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At Home in Australia


[image: image] Australia. A country full of animals strange enough for a fairy tale. A land so vast that it encompasses deserts, snowy mountain tops, virgin rainforests, and two oceans lapping at its shores. A country whose people live everywhere from artificial caves to shining skyscrapers, whose musical culture stretches from someone playing the didgeridoo in the Outback to a symphony orchestra performing in one of the most iconic buildings on earth.

Although my knowledge about anything Australian was pretty much limited, after moving here I found many of my preconceived notions about the continent to be true. The entire nation is obsessed with the great outdoors. A house is not a house unless it has a barbecue area and entertainment deck out back. The parks and beaches are teeming with people as soon as there is one ray of sunshine. The cities are bursting with culture and modern shops and coffee houses. And life is good.
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Here, people really do work to live, rather than live to work. Work and life balance is important and the weekend is king. This low-stress lifestyle and healthier attitude towards work is exactly why migrating to Australia has been popular for generations.

The challenge of adjusting to a different lifestyle in a new country can be an adventure. What I love most about being an expat is the chance to truly get to know this amazing country, its people, its history and culture, and its off-the-beaten-path treasures. Australia is still very much a land of wonder, full of remote and undiscovered places.
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WHAT I LOVE ABOUT AUSTRALIA



• The heady mix of imposing eucalyptus trees, tall palms, and majestic evergreen trees, such as the Moreton Bay fig. Australia is opulently green.

• Koalas, platypuses, kangaroos, and wild cockatoos—for an animal lover this is like a trip to the zoo, only without the fences.

• Even a single ray of sunshine is excuse enough for Aussies to sit outside at cafés and linger over breakfast and the daily newspaper.

• The atmosphere in the Melbourne Cricket Ground when up to 70,000 people cheer on their Australian Rules football teams is simply electric.

• Coffee is a culture. If you thought Starbucks had a good selection, you’ll be amazed by what’s available.

• The continent is so varied that weekend trips will never get boring.

• Pan-fried barramundi with local seasonal vegetables.

• When someone starts shouting “Aussie, Aussie, Aussie,” the reflexive response is to shout “oi, oi, oi.”

• There is not just one local winery, but nearly 2,000 vineyards—and they deliver.

• School uniforms eliminate at least some of the peer pressure on kids and ensure a quicker turnaround time in the morning.

• Arriving at the Sydney Opera House for a performance makes you feel like you are treading a red carpet, simply because the setting is so stunning.

• Cherry blossoms in September.

• In even the prettiest of parks, you will not find a sign telling you to keep off the grass.

• Did I mention the koalas?
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WELCOME TO AUSTRALIA
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AUSTRALIA AND FOREIGNERS


It doesn’t matter whom you ask about their reasons for coming to Australia, the answers are as individual as the people who make up this varied country. To some it is the big cities: Sydney for its iconic buildings and nightlife, Melbourne for its art and literature vibe, Perth for its beaches, Brisbane for the outdoor sunshine life, Hobart for its seclusion and closeness to the wilderness, and Canberra for its community and great education system. And then there are excellent restaurants and the coffeehouse culture, constant festivals and events, and fun and unique spectator sports.


For others, the only way to really appreciate Australia is to get out of the cities. Beyond the cities lies a country that is so diverse, so different, so vast that it really needs to be seen to be believed.


Even “just” driving from Melbourne to Adelaide, taking in the scenic Great Ocean Road along the way, gives newcomers a whole new perspective on what Australia is all about. I say “just” because even this seemingly short distance on the map takes some 10 hours of solid driving along the main roads without detours—and this is a short hop in Australian distances.


Leaving the city behind, the scenery starts to change immediately: pretty farmland with fenced partitions full of healthy cattle, flocks of sheep both fluffy and shorn naked, the corn belt, through which the main roads are punctuated by giant silos filled with the recent harvest, and pretty farms and picturesque settings all lush and green. Explore a little farther and you’ll find massive rocky outcrops and sheer mountains. Cliffs hem an ocean that is wild and known for its excellent surfing conditions. The forests are full of wonderfully amazing animals: koalas sitting in nooks high up in eucalyptus trees, and kangaroos nibbling on the bushes in any clearing.
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Go farther yet and the land is no longer quite so ordered and severe. Large stretches of countryside are given over to the natural flora and fauna: scraggly bush, with shrubs and trees, which together with the open blue sky paint a picture of typical Australia—solitary, vast, and simply stunning. Explore farther and you’ll find wetlands dotted with emus and pelicans, and lone roads that stretch seemingly endlessly through the countryside before finally finding a small hub of civilization again. Head out even farther and the green turns to red, the bush into desert, the small towns and villages cease, and you can go for thousands of kilometers without seeing a single soul. Consider that large parts of Australia haven’t even been mapped as yet, and you get the idea.


All that is Australia, and more. A healthy standard of living is important here in the land Down Under. Making time for friends and family is key to having a good work/life balance. There is still a reasonably healthy economy and an extensive healthcare system. And, people from varied backgrounds continue to shape its diverse population.


People fly for days to visit these shores, to explore the land at the other end of the world, and they try and do it justice in a few short weeks. But it is the expatriates, those who are lucky enough to live at least for a while in this so-called Lucky Country, who have the advantage: a short-haul flight, a trip on the train, or a well-planned road trip gives us access to a land of wonders. So go out there and explore, and make the most of your time Down Under.


