwealth Naturalisation Act (1903) barred Asians, Africans and Pacific Islanders from becoming British subjects, while those who had already arrived were denied the right to bring their spouses or children to Australia. At every opportunity, White Australia’s barricades were erected swiftly and held firmly in place.
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Advertisement for the ‘Bring Out a Briton’ campaign.




For most of the twentieth century, politicians from all parties prosecuted racist policies with relentless zeal, while The Bulletin carried the slogan ‘Australia for the White Man’ on its masthead until 1961. From the earliest immigration assistance schemes driven by Edward Gibbon Wakefield in the mid-nineteenth century to the ‘Ten Pound Pom’ scheme established in 1945 and the ‘Bring out a Briton’ program championed by the Menzies government in 1957, there was no doubting Australia’s priorities. Assistance schemes for British migrants would not end until 1982. For well over 150 years, the apex of human civilisation in the eyes of most Australians was to be both white and British. Racial ‘mixing’ and ‘contamination’ was abhorrent, unless its purpose was to make Aboriginal people disappear by ‘breeding out the colour’.

From 1901 until 1958 Australian governments upheld these racist policies by issuing a ‘dictation test’ to all non-Europeans seeking to enter Australia, an idea borrowed from the South African province of Natal. Initially, applicants were asked to write out fifty words dictated by the immigration officer, in any European language of the officer’s choosing. After 1905, this was broadened to any prescribed language. Prospective non-white immigrants were given dictation tests in languages they did not speak to ensure failure and prevent them from entering the country.

One of the most striking aspects of Australia’s dramatic conversion from a white, British enclave to a diverse, multicultural nation is the extent to which it was driven by self-interest and economic necessity. In 1944, Labor prime minister John Curtin admitted that the country needed to rethink its migration policy, arguing that a larger population – preferably upwards of 30 million – was necessary to ensure Australia’s future security. The following year, Arthur Calwell, Australia’s first minister for immigration – an office that was suddenly thought essential as the war ended – signalled a seismic shift in Australia’s policy.

Calwell announced that Australia would receive Jewish refugees, migrants from continental Europe and thousands languishing in displaced persons camps there. As he explained, Australia had no choice: the war had again exposed Australia’s deepest fear: its vulnerability as an island continent. If it were to ‘survive’ as an isolated western nation in the South Pacific, Calwell argued, it desperately needed ‘markets, migrants and capital’. Yet the changes he introduced were cautious and incremental; initially he even argued that they were a means of strengthening White Australia. ‘For every foreign migrant’, he said, there would be ‘ten from the United Kingdom’. In addition, once the conflict was over, the Australian government deported many Asian-born servicemen and their families, as well as refugees who’d fled from occupying Japanese forces in Southeast Asia and found their way to Australia during the war.

Although Australia accepted small numbers of migrants from Italy, Greece and Yugoslavia after the First World War, and a handful of Jewish refugees before the outbreak of the Second World War, these figures were insignificant compared to what happened after 1945. By 1954, more than 170,000 displaced persons had found refuge in Australia. And by 1961, with Australia’s population exceeding 10 million, the proportion of non-British migrants – mostly from Italy, Greece, Holland, Germany, Poland and the Baltic – had risen to nearly 10 per cent. The change was both far-reaching and carefully managed.

The immigration department set up ‘Good Neighbour’ councils in every state, securing the assistance of over 10,000 people in more than 100 locations to help migrants adjust to life in Australia. To ensure that ‘new Australians’ were fully assimilated, the Commonwealth government established ‘migration accommodation’ camps or ‘holding centres’, where migrants were tutored in English and the finer points of Australian culture – particularly loyalty to the British Crown. As Howard Beale, acting minister for immigration, remarked in June 1953, the Coronation celebrations held in migrant camps – which included film screenings, light shows, bonfires, essay competitions, tree plantings, flag presentations and children’s choirs singing ‘God Save the Queen’ and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ – ‘marked an appreciable step forward in [migrants’] assimilation, both as regards their own attitudes to the British way of life and in respect of their acceptance by the Australian community’.12

The push for migrants to assimilate mirrored the intolerance towards migrant communities during wartime. Thousands of Australians born in Germany, Austria, Italy and Japan were interned in the 1940s. Even the 2,000 German and Austrian Jews who had been interned in Britain by Churchill and came to Australia on board the SS Dunera in 1940 were classed as enemy aliens and placed in detention camps. Australia had been slow to accept Jewish refugees, at least until its long-standing suspicion of importing racial problems subsided in the wake of the Holocaust, when the Commonwealth accepted nearly 20,000 displaced Jews from Europe.

By 1966, when the Harold Holt Liberal–Country government granted entry to a small number of Asian immigrants, a number of factors had forced its hand: the establishment of the United Nations in 1945 and its commitment to racial equality; the civil rights movement in the United States; the quickening process of decolonisation across the globe; and growing pressure from immigration reform and Indigenous protest groups at home. It finally became clear that if Australia wanted to be respected in the eyes of the international community, the racist pillars of the Commonwealth had to be dismantled once and for all.

In 1973, Labor prime minister Gough Whitlam enshrined the ideal of ‘multiculturalism’ as official government policy. Taken from Canada, the term celebrated cultural diversity as a fundamental pillar of social harmony and national identity. Whitlam’s government removed the last vestiges of discrimination in Australia’s migration policies and passed the Racial Discrimination Act in 1975, which made discrimination on the basis of ethnicity or country of origin unlawful. Whitlam’s successor, Liberal prime minister Malcolm Fraser, continued to provide institutional support for multiculturalism, as have governments ever since. Today, despite inevitable tensions between cultural pluralism and ‘shared values’, every state and territory government in Australia exalts the idea of Australia as a multicultural society.

Since 1945, more than 7.5 million people have migrated to Australia from over 180 countries. While Australia began the twentieth century insisting on the racial purity of its population, it ended the century embracing the principle of racial equality. Two of the most graphic illustrations of this conversion occurred in the late 1970s, when Fraser, who also established the Human Rights Commission (1981), welcomed thousands of refugees from war-torn Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, and in 1989, when Labor prime minister Bob Hawke offered asylum to over 40,000 Chinese students after the Tiananmen Square massacre. The Sydney Olympics (2000) also did much to change the country’s image, projecting Australia as a successful, culturally diverse society with a rich Indigenous heritage.



The rapid transformation of Australia from ‘an outpost of the British race’, as Prime Minister John Curtin labelled the country in 1941, into one of the most eclectic multicultural societies on Earth has obscured its racist past. The ghosts of White Australia are never far away. In December 2005, in what was surely one of the bleakest days of Australia’s recent past, a rabid, 5,000-strong crowd comprised mostly of young men of Anglo-Celtic origin gathered at Sydney’s Cronulla Beach and started attacking anyone of Middle Eastern appearance. Determined to reclaim their beach after a fight broke out days earlier between lifesavers and a number of ‘Middle Eastern men’, the crowd, fuelled by alcohol and racist rage, marched under Australian flags chanting ‘Aussie pride’. Twenty-six people were injured and more than 100 people arrested. Prime Minister John Howard refused to accept that racism had driven the riots, insisting that there was no ‘underlying racism in Australia’.13
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Migrants Arriving in Sydney, 1966, by David Moore.


By the early twenty-first century, Australia’s immigration policy was closely entwined with ‘border protection’. In 2013, the Commonwealth government announced the merger of the Department of Immigration and Citizenship with the Australian Customs and Border Protection Service, creating the Department of Immigration and Border Protection. In 2015, it established the Australian Border Force, the organisation currently responsible for turning back boats crammed with asylum seekers from Australia’s northern coastline. Today, all of these functions – border protection, immigration, refugees, citizenship, national security, protective services and multicultural affairs – have been subsumed into the monolithic Department of Home Affairs.



[image: ]

When Australians speak of their multicultural society, they like to point to the positive story of postwar migration and the country’s rejection – albeit belatedly – of the White Australia policy. Images such as David Moore’s memorable photograph of Italian migrants arriving in Sydney in 1966 are reproduced frequently because they capture the spirt of the accepted public memory of migration: a procession of apprehensive, hopeful migrants waving from ship decks, train windows and airport tarmacs as they arrive in Australia. Less often called upon are the memories of discrimination and prejudice that marked the lives of so many migrants throughout Australian history.

William Yang was born in 1943 on a tobacco farm at Dimbulah on the Atherton Tablelands in North Queensland. A renowned photographer and visual artist, his work has long confronted the racism his family experienced over several generations. As well as documenting the emergence of the gay liberation movement in Sydney and the struggle of people suffering from AIDS in the 1980s and 1990s, Yang has spoken about his ‘coming out’, as both a gay man and a Chinese Australian.

In an ‘unguarded moment’ when he was a child, his mother told him that his uncle had been murdered, but would tell him no more. Years later, in 1990, Yang drove from Sydney to northern Queensland to speak with his relatives and see what more he could find out. He learnt that his uncle was wealthy, that he’d owned a shop and cane farms around Mourilyan and that, in 1922, he’d been shot by Peter Danelchenko, a Russian who managed one of his farms. Danelchenko was nevertheless acquitted: in 1920s Queensland, Yang explained, ‘killing a Chinaman was not considered a serious crime’.

For the first time, Yang started to understand things that had long eluded him. ‘It was a significant moment in my life,’ he recalled. ‘A whole lot of things about my upbringing made sense to me. Why my mother so strongly thought that being Chinese was a complete liability and why she brought us up to be more Australian than the Australians.’ Determined to see where the murder occurred, Yang located the site and photographed himself standing in the place where it happened.

He called the work Self-Portrait #1, and wrote these words in his own hand across the top of the photograph:


I stood in the place where my uncle, William Fang Yuen, had been shot 70 years ago, and I tried to put all the stories together. They were all different. But there was one thing that they all agreed upon and it was this. The Chinese at the time felt very unhappy about the outcome of the trial. They felt there had been a great miscarriage of justice.14



Yang’s work is a reminder of the limitations of understanding the history of migration through legislation and demographic change alone. Statistics don’t reveal how victims of racism coped, adapted and lived their lives regardless. Nor do they allow us to fathom the long-lasting cultural impact of White Australia on generations of Australians, the residual fear of cultural difference and the easily provoked anxiety about being ‘overrun’. Even today, the arrival of just one boat of asylum seekers on Australia’s northern coastline can trigger efforts to exploit the situation for political gain.
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In the face of considerable prejudice and decades of government policies that vigorously promoted assimilation, millions of migrants nonetheless enriched Australian culture in myriad ways. They also developed deep attachments to their newfound home. Attachment to home and country were at the heart of Michael Normile’s letters to his father in Clare. As a first-generation migrant, Normile was caught between his longing for his Irish home and the necessity of making a new home in Australia. He couldn’t belong completely to one place or the other. But he could console himself with the thought of what he had achieved: he had ‘faced the wild ocean’ and made the epic journey to Australia. Time and again, he summoned the ocean as a metaphor for the distance of his separation from Ireland and his grief at never seeing so many of his family again. Just to know that they were well, he wrote, gave him ‘an ocean of consolation’. The oceans he crossed marked the courage of his leaving, the measure of his astonishment on arrival and the depth of his emotional attachment to everything he had known and loved.

Modern Australia was created through the migration of millions like Michael and Bridget Normile and William Fang Yuen: migrants who were driven to escape poverty and deprivation and seek security and prosperity thousands of kilometres away; migrants who believed they were free to ‘take up’ Indigenous land and make their lives anew.

Perhaps one of the reasons Australians have become renowned as international travellers is because they fear being forever exiled from their distant ancestral homelands; it is as if they’ve never really shed their migrant clothes.






Australia was never truly free until Papua New Guinea became truly free.

Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, speaking in the Commonwealth parliament on the Papua New Guinea Independence Bill, 20 August 1975
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FACING NORTH
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Commemorative Australian 50-cent coin issued for the 1970 bicentenary of Captain Cook’s arrival in Botany Bay.


THAT MAN AGAIN: HIS NAME hovers over Australia like a colossus. Until well into the late twentieth century, everything was thought to have begun with Captain Cook: first contact; the ‘discovery’ of Australia; the ushering in of British civilisation and modern Australia; even history itself. While Indigenous Australians came to see him as a metonym for all British people who came after him, non-Indigenous Australians eulogised him as the nation’s first great white man. Free from the taint of convictism, he was a much more attractive founding father than any British figure who came after. Even today, Australians often confuse Cook with Governor Arthur Phillip, and he remains the most commemorated person in Australia – a kind of antipodean Columbus. In New South Wales alone, there are twenty-eight statues erected in Cook’s honour.

Cook’s life lends itself to heroic portraits. Born into a relatively poor family on the Yorkshire coast in 1728 – its tiny fishing villages huddled in narrow bays facing the North Sea – he moved to Whitby at eighteen and took to the sea. By the time he joined the Royal Navy in 1755 he’d already spent nine years on merchant ships. Over the next decade, as he honed his navigational skills during the Anglo–French conflict in North America, his talents as a surveyor, astronomical observer and astonishingly accurate cartographer became apparent. Inquisitive, punctilious, dutiful and ambitious – he famously wrote that he intended to travel ‘as far as I think it is possible for a man to go’ – Cook was appointed in April 1768 to command the Endeavour. Unlike Joseph Banks, who paid the princely sum of £10,000 to join the expedition, Cook gained his position on merit.1

The reasons for Cook’s voyage to the southern hemisphere were clearly laid out in the Admiralty’s ‘secret instructions’, which Cook was meant to open after he’d observed the transit of Venus in Tahiti, although he was almost certainly aware of the imperial dimensions of his mission when the Endeavour sailed out of Plymouth Harbour in August 1768. In any case, the document left no doubt about the voyage’s true purpose: to increase ‘knowledge’ of ‘countries hitherto unknown’, in particular ‘a [southern] Continent or Land of great extent’, and by doing so to advance ‘trade and navigation’, bring ‘Honour’ to Great Britain ‘as a Maritime Power’ and enhance the ‘Dignity of the Crown’.

Most attention in Australia has fallen on Cook’s landing at Kamay (Botany Bay) in April 1770 – he stayed only eight days – and its false depiction as the moment of the continent’s discovery. But his seven-week stay with the Guugu Yimithirr people at Gungardie (Cooktown) repairing the Endeavour has long been overlooked, as has his amicable encounter with the Nuenonne people at Adventure Bay on the east coast of Lunawanna-alonnah (Bruny Island) during his third Pacific voyage in late January 1777.