The Lay of the Land


Australia is the world’s only island continent, seemingly at the other end of the world from whichever way you look at it. From Sydney, the nearest country is New Zealand, some 4 hours’ flight away, and besides the small island nations of the South Pacific, it is 8 hours flying time to Southeast Asia and 13 hours to the United States. This splendid isolation has given Australia unique flora and fauna, culture, outlook, and economics. In a famous essay on Australia’s early history, Geoffrey Blainey referred to the isolation from the West as “the tyranny of distance,” but even more memorably and optimistically, Donald Horne called it “the Lucky Country.”


In addition to its isolation, Australia is totally dry, except for the Mediterranean climate around the extensive coastline. Seventy-five percent of the population lives within 80 kilometers of the Pacific or Indian Ocean. Although the interior is dry, it is loaded with mineral wealth and a growing agriculture industry, based on irrigation, primarily in wheat, sheep, and cattle.


Overwhelmingly, the most important coastline is the southeast. The coast from Brisbane in the north to Adelaide in the central south is well-populated and was the first area to be settled by nonnatives. This part of Australia remains the financial and population hub of the country, and Sydney, Melbourne, and the national capital, Canberra, are the most important centers.




FACTS AND FIGURES ABOUT AUSTRALIA


• Australia is the world’s sixth largest country and its largest island.


• Until 1967, Aborigines were not counted in the annual census, but classed under “flora and fauna.”


• In 1859 Thomas Austin brought 24 rabbits, 5 hares, and 72 partridges into Australia and released them on his property to take potshots at. The rest is history.


• The then-prime minister of Australia, Harold Holt, went for a swim near his home at Portsea in Victoria on December 17, 1967, disappeared beneath the waves, and was never seen again.


• Australia was the first country in the world to have a complete system of banknotes made from polymer plastic.


• The country has three different time zones: Australian Eastern Standard Time (AEST), covering Queensland, New South Wales except the town of Broken Hill, the Australian Capital Territory, Victoria, and Tasmania; Australian Central Standard Time (ACST), covering the town of Broken Hill, South Australia, and the Northern Territory; and Australian Western Standard Time (AWST) for Western Australia. Perth has a two-hour time difference to Sydney during the winter and a three-hour time difference during daylight saving time.


• Vegemite, Australia’s favorite toast-topping, is a yeast extract made with leftovers from brewers’ yeast. A German chemist discovered that the waste of yeast used in brewing beer could be made into a concentrate, resulting in a protein-rich paste.


• Australia is the only continent without an active volcano.


• The Sydney Opera House was designed by Danish architect Jørn Utzon, who left Australia after a disagreement with the government and never returned to see the finished product.


• The largest cattle ranch in the world is Anna Creek Station in South Australia, the size of Belgium and nearly the size of Massachusetts.


• The kangaroo and the emu were chosen for the Australian Coat of Arms because they are incapable of walking backward and therefore symbolize a nation moving forward.





The country as a whole is roughly the size of the United States without Alaska. It consists of plateaus in the west tapering off to the Indian Ocean, a series of massive interior deserts second only to the Sahara in size, and on the east coast a fringe of mountains, called the Great Dividing Range, that shelter the humid subtropical coast from the desert winds. Amid the Great Dividing Range are pockets of temperate rainforest that contain the most extensive variety of unique Australian birds and plants. But Australia’s famed and unique wildlife, especially the kangaroos, are found throughout the country in areas away from population centers.


COUNTRY DIVISIONS


One continent, one country, six states—New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia, Western Australia, and Queensland—along with two main territories, the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory, plus a few so-called external territories, such as the Australian Antarctic Territory, and numerous islands and countless smaller divisions all make up Australia. Size-wise, Western Australia and Queensland are the largest states, followed by the Northern Territory, South Australia, New South Wales, Victoria, and Tasmania. The national capital, Canberra, is situated in the smallest territory, the Australian Capital Territory, which is self-governing but not independent from Australia as a whole.


While there is one federal government and some national administrative organizations, such as the Australian Federal Police, most decisions are made at the state or municipal level. Officially each state is subdivided into counties, municipalities, and shires, although you rarely hear mention of those. Typically each city has smaller “cities” or parishes, formerly independent little towns that are now suburbs, each with an often splendid town hall, integrated into the larger cities. For example, people say they live in Richmond or St. Kilda instead of simply saying they live in Melbourne. On the surface these seem like mere suburbs, but they still wield plenty of political power and run their divisions sometimes completely differently from their neighbors, even if the outward evidence of that is only the color and size of the trash cans.


POPULATION DENSITY


Australia is the sixth largest country in the world and has some 22 million inhabitants. The population averages two people per square kilometer, making it also the least densely populated country in the world. Considering that Australia is also the driest inhabited country in the world, it is hardly surprising that some 90 percent of people live within 120 kilometers of the coast, and in Tasmania 99 percent live within 50 kilometers of the coast. More than 70 percent of the overall population lives in cities, but conversely, some 70 percent of the Aboriginal or Torres Strait people live outside urban areas.


According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the 2011 census showed that 26 percent of Australians were born overseas, and a further 20 percent have at least one parent who was born overseas. Add to that some 550,000 citizens of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin and you have a pretty diverse bunch living here, with plenty of short-term and long-term expatriates from all over the world thrown into the mix.


WEATHER


Australia is split in half by the Tropic of Capricorn, and generally speaking, anything north of it is part of the tropics, and below it is temperate. This doesn’t quite work out perfectly in the real world, but the farther north you go, the warmer it gets, and farther south you experience four seasons with hot and cold spells.


Central Australia is pretty much all desert, with some grassland surrounding it. The southeast is temperate, with the mountains in Victoria and New South Wales even getting enough snow to produce some good ski resorts. The southwest and northeast are subtropical, and the north is tropical and equatorial.


That means that Australia has something for everyone. The continuous warm weather you may see on television is typical of Brisbane; in the south you will need to dress warmly in winter. And while Australia is the driest inhabited country in the world, its various regions get their fair share of rain. The temperate regions, including Melbourne and Sydney, have some rain every month and a pretty steady flow throughout the year, but subtropical Perth and Brisbane are subjected to annual rainy seasons.




EVERYTHING UPSIDE DOWN


Australia: the land down under, where things are different—mostly upside down and the wrong way around. The seasons, for example; spring is in October, Christmas is in midsummer, fall is in April, and winter is in July—you get the idea. The school terms are also inside out; the academic year starts in February and ends in December. Confusing, right? The nice thing is that spring follows winter, whichever way you look at it, and despite the daffodils and cherry blossoms in September, Christmas is still Christmas, complete with a big ham or turkey with all the trimmings, as it’s supposed to be, with the exception that it takes place in the garden and cooking is often done at night because it is simply too hot to have the oven on in the daytime; additionally there is always some seafood.


But even Australians, being used to it, know that there is something odd about celebrating in the summer. It is simply a more authentic atmosphere when it is cold and preferably snowing. So, what do they do? They celebrate Christmas in July. There even are decorations up in some places.


What else is the wrong way around? Driving on the left, for example, and the lay of the land. In the northern hemisphere, it gets colder the farther north you go. Here the hottest places are in the north, inching close to the equator. When you are looking for a house, make sure you have north-facing windows, rather than south, because it’s all the other way around down here. Everything is simply upside down. Even the stars at night are upside down, but amazingly plentiful and clear.
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Sit outside in the summer–underneath Christmas decorations.
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a magnificent Moreton Bay fig tree





In general, Canberra and Hobart are the coldest places to live, surrounded by mountains in the south, and except for absolutely scorching Alice Springs and Darwin, Brisbane and Perth are the hotter cities. Sydney is generally said to have perfect weather, and Melbourne is famous for its “four seasons in one day” experience with the weather, when you have to learn to dress in layers.


FLORA


When the Australian land mass broke away from the southern supercontinent Gondwana some 100 million years ago, it took with it some unique flora and fauna and the conditions to evolve and nurture some more. Eighty percent of plant and animal species found in Australia are seen nowhere else in the world. Due to its range of climates, you can find a wide variety of life: mangroves and palm trees, dense million-year-old rainforest and impressively tall eucalyptus trees, unique flowers and gigantic evergreens.


You will notice in Australian gardens that all those plants you may have carefully nurtured in pots around the house back home grow like weeds here. The variety of plants is simply mind-blowing, and although most people will cite the tall eucalyptus and the bottlebrush as the most iconic plants in Australia, the cheerful yellow daisies growing in abundance by the side of the road, the cherry blossoms in September, and the imposing Moreton Bay fig trees are also striking. The wide range and variety of greenery make Australia a dream for gardeners and those who simply enjoy gardens.



FAUNA



Utterly unique and enchanting, many of Australia’s animals could be from a fairy tale. Apart from the scientific marvels such as the monotremes, or egg-laying mammals, which include the platypus and the prickly echidna, there are the marsupials, mammals that carry their underdeveloped young around in a cozy pouch until they are ready for the world, along with vast colorful birdlife and a few creepy-crawlies thrown in for good measure.


You know you have settled in Australia when at sunset flocks of cockatoos perch near you, making an incredible noise; red, green, and pink parrots regularly come into your garden looking for seeds and nuts; possums clamber around the electric wires outside your house at night; and maybe, if you are very lucky on a country drive on the weekend, you spot an elusive koala nestling in the fork of a tree, or indeed see a kangaroo powerfully propelling itself through the bush. Yes, there are nasty spiders and dangerous snakes in this country, but generally they stay out of your way and are not really interested, unlike the possums. They actively come down from the trees to have a good look at you, and while it is illegal to hug a koala in most states, you can—if you can’t find one in the wild—get a close look at these eucalyptus-munching cuties in any nearby wildlife center and appreciate that you are truly living in Australia.
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an inquisitive possum





INTRODUCED FAUNA


The rabbits by the side of the road, the camels ruminating in the desert, those poisonous toads that scare everybody—none are native to Australia, but they are very common and are usually a pest. Those cute button-nosed bunnies were imported by a farmer from Britain because he wanted to have something to shoot at in the back garden. Not many years later those 20 or so rabbits had produced uncountable new generations that literally changed Australia’s landscape from shrubby undergrowth to desert. The introduction of the myxomatosis virus decreased the numbers, but only for a while, until new generations had become immune to it. The camels were imported because they suited the large desert regions in Australia, and now they have gone native and are so prolific that they are exported to the Middle East. The cane toads were introduced to combat an epidemic of beetles that were munching on the sugarcane harvests, and while they managed to get rid of the beetles, they are now a pest themselves without natural predators. Even the iconic dingo didn’t initially belong here, introduced thousands of years ago by the aborigines, who had dogs. Since then, the dingoes have thrived; they thieve from farmers to such a degree that a 5,400-kilometer-long dingo fence, reportedly the world’s longest fence and one of the world’s longest structures, was built between South Australia up to Queensland, trying to keep the dingoes and farm animals apart. Probably the best-known nonnative species is sheep, brought from South Africa by some of the first British settlers to establish the wool industry. And where would we be today without the famous Australian sheepskin boots and Australian lamb?