Long before the Guugu Yimithirr saw the Endeavour on the horizon in June 1770, they had heard news of its progress. Far to the south, on the beaches of K’gari (Fraser Island), the Badjala and Dulingbara people had followed the path of ‘a mysterious white-winged object passing along the surface of the ocean like a gigantic pelican’. Some on the island saw it ‘coming up and going back with the wind at its rear, like a sand crab’. While the Guugu Yimithirr were prepared for the vessel’s appearance, they were certainly not prepared for its entrance into their waters, nor did they expect the visitors to stay. They were accustomed to seeing the smaller, transitory craft of the Torres Strait Islanders and the Makassans. What they saw on this day was otherworldly.

Early on the morning of 17 June they watched as the Endeavour entered the river mouth, its white sails billowing like clouds floating on the water’s surface. Led by two small boats sent ahead to warn of dangerous shoals, Cook beached his leaking ship on the southern riverbank. For the next three weeks, as Cook’s men patched up the Endeavour and until tentative contact was finally made, the Guugu Yimithirr observed the visitors’ every move. In years to come, they would refer to Cook and his crew as ‘Wangaar’: ancestors who had finally returned from the east, ghostly white. It was a deeply spiritual explanation that would echo across the continent whenever Indigenous Australians first encountered Europeans.2



If the British had never decided to establish a penal colony at Botany Bay in 1788 or colonise New Zealand decades later, Cook’s first voyage would probably have been remembered as yet another example of European exploration. Instead, Cook’s and Joseph Banks’ journals became founding documents of these nations, their every action and observation (especially of Indigenous people) analysed. Described as the great ‘discoverer’ of unknown lands and man of the Enlightenment, Cook was lionised by almost every conceivable body – scientific associations, historical societies, governments, schools and patriotic champions of the British Empire.

Today, from a distance of more than 250 years, one can see the dramatically different world that First Nations people were forced to join from the late eighteenth century. Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander took ‘extraordinary care’ collecting and classifying the plant specimens they collected at Botany Bay, signalling that Australia had become a new field of inquiry for scientific observation and natural history.3 In the years to come, these same habits of collecting, scientific observation and categorisation would be applied to every aspect of life in Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific. Everything would be documented and categorised – languages, cultures, human bodies, flora, fauna, geology, soils and climate – and assessed for its economic utility. The imperial perspective rarely deviated: how could these new trading routes, lands and peoples extend the knowledge, wealth, strategic advantage and power of the British Empire?

This was the first revolution ushered in by colonisation in 1788: the Australian continent’s incorporation into the British imperial imagination and what was then the world’s ‘most dynamic and advanced economy’.4 The industrial revolution that was already transforming Britain – driving rural–urban migration, rapid population growth and burgeoning manufacturing industries – intensified the search for new markets and the injection of British capital into recent acquisitions such as the Australian colonies.

Indigenous Australia gradually entered an international capitalist economy built on surplus production, international trade and wealth creation. After 1788, the major economic crises confronted by the Australian colonies and the eventual Commonwealth – the depressions of the 1840s and 1890s, the global depression of the 1930s, the oil crisis of the 1970s and the global financial crisis in the early twenty-first century – were usually determined more by events outside the country than those within. From the outset, the prosperity of European Australia was tied to the fate of the world economy.



[image: ]

In 1785, finally persuaded by Joseph Banks and American-born James Matra of the virtues of Botany Bay, the British government decided to establish a penal colony in New South Wales. Wanting to relieve the pressure of housing a convict population after the loss of the American colonies in 1776, and convinced of the need for a naval and trading base in the South Pacific that could ward off its Dutch, Spanish and French imperial rivals, the government had nonetheless embarked on an extremely risky venture. While Britain had been transporting convicts since the early seventeenth century, sending 751 of them and 252 marines to establish a penal colony 16,000 kilometres away and controlling it from London was one of the most ambitious, expensive missions in the history of the British Empire.



If the two most pressing questions for Indigenous Australians were ‘What do the colonists want?’ and ‘How long will they stay?’, the initial question for the British was whether the colony would survive. In the first decades, when sealing and whaling were the mainstays of the local economy, survival depended on goods imported from India and China as much as from Britain. While the early years were undoubtedly precarious, the difficulties were swiftly overcome. Nevertheless, the idea that the Australian colonies would be crippled by distance or debased by their convict origins proved difficult to dislodge.

Two of the most entrenched metaphors for Australia’s historical experience – the ‘tyranny of distance’ (coined by Geoffrey Blainey to argue that Australia’s geographical isolation has shaped its history and identity) and the ‘fatal shore’ (used by Robert Hughes to evoke the brutality of convict punishment in Australia) – have endured because of the quality of their authors’ prose and the traces of truth that they undoubtedly carry. But they are both spectacularly successful exaggerations.5

While it’s possible to be seduced by a dramatic tale of convict depravity and disciplinary violence – leg-irons, floggings, solitary confinement, executions and cannibalism – the worst examples were confined to places of punishment for convicts who committed further offences such as Moreton Bay, Norfolk Island and Macquarie Harbour. The last convicts arrived in eastern Australia in 1850, while transportation to Western Australia ended in 1868, and the idea of convict Australia as a gulag obscures the overriding success of the convict experiment.

Convicts transported to Australia were overwhelmingly poor, single, young and male, and three-quarters were transported for non-violent property crimes. These men and women brought with them an extraordinary range of labour skills (including a smattering of well-known professionals such as the architect Francis Greenway), all essential in an isolated settlement. The threat of merciless punishment was always present, but this coexisted with policies offering enormous inducements to convicts who were well behaved and served out their sentences. As nearly every colonial governor realised, the key to success was to foster a system that harnessed convicts’ skills for the betterment of colonial society as a whole.

Consider the incentive economy. Convicts who completed their tasks were able to work in their ‘own time’. The possibility of a land grant at the end of their sentence promised security and wealth beyond anything they could have imagined in Britain. Likewise their rations and diet. If they kept their head down, they would eventually be rewarded with all the rights and privileges of free British subjects.6

Governor Lachlan Macquarie recognised the importance of utilising convict skills, not only through his ambitious program of public works, but also by appointing ex-convicts as magistrates and government officials, and incorporating them as quickly as possible into colonial society. The British government, suspicious of Macquarie’s liberal policies and determined that convict transportation remain an ‘object of real terror’ rather than a passport to the good life, sent the barrister and chief justice John Bigge in 1819 to report on the convict system. But the culture that Macquarie had set in train proved difficult to reverse completely. Bigge’s reports resulted in a restriction of the governor’s powers, the tightening of bureaucratic control over convicts, even stricter punishment regimes and a raft of measures to promote free settlers and economic independence from London. But his vision of a rural economy powered by convict gangs never really came to pass.

The promise of landed wealth. Improvement. Freedom. Independence. These were the prospects that propelled Australia’s convict colonies towards economic prosperity. As for ‘distance’ – while it was certainly an inhibiting factor in the first decades of the colonies’ existence, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests it was not ‘tyrannical’.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the colonies’ non-Indigenous population had the highest incomes in the world and among the highest living standards, a position maintained until the 1890s depression. Nowhere was their integration into the global economy more evident than in the catalyst of this explosive growth: the Victorian gold rushes.7

Statistics alone reveal the staggering pace of change. In the space of little more than a decade, Victoria’s population quadrupled. Australia’s total population tripled to just over 1 million. Melbourne – the main gateway to the diggings at Bendigo and Ballarat – was transformed overnight into Australia’s largest and most cosmopolitan city, its infrastructure at breaking point from the sudden influx of arrivals. Only San Francisco and Chicago rivalled its exponential growth. With the majority of English, Irish and Scottish immigrants came Americans, Chinese, Germans, Italians and a number of men who’d participated in the 1848 revolutions across continental Europe. Nothing resembling this initial rush of multicultural arrivals would be seen again until the 1960s. By the end of the 1850s Australia was producing 40 per cent of the world’s gold.8

The enormous wealth extracted from the Victorian gold-fields fuelled land booms, particularly in South Australia and New South Wales. The booms continued until the late nineteenth century, driving the construction of public infrastructure, roads and railways while also intensifying demands for responsible colonial government, democracy and workers’ rights – although not the full-scale revolution the authorities feared.

By the 1860s, as more efficient steamships shortened travelling time between the colonies and Britain, Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane were all connected via telegraphic communication. After the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line between Adelaide and Darwin was completed in 1872, news that once took several months to arrive could now be transmitted in a matter of hours. Telegraph stations became focal points of exchange and international finance. Press outlets posted the recently arrived cables from Britain on noticeboards in front of their offices, crowds jostling to catch the latest intelligence from Europe.

Grappling with distance was the unavoidable reality of living in Australia – and still is. But it was rarely a dead weight on economic growth or prosperity. As economic historian Ian McLean points out, Australia’s economic development wasn’t severely hampered by geographical isolation because technological change continued to lower expenses while Australia specialised in export products that did not depend on high transport costs, such as wool, gold and, later, wheat, frozen meat and dairy products, all of which had a secure and permanent British market.9 At home, the hard constraint on land-based industries – whether mining, farming or forestry – was the inescapable extremes of Australia’s climate. As Tom Griffiths maintains, ‘It was not the simple geographical boundary of open ocean that primarily shaped Australian civilisation, but the complex ecological reality of soil and climate.’10



The story of ‘men, money and markets’ – the none-too-imaginative slogan promoted by the dapper prime minister Stanley Bruce in the 1920s to encapsulate the idea of the Australia as a loyal linchpin in the global economy of the British Empire – can only reveal so much. A persistent feature of Australia’s early economic success was the gender imbalance that accompanied it. Women comprised only 15 per cent of all the convicts transported to Australia, an unevenness mirrored to a lesser extent in the immigration of free settlers in the second half of the nineteenth century, especially during the gold rushes. While the extent of the gender imbalance varied over time, until the First World War the ratio of men to women in Australia ‘was consistently skewed in favour of males’.11 The characters commonly identified as quintessentially Australian – the digger, the lifesaver, the bushman, the larrikin, the ocker, the yobbo – are a reminder that the hyper-masculinity of Australian culture has its origins in deep-seated historical disparities.

Yet another story left untold by the statistics of economic growth is the short-term economic mentality fostered by the reliance on mining resources that would inevitably prove finite. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the rush to exploit the country’s minerals resulted in a succession of hastily erected settlements: Queenstown, Tasmania; Kalgoorlie, Western Australia; Coober Pedy, South Australia; Broken Hill, New South Wales, where BHP was founded in 1885; Mount Isa, Queensland; and countless more, including in Papua New Guinea, where Australians mined for decades following the first gold rush there in 1878.

Mining continued in some mainland towns, while others were suddenly deserted when the resources were exhausted, leaving behind scarred, desolate landscapes. Ghost towns from past mining rushes are scattered across the continent; cemeteries, house stumps, tottering chimneys and abandoned, rusted equipment are all that remain. Some, like Silverton near Broken Hill, have been resuscitated as tourist destinations, heritage museums and artist colonies.

While mining has often been lauded for its contribution to Australia’s economic prosperity, there are few better examples of the striking difference between European and Indigenous economies than the history of pearling.12
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The Brremangurey pearl, found in the Admiralty Gulf, Kimberley, Western Australia.


The naked eye can barely perceive its beauty. Weighing only 0.25 grams and with a diameter of 5.9 mm, this exquisite 2000-year-old pearl – the ‘golden-rose hue’ of its outer layer cracked and peeling like old skin – was discovered in a shell midden deposit at a rock shelter in the Kimberley by archaeologists in 2011. The only pearl ever found in an archaeological site in Australia, and one of only a handful worldwide, it was probably spat out during a slap-up meal of oysters.13



The pearl shells found on the Kimberley coast in northwestern Australia are among the largest in the world. Like the pearls the oysters produce, the shells possess a singular beauty. Their glistening inner lips reflect a mesmerising, iridescent light. When William Dampier walked the shores of Shark Bay in 1699, he found it lined with strange and beautiful shells of colours and varieties he’d never encountered before.14

For millennia, the Aboriginal people of the north Kimberley coast walked out onto reefs at low tide to harvest them, sometimes summoning the sharp-sighted ‘spirit of the bower bird’. It was shells rather than pearls that they treasured. As body adornments, the shells (sometimes known as ‘riji’) played an important role in rituals including initiation ceremonies, courtship and healing. Elders engraved shells using ochres, creating striking interlocking designs inspired by Bugarrigarri – the creator or Dreaming.15

Traded into central Australia – where the Pitjantjatjara believed the shells were the ‘concentrated essence of water’ – they remain highly prized objects in Indigenous trading networks today.16 But pearl shells were also traded far beyond Australia’s shores. Before 1788, as Makassans dispersed into small groups along the Kimberley coast, they traded knives, tomahawks, rice, cloth and their nimble dugout canoes in return for pearl shells, camping rights and assistance in harvesting trepang and sea snails. And after this, as Marcia Langton and other scholars have recently shown, commodities traded by Aboriginal people found their way into Asian trade routes, passing through the Indonesian archipelago to China and beyond.17

Long before wool and wheat became the staple exports of Australia’s economy, the country’s northern maritime environments provided the products of exchange with the Asia-Pacific region. Archaeologists have also demonstrated that the Makassans were not the only link with the outside world. Maritime trade and cultural exchange networks in the Coral Sea linked northeastern Queensland, southern New Guinea and the Torres Strait, and preceded colonisation by thousands of years. Yet the history of Australia’s trade and its wider contact with the outside world is often portrayed as if the country were brought into international networks of exchange only in the wake of the British arrival in 1788. This idea of Australia as an isolated island severed from the rest of the world has proved remarkably persistent.
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Pearl diving in Broome, c. 1880.
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In 1866, Emma and John Withnell, wealthy pastoralists who held one of the largest runs near Roebourne on the north coast of Western Australia, noticed Aboriginal people on their station wearing pearl shell necklaces. Intrigued, John joined them ‘beachcombing’ and soon had them out on his boat diving for pearls, which he shipped to Fremantle and London.

In 1868, as makeshift pearling towns like Cossack materialised, ‘swarms’ of pearling boats on the northwest coast and islands of Western Australia ‘contracted’ more than 300 Aboriginal people. Two years later, Queensland pearlers established a similar industry in the Torres Strait, harvesting bêche-de-mer, trochus and pearl shells. Soon the pearlers would push beyond the Torres Strait into the islands of New Guinea, sweeping a vast oceanic region encompassing the cultures of Indigenous Australia and the Pacific into their orbit. For First Nations people, ‘Captain Cook’s law’ had arrived in their Country to do exactly what it had done in the south of the continent. For the pearlers, it was the maritime equivalent of a gold rush.