Social Climate


Just like the United States of America, Australia is a proud nation and fiercely patriotic. If you want to become part of this nation, even if just for a limited period of time, you will have to understand and agree to its values. Migrants applying for residency will have to agree to the “Australian Values Statement,” which pretty much lists everything Australians so fiercely believe in. It states that Australian society values respect for the freedom and dignity of the individual, freedom of religion, commitment to the rule of law, parliamentary democracy, equality of men and women, and a spirit of egalitarianism that embraces mutual respect, tolerance, fair play, and compassion for those in need and pursuit of the public good.


With such a diverse cultural and religious population, these are not just values but staples that bind Australian society and make it work. Without mutual respect and the freedom to be themselves, this multicultural nation could simply not function. Equality of opportunity for individuals, regardless of their race, religion, or ethnic background is a given.


GENERALIZATIONS AND STEREOTYPES


If you are of a certain age, you may remember Crocodile Dundee, that leathery-skinned, loud, and enthusiastic big-hearted Aussie who wore the hat with corks dangling off the rim and, of course, chased crocodiles for a living. Yes, you will probably find one or two of those types around somewhere in the north (minus the hat), but they are just as likely to exist as the beer-swigging German or the overweight ill-informed American. Yes, they all exist, but mostly they don’t.


Australians come in just as many variations as people from any country. When you say that all Australians are sports-mad, you are partly right, but look around and you’ll find plenty of arts, literature, and culture festivals with plenty of support. Recently, Australia appointed its first female prime minister, who has now been replaced, but ask some red-blooded Aussie males and they’ll tell you a woman’s place is in the kitchen. Australians are proud of not having a class system, yet the gap between the haves and have-nots is wide and frequently complained about, and people often work three jobs to put their kids through upmarket private schools. Aussies love the outdoors, camping and roughing it in the fresh air, yet 80 percent of the people live in the cities, and five-star luxury lodges are springing up everywhere in the Outback.


More reasonable generalizations are that Aussies are a friendly, outgoing, boisterous, and welcoming bunch. Like anywhere else, acting aloof as an expat won’t get good results. Be open and approachable, maybe join in something like Aussie Rules football, and you’ll make friends easily enough.



AUSTRALIA AND FOREIGNERS



Like the United States, Australia is a country populated by immigrants, even if many families go back many generations as Australian-born. In the 1950s and 1960s immigration was encouraged to populate the land, but today, immigration, and especially illegal immigration, is seen as a problem, and negative attitudes toward immigrants can be found in a not insubstantial number of Australians. With rising levels of education and awareness, younger generations are much more accepting of foreigners of any color, but like everywhere in the world there is a section of the population that is openly racist. Asians seem to bear the brunt of the dislike of the xenophobic minority, but foreigner-bashing becomes light-hearted when there is a “Pom” involved: The British, even though they were the unwilling European settlers of the land, are the foreigners everybody loves to hate. Americans may hear the odd snide comment about “Yanks,” but poking fun and not tolerating any arrogance or condescension is very much part of Australian culture and the Aussie sense of humor, and it shouldn’t be taken too seriously.




HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY


History

BEFORE THE EUROPEANS

FIRST EUROPEAN SETTLEMENTS (1788-1850)

ESTABLISHING COMMONWEALTH AND CULTURE (1850-1901)

EARLY 20TH CENTURY (1901-1945)

MODERN AUSTRALIA (1945-PRESENT)

Government

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

STATE GOVERNMENT

MUNICIPAL AND SHIRE GOVERNMENT

LEGAL SYSTEM

POLITICAL PARTIES

Economy

MAJOR INDUSTRIES

Australia’s post-European settlement history is documented extremely well. The cities are replete with many grand old historical buildings and residents can go to the bronze plates at Darling Habour in Sydney and find their ancestor’s name and ship they came over on. Older historical information, especially Aboriginal history, is harder to find, because a lot of it has been lost over the years.

Looking farther back, Australia’s indigenous population is one of the oldest on the planet. The Aborigines have always been seminomadic and connected to the land, rather than builders of great pyramids or temples. The lack of structures led early European visitors to believe Australia was mostly uninhabited, but the indigenous people have roamed this continent for at least 50,000 years. And even in the brief 200 years that Europeans have been here, Australia has grown from a penal colony through peaceful independence from Great Britain into a continent-size federation, a land with a high quality of life and one of the highest standards of living in the world.

The ancient as well as the more recent history of this continent has shaped its people, their attitude, and their choices in life. Just like everywhere else on this planet, history is what we build on, and in Australia, there are plenty of building blocks to choose from.
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History


BEFORE THE EUROPEANS

When the Australian land mass broke off from the supercontinent Gondwana and became a continent some 15 million years ago, it was indeed the terra nullius or empty land the Europeans thought they had found only a few hundred years ago. But despite the vastness and the seemingly uninhabitable landscapes, people eventually came to populate the island continent. The original inhabitants of Australia are called Aborigines, from the Latin ab origen, meaning “from the beginning.” They arrived some 50,000 years ago either by boat via the shallow northern seas or perhaps via land that was then still connected to New Guinea, today submerged under the Torres Strait.

In splendid isolation, the many different ethnic groups lived a seminomadic style. They brought their dogs, today’s dingoes, and hunted three-meter-tall kangaroos, marsupial lions, tigers, and the hippopotamus-size Diprotodon. They remained hunter-gatherers, never turning to farming, and were often hostile toward other indigenous ethnic groups. By the time of European contact, there were between 350 and 750 distinct indigenous languages in Australia, of which only around 100 survive today. The Aborigines never developed a writing system, passing along their history and stories orally and via dance and song. Like the languages, songs varied widely, although similar themes and styles can be seen in their visual art, which is generally acknowledged as the longest continuous art form still in use and still understood anywhere in the world.

Sadly, after European settlement, the indigenous people were dispersed, killed, and put on reservations designed to contain the “wild tribes” of Australia. They lost much of their sense of tradition, their skill at telling about the dreamtime, meaning the time of the great ancestors when all life forms, human and animal, were connected, and their sense of identity; along with this went any opportunity to trace their history and ancient culture. While traditional storytelling skills are once again increasingly being nurtured and encouraged, most descriptions of ancient history have already been lost.
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the Aboriginal flag



Among the original inhabitants’ innumerable contributions to modern Australian life were their names for animals, plants, and places, which are in wide use today, plus their unique hunting and musical tools, such as the boomerang and the didgeridoo, and beautiful art that is revered the world over.


FIRST EUROPEAN SETTLEMENTS (1788-1850)


While Malay fishing vessels regularly visited the northern shores of Australia, it wasn’t until Dutch sailors first began making contact on voyages from Cape Town to Indonesia via the west coast of Australia in the early 1600s that the Europeans took notice. More and more expeditions were sent “down under” to discover and chart the great land, of which nothing was known. Australia and its surroundings were gradually explored.

Portuguese explorer Luís Vaz de Torres proved that he was either a very lucky navigator or already knew about the Torres Strait between New Guinea and Cape York in the north of Australia when he sailed past the main continent. The Dutch navigators Anthony van Diemen and Abel Tasman discovered Van Diemen’s Land, now Tasmania, in 1642 and charted the western Australian coast, which they named New Holland. The French came, explored, took some kangaroos and other specimens, and left again, but Australians generally date the first proper European contact to April 29, 1770, when Captain James Cook, commanding the HMS Endeavour on a mission of exploration, landed at Botany Bay, adjacent to modern-day Sydney.

Cook’s meticulous charts of the eastern Australian coast were highly valued by the Royal Navy and the British government, but it was the 800 specimens of Australian flora collected by Joseph Banks, the ship’s botanist, and tales of the fantastic Australian animals that caused a sensation in London. The discovery of the region also soon provided Britain with much needed relief for a domestic problem.

Prior to 1776, convicts were transported to America for 7-year, 14-year, or life terms to relieve overcrowded prisons and provide low-cost labor to American business. With the outbreak of the Revolutionary War in 1776, English prisoners sentenced to “transportation” had nowhere to go and were held in rotting ships in English harbors, a situation that reached crisis proportions by 1786. Prime Minister William Pitt’s government ordered a fleet of ship-borne convicts sent to the new land under the command of Captain Arthur Phillip. The convict fleet arrived in Botany Bay on January 26, 1788, and although the colony was called New South Wales, and the continent itself was not named Australia until 1824, today, the date is celebrated as Australia Day.
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Circular Quay, Sydney Harbour



After realizing that Botany Bay did not offer sufficiently good land for farming and lacked fresh water, Captain Phillip moved north to what is now Port Jackson or Sydney Harbour, globally recognized as one of the great natural harbors of the world. This move is seen as the best thing Captain Phillip ever did. He landed at Sydney Cove, today’s busy ferry port Circular Quay, and named the settlement for Britain’s Home Secretary, Lord Sydney. Convict transportation continued until 1850, peaking after 1800 when a second penal colony was established at Hobart, in Van Diemen’s Land, in 1803.

The cities of Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide, and Perth were successively settled. The colony of New South Wales passed briefly from the command of Captain Phillip to Captain Bligh, of Mutiny on the Bounty fame, who found himself the object of a coup d’état staged by disgruntled army officers. A governor named Lachlan Macquarie was sent to straighten out the situation, and he cleaned up the administration, brought the military into line, improved agriculture, and sponsored exploration. Macquarie continues to be a byword for “quality” in Australian life, and institutions, streets, towns, and enterprises routinely take the Macquarie name as a branding strategy.

The cities themselves continued to be named for British officials and members of the royal family. Thomas Brisbane (a Colonial Secretary), the Duke of Newcastle (a prime minister), Lord Melbourne (also a prime minister), and Queen Adelaide all were honored. The colonies of Queensland and Victoria acquired their names during the long reign of Queen Victoria in the 19th century. A good working knowledge of the history of the British cabinet and royalty is invaluable in roughly calculating the age of a given neighborhood or street in Australia.
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Australia’s oldest bridge in Richmond, Tasmania was built between 1823 and 1825. It was used for the transport of convicts between Hobart and Port Arthur.



The period of convict history was marked by a considerable social divide between the military and gentry and the descendants of the convicts, many of whom stayed on after completing their sentences; they were granted land, got married, and had children. These class distinctions have ebbed through the generations since the end of transportation in 1850, but there are two distinctive Australian dialects to this day, and there continue to be subtle yet broad divisions in Australian society between the gentry and the laboring class. The gentry tends to speak with a light Australian accent, using mostly standard English, while the laboring class has traditionally had a much thicker accent that draws heavily on slang (often rhyming slang) and the dialect known as Strine, which is how “Australian” is pronounced in Strine.

ESTABLISHING COMMONWEALTH AND CULTURE (1850-1901)

With the end of transportation, Australians began to lobby Great Britain for a stronger role in determining their own affairs. The British, learning from their mistakes in the American Revolution, wisely devised the so-called dominions, nations that retained allegiance to the British crown and had common defense and foreign policy but were internally self-governing. New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, and New Zealand began a decades-long evolution toward self-government at the colonial level and ultimately federated in 1900, with the notable defection of New Zealand. The transition happened in stages that echo in Australia’s current political system: An appointed royal governor with full powers eventually gave way to a strong governor advised by an appointed legislative council. Eventually that appointed council became the upper house, with the election of a legislative assembly, from which a colonial premier and cabinet were elected. Ultimately, the royal governor was limited to a largely ceremonial role.