On the coast of Western Australia, the companies relied on a mix of ‘voluntary and forced [Aboriginal] labour’, competing with one another to secure the best divers, many of them women and children as young as ten. Once Aboriginal divers placed their mark on a labour contract they became the property of the pearlers for months at a time, or as long as the diving season lasted. They were also subject to imprisonment with hard labour – either on faraway Rottnest Island or in temporary lockups – if they were caught absconding from their employment.

From the 1870s to the 1890s, pearlers gradually combed the inland to capture more and more divers – a practice known then as ‘blackbirding’ or ‘nigger hunting’. Allegations of forced labour, chain gangs, incarceration, severe beatings, stockwhip floggings, shootings and an ‘unquestionable system of slavery’ abounded. Slavery had been abolished in Britain in 1833, and letters to the colonial secretary in London were written in the hope that the British government would be more likely to protect Aboriginal people than their representatives in Perth. These letters testified to the most horrific cruelties. Disobedient Aboriginal divers were sometimes shot in the water as they tried to swim away.18

As pearling beds were exhausted in areas such as Shark Bay, the industry pushed north along the coast to Broome, expanding rapidly. Diving in specially designed suits, pearlers sailed further out to sea in larger ‘luggers’, diving deeper than ever before. Deaths were common, with bodies thrown overboard or hastily buried in ‘flour sacks’ or coffins made from ‘beer cases’. Instead of relying purely on Aboriginal labour, the ‘master pearlers’ – a rajah-like class of colonial overlords who administered the industry and grew ever wealthier on its proceeds – sourced indentured labour from the Indonesian archipelago and beyond.

By 1910 Broome was the largest pearling centre in the world, and pearling was Australia’s fourth-largest export industry after gold, timber and wool. The town’s burgeoning population of Malays, Timorese, Chinese, Filipino and Japanese divers made it one of the country’s most lively multiracial towns, replete with gambling dens, noodle cafes, knock-up pubs, street music, brothels staffed with large numbers of Japanese sex workers, mini-Chinatowns and pearling company emporiums run by London diamond merchants.

Like other towns across Australia’s north associated with pearling, Broome’s majority Asian and Aboriginal population flew in the face of the Immigration Restriction Act (1901) and the founding ideal of White Australia. Although the Western Australian government reluctantly accepted the necessity of restricted foreign labour – English divers were briefly introduced before the First World War but quickly found to be less efficient than Japanese – it also did everything in its power to police interracial relations.19



At the turn of the century, a Melbourne journalist visited Broome to see first-hand what kind of society had emerged there. On the streets, he witnessed groups of ‘aboriginals chained together working under the tropical sun at road making and other public works’. He condemned what he saw as the ‘utterly indefensible’ brutality of their treatment at the hands of pearlers and police, and denounced the indentured labour contracts for Asian and Aboriginal workers, which he described as little more than ‘veiled modes of slavery’.

The observations he made of the extraordinary ‘mixing of nationalities’ in Broome reflected the contradictory anxieties of White Australia regarding the country’s multiracial north. On the one hand, he believed that Asians were ‘best suited for work in a tropical climate’; on the other, he cast Asian peoples as disease-ridden ‘hordes’ who would take over Australia’s north and create a ‘mongrel’ race that, if left unchecked, would ‘bring a day of reckoning to the commonwealth’.20

In the meantime, the Western Australian government forced Indonesian labourers to sign contracts ensuring their return to the Dutch East Indies once their three-year terms expired. Onshore, in an apartheid-like system, divers and their families were encouraged to remain within their own racial groups. In Western Australia, the ‘unauthorised cohabitation’ of Asian men and Aboriginal women, which was outlawed by the passage of the Aborigines Act in 1905, remained a criminal offence until the 1970s.

Today, few Australians are aware of the extent of the cultural and racial divides that existed between the predominantly white, urban populations of the continent’s southern cities and its more culturally diverse north. White Australia – an all-encompassing ideology of racial superiority – proved remarkably permeable in practice, particularly when indentured labour in the pearling and sugar industries offered spectacular profits to British and Australian investors.



[image: ]

In 1905, the Commonwealth government stopped Makassan traders from entering Australian territorial waters. Seasonal trade had been replaced by intense exploitation of resources to feed imperial markets across the globe. The security that once came from the colonies’ isolation had been shattered. As The Sydney Morning Herald reflected, the ‘net of international rivalry’ had caught the ‘whole world in its sweep’. It suddenly seemed as if ‘space and distance [had] lost their old meaning’.21

Anxious premiers, certain that rival European powers would continue to maul the Pacific, demanded that Britain annex the Fijian islands, the New Hebrides, New Guinea and the Solomons. At every opportunity, colonial politicians insisted that Britain do more to protect its distant lands from the dangers of imperial complications and the spectre – it was certainly nothing more than that – of invasion by China or Japan. These racially infused security concerns would also prove to be the first serious stirrings of the impulse to federate the colonies of Australia. If Britain and other world powers were to take Australia seriously, Alfred Deakin told the Victorian parliament, then Australians needed ‘to speak with the authority of a united people’.22

In April 1883, Queensland’s impulsive Scottish-born premier Thomas McIlwraith could wait no longer. Concerned that Germany was about to annex New Guinea, he sent a gunboat to Port Moresby and raised the Union Jack, claiming the eastern half of the island for the British Crown. But his rash move was met with stiff opposition. Britain’s colonial secretary, Lord Derby, pointed out that McIlwraith had no authority to claim New Guinea, even if his actions were supported by the premiers of other colonies. Derby mocked the Australians’ ‘gigantic scheme of annexation’, which seemed to include not only New Guinea, he said, but also all the South Pacific. Perhaps they would only feel safe, he joked, when they had a ‘whole planet to themselves’.

Eighteen months after McIlwraith’s failed gunboat diplomacy, assured that the colonies would contribute to the cost of maintaining its new acquisition, Britain did annex southeast New Guinea. The trade zones that had long existed across the Indian and Pacific oceans linking Australia’s north with Southeast Asia, New Guinea and the islands of the Pacific would now be defined by the territorial boundaries and, from 1901, the security interests of the new Commonwealth. New Guinea and the Pacific would enter the consciousness of the Australian nation as sites of war, and everyone – white Australians, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, and the peoples of New Guinea and the Pacific – would be caught in the web.
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Rabaul, a coastal town on the island of New Britain, sits on the edge of a deep harbour between two active volcanoes, 600 kilometres east of New Guinea. It was here, in 1914, in a successful campaign Australians barely remember, that the nation’s first casualties occurred in World War I. Many more lives would be lost when the Japanese invaded Rabaul on 23 January 1942. When Australia’s acting prime minister, Frank Forde, addressed the nation in a radio broadcast to inform them of the Japanese invasion, he declared that for ‘the first time in [Australia’s] history an attack had been launched against her territory, [and] for the first time her soil [had] been violated’.
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The story of Rabaul – like much of the continent’s north and Papua New Guinea itself – has made little imprint on Australians’ idea of their history – with the exception of the Kokoda Track, north of Port Moresby, where Australian soldiers and Papuans courageously repelled a Japanese land invasion in 1942.

The colonisation of eastern New Guinea came at the tail end of a process that treated Pacific islands as mere pawns in a race for European domination. When Britain proclaimed the protectorate of southeast New Guinea in 1884, it shared the cost of administration with the colonial governments of Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria, which sometimes seemed even more eager to play the role of a colonial power than Britain itself. In 1906, the recently federated Commonwealth of Australia assumed responsibility for the region, naming it the Territory of Papua. The entire island of New Guinea was now carved up – the Dutch in western New Guinea, the Germans in the northeast and the Australians in the southeast.

In the first decade after federation, although Australia’s foreign policy effectively remained in the hands of the British government, many political leaders remained unconvinced that Britain would have the capacity to defend Australia in the event of an attack. After protracted debate, the Commonwealth government decided in 1909 to establish the Royal Australian Navy, with its first ships arriving in 1913. Alfred Deakin memorably described Australia’s predicament: ‘Risks surround us on every side. A Pacific policy we must have.’23

That Pacific policy was swiftly put into effect when war broke out in 1914. Britain immediately asked the Australian and New Zealand governments to capture German bases in New Guinea, Samoa, Palau and Nauru. After the loss of six Australian soldiers, Germany’s meagre military force of 300 was defeated and the Australians, representing Britain, began their occupation, immediately developing a reputation for their harsh treatment of recalcitrant locals.

After the war, Prime Minister Billy Hughes reminded American president Woodrow Wilson at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference that New Guinea ‘protected Australia like a fortress’.24 Hughes eventually accepted Wilson’s proposal that Australia be given a League of Nations mandate to govern what was previously German New Guinea. His bellicose determination to protect White Australia also resulted in the exclusion of the principle of racial equality from the Covenant of the League of Nations. It was a decision that Japan never forgot.

Rabaul was now the capital of Australia’s mandated territory of New Guinea. Australians automatically assumed control of the homes and lands of what was essentially a plantation society built on copra, the mainstay of the economy. White planters strolled the streets in white suits pressed by their ‘native’ servants; bougainvillea and flowering orchids cascaded over their wide verandahs; palms, casuarinas and mango trees towered over the corrugated-iron roofs, densely forested mountains rising behind them; and in the town’s stifling, sultry air the lingering scent of frangipani fused with the menacing ‘drift of sulphur’.25

From the perspective of the Tolai, Rabaul’s traditional owners, one colonial power had replaced another: the Australians were merely the latest in a succession of invaders and traders. Blackbirded Pacific Islanders had left from Rabaul to labour in sugar industries in Queensland and Fiji in the late nineteenth century, while merchant ships had long called to trade goods to and from Jakarta and Southeast Asia.

Although they were only a tiny minority of Rabaul’s population, Australians carried into the Pacific the same ideas of racial superiority they’d enacted to such devastating effect on the Australian mainland. In 1926, at Nakanai, 70 kilometres inland from Rabaul, Australian forces and New Guinean Native Police led a punitive expedition to avenge the deaths of four gold prospectors, killing eighteen people. Despite their unforgiving approach to any hint of resistance, including the brutal repression of a strike by local workers in 1929, they would never make Rabaul or any part of New Guinea their own; they would always be colonials.

In nearby Papua, where the Australian administration was dominated by Catholic lawyer Sir Hubert Murray from 1908 until his death in 1940, the worst excesses of Australian behaviour in New Guinea – punitive killings, violent punishment, drunkenness and abuse of local women – were curtailed. Murray’s firm but relatively liberal approach resulted in a mixture of enlightened and paternalistic policies. While he accepted that some Papuans could be trained as professionals, he believed that most of them were ‘less intelligent than the average European’.26

Murray personified the dilemma of Australia’s presence in both Papua and New Guinea. Although a Commonwealth parliamentary committee decided in 1939 that Australia was ultimately bound to facilitate the territories’ independence, how could Australia’s colonial administrations foster such economic and political independence when they believed the Indigenous people were inferior?

In 1937, after a volcanic eruption buried Rabaul in ash and mud, the Australian government decided that the capital of its mandated territory would have to move elsewhere. But the onset of the Second World War postponed any decision. It was at this moment – in the dramatic shift from Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ ‘melancholy’ announcement that Australia was at war in September 1939 to the bracing realisation that followed the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941 – that Papua and New Guinea suddenly exploded into Australian consciousness.
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The outbreak of the Pacific War transformed Australia’s geopolitics. Faced with what it believed to be the threat of Japanese invasion, it was forced to see itself as part of the Asia-Pacific region in a completely different way. As Prime Minister John Curtin told the nation in a radio broadcast on 26 December 1941, which was published in the Melbourne Herald the following day,




1942 will impose supreme tests. These range from resistance to invasion to deprivation of more and more amenities … Australians must realise that … every citizen must place himself, his private and business affairs, his entire mode of living, on a war footing … Australia is now inside the firing lines.



Curtin – determined to jolt what he called the ‘somewhat lackadaisical Australian mind’ – also made what became his most frequently quoted remark: ‘Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.’ The ‘Pacific struggle’, he explained, demanded that the United States and Australia had full control over the campaign to defeat the Japanese.

Four weeks after Pearl Harbor, more than 5,000 Japanese troops invaded Rabaul with strong air and naval support. White women and children had already been evacuated, with the Chinese, the Tolai and a force of 1,300 Australian troops left to face the Japanese. Outnumbered and without support from the air, they were completely overwhelmed. The Japanese took Rabaul in less than twenty-four hours. Shortly afterwards, 160 Australians who had been captured were slaughtered by Japanese forces.27

The outcome was just as Australian officials had expected. Aware that the vast majority of their country’s forces were fighting in distant theatres of war in Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, the chiefs of staff had told the government, ‘We are bound to concentrate … on tasks of a higher priority.’

These higher priorities would soon become vividly clear. Singapore fell to the Japanese on 15 February, forever destroying the idea of British naval power in the Asia-Pacific; four days later Darwin was bombed, killing 250 Allied personnel and civilians. At dawn on 3 March the Japanese bombed Broome. That month, Australian forces surrendered in Java. In little less than two months, 22,000 Australians had become prisoners of war. By mid-1942, the Japanese had invaded virtually all of Southeast Asia and the southwest Pacific. The southern part of New Guinea, still under Australian control, was a rare exception.
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Australian soldiers going ashore at Rabaul, 15 October 1945.


Over the following eighteen months, Japan launched nearly 100 air raids on towns and military bases across Australia’s north, including Port Hedland, Derby and Wyndham in Western Australia; Katherine in the Northern Territory; Townsville and Mossman in Queensland; and Horn Island in the Torres Strait. In May, Japanese midget submarines entered Sydney Harbour, sinking a ferry and shelling coastal suburbs in Sydney and Newcastle. Japan never intended to invade Australia, simply to weaken and isolate it. But for the Australians blackening their cities at night, digging air-raid shelters and fortifying beaches and mountain ridges, the prospect of invasion certainly felt real.

Curtin – a man prone to depression and withdrawal – rose to the occasion. Calling on Australians to draw on the ‘spirit of Anzac’, he refused Churchill’s demand that Australian troops returning from the Middle East be redeployed to Burma. Australia, he told a British radio audience on April 1942, was carrying ‘the burden of Empire in the South Pacific’ and ‘preparing to meet an invasion’. Privately, he told journalists later that year that Australia was Churchill’s ‘forgotten land’.28

As a young man, Curtin had been jailed for his opposition to conscription; now, as prime minister, he decided that conscripts could be deployed in the war against Japan. In March 1942, only four weeks after the fall of Singapore, the imperious US general Douglas MacArthur arrived in Australia as supreme commander for the Allied powers in the southwest Pacific. From this point until the end of the war America dominated the Pacific War, in both military strategy and public perception. The arrival of over 100,000 US troops in Australia within less than six months – more than 1 million would pass through Australian ports over the course of the war – dramatically demonstrated Australia’s dependence on the United States.