This period was remarkable also for the commercial development of Australia. Massive gold strikes at Ballarat, near Melbourne, made Melbourne one of the richest and fastest-growing cities in the world in the 1850s. This coincided with the era of the great clipper ships that would ride the hard-blowing westerlies from Cape Town to Melbourne before crossing the Pacific to the United States. During this period, Melbourne eclipsed Sydney, and a good-natured rivalry between the two cities has been a central point of Australian life ever since. The presence of large amounts of money in the colonies resulted in a massive increase in “bushranging.” The traditional English highway robber transformed into the Australian bushranger with distinct overtones of Robin Hood, and several bushrangers, including Ned Kelly and Mad Dog Morgan, became folk heroes.

In this period of the nation’s growing economic importance, the Australian Outback was opened for sheep and cattle ranching on a massive scale, and a mythology grew up around the hard life of the drovers managing the sheep. Jackeroos (trainees, typically sons of “connected” families) worked as cowboys on the gigantic stations (ranches) that could be more than 200,000 hectares in size, and wandering shearers would travel the Outback from station to station and engage in famous shearing contests that were the subject of significant betting at the time.


ANZAC DAY

ANZAC Day, April 25, is the anniversary of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps’ landing on the Gallipoli Peninsula on Turkey’s Aegean coast on April 25, 1915, during World War I. It was the first battle Australia participated in as an independent nation. While the Germans were fought in the trenches across Europe, Russia was under attack from the Turks in the Caucasus, and in order to aid the battle, the Allies intended to divert Turkey by attacking the Gallipoli Peninsula. The idea was that once the peninsula was taken, the Allies would be able to take control of the Dardanelles strait, open a trade route to Russia, and besiege Istanbul, then called Constantinople.

After a hard-fought but losing battle, the last ANZAC forces eventually withdrew from the Gallipoli Peninsula on December 20, 1915. Overall many lives were lost, but what is celebrated is dubbed the ANZAC spirit—a sense of identity, camaraderie, and bravery.

One song that is often associated with Australia is “Waltzing Matilda,” a traditional folk song about a kind of rucksack that Australian farm workers carried on their backs. To waltz Matilda basically means walking around the bush or farmland with a backpack on. The song was incorporated by songwriter Eric Bogle in 1971 in an antiwar song called “The Band Played ‘Waltzing Matilda’.” There is some controversy as to whether he wrote the song about Gallipoli or Vietnam, but either way, the song has since been played at remembrance ceremonies on ANZAC Day.

As dawn was the time of the original landing, each year on ANZAC Day dawn services are held all over Australia, New Zealand, and other countries connected with the battle. The dawn service is often followed by a so-called gunfire breakfast, featuring tea with a shot of rum in it, and during the day parades are held, speeches given, bugle calls made, and wreaths laid.

There are also traditional ANZAC Day biscuits made from oats and coconut, which trace their origins to women at home sending the men in battle food to keep them going. You can get them at shops, but many families bake their own traditional version in the spirit of remembrance.

Then there is the football. This is an Australian holiday, after all. Every year in the afternoon of ANZAC Day the famous ANZAC Clash between Australian Football League teams is held at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. All in all it’s a worthwhile day of events to add to the calendar.



EARLY 20TH CENTURY (1901-1945)

The great issues of the 1890s for Australia had been labor-capital challenges caused by a worldwide collapse in commodities prices and the fight over the terms of federation into a single commonwealth. New Zealand opted out of the federation altogether; several of the states and sections of society were uneasy about the concept of federation and the constitution that had been hammered out. With the return to prosperity and the debut of the commonwealth, these issues mostly faded, and Australia enjoyed a golden period that was shattered by the onset of World War I.

Although formation of the commonwealth had given Australia control over its own foreign policy, broadly speaking the public and the government were pro-British Empire, and Australia dutifully followed Great Britain into the war in 1914. They were in for a shock. Respect for the Australian military was low among the British, and initially Australian units were used only as replacements in existing British divisions. Australia was initially denied any role in charting the direction of the war in the strategy rooms or on the battlefield. Public uproar led to the combining of the Australian and New Zealand forces, the Australia New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), but not to autonomous command. The initial major force was sent to the Gallipoli Peninsula, in modern Turkey, to fight under British generals in a combined army-naval attack on Constantinople (now Istanbul), the capital of the Ottoman Empire.

The invasion of Gallipoli on April 25, 1915, is celebrated today in Australia as ANZAC Day, and most Australians believe the nation was forged in that battle. The attack itself was a bloodbath and resulted in defeat, massive casualties, and eventual withdrawal. The defeat profoundly shocked the nation; Australians would never again participate in large-scale operations under direct British field command, although they served loyally under the overall command.

For most Aussies, the British disregard for essential preparations at Gallipoli was due to a general British disregard for the Australians and their country, and although Australia had the second-highest volunteer rate among the nations of the Empire, a split emerged in Australian society over loyalty to Great Britain. This debate is still ongoing today, with a small but highly organized pro-monarchy faction still fighting to keep the British monarch as Australia’s monarch, while republican forces have been gathering strength since 1915; in 1999 they almost ousted the monarchy in a national referendum.