Although the US armed forces were racially segregated, the presence of large numbers of black American troops also created alarm in White Australia. Curtin initially refused to allow them into the country, before finally agreeing that they could be stationed in the north, where racial segregation was vigorously enforced. If Australian women revelled in the new social and sexual opportunities offered by the sudden influx of well-paid, well-mannered, smartly uniformed American servicemen – some marriages were arranged within a matter of weeks – many Australian men felt disempowered by their suave competitors, with ‘biffo’ between Australian and American servicemen a regular occurrence.29

While the campaign to push the Japanese out of Southeast Asia and the Pacific was long and arduous, any immediate threat to Australia began to subside after major Japanese losses in the Battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942 and the Battle of Midway one month later. Prevented from invading Papua by sea, Japan launched a ground invasion in July from the north, intending to cross the Owen Stanley Ranges and take Port Moresby. They came to within 40 kilometres of the town, before being pushed back by Australian troops and Papuans over the next four months. The fighting on what became known as the Kokoda Track – intense, bloody and nerve-racking in an inhospitable and claustrophobic environment – quickly came to be seen by Australians as one of the defining moments of the Pacific War.

Instantly memorialised in the films and photographs of war correspondent Damien Parer, the story of Kokoda became Australia’s second Gallipoli, a powerful myth given added intensity by Prime Minister Paul Keating in 1992, when he visited Kokoda on the fiftieth anniversary of the battle, kneeled and kissed the base of the monument erected to the Australians and Papuans who had lost their lives. ‘This was the first and only time we fought against an enemy to prevent invasion of Australia and to secure the way of life we had built for ourselves,’ said Keating. ‘There can be no deeper spiritual basis for the meaning of the Australian nation than the blood that was spilled on this very knoll, this very plateau, in defence of the liberty of Australia.’

Just as Gallipoli colonised the popular memory of the First World War, Kokoda became one of the best-known stories of the Pacific War and even the entire Second World War. With the possible exception of the scarifying stories of Australian POWs – just over 8,000 of the 22,000 Australians captured by the Japanese died in their prison camps – no other story could match its narrative and mythical power or its hold on the popular imagination. But Kokoda was one crucial battle among many, including at Milne Bay, Wau, Bougainville and New Britain. Australians continued to die in New Guinea and other theatres of war in the Asia-Pacific, while Japan would not be completely defeated until the United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. John Curtin died only weeks earlier, on 5 July.

With the war over, Australia once again resumed control of New Guinea. In 1949, under the imprimatur of the new United Nations, Papua and New Guinea became a single trust territory (PNG) administered by Australia. Its capital was Port Moresby. Over the next three decades, thousands of Australian advisers, economists, academics, businessmen and public servants moved to PNG with their families.

The pivotal figure in securing this postwar arrangement was Labor’s attorney-general and minister for external affairs, the brilliant, obsessive and tireless Herbert Vere ‘Doc’ Evatt, whose commitment to postwar internationalism was rewarded when he was elected as the third president of the UN General Assembly in December 1948 and presided over the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In 1949, Evatt convinced a sceptical General Assembly to approve Australia’s trusteeship of PNG on the basis that New Guinea was ‘integral to the Commonwealth’.

Although the war had ended, the dramatic transformations it brought about in Australian society remained. More than 1 million men and women had served out of a population of only 7 million, including more than 3,000 Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders. The conflict had cost 39,000 Australian lives, while the physical and psychological trauma carried by returned soldiers scarred their lives and those of their families for generations.



The war saw the Labor government dramatically expand the role and powers of the federal government, social welfare and the public service. The Commonwealth now controlled banking to a greater extent than ever before and it took over the collection of all income tax from the states, changes that would eventually form the basis of a bold program of postwar construction. One of the greatest changes was the larger number of women in the workforce (25 per cent in 1944). Although Curtin cast this as a temporary measure before women returned to homemaking, female employment remained as high postwar as it was during the war.30

For both men and women, the war had heightened the precariousness of their lives. For those in power, it highlighted the nation’s vulnerability as no other conflict had done.

In the northwest Kimberley, Aboriginal people found their own way of understanding the war. In 1942, Ngarinyin man Alec Wirrijangu dreamt a song cycle that connected his Dreaming with the whitefella invasion and the arrival of large numbers of military personnel in his Country. Alec’s dream became a piece of theatre – ‘the Captain Cook Jurnba’ – in which two senior male performers dress up as Cook and General Douglas MacArthur, comically rendering the giants of whitefella history. American troops were among the first to see the performance, one that has continued to take place ever since. Always shifting around the edges, it retains its potency and humour: Cook and MacArthur become one and the same – ‘whitefella bosses’ who live on in dance and song.31
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In 1951, when Paul Hasluck became minister for territories in the Menzies government, he was dismayed at the colonialist attitudes of Australian officials. When he visited Government House in Port Moresby, he found it flying the Union Jack. Hasluck worked to improve health and education for all in PNG, including access to medical services for women. He believed that the ‘private enterprise of every native villager [was] just as sacred to liberalism as the private enterprise of every European … no more and no less’. Determined to cultivate ‘a self-supporting economy’, he remained unconvinced that the territory was ready for independence and hoped the Dutch would remain in West New Guinea. But in 1960 Menzies announced that, given the prevailing international climate – India, Pakistan, Burma and Ceylon had all become independent within three years of the war’s end, and Indonesia in 1949 – it seemed natural that independence for PNG would come ‘sooner, not later’.32

In December 1970, the UN called on Australia to provide a timetable for PNG’s independence. Despite residual pockets of resistance in federal parliament – some thought the country would descend into anarchy – when the Whitlam Labor government came to power in 1972, it immediately prepared for the transition to independence.

Speaking at Labor’s election launch in western Sydney on 13 November, Whitlam told an audience wild with expectation that his government would ‘cooperate whole-heartedly with the New Guinea House of Assembly in reaching successfully its timetable for self-government and independence – not just because it is Australia’s obligation to the United Nations, but because we believe it wrong and unnatural that a nation like Australia should continue to run a colony’. In his eyes, PNG’s independence was integral to Australia’s independence.

Only weeks before the official independence ceremony held in Port Moresby in September 1975, Whitlam stood in federal parliament as prime minister and asserted that the ‘last episode in the great postwar, post-imperial exercise for European decolonisation’ had been completed. ‘We divest ourselves of our own colonial heritage,’ he declared. It was a grand claim.

Little did Whitlam realise that the ceremony he saw as marking the final shedding of Australia’s ‘colonial heritage’ would eventually be revealed as the site of one of the most extraordinary demonstrations of Australia’s lingering colonial status. Unknown to Whitlam, Australia’s governor-general, Sir John Kerr, had secret discussions at Port Moresby with Prince Charles, the Queen’s son. Kerr, ever desperate to ingratiate himself, told Prince Charles that he was ‘considering having to dismiss the government’ and that he was worried that if Whitlam got wind of his plans, he would dismiss Kerr first.33

Kerr and Charles – two unelected representatives – had secretly discussed the fate of Australia’s elected prime minister. Buckingham Palace and Queen Elizabeth II were also informed of Kerr’s thinking. Whitlam was kept in the dark. On 11 November 1975, Kerr terminated Whitlam’s commission as prime minister.








What is Australia? Who are the Australians? These are questions we have never properly answered as an Australian people.

Noel Pearson, 2017
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‘THE BIG PICTURE’
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Swearing Allegiance to the ‘Southern Cross’, Charles Doudiet, 1855.


BY THE TIME THE PAINTINGS were discovered, the event was already monumental in the nation’s memory. In 1996, a Canadian family came across an artist’s sketchbook while rummaging through their attic. Entitled ‘Australian Sketches’, it was almost 150 years old, but in surprisingly good condition. Turning the pages, they found numerous watercolour and ink studies of life on the Victorian goldfields in the early 1850s, painted by their Swiss-Canadian ancestor Charles Alphonse Doudiet.

In 1852, Doudiet, a carpenter, was living near Montreal when he heard news of the Australian gold rushes. Barely twenty years of age, he headed for New York and boarded the clipper Magnolia, bound for Port Phillip. After nearly four months at sea, he arrived in Melbourne and joined the human stream travelling to the diggings at Ballarat. There, he befriended fellow Canadian digger Henry ‘Charlie’ Ross, who would become one of the leaders of the Eureka rebellion, the man said to have designed the Southern Cross flag that flew over the stockade on the early morning of 3 December 1854.

After soldiers stormed the stockade and routed the rebels, Doudiet and three others carried the badly wounded Ross to the Free Trade Hotel, where he ‘died in great pain’. Thirty of his comrades and five soldiers also lost their lives. By February 1855, Doudiet was back in Melbourne, where he started to sketch the scenes that were imprinted on his memory. He would finish them in September 1855, when he returned to Ballarat for the last time.1

Among portrayals of daily life on the diggings, two of Doudiet’s watercolours clarified longstanding controversies. Swearing Allegiance to the ‘Southern Cross’ shows the Southern Cross being hoisted over the circle of diggers on Bakery Hill – their arms raised in defiance as they recited their oath: ‘We swear by the Southern Cross to stand truly by each other and fight to defend our rights and liberties’. The second watercolour, Eureka Slaughter, captures the moment the soldiers fired on the stockade and left no doubt about the injustice that had occurred.

Until Doudiet’s sketchbook was discovered and sold at a Christie’s auction to the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery in August 1996, no one could definitively locate the site of the stockade or prove beyond doubt that the Southern Cross – sewn by a ‘team of women under the cover of nightfall’ – had flown as Doudiet depicted it.2 Today, his workmanlike but detailed paintings are the most accurate representations of Eureka’s two most pivotal moments.
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Eureka Slaughter, Charles Doudiet, 1855.


The popular memory of the Eureka rebellion, and the Southern Cross flag – adopted as a powerful symbol of workers’ rights by trade unions since the late nineteenth century, but also claimed as an emblem of exclusionary right-wing nationalism – is another reminder that Australia’s most powerful national myths involve bloody military struggles in which the champions of justice and freedom heroically give their lives for the sake of their liberty. Or so we are told.

Eureka – the revolution Australia never had – is sometimes called the day Australian democracy was born. Its story is more widely known than that of the federation of the colonies, and more alluring than the Rum Rebellion, an avaricious military coup that deposed Governor William Bligh in 1808. Yet Eureka’s hold on the popular imagination obscures the true history of Australian democracy – overwhelmingly a story of protest and hard-won reform rather than one of a single transformative insurrection.

When 300 soldiers attacked the miners’ stockade in December 1854 it comprised no more than 150 men and women. Most were still asleep in their tents. A handful of miners fired first and within less than twenty minutes it was over. More than enough ink has been spilt in an effort to understand what happened, some of it arguing that the rebellion was akin to a call for republican independence. Yet at its heart, the rebellion – led by Irish, British, European, Canadian and American diggers and the women who supported them, driven by anger over the exorbitant licence fee ham-fistedly and corruptly enforced by police – was true to the core principles of the British constitution: no taxation without representation and freedom from arbitrary rule.

Only weeks before the rebellion, 10,000 miners gathered at Bakery Hill and lent their support to the Chartist proposals put forward by the Ballarat Reform League, which called for ‘honest government’; ‘manhood suffrage’; ‘no property qualification of members of the Legislative Council’; ‘payment of members’; and an end to ‘the diggers’ and storekeepers’ licence tax’. The resolution also stated that if equal laws and equal rights were introduced, ‘it was not the object of the League to effect an immediate separation from the parent country’. These men and women were reluctant rebels, driven to revolt because of unjust laws. They were not republican revolutionaries bent on capturing the seat of government and violently overthrowing the British Crown.

When Victoria’s governor, Sir Charles Hotham, had twelve of the rebels tried for treason, juries acquitted them. Although the government’s use of military force to quell the rebellion was successful, it outraged a wide cross-section of colonial society and only intensified demands for change. The rebellion’s leader, the Irish-born Peter Lalor, and the Ballarat Reform League’s Secretary, the Welsh Chartist John Humffray, were both elected to the Victorian Legislative Council – protesters one day, parliamentarians the next.

The gold rushes undoubtedly hastened the colonies’ political independence and, in 1852, helped to persuade the British government against restarting convict transportation to the eastern colonies. Eureka was the dramatic tail end of this process. By the end of the 1850s, the miners’ program had effectively been met: the licence tax was reduced to a pound per year and an export duty was placed on gold, which meant that wealthy speculators contributed more to the government’s coffers than miners.3 In late 1855, Victoria achieved self-government, with ministers responsible to parliament, and in the following two years, it introduced the secret ballot and adult male suffrage (without property ownership qualifications) for the lower house. Britain would not introduce manhood suffrage in the House of Commons until 1918.

The same democratic reforms were legislated in South Australia (1856) and New South Wales (1858). Aside from the secret ballot, Tasmania and Queensland would take longer to achieve all three (1901 and 1872, respectively), while Western Australia, which did not achieve self-government until 1890, introduced the reforms in 1893. But these are merely dates. More important is the way in which democracy was won in the Australian colonies, and why knowledge of this history – concealed to some extent by the glow of Eureka in popular memory – is essential to understanding the character of Australian democracy.

One of the greatest myths about Australian democracy was born when Australia turned away from Britain in the second half of the twentieth century and started to search for a more distinctively Australian identity. For leading postwar intellectuals such as the journalist and academic Donald Horne and historian Manning Clark, Australia was a derivative society that looked to Britain for its most valued ideas and cultural role models. As Clark argued in 1975: ‘We were colonials and they don’t make their own history … for more than one hundred years or more [we] were in the position of children; we were dependent … we were backward, we were isolated, we were cringers.’4

It was a crude stereotype. The men and women of colonial Australia did make their own history. They fought to extend trial by jury. They argued for and secured a free press. They struggled to ensure the end of convict transportation and the granting of responsible government. They fought for their rights, both as freeborn Britons and as Chinese miners, who petitioned against unfair taxes. As workers, they fought for labour reforms like the eight-hour day, and they held a proud record of advancement in democratic reform that was exceptional not only in Australia but internationally. Convicts, emancipists, conservatives, liberals, unionists and republicans – all were makers of their own history.

When Britain’s colonial secretary Earl Grey attempted to restart transportation in 1848, he unleashed a wave of protest. Aside from the squatters, who were keen to use convict labour on their runs, the rest of colonial society vehemently opposed the idea. On 14 June 1849, as the convict ship Hashemy lay anchored, waiting to disembark its cargo of criminals, over 5,000 people marched in pouring rain along Sydney’s Macquarie Street down to Circular Quay. It was the largest political demonstration Sydney had ever seen. The liberal politician and journalist Robert Lowe stood on a makeshift platform and delivered a rousing speech, and the crowd went wild when he told them that their protest might be the first step towards Australian independence.




Let them send across the Pacific their emphatic declaration that they would not be slaves – that they would be free … the time was not far distant when they would assert their freedom not by words alone. As in America, oppression was the parent of independence, so would it be in the colony [of New South Wales].5



Although the convicts were not stopped from coming ashore, and Lowe’s talk of independence was little more than an impressive piece of open-air theatre, the protest was the first indication of the depth of feeling in the colony. Republicans such as the firebrand Presbyterian minister John Dunmore Lang attempted to use the controversy to raise support for separation from Britain. What emerged instead was Australia’s first inter-colonial political movement – the Australasian Anti-Transportation League (1851), led not by revolutionaries but middle-class liberals such as the brilliant Tasmanian journalist and historian John West.

By the end of the year, New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and New Zealand had joined Van Diemen’s Land in the league. Australia’s eastern colonies, most of which had benefited from decades of convict labour, were now brought together by their shared determination to end transportation – the purveyor of ‘moral filth’ and ‘convict scum’. The league’s original flag carried the Union Jack and the Southern Cross, and bore a striking resemblance to Australia’s current flag.

Within twelve months, and following the discovery of gold, Britain had abandoned the idea of restarting transportation. The league’s stunning success, which amply demonstrated the advantages of inter-colonial cooperation, was a springboard for some of the first arguments for federation. And the movement to colonial self-government was now unstoppable.
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The flag of the Australasian Anti-Transportation League, sewn and supported by the women of Launceston.


As soon as word reached the Australian colonies in early 1853 that the British government was willing to grant responsible government, the battle to mould Australia’s first representative institutions began. In New South Wales, William Wentworth (1790–1872), the ‘native-born son of a highway man and a convict woman’, was responsible for articulating some of the first demands for political autonomy. As a spirited young man, Wentworth had co-founded the colony’s first independent newspaper in 1824, The Australian, with fellow barrister Robert Wardell. The foundations of political culture in New South Wales – trial by jury, a free and independent press, a local legislature and public meetings and petitions – all emerged in the 1820s and 1830s. By the 1850s Wentworth had become one of the most powerful voices of the squattocracy. Vaucluse House, his mansion on Sydney Harbour, oozed wealth and gentility. In 1853, he chaired a Legislative Council committee charged with drafting the colony’s new constitution. But Wentworth’s proposal showed how far his political instincts had shifted. He now proposed a colonial peerage, no doubt with himself as lord chief.

When Wentworth’s proposal for a colonial House of Lords was made public, the response was swift and damning. The radical People’s Advocate mocked ‘convict lordships and dukedoms’ – ‘[we should] spit upon it as we would upon a loathsome toad or other foul creeping slimy reptile’. Republican poet Charles Harpur suggested that Wentworth’s peerage should be chosen from the men with the largest noses and receding foreheads. After all, quipped Harpur, these were the features ‘of the great mass of the British aristocracy’.6

The most devastating criticism came from the young republican democrat Daniel Deniehy, a son of Irish convicts. Speaking to a large Sydney gathering in 1853, Deniehy lampooned Wentworth’s ‘bunyip aristocracy’. The howls of laughter that greeted Deniehy’s words – from democrats and liberals alike – were a dramatic illustration that the Australian colonies were more egalitarian and democratic than Britain, and demanded more liberal institutions. Although the Legislative Council would not be directly elected in New South Wales until 1978, Wentworth’s scheme for colonial lords was rejected. New constitutions in Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania, however, all allowed for elected upper houses that held considerable power.

South Australia was, in this as in other matters, particularly exceptional. The framing of its new constitution was led by the antithesis of Wentworth, the Irish democrat Sir George Kingston, who campaigned hard for a fully elected bicameral legislature. Although he was eventually forced to accept property qualifications for the Legislative Council, South Australia’s constitution – the only constitution to be put to a vote and approved by the electorate – was the most liberal of all the colonial constitutions. South Australia was also the first jurisdiction in the British Empire to separate church and state, in 1851.7

It would be tempting to package this relatively progressive history as a laudable example of the way in which Australia led the world in democratic reform in the mid-nineteenth century. And it did. But like every other aspect of Australia’s history, it was also connected intimately to the dispossession of Indigenous Australians, who were not permitted to vote under the new constitutions. An important driver in the push for self-government was the colonists’ desire to control land legislation. Once this power was secure, the British government had little capacity to curb the worst excesses of the ongoing land grab. This was one reason why, having learned from experience, it refused to relinquish responsibility for Aboriginal matters when Western Australia was belatedly granted responsible government in 1890, although that power did pass to the parliament in Perth before the end of the decade.

With political autonomy in the eastern colonies came the gradual loosening of the squatters’ vice-like grip on vast amounts of land. And with the steady increase in free settlers in search of landed wealth, more and more Indigenous Country was ‘selected’ and ‘taken up’ by successive waves of land-hungry, enfranchised arrivals. In Australia, democracy and dispossession went hand in hand.
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Melbourne, 9 May 1901. The opening of Australia’s first federal parliament in Melbourne’s Exhibition Building. Commissioned to paint the ceremony, artist Tom Roberts was unable to find his seat but managed to climb ‘up some rails’ to gain a birds-eye view of the immense crowd of politicians and dignitaries – 12,000 people in total, including the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, Governor-General Lord Hopetoun, judges, state governors and politicians, and the new members of the Commonwealth parliament. It was nothing less, Roberts thought, than ‘the Empire under one roof’.8
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Opening of the First Parliament of the Australian Commonwealth, 9th May 1901, Tom Roberts, 1903.


Roberts worked on the painting he branded ‘a Frankenstein of 17 feet’ for more than two years, travelling to London in 1903 to complete the last of the 269 individual VIP portraits. So determined was he to produce these faithfully, he recorded each person’s height and hat size, and weighed them, although some sitters, like the portly Western Australian Sir John Forrest, refused.

The final painting, which was to be given to the King, came to be known as the ‘Big Picture’. It was partly fictive: Roberts had added people who weren’t there, moved some into different positions to create an ideal hierarchy and enlarged the imperial crown. He also inserted a ghostly portrait of the so-called father of federation, the conveniently white-bearded Sir Henry Parkes, who hovered approvingly over proceedings. In 1889, at the Tenterfield School of Arts in Northern New South Wales, Parkes had famously delivered a speech that sparked public support for federation.

For the Dorset-born Roberts, the Big Picture was a source of pride, his personal contribution to Australian history. But his most lasting contributions were his distillations of life in the bush – or, as he put it when describing his painting Shearing the Rams (1890), his expressions of the ‘delight and fascination of the great pastoral life’ that came with the liberating feeling of ‘being in the bush’.9 Roberts’ depiction of a men’s shearing shed would prove to be a far more effective purveyor of Australia’s democratic instincts and the legend of an egalitarian society grounded in the mateship of the bush.
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Shearing the Rams, Tom Roberts, 1890.


And what of the legend of federation? Today, this ‘most stupendous event’ has disappeared into the ether. Most Australians haven’t the slightest idea about Roberts’ Big Picture or its subject matter. They are unable to name any of the figures depicted. Australia – one of the few countries to approve a federal constitution through a series of constitutional conventions and popular referendums – has become a fiercely democratic society that possesses little knowledge of its democratic history. Is this because it achieved nationhood without a violent breach from Britain?

In 1901, The Sydney Morning Herald boasted that Australia had become a nation without the need to throw off the ‘yoke of oppression’, without passing through civil war and without exercising any coercion to bring the colonies together. All this had been achieved through ‘filial love and unswerving loyalty’ to the mother country. It all sounded so effortless.

Australia became a nation without its own flag, currency, anthem or honours system. The last court of appeal was the Privy Council – in London. Ultimate power over the nation’s foreign policy rested with the British government. And yet this was undeniably what the six colonies desired for their security – both emotional and physical. The rise in national feeling that accompanied federation was one that, for the vast majority, saw little or no contradiction between loyalty to Australia and loyalty to the Crown.

Although The Bulletin and a few sections of the labour press still pushed the case for complete Australian independence, these sentiments had largely evaporated by the mid-1890s. Federation ‘under the Crown’ was one of the strongest points of agreement. The British monarchy provided the grandeur and glorious past that fin de siècle Australians were unable to find in their own origins. Even by 1910, when the broad lines of division had formed between the predominantly working-class Labor Party and the Protestant individualism of Liberals and rural conservatives, there was no fundamental disagreement over loyalty to empire.

Over time, the history of Australia’s democracy became a narrative of relative independence under the imperial umbrella, more a story of British largesse than Australian exertion. It’s another reason why Eureka had more popular appeal: its spirit of resistance against British troops appealed to all who hankered for a more heroic national mythology. By contrast, the Commonwealth’s core founding ideals, ‘federation under the Crown’ and White Australia, hardly qualified as the basis for a lasting, malleable and galvanising foundation. By the 1960s, one half was eventually exposed as aggressively racist, while the other slowly dissolved into nostalgic anachronism.

The great achievement of federation was the colonies’ ability to manage deep-seated suspicions and disagreements – over free trade and protection, railways and rivers, financial powers, the division of state and federal powers, and the future powers of the upper and lower houses in the Commonwealth parliament. The Australian delegation to London in 1900, which included Alfred Deakin, Edmund Barton and Charles Kingston, had every reason to join hands and dance around the room in celebration, as they did when final agreement with the British government was reached over the draft constitution. It combined elements of the US federal constitution, such as the names of the two houses of parliament (Senate and House of Representatives) and the powerful upper house in which each state has the same number of senators, with the Westminster system, where governments are formed in the lower house and responsible to parliament.

While historians have stressed the two pivotal pieces of legislation that defined the new Commonwealth – the Immigration Restriction Act and the Pacific Islands Labourers Act – they’ve also shown how equality, justice and democracy were racially defined ideals. The workingman lived in a walled paradise – ‘Australia for the White Man’, protective tariffs and no non-white labour. Equality for some was built on the exclusion of others.



Like the Commonwealth itself, the Australian Labor Party’s platform rested on racist foundations, calling for ‘the cultivation of national sentiment based on the maintenance of racial purity and the development in Australia of an enlightened and self-reliant community’. By 1900 the ALP had divisions in every state and in 1901, with the Caucus, a federal structure. The great struggles between labour and capital that had divided Australian society in the depression- and drought-ridden 1890s would continue, but reform would increasingly be sought through parliamentary legislation. Rather than governments breaking strikes with armed troops and police, as they did in the shearers’ and maritime strikes of the early 1890s, industrial disputes would ideally be determined through conciliation and arbitration.

In the historian W.K. Hancock’s classic framing, Australians came to ‘look upon the state as a vast public utility, whose duty it is to provide the greatest happiness for the greatest number’.10 This was illustrated dramatically in 1907, when Justice Henry Bourne Higgins, president of the recently formed federal Court of Conciliation and Arbitration (1904), handed down the Harvester judgment, which established a living wage for working men at 42 shillings per week, deemed sufficient to support a family of five. The decision – Higgins interviewed the wives of working men as well as the workers themselves – cemented the idea of the living wage as a male worker’s right, regardless of industry profits; later known as the basic wage, it formed the basis of determinations until the 1970s.

However groundbreaking Higgins’ judgment was, women were still seen as child-bearers and homemakers, and legally subordinate within the confines of marriage. The campaign for female suffrage had secured women the vote in South Australia (1894), Western Australia (1899) and the Commonwealth (1902). By 1909 women had the vote in every state. But this was by no means a vote for full equality, and women would not enter federal parliament until 1943. Arbitration rulings kept their wages at little more than half of the male wage until the Second World War, while social welfare initiatives aimed at women were no less racially prejudiced than any other progressive legislation. In 1912, when the Fisher Labor government introduced a payment for mothers on the birth of their child regardless of marital status or whether the child survived birth, Aboriginal and Asian women were barred from receiving the benefit.11

But nowhere was the belief in white racial superiority so obvious as in the Commonwealth’s wilful blindness to the humanity of Indigenous Australians, who were excluded from the federation conventions and referendums. The Commonwealth’s decision to explicitly refuse Aboriginal people the right to vote in federal elections in 1902 severed the idea of nationhood and independence from the country’s antiquity and its First Peoples.

In the lead-up to federation and long afterwards, much was made of the fact that the new nation occupied an entire continent. As Edmund Barton, Australia’s first prime minister, famously remarked in 1897, ‘For the first time in history, we have a nation for a continent and a continent for a nation.’ In 1913, attending the laying of the foundation stone of Parliament House in Canberra, Billy Hughes elaborated on the theme. Like Americans, he stated baldly, Australians had ‘killed everybody else to get it’, which only made their own fear of disappearance all the more real.


The first historic event in the history of the Commonwealth we are engaged in today without the slightest trace of that race we have banished from the face of the earth. We must not be too proud lest we should, too, in time disappear. We must take steps to safeguard that foothold we now have.



Federation was imagined as completing the process of possession that began with James Cook in 1770. Psychologically and politically, nationhood and the possession of the island continent rested on the extinction of Indigenous Australia. In the decades to come, Aboriginal protesters would expose the falsehood, injustice and fragility of this idea.
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On 9 May 1927, a Western Australian journalist stood on Capital Hill in Canberra ‘under the branches of an ancient redgum’, looking at the scene below. There it stood, ‘the crisp, sugar-like whiteness’ of the opening of Parliament House, Canberra alone in the paddock. Even the trail of 30,000 spectators, who had come to hear their beloved prima donna Dame Nellie Melba sing the national anthem and view the Duke and Duchess of York open the parliament, appeared tiny on such an immense canvas.

After almost three decades, the federal parliament was finally moving to its invented capital. Although no Indigenous Australians were officially invited, two Wiradjuri elders, Jimmy Clements and John Noble, walked over 150 kilometres from Brungle Aboriginal station near Tumut in southern New South Wales to attend the opening. Clements and Noble were first in what would become a long line of Indigenous petitioners to the Commonwealth parliament. They were both around eighty years of age. A reporter from the Melbourne Argus described them as ‘very old and grey and raggedly picturesque’, while another from The Canberra Times saw them as ‘lone’ representatives ‘of a fast vanishing race’ who had come only to salute ‘visiting royalty’.
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Jimmy Clements at the opening of Parliament House, Canberra, 1927.