Aussies owe a sense of national identity as Australians to World War I, for at Gallipoli they served for the first time not as members of the colonies but as a united national army. Gallipoli also fostered the cultural values of the “fair go”—the idea that people need to be given a fair chance. In the popular perception, a fair go was exactly what the slaughtered Anzacs were denied at Gallipoli. It was an idea that existed in the society long before Gallipoli, but it was seared into the fabric of the culture thereafter. Even today, governments have fallen with more than a little credit given to the idea that the other party deserves a fair go at running the country. Corporate, academic, and diplomatic culture is suffused with the fair go concept, which, blended with the general egalitarianism of Australia, makes people somewhat suspicious of certain aspects of economic competition and free enterprise.
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a replica of the first ships that arrived in Australia



Following the war, Australia assumed a role in administering a number of former German colonies in the South Pacific and had its first taste of colonial administration. The postwar period was significant not for international events but rather for the great rise in the popularity of Australian sports. Rugby, cricket, and Australian Rules football began to be played in large stadia before massive crowds. The general prosperity of the times sparked an Australian love of sports that was already profound but now reached epic proportions, where it remains today. Emblematic of the rivalry between Sydney and Melbourne, which reached a peak during this period, Sydney embraced rugby and Melbourne embraced Aussie Rules football. In politics, the two cities could not agree on which would serve as the national capital, so the city of Canberra was established between the two to serve as a neutral location for the government.

The heady prosperity of the 1920s gave way to the devastating Great Depression, in which the effects of the worldwide economic collapse were greatly magnified by another collapse in worldwide commodities prices. With the slump came searing and widespread poverty, and political radicalism soared. Tensions reached a peak in 1932 when a pro-fascist military officer interrupted the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge by riding up on a horse and slashing the bridge-opening ribbon so that the radical New South Wales premier Jack Lang would not have the honor.

Most ordinary Australians were profoundly shocked by radicalism, the massive poverty and economic dislocation that caused it, and by a growing sense that the British Empire would be unable to provide for Australia’s defense owing to its own economic woes. But nevertheless, Australia again loyally followed Britain into World War II in 1939.

The war went very badly for the British in the first 18 months, and there were few resources that could be diverted to the defense of Southeast Asia. Further, the European colonial system had long sunk into a polite form of despotism that led to the Japanese being hailed as deliverers when they successfully invaded Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and South Pacific islands in 1941 to 1942. Great Britain attempted to mount a defense of Malaysia and Singapore but was rapidly and comprehensively defeated, and in early 1942 the Australians found themselves on the retreat and in the clear path of the Japanese advance.

The American-British war strategy placed a priority on defeating Germany. Accordingly, Australia, though still a small nation of 10 million in population, played a leading role in the South Pacific War. Supported by the American fleet, the Australians led the counteroffensive in New Guinea that stopped the Japanese advance. The sacrifices were heavy, but after the end of the war, Australia had earned international credibility to play an important role in the formation of the United Nations and organizations such as the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) and the Australia, New Zealand, United States Security Treaty (ANZUS).

Australia had faced its darkest economic times before and during the war, but it returned to prosperity in 1945 and achieved a new level of international prominence and total independence from Britain. Australians continue to acknowledge a debt of gratitude to Americans for their support in the war (especially the older generations), and Australian-American trade cooperation and investment rapidly intensified during the postwar period.


MODERN AUSTRALIA (1945-PRESENT)


Since 1945, in many ways Australia has brought its individual historic threads together into a new and exciting culture and economy that preserves the Australian concepts of mateship, dinkum, and the fair go, along with a new sense of multiculturalism that reflects significant postwar immigration as well as the country’s belated but genuine attempts to address the gulf between mainstream Australians and the indigenous Australians.

Although Australia has generally followed the United States’ lead in international affairs, supporting the United States with troops and logistics in the wars in Vietnam and Iraq, the country engaged with China earlier, and in many ways more successfully, than the United States, and has also participated positively in the postcolonial transition of Africa. After a great resource boom in the 1950s and 1960s that led writer Donald Horne to dub Australia “The Lucky Country,” Australia found itself in a tougher economic state in the 1970s and early 1980s, and has substantially diversified and globalized its economy since that time, generally reducing governmental controls and regulations to enable the free market to operate with less friction.

The 1940s and 1950s were a period of tremendous investment in infrastructure projects, much of it aimed at irrigation projects to expand the range of land under cultivation. Significant diamond, iron, oil, and uranium discoveries in the postwar period have continued to fuel Australia’s economic dependence on resource exports. To provide a labor force for the resources boom, Australia had to alter its traditional emphasis on allowing only “white” immigrants, and the “White Australia” policy was substantially reformed with a resulting huge influx of southern European immigrants. The policy was abolished altogether in the 1970s, resulting in substantial Asian immigration. The end result today is a highly multicultural society with decidedly British roots but an increasingly internationalized urban population.

In cultural terms, Australian literature and cinema went through a renaissance in the 1970s and 1980s, with filmmakers such as Peter Weir (Gallipoli, Picnic at Hanging Rock, Witness), Bruce Beresford (Breaker Morant, Driving Miss Daisy), George Miller (Mad Max, Babe, Happy Feet), and such outstanding Australian films as Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, Muriel’s Wedding, and Strictly Ballroom, which achieved near cult status. Australian musicians and actors such as the Bee Gees, Mel Gibson, Olivia Newton-John, Keith Urban, Russell Crowe, Toni Collette, Rachel Griffiths, Nicole Kidman, and many more have also become internationally known in their fields.

In the 1980s, with the ascendancy of the Labor Party after a long period of domination by the center-right Liberal-Country Party coalition, there was a new level of commitment to opening doors for women and indigenous Australians, in the latter case culminating with National Sorry Day in 1998. On this day the nation observed a national apology to the indigenous Australian people to acknowledge, in particular, that 100,000 indigenous Australian children were forcibly removed from their homes between 1915 and 1969 and raised in orphanages and camps.