In fact, the two men had come to declaim the injustices they had endured all their lives. The following day, 10 May, prominent citizens were paraded before the Duke and Duchess as they stood atop the steps of Parliament House. Clements was among those who passed before them. As The Argus reported, ‘An ancient Aborigine, who calls himself King Billy and who claims sovereign rights to the Federal Territory, walked slowly forward alone, and saluted the Duke and Duchess.’ The photograph of Clements appeared under the headline ‘Demanded His Rights’. In stark contrast, The Sydney Morning Herald chose to highlight something the Prince of Wales had said during his Australian tour in 1920: ‘You are determined that this nation shall be pure of race, and that all citizens of your Commonwealth shall have an equal chance.’ Few could see the glaring contradiction in the prince’s words.12

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Aboriginal people agitated for their rights. In 1924, the Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association (AAPA) was founded in Sydney. With more than 600 Aboriginal members from across New South Wales, the AAPA campaigned for land rights and self-determination. In the words of leader Fred Maynard, their platform was an attempt to control their own ‘destiny – spiritual, political, industrial and social’.13

In 1934, Yorta Yorta leader William Cooper drafted a petition to King George V. The message was unambiguous: Indigenous lands had been ‘expropriated’ by successive Australian governments and their inhabitants’ legal status unjustly ‘denied’. He asked the King to grant them the power to ‘propose a member of parliament’. Cooper delivered the petition to Joseph Lyons’ Commonwealth government in September 1937. It carried over 1800 signatures. Two months later, with fellow campaigners Doug Nicholls and William Ferguson, Cooper called for a ‘Day of Mourning’ on Australia Day, 1938, to protest the white man’s seizure of their land. In March, the Lyons government informed Cooper that it would neither support his demand for parliamentary representation nor forward his petition to King George VI. Incensed by the hypocrisy of a supposedly Christian nation’s refusal to accept the equal humanity of Indigenous Australians, Cooper wrote a stinging response:


White men … claimed that they had ‘found’ a ‘new’ country – Australia. This country was not new, it was already in possession of and inhabited by millions of blacks, who, while unarmed, excepting spears and boomerangs, nevertheless owned the country as their God given heritage … Every shape and form of murder, yes, mass murder, was used against us and laws were passed and still exist, which no human creature can endure. Our food stuffs have been destroyed, poison and guns have done their work, and now white men’s homes have been built on our hunting and camping grounds. Our lives have been wrecked and our happiness ended. Oh! Ye whites! … How much compensation have we had? How much of our land has been paid for? Not one iota. Again we state that we are the original owners of the country. In spite of force, prestige, or anything else you like, morally the land is ours.14



Cooper’s pointed condemnation prefigured many of the arguments that would be advanced by Aboriginal protesters in the late twentieth century: the demand for recognition of their cultures and histories; the call for truth-telling; the insistence on land rights; and the claim for compensation.

For most white Australians in 1938, Australia’s nationhood was still seen as a British offshoot that had only recently begun to acquire a culture and history of its own. As the author and academic Walter Murdoch wrote in a school text in 1917, ‘When people talk about the “history of Australia” they mean the history of the white people … [the Indigenous people] have no history, as we use the word.’15

Even though they were supposedly destined for extinction, it was the voices of Indigenous Australians and their experience in the wake of colonisation that would ultimately come to unsettle the moral legitimacy of the Commonwealth.
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In February 1954, Queen Elizabeth II became the first reigning British monarch to set foot on Australian soil. At Farm Cove in Sydney, she reminded her awed subjects that she was standing on the spot where ‘Captain Phillip and his small band of Englishman’ once stood. ‘And now,’ she stated demurely, skipping over the question of how the country had been acquired, ‘there stands a fine city.’ Prime Minister Robert Menzies was there to greet her along with NSW Labor premier J.J. Cahill, who would be presented to the Queen more than thirty times during the tour, earning the sobriquet ‘I’ll see you again Cahill’ from an amused public.

The Queen and Prince Philip toured Australia for two months, visiting every state and territory. Almost three-quarters of Australia’s population of 9 million people saw the royal couple in person as they waved like clockwork from their slow-moving Daimler, or performed brief ‘meet and greet’ sessions with the public. Displays of feverish loyalty met the Queen wherever she roamed. On 26 February, as the Queen landed in Mount Gambier in South Australia, her plane flew low over Vansittart Park. Gazing out her window she saw 6,500 school children arranged in the shape of a map of Australia and an enormous ‘Welcome’ banner.16

For The Sydney Morning Herald, the Queen represented the ‘supreme achievement of the British race’. Australia, its editorial trumpeted, ‘is still and always will be a British nation’. Menzies would have agreed. Labor was more pragmatic, seeing the monarchy as a ‘handy constitutional fiction’ that transcended local differences.17 As it turned out, within little more than a decade, the idea of Australia as an exclusively British nation began to crumble, particularly after Britain’s application to join the European Economic Community in 1961, a rude awakening for Australia, although Britain’s membership did not come into effect until 1973. Historically, the 1954 royal tour proved to be the high point of Britishness and monarchical allegiance in Australia.



Contrary to popular myth, though, Australia’s drift away from Britain was incremental. Nor did postwar Australia simply exchange one powerful friend for another. While Australia was developing a closer relationship with the United States and engaging more with its own region, it fought alongside Britain in the Malayan Emergency (1948–1960), and in Borneo against Indonesia during Confrontation (1965–1966), allowed its territory to be used as the site for British nuclear tests and supported Britain throughout the Suez debacle in 1956, despite American opposition. Although Japan had already become Australia’s major export market by 1967, British immigration, cultural and economic ties remained strong. Whether postwar Australia was a completely independent nation – psychologically, legally and politically – depends on the criteria applied.

Britain’s retreat from Asia, and Menzies’ conviction in the early 1950s that a third world war was a distinct possibility, forced Australia once again to confront its geographical isolation from its major allies. Without assurance that a powerful ally would come to its aid in times of crisis – the ANZUS Treaty (1951) stated only that its signatories, Australia, New Zealand and the United States, would, in the event of an attack on any of the parties, ‘act to meet the common danger in accordance with [their] constitutional processes’ – Australia’s deep ‘fear of abandonment’ remained an ever-present spectre, one that continues to haunt the country today.18

The Second World War had dramatically demonstrated Australia’s reliance on the United States to repel the Japanese in the Pacific, while the Cold War and concerns about the communist advance in Asia encouraged a ‘forward defence’ posture. This saw Australian troops fight Chinese and North Korean forces in Korea (1950–1953) and the communist forces in Vietnam (1962–1973). These wars cost 863 Australian lives, with more than 3,600 wounded. In the case of Vietnam, widespread opposition to the war resulted in some of the most bitter divisions in Australian society since the conscription referendums fifty years earlier.

In October 1966, photographer David Moore captured Australian prime minister Harold Holt in a brief downward glance at Canberra Airport as he welcomed Lyndon Baines Johnson, the first US president to visit Australia. Taken in the early stages of the Vietnam War, and cast in a funereal light, the photograph seemed to reflect Australia’s obsequiousness before its great and powerful friend. Holt did little to correct that impression with his infamous statement that Australia would go ‘all the way with LBJ’.

The idea of Australia as subservient to the United States lingered, as did the nation’s fondness for seeking honour and dignity in the trappings of empire. While South Africa ended imperial honours as early as 1925 and Canada in 1919, Australia’s elites continued to queue eagerly for peerages and honours until the 1970s. In 1972, Australian governments made so many requests for them that the British government sent the list back and asked for it to be culled. It would take until 1992 before all state and federal governments ceased awarding imperial honours. Then, in 2014, after they had rested in the dustbin of history for two decades, the devout constitutional monarchist and Liberal prime minister Tony Abbott reintroduced knighthoods. On Australia Day in 2015, Abbott stunned his colleagues and the nation by knighting Prince Philip, an old man already forced to walk under the life-threatening weight of a wardrobe full of medals. It was a decision that ushered in the end of Abbott’s prime ministership.
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President Johnson and Prime Minister Holt at Canberra Airport, 1966, by David Moore.




Australia’s resilient attachment to Britain and the monarchy was reflected in other areas. In 1942, Australia finally ratified the Statute of Westminster (1931), which gave the dominions the power to act independently of Britain, although Australian law would not be made completely independent of British parliaments and courts until the Australia Act passed in 1986. Australian citizenship did not exist as a legal category until 26 January 1949, when it was introduced by the Chifley Labor government, partly to increase the numbers of non-British migrants with a more explicitly Australian allegiance. Even then, Australian passports were issued with the words ‘British passport’ until 1967, and Australians were classified as both British subjects and Australian citizens until as recently as 1984.

It was one indication of the way Anglo-Celtic Australians, who had long grown accustomed to thinking of themselves as ‘subjects’, often took citizenship for granted. So long as they were entitled to the advantages of citizenship, the vast majority seemed unconcerned with the question of what it represented, or whether they were classified as British subjects or Australian citizens. For Indigenous Australians, by contrast, who only received the right to vote in federal elections in 1962, their status as Australian citizens could never be taken for granted.

In 1957, Jessie Street – feminist, human rights advocate and tireless reformer – wrote to Paul Hasluck, minister for home affairs in the Menzies government, about ‘the possibility of a referendum to amend the Constitution to vest powers over the Aborigines in the Commonwealth parliament and to extend all legal rights as enjoyed by the white population to the Aborigines’. Street, who had worked extensively with the UN lobbying for women’s rights and helping to draft the UN Declaration of Human Rights, had come to see the position of Aboriginal people in a genuinely international context. Australia’s racist constitution was undermining its standing in the postwar world.19

Street’s proposal was the beginning of the decade-long campaign by both black and white activists that finally resulted in the Harold Holt Liberal–Country government holding the 1967 referendum. Approved by 90.77 per cent of voters and every state, the referendum gave the Commonwealth government the power to ‘make special laws’ relating to Aboriginal people – legislation regarding Aboriginal matters had been the exclusive domain of state governments. It also ensured that ‘when drawing up boundaries of the House of Representative electorates’, all Aboriginal people were counted ‘in population tables’.20

The myths about the 1967 referendum that developed over time – that it gave Aboriginal people the vote, granted them citizenship and allowed them to be counted in the census for the first time – reflected the way white Australians saw the thumping approval of the proposal as evidence of their own goodwill. The referendum was sold persuasively on the basis of ‘equal rights for Aborigines’, but this was wishful thinking in the extreme. So was campaign leader Faith Bandler’s belief that the resounding ‘Yes’ vote would ‘wip[e] out nearly 200 years of injustice and inhumanity’, and dramatically improve health, housing, education and employment for Aboriginal people.21

For a brief, intensely lit moment, changing Australia’s constitution was seen as a powerful instrument to redress the historical injustices against Indigenous Australians. But the referendum, which had its origins in the Aboriginal protests of the 1920s and 1930s, was already being superseded by different kinds of resistance. The new effort was led by a younger, educated generation tapped into the civil rights and anti-apartheid movements. These activists were more radical and more media-savvy, like Aboriginal activist Charles Perkins and the University of Sydney students who initiated the Freedom Rides in 1965. Touring New South Wales in a well-televised bus tour, the freedom riders brought the reality of apartheid-like discrimination into Australian living rooms, exposing the racism that permeated everyday life in so many regional towns.22

By the time the Queen visited Australia in 1970 to preside over celebrations for the bicentenary of James Cook’s ‘discovery’ of Australia, it was clear that the 1967 referendum had done little to alter the position of Indigenous Australians. Faith Bandler labelled the event ‘the 200th anniversary of the taking of the country’. At a meeting at Sydney Town Hall, one of the most passionate speeches was delivered by the poet and author Oodgeroo Noonuccal (then known as Kath Walker). Wearing a breastplate that bore the inscription ‘discarded government property’, Walker told the audience how a newspaper editor had informed her that a protest ‘in front of the Queen was in very bad taste’. Her response was defiant and indignant: ‘I also consider what the people of Australia are doing in the form of genocide to a race of people in Australia was also in very bad taste. Now print that in your editorial.’



The next day, many of the Aboriginal protesters wore red headbands to symbolise the spilling of their people’s blood. They lined the beach holding placards that carried the names of Aboriginal clans. They demanded land rights and chanted, ‘Australian history did not begin in 1770.’ As Walker read her poem ‘Dreamtime’ – ‘We, who are the strangers now / Come with sorrow in our hearts’ – they threw wreaths into the sea. Later, protesters ‘walked to the high ground at the entrance to Botany Bay’, turning their backs as the royal yacht, Britannia, sailed away.23



[image: ]

If nations are created not only legally and politically, but emotionally as well, then it’s probably true that Australia only began to feel like an independent country after the election of Gough Whitlam’s Labor government on 2 December 1972.

The nation had had twenty-three years of conservative governments – most of them under Menzies, who had been instrumental in founding the Liberal Party in 1944 before becoming Australia’s longest-serving prime minister (1949–1966, following an earlier period, 1939–1941). Menzies had overseen a long era of economic growth, rapidly expanding suburbia and increasing home ownership. He also established the National Library of Australia (1960), supported the expansion of the universities, granted state aid to non-government schools and promoted closer trade and foreign policy ties in Southeast Asia. His government’s diplomacy was driven in large part by its vehement anti-communism.

When he retired in 1966, his successors – Harold Holt (1966, until he drowned in 1967), John Gorton (1968–1971) and William McMahon (1971–1972) – struggled to escape his shadow and failed to modernise the Liberal Party in line with a society that had undergone rapid change since the early 1960s. After long and bitterly fought battles to reform his own political party, and having waited so long to govern, Whitlam wasted little time when he finally held the reins of power in 1972.

Imperious, erudite and possessing a caustic wit that could make his opponents wilt, Whitlam was the most unlikely Labor hero. Barrister, internationalist and classicist, he saw power creatively and believed that federal government was the engine of national renewal. After his victory, the sense of urgency was palpable.

During his three years in office, his government passed an astonishing amount of progressive legislation: ending conscription and completing Australia’s withdrawal from Vietnam; recognising (and visiting) the People’s Republic of China; ending capital punishment for federal offences; abolishing university fees; establishing national legal aid; boosting arts funding; passing the Racial Discrimination Act (1975) and the Family Law Act (1975), decriminalising homosexuality in the Australian Capital Territory (South Australia became the first state to do so in 1975); and, in the face of prolonged resistance from the federal opposition, establishing Medibank, the national health insurance scheme. Whitlam appointed the first ever adviser to the prime minister on women’s affairs, Elizabeth Reid; he introduced a single mothers’ benefit, raised the minimum wage for women, reopened the case for equal pay, made contraceptives cheaper and legislated a range of health and welfare initiatives to improve women’s lives.24 Despite all this, there were no women in Whitlam’s government. As historian Frank Bongiorno has pointed out, the ALP in the 1970s was marked by a ‘bawdy masculine subculture … from which women were absolutely excluded’.25

Whitlam’s reforms were partly an overdue response to the struggles led by students and the rising, educated middle class since the early 1960s – the campaign for women’s rights, the Vietnam moratoriums in 1970 and 1971 and the calls for a more open, progressive and liberal society, all of which were international in scope and now given oxygen more than ever before by electronic communication, especially television.

The feeling of a more independent Australia came from Whitlam’s deliberate cultivation of what he called ‘a vigorous national spirit – a healthy pride and confidence in ourselves, in our country’s promise’. The arts were fundamental to Whitlam’s vision. His government created the Australia Council for the Arts (1975), fast-tracked the construction of the National Gallery (opened in 1982), established the Australian Film Commission (1975) and created the national youth radio network now known as Triple J. More than any other prime minister in Australia’s history, he was supported by leading intellectuals and artists at a time when investment in the arts was still subject to public ridicule. Whitlam’s decision to authorise the director of the National Gallery, James Mollison, to pay A$1.3 million for Jackson Pollock’s painting Blue Poles was condemned by conservative politicians and mocked by the tabloid press.

The perception that Whitlam was driving Australia towards becoming a republic was understandable. Between 1972 and 1975, his government replaced ‘God Save the Queen’ with ‘Advance Australia Fair’ as the national anthem, instigated a new honours system, abolished appeals from the High Court to London’s Privy Council, unsuccessfully tried to remove reference to the Queen from the oath of citizenship and appointed ambassadors without seeking the Queen’s formal approval. But Whitlam’s government was not republican. These reforms, he said, were simply ‘designed to put our relationship on a more mature and contemporary basis and to reflect the development of a more independent Australian identity’ – independence with the Crown rather than under the Crown. He was targeting what he saw as colonial relics.

Seen in light of this ‘new nationalism’, Whitlam’s dismissal by Governor-General Sir John Kerr on 11 November 1975 suggested that Australia was not completely independent. Kerr, the Queen’s representative, had deceived the very person whose advice he was bound to follow. He had discussed the possibility of Whitlam’s dismissal with Prince Charles, and he had informed the Queen’s secretary, Martin Charteris, who did not counsel Kerr against the move. In fact, like Charles, Charteris reassured Kerr that if Whitlam tried to dismiss Kerr first, the Palace would allow sufficient delay before it acted on his advice. Kerr also consulted High Court judges Garfield Barwick and Anthony Mason, and secretly informed the Liberals’ leader, Malcolm Fraser, that he would dismiss Whitlam. Finally, he delayed accepting the House of Representatives’ subsequent vote of no confidence in Fraser until he had dissolved both houses of parliament. Fraser won the subsequent election in a landslide, but Whitlam and Australia’s elected government had been betrayed by Kerr.26 The office of governor-general went from relative obscurity to notoriety in one fell swoop.

‘The Dismissal’, as it became known, sharpened the focus of the nascent republican movement that had emerged in the 1960s, led by authors Donald Horne and Geoffrey Dutton, on an Australian head of state. The question of Australia’s independence was reduced to the removal of the last constitutional ties with the United Kingdom, and apparently had little to do with the country itself – its ancient Indigenous cultures and spirit of place, or the exclusion of Indigenous people from the nation’s founding document.

In 1972, Whitlam, drawing on the US Declaration of Independence, had reminded his supporters that there was ‘one great group of Australians who have been denied their basic rights to the pursuit of happiness, to liberty, and indeed to life itself for 180 years – since the very time when Europeans in the New World first proclaimed those rights as inalienable for all mankind’. As opposition leader, Whitlam was the only MP to visit the Aboriginal Tent Embassy after it was established in January 1972 on the lawns in front of Parliament House.27 The embassy’s prominent position and demands – land rights, protection of Aboriginal sacred sites, compensation for lands that could not be returned to them, and Aboriginal sovereignty – riled and embarrassed the McMahon Liberal–Country government so much that, after several attempts, it succeeded in having it removed.

Whitlam lived up to his promise to the embassy’s founders that he would end the era of assimilation in favour of land rights and self-determination. In government, he created the first Commonwealth ministry and department for Aboriginal affairs, initiated a royal commission on land rights, and introduced a bill to legislate for such rights in the Northern Territory that would guarantee Aboriginal land councils control of reserves and vacant Crown lands, as well as the rights to mining royalties. A restricted version of the bill was later passed by the Fraser government as the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act in 1976.

In popular memory, all of these reforms tumbled into one iconic photograph, taken on Gurindji Country in 1975, of Whitlam pouring a handful of red earth into land rights leader Vincent Lingiari’s palm. ‘I want to give back to you formally in Aboriginal and Australian Law ownership of this land of your fathers,’ Whitlam told Lingiari. ‘I solemnly hand to you these deeds as proof, in Australian law, that these lands belong to the Gurindji people and I put into your hands part of the earth itself as a sign that this land will be the possession of you and your children forever.’

Celebrated by Paul Kelly and Kev Carmody in their classic 1991 song, ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’, it was the culmination of a decade-long struggle that followed the walk-off of Aboriginal workers at Wave Hill Station in August 1966 and the Gurindji petition to Governor-General Richard Casey in 1967, which called for the return of tribal lands: ‘We feel that morally the land is ours.’

When Labor prime minister Bob Hawke was elected in 1983, his government – keen to distance itself from Whitlam’s ‘crash through or crash’ style and poor record of economic management – decided to introduce national lands rights legislation that would ensure Aboriginal people not only owned their land, but were also entitled to mining royalties and compensation. But after a predictable scare campaign by the mining industry, and opposition within the Labor Party, particularly in Western Australia, Hawke backed down. Although his government established the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) in 1989 (a body of Indigenous representatives from thirty-five regional councils that assumed responsibility for administering government programs) and the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) in 1991, its record in Indigenous affairs was largely seen as one of disappointment. In stark contrast to Whitlam’s more expansive vision in Indigenous affairs, the Hawke government would be remembered for grand promises that came to nothing.28
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Gurindji leader Vincent Lingiari and Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, 1975.




In 1988, fifty years after the Aboriginal Progressive Association called for a Day of Mourning on Australia Day 1938, Hawke told a crowd gathered at the Barunga Festival in the Northern Territory: ‘There shall be a treaty negotiated between the Aboriginal people and the Government on behalf of all the people of Australia.’ The words have echoed all the more loudly down the years for their failure to come to fruition. On 20 December 1991, only hours before Paul Keating replaced him as prime minister, Hawke presided over the hanging of the Barunga Statement in Parliament House, where it remains today, a constant reminder of unfinished business.

After more than two centuries of European invasion and ‘settlement’, the most seismic shift in Aboriginal land rights was delivered not by government but by the High Court of Australia. In 1982, with four other Meriam people, Eddie Mabo took the case for the right to their traditional lands to court. Mer (Murray Island) – only 2.8 kilometres long and 1.6 kilometres wide – is the easternmost island in the Torres Strait, on the edge of the Great Barrier Reef, 350 kilometres south of Papua New Guinea. Eddie Mabo provided the court with detailed descriptions of ancestral land ownership on the ‘eastern shore of Murray Island’, including a coloured pen sketch on a piece of foolscap paper that now sits behind a glass case in Parliament House in Canberra.

Six months after Eddie Mabo’s death, the High Court found in favour of Mabo and his fellow Murray Islanders, overturning the doctrine of terra nullius and confirming that their rights to their land had not been extinguished by the Queensland government in 1879. In the words of Chief Justice Brennan, the Meriam people were ‘entitled as against the whole world to possession, occupation, use and enjoyment of the island of Mer’.
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In Parliament House, Tom Roberts’ ‘Big Picture’ hangs not far from Eddie Mabo’s sketch of his ancestral land on Mer. But in a reflection of how the histories we choose to remember shape our perceptions of nationhood, the connections between the two men remain unseen.

Among Tom Roberts’ belongings when he moved to London in 1903 was a collection of works he’d produced while sailing through the Torres Strait Islands – or what he called ‘extra-littoral Australia’ – in 1892. As well as portraits of Torres Strait Islander men and eighteen ‘ethnographic objects’ he collected along the way, there was a large gouache work depicting a night dance he witnessed on Murray Island.

In a series of articles published in Melbourne and Sydney newspapers, Roberts described his evening approach to the ‘lonely’ island: ‘the high bold peak at [its] southern extremity breaking down to the shore two miles northward’. As his ship came closer to the shoreline that Eddie Mabo would sketch a century later, Roberts saw a narrow, white-sand beach rimmed by ‘brown thatched cottages … backed by a thick mass of shade trees … the hill rising abruptly, capped with palms’ he thought suggested ‘rich gardens’.

After dropping anchor, Roberts’ party was met by a ‘whale-boat flying the Queensland government flag’ and brought ashore, where they stayed with the island’s three white inhabitants. Roberts was immediately entranced by the ‘feeling of fete in the air’ and the music that seemed to float about the place. But it was the night dance – held to celebrate the island’s first ‘civil marriage’ – that caught his imagination. With his painterly eye, Roberts recorded every aspect of the scene: the colours and fibres of the dancers’ anklets and armlets, their shell necklaces and elaborate feathered headdresses. Then he described the dance.


In front of a clear space inside the enclosure … a group of women [are] squatted on the ground; in their midst, two men beating the New Guinea drums, and in the front are the children. On each side near the front are two fires brightly burning, a woman tending each with bamboo and dead palm leaves, and all around are the audience, standing or sitting, in rapt attention; [the chanting of the chorus subsides] … then into the light one by one, with strange hops and moves, the string of dancers comes up in one long line on the left, curves round near the front as they crouch with faces turned outwards and with left arm extended rest for a moment motionless, till to a beat in the music the heads with the white masks move fish-like from one side to the other, the column moves gradually round, and by ones and twos, with a leaping movement, a wild step to the quickened drum beats, they disappear into the shadow … One sits half enchanted with the strangeness of the scene, the attention strained first on the incomprehensible movements, then on the even stranger music. Every now and again a man lights a flare of dry grass as a favourite dancer does some more rapid step and two hours have slipped by, but the voices are louder than ever, and the men quicker in their action than at the beginning. There is a kind of intoxication upon the whole crowd.29



When Roberts’ ship departed the island the following morning, he could not get ‘the strange night scene [and] constant drum beats’ out of his mind. As he sailed away, he referred to the island as ‘Mer’. The watercolour he painted of the dance – On Murray Island – powerfully captures the atmosphere of the event he witnessed.

Roberts, of course, did not see the same dance that the Meriam people saw: a dance that was performed only on special occasions, and communicated cultural knowledge and law that had been passed down for thousands of years. His decision to take this painting, along with others he’d created on his trip through the Torres Strait, to London in 1903 shows how much they meant to him. But two decades later he presented them to the British Museum. They remained there, undiscovered, until 2009, when Ian Coates, a curator at the National Museum of Australia, came across the collection while working in London.
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On Murray Island, Tom Roberts, 1892.




Only now, more than 130 years after Roberts visited the Torres Strait Islands, is it possible to see The Big Picture and On Murray Island as contrary versions of Australian history – one all too visible, the other barely ‘discovered’. Roberts not only painted the work that memorialised the opening of Australia’s first federal parliament; unwittingly, he also created a work that evocatively depicted the sacred ‘Kab Kar’ or ‘true’ dance of Mer, the very place from where Eddie Mabo, 100 years later, would successfully challenge the legal fiction of terra nullius.






This is a place that eventually renders people strangers to their origins. It retains a real, ongoing power to bend people out of shape, to transform them. It influences our habits and thoughts, our language, our sensory register.

Tim Winton, 2015











EPILOGUE:
 MODERNITY AND ANTIQUITY
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The Childhood Bankstown Home of Paul John Keating, 24th Prime Minister of Australia, 1991–1996, Noel McKenna, 2010.


FROM THE SUBURBS THE prophets come. Two of the political leaders who shaped Australia profoundly over the last three decades grew up within 10 kilometres of one another in the southwestern suburbs of postwar Sydney. John Winston Howard, born in 1939, Australia’s twenty-fifth prime minister (1996–2007), was destined for politics when his Methodist parents named him after British Conservative politician Winston Churchill. Howard, the youngest of four boys, spent his childhood in a modest Californian bungalow at 25 William Street, Earlwood. The man he defeated at the 1996 election, Labor prime minister Paul Keating (1991–1996), was born in 1944, the eldest of four children. His family home at 3 Marshall Street, Bankstown – a timber-framed fibro house built as part of a suburban development in the 1930s – was demolished in 2015 to make way for a four-storey block of units. Howard’s childhood home had been replaced decades earlier by a Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet.

Born into the postwar suburban expansion – the population of Sydney’s southwest would triple by the 1960s – each man set his sights on a political career early and believed he would one day be prime minister. Each came to see his suburban upbringing as the wellspring of his political values. Howard spoke of his mother’s ‘Protestant work ethic’ and insistence on treating all people equally, regardless of their class or background. ‘I was given, as a child,’ he reflected, ‘a very deep scorn of pretension and privilege.’ Keating, a proud Catholic like his father, recalled his formative years in Bankstown affectionately, pointing out that the suburb had a ‘sense of community and an equally shared sense of obligation’.1

Aside from the glaring religious and political differences, these origin stories had much in common: respect for hard-working people, disdain for social ‘airs and graces’ and a commitment to serve the community through politics and public life. Both men had unexceptional academic records at school – Keating at De La Salle Brothers in Bankstown, and Howard – the only Liberal Party prime minister to be educated at a state school – at Canterbury Boys High. Both came from lower-middle-class families eager to get ahead, and both joined the political party their parents voted for. Howard’s father was a member of the Liberal Party, while Keating remembered walking the streets of Bankstown with his father, dropping Labor leaflets into letterboxes.2



Keating entered parliament in 1969 at the age of twenty-five. Howard followed him in 1974, aged thirty-four. They would remain there for the rest of their professional lives – Keating for twenty-seven years, Howard for thirty-three. But it was Howard’s political career more than Keating’s that celebrated Australia’s suburban ideal – otherwise known as the ‘great Australian dream’: a home of one’s own.

In The Lucky Country (1964), Donald Horne described Australia as ‘one of the first modern suburban societies’. From as early as the 1830s, Australia’s middle classes sought to build their homes within easy reach of Sydney and Hobart. Throughout the nineteenth century, as migration drove rapid urban growth, the suburbs were seen by British emigrants as an antidote to the vice- and disease-ridden areas of the inner city, where most of the poorer classes lived – a healthy, beautiful, almost bucolic alternative to industrial squalor. As historian Graeme Davison explained, conditions for suburban growth were better in Australia than anywhere else in the British world: ‘high wages, cheap land, generous credit and supportive governments brought its benefits within reach of almost every man, if not every woman’.3

Australia’s suburban dream was shared with Canada, the United States, New Zealand and the United Kingdom, all of which experienced the extraordinary boom in suburban growth that marked postwar modernity. In 1966, when John Howard’s political hero and mentor, Liberal prime minister Robert Menzies, retired, the rate of home ownership in Australia reached its peak at 71.4 per cent (it hovers around 63 per cent today).

In the 1950s and 1960s, as the suburbs expanded faster than social and cultural services could keep pace, critics mocked their monotonous newness, soulless atmosphere and mindless conformity. Artist Noel McKenna’s painting of Paul Keating’s childhood home could be read this way. But the suburbs’ plainness and regularity disguised their cultural and social diversity, particularly in the wake of postwar migration. Rather than ‘little boxes’ of conventionality, Australia’s suburbs, as political economist Hugh Stretton pointedly argued in the 1970s, were ‘free, private and self-expressive’.4 They were also home to backyard cricket and football, contests of utmost seriousness that later informed baby boomers’ nostalgia for their suburban childhoods.

While every person’s backyard was their own blank canvas, the suburban idyll – fed by mass car ownership and rampant consumerism – was a highly gendered domain. Women ruled the home and cared for children, while men went to work and tinkered in their sheds after mowing the lawn on weekends. At social gatherings, men congregated around the barbecue, beer in hand, while women talked among themselves and prepared food. For some, the clean, materialist, gendered lines of suburban life could be suffocating.

Today, 70 per cent of Australians live in the suburbs. This is where the daily reality of the country’s multicultural society is lived out. The largely peaceful ease of social relations in the demographic heartlands of Australia’s major cities – a kind of miracle, given the country’s history of racism – is testament to the success of suburbia (despite its shortcomings) and migrants’ willingness to embrace the economic opportunities and social and democratic institutions of their new home. The measure of Australian democracy’s success is not only the relatively ordered and respectful operation of its political institutions, but also the egalitarian tenor of everyday life in the streets of its suburbs and cities.

More than any other postwar politician, John Howard understood Australians’ attachment to their homes and the ideal of home ownership. As opposition leader in 1988, he launched his party’s blueprint Future Directions. Its cover carried a sketch of a white nuclear family standing behind a white picket fence, in front of their stately suburban home. Widely ridiculed, it nonetheless explained how Howard’s conservatism was held fast in the experience of his suburban childhood. In government, he legislated generous grants for first home buyers in 2000 and halved the capital gains tax, which fuelled property speculation and saw house prices rise faster than wages, increasing mortgages and eventually placing home ownership beyond the reach of many younger Australians. As Howard famously remarked, ‘I don’t get people stopping me in the street and saying, “John, you’re outrageous, under your government the value of my house has increased.”’

Postcode remains one of the best indicators of income and socio-economic opportunity – what Australians colloquially call ‘a fair go’. Australia, however, is a class-based society reluctant to think of itself in class terms. Howard once remarked that he wanted to see Australia become the greatest share-owning democracy in the world. Keating, in the first year of his prime ministership, took a decisive step in that direction when he introduced compulsory superannuation, ensuring that millions of Australians would rely partly on stock market dividends for their financial security in retirement.

The dream of home ownership that had reached its zenith in Howard’s and Keating’s youth gradually came to be seen as an ‘investment’, the first step on the ‘ladder’ of property accumulation and ever-increasing wealth. Australia today is one of the most property-obsessed nations on Earth, a characteristic that inclines its citizens to be cautious politically and instinctively forward-looking. Yet Australian society and culture has changed dramatically over the past five decades.
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Half a century since the dismissal of the Whitlam Labor government in 1975, the old verities have vanished. The nation that Australians once imagined as white, Christian and British has become one of the world’s most diverse, multicultural and liberal democracies. The Indigenous cultures that White Australia was determined to eradicate are now fundamental to the nation’s identity. A previously rigid and protectionist economic mentality has given way to an open, free-trade economy. China is Australia’s most important trading partner – at once a source of economic prosperity and widely seen as a potential threat to national security.

Australia’s alliance with the United States remains the linchpin of its defence. Since the end of the Vietnam War, Australia has followed the United States into wars in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), while the US military presence in northern Australia has expanded significantly. At a time when two-thirds of Australia’s trade was with Asian countries, AUKUS – the 2021 trilateral security agreement between the United States, Britain and Australia – hinges on the well-worn strategy of clinging to the Anglosphere. Although Australia sees itself as a middle power exercising its own influence in the Indo-Pacific – a mentality strengthened by the Keating government’s pivot to Asia – its deepest and most valued alliances remain true to its British colonial origins.

The nation’s population has doubled since the mid-1970s. Modernity has so swiftly and relentlessly altered the face of Australia’s cities and suburbs that earlier generations would barely recognise them. Private education and private healthcare, which drive increasing social segregation, are increasingly seen as superior to public alternatives. And for the first time in recent history, amid rising social inequality and as anthropogenic climate change threatens the future of humanity, the belief that life will be better for future generations is fading.

The rise of environmental consciousness has been a distinctive feature of Australian politics. The Tasmanian Greens (1974), initially called the United Tasmania Group (1972), was the first such party in the world, followed closely by Green parties founded in Germany and New Zealand in 1975. Between 1965 and 1975, writers such as Judith Wright were instrumental in saving the Great Barrier Reef from the Queensland government’s oil and gas mining plans. Environmental campaigns led by the likes of Bob Brown – one of Australia’s most influential recent political figures – persuaded the Hawke Labor government (1983–1991) to override the Tasmanian government’s decision to dam the Franklin River. Hawke’s government also protected Queensland’s Daintree Rainforest, halted uranium mining at Jabiluka in Arnhem Land and successfully led the international campaign to ban mining in Antarctica.

For all the achievements and failures of Australian governments over the past half-century, after the day-to-day noise of their time in office subsides, the things they are remembered for – the larger, transformative policies that endure in the popular imagination – come down to a handful of signature reforms. The Hawke government’s deregulation of the economy and its Prices and Incomes Accord (1983) laid the basis for four decades of economic growth. Today, Australia’s trade-dependent economy is, on some measures, the thirteenth-largest in the world, close to the size of Russia’s. Average adult wealth places Australia among the world’s five richest countries. The standard of living and quality of life in its major cities rank high against international benchmarks. Australia is resource-rich, with vast mineral and energy reserves that enabled the Rudd Labor government (2007–2010) to protect the country from the worst impacts of the global financial crisis in 2008, and Australians have become at once more prosperous, more educated and more politically polarised.

The divide between the largely urban, tertiary-educated, cosmopolitan classes and the outer-suburban and rural working classes who have benefited less from globalisation has destabilised traditional political allegiances and alignments – a change that has also occurred in other liberal democracies. Yet Australia has so far avoided the rise of authoritarian, right-wing populism and the extreme anti-immigration politics that have emerged in Europe and, most notably, the United States.

Historians have often remarked that during times of crisis and change – the World Wars and Great Depression, the influx of non-British migrants from the 1950s, the ideological and political divisions over the Cold War and Vietnam – Australia’s institutions and social and political stability were severely tested, yet remained resilient. It’s also true, however, that the durability of those institutions has been tied closely to their capacity for change. In 1975, Labor MP Joan Child was the only woman in the House of Representatives. In 2025, women comprise well over half of the Albanese Labor government’s MPs. But the representation of women in conservative political parties is low, and levels of sexism, misogyny and domestic violence in Australian society remain high.

The closer we come to the present in this history, the harder it is to be certain which reforms will have lasting significance. The Howard government is probably recalled more for its gun laws than for any other initiative over almost twelve years in office. The introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (2013) under the Gillard government (2010–2013), the legalising of same-sex marriage (2017) by the Turnbull government (2015–2018) after a postal survey, and the establishment of the National Cabinet during the Covid pandemic by the Morrison government (2018–2022) will likely be among reforms that endure.

Over the last half-century, however, one question has continued to gnaw at Australia’s soul: how to tell the truth about the nation’s history and find what Indigenous leader Noel Pearson has called ‘a rightful place’ for First Nations Australians? As more and more evidence has emerged of the injustices and outrages Indigenous Australians have suffered at the hands of white Australians since the invasion of the continent in 1788, Australia’s major political parties have embraced starkly different interpretations of Australian history. In 1993, at Redfern Park in Sydney, Prime Minister Paul Keating spoke in confessional tone of the nation’s responsibility for murder, dispossession and the removal of Indigenous children, as if to take the first step in ‘reconciliation’, a process formally put in train in 1991 together with a concerted push for an Australian republic.

In 1997, with the release of the Bringing Them Home report into the ‘Stolen Generations’ of Indigenous children taken from their parents, and the establishment of National Sorry Day soon afterwards, the language of moral disquiet, shame and atonement reached a climax. The nation’s media were deluged with stories of the personal tragedies suffered. Gradually, church groups, state parliaments and many individual citizens, prompted by the commemoration of Sorry Day every 27 May, apologised formally to Aboriginal people. ‘Sorry books’ were passed around workplaces, filling the public culture with the language of contrition. Only the Howard government remained steadfast in its refusal to offer an apology.

When Australians voted on the question of whether to become a republic in November 1999, they rejected the proposal resoundingly. The argument for a republic was not so much about Britain – republicans argued that they would retain Australia’s British heritage and parliamentary traditions – as it was about the nationality of Australia’s head of state. Republicans, who were divided over the question of whether the president should be directly elected or appointed by the parliament, also assumed that the question of Australia’s independence was a completely separate issue from reconciliation and the exclusion of Indigenous Australians from the constitution. Since its defeat, the idea of a republic has never regained the traction it possessed in the fin de siècle atmosphere of the late 1990s.

In February 2008, Labor prime minister Kevin Rudd finally apologised on behalf of the nation to the Stolen Generations. In content and tone, Rudd’s speech sounded an admission of responsibility for two centuries of ‘mistreatment’, described by The Sydney Morning Herald as ‘a nationwide emotional release … a gesture of atonement for the full disastrous history of indigenous relations since 1788’. The Christian spirit of Rudd’s speech, with its talk of ‘healing’, the end of ‘denial’ and a nation that had been ‘wrestling with its own soul’, was as much a cry for absolution, for an end to the country’s anxiety over its history, as it was an acknowledgement of wrongdoing. Another decade would pass before substantial progress was made on constitutional matters.

In May 2017, after a prolonged, nationwide deliberation, First Nations representatives convened at Uluru in central Australia and produced the Uluru Statement from the Heart, which called for a ‘Voice enshrined in the Constitution’, and a ‘Makarrata Commission to supervise a process of agreement-making between governments and First Nations and truth-telling about our history’. The statement’s evocative language – it described Indigenous sovereignty as ‘a spiritual notion’ that had ‘never been ceded or extinguished, and co-exists with the sovereignty of the Crown’ – was more poetic, inspiring and reflective of Australia than the nation’s constitution. It was also candid: ‘Proportionally, we are the most incarcerated people on the planet … our youth languish in detention in obscene numbers … this is the torment of our powerlessness.’ Finally, it issued a gracious invitation for Australians to ‘walk with’ First Nations people and allow the ancient and enduring sovereignty of Indigenous Australians to ‘shine through as a fuller expression of Australia’s nationhood’. Given all that had happened since James Cook stepped ashore at Kamay in April 1770, this was an offer of incalculable generosity.

After the incoming Albanese Labor government committed to implementing the Uluru Statement in full on election night in 2022, a national referendum was held on 14 October 2023. Following a rancorous and conflict-ridden campaign submerged in lies and misinformation and in which the Liberal and National parties opposed the proposal, 61 per cent of the Australian electorate voted ‘No’ to recognition in the form of a constitutionally enshrined Indigenous Voice to Parliament. An overwhelming majority of Indigenous Australians voted ‘Yes’, making the defeat of the proposal even more confronting.

In the heat of a polarised referendum campaign, a proposal that originated as an attempt to deliver fairness and justice for Indigenous Australians was represented as one that threatened fairness and equality for the non-Indigenous majority. ‘No’ campaign literature claimed that voting ‘No’ would prove that Australia was ‘not a racist country’, when racism vented through social media undoubtedly contributed to the referendum’s defeat. The result confirmed the stark divide apparent twenty-four years earlier in the republic referendum. The Australian Capital Territory and inner-city areas in Sydney and Melbourne voted in favour of the proposal, while outer-suburban and rural areas saw resounding ‘No’ majorities. Most Australians appeared to accept the No campaign’s argument that the Australian constitution was the nation’s ‘rule book’, which should not be altered to give one group of Australians ‘special treatment’.

As Australia approaches the 250th anniversary of the arrival of the British at Sydney Cove in January 1788, it has yet to recognise First Nations Australians in a just and substantive way. An indifference remains, a failure to imagine what history looks and feels like for those on the other side.
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Mungo National Park, NSW, established in 1979. Sections of the park reside in the Willandra Lakes World Heritage Area.




In 2024, a small group of Australians gathered to commemorate a different anniversary: the day in February 1974 when Jim Bowler, a young, inspired geomorphologist, was riding his motorbike across the Lake Mungo lunette in the Willandra Lakes region of Western New South Wales, the Country of the Mutthi Mutthi, Barkindji and Ngiyampaa peoples. In the late afternoon light, he noticed a ‘tiny patch of something white shining through a cover of expansive sand mantle’. It was a human skull. Brushing away the sand, he saw an intact jawbone, ‘part of an emerging body’ that became known as Mungo Man. Six years earlier, Bowler had ‘stumbled across’ the remains of Mungo Lady only 500 metres away.

Both findings radically altered the understanding of Australia’s history. Before Mungo Man and Mungo Lady, it was assumed that Indigenous Australians had occupied the continent for only a few thousand years. But their ritual burials took place around 42,000 years ago. These were among the oldest human remains found outside of Africa, and Mungo Lady’s was the oldest known human cremation in the world.

Hands crossed in his lap, Mungo Man was sprinkled with red ochre as he was laid to rest – a ceremony that continues in some Aboriginal burial practices today. At the time he was alive, the nearest source of ochre was more than 200 kilometres away, yet another indication of the profoundly spiritual nature of his burial.

Regardless of their different backgrounds and beliefs, Australians share an attachment to the land itself, one that is increasingly informed by knowledge of First Nations peoples and their relationship to Country. The late Mutthi Mutthi Elder Alice Kelly campaigned to stop the taking of her ancestors’ remains from her Country and ensured that archaeologists consulted traditional owners when conducting their research. Reflecting on the story of Mungo Man and Mungo Lady, she generously remarked: ‘Mungo is for all Australians, black and white. It can embrace us all in its spirituality and draw us closer to the land.’5
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