Since a steep but brief period of recession in the early 1990s, Australia has experienced nearly continuous economic expansion. In particular, Sydney has reached world-class status among global cities, although Melbourne continues to present itself as a compelling alternative to Sydney’s brashness. Regional cities such as Brisbane, Perth, and Adelaide have developed highly attractive economies and are quickly growing in population.

The 2000 Olympic Games gave Sydney in particular and Australia in general a lift in prestige, and Australia’s continued remarkable success in Olympic competition gives the nation a quadrennial focal point as well as a surging sense of national pride and confidence. Yet Australian confidence, tempered by its own “tall poppy” dislike of cockiness, is appealing rather than annoying. Australia has entered the 21st century with some issues in the environmental arena as a leading resources nation, but in all other respects as a remarkably integrated country where the lessons of the past have paid dividends in the present.

Government

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

The Commonwealth of Australia is of relatively recent vintage, founded in 1901, and the framers of the Australian Constitution had the opportunity to integrate aspects from the American, British, and Canadian constitutions that they admired, plus a few inventions of their own. Consequently, the Australian system of government is primarily British in character but has significant features borrowed from the United States. In addition, there are features that are historical remnants of the development of the country from its colonial roots.

Australia is a constitutional monarchy, which means that Queen Elizabeth II reigns as monarch of Australia, and Prince Charles is heir apparent. In the constitution, her royal powers are nearly absolute, but in practice they are “reserve powers” to be exercised only in a national emergency; those powers are vested in the governor-general appointed by the queen based on the recommendation of the prime minister. In 1975 Governor-General John Kerr sacked the elected Labor government when it could not pass its money-supply bills in the Senate, so it’s not without precedent that the governor-general takes political action, but by and large the “GG” is a ceremonial figure, usually popular and more seen than heard.

The federal government is composed of a Senate and a House of Representatives. An equal number of senators are elected from each of the six states, and House members are elected in proportion to the population: In this way, the Australian legislature is like that of the United States.

Unlike in Britain, it is common to have members of the cabinet from the Senate, although by convention they rarely serve in the most senior posts. Only one senator, John Gorton, has served as prime minister, and in his case he resigned his Senate seat to obtain a House of Representatives seat as soon as he became prime minister. In addition to the cabinet, the prime minister appoints junior (noncabinet) ministers to run minor departments.

Supporting the government is a permanent bureaucracy of departments, each department headed by a nonpolitical permanent secretary. In addition, Australia has a High Court headed by a chief justice. They are life appointees, and the High Court closely resembles the U.S. Supreme Court.

The most famous omission from the Australian Constitution is a Bill of Rights. Australia simply doesn’t have one, and many controls over private property and private conduct are just as perfectly constitutional in Australia as they are perfectly unconstitutional in the United States. For example, in Australia it is legal to have randomized breath tests and to use cameras to photograph speeding vehicles, with the result of fewer road casualties.

Australian governments are voted on at least every four years, in which elections for half the Senate and all the House seats are contested. The government can seek an earlier election date, but not a later one. Also, under special circumstances, the government of the day may be granted a double dissolution, in which all the Senate seats in addition to the House are contested: This is intended to be used in cases where the government’s program has been defeated in the Senate, but in practical terms it’s used to maximize electoral opportunities.

In Australia, voting is compulsory for citizens age 18 and over, with fines levied against those who fail to vote. Australia uses a preferential voting system. In this system, voters rank candidates in order of preference. If one candidate does not receive a majority of the votes, then the lowest vote-getter is eliminated and his or her votes distributed to the voter’s second preference. In this way, candidates add to their vote tallies until one candidate reaches a majority. Voters cast one vote in their House race, but in the Senate race cast as many votes as there are seats up for election in that state.

The federal government collects all state and national taxes and shares the revenues with the states in a negotiated split. Another difference between the United States and Australia is that sales tax is collected federally instead of by the states, and there is one consistent nationwide rate for the Goods and Services Tax (GST).

The federal government operates a national health scheme, Medicare, and also owns several important national industries, such as stakes in the airline Qantas and Telstra, a phone company. The federal government also oversees the Australian Capital Territory, which is the area surrounding Canberra and a small coastal enclave at Jervis Bay.

STATE GOVERNMENT

The state governments are structured in essentially the same format as the federal government; the governor-general of a state is a governor, the prime minister is a state premier, and the upper house is known as the Legislative Council. Queensland does not have an upper house.

State governments obtain their funds from the national income tax via revenue sharing. A key role of the state government is responsibility for schools, police, zoning, roads, and the extensive public transportation in major cities.

MUNICIPAL AND SHIRE GOVERNMENT

Municipal governments obtain funding from local property taxes and other local fees on businesses and residents for services. In some locations, shire (county) government replaces the municipality as the local government. In Australia, local government provides garbage collection, local police, local development and zoning, child services, elder care services, and beach and sports facilities.

In Australia, cities are often exceedingly small geographic areas with limited populations. The Lord Mayor of Sydney, for example, presides over only the Sydney central business district, which has approximately 100,000 residents.


LEGAL SYSTEM


In Australia, there are four types of federal courts and three types of state courts (although Tasmania has two levels of local courts, and Western Australia has four).

The federal courts include the High Court, which has final right of appeal and hears constitutional cases; the Federal Court, which oversees most corporate, copyright, industrial, customs, immigration, and bankruptcy aspects of federal law; the Family Court, which oversees divorce, custody, and child support cases; and Federal Magistrates Courts, which hear less complex cases that otherwise would be heard by the Federal Court or the Family Court.

The state courts include the State Supreme Court, which oversees appeals, and in the case of Tasmania, oversees the work handled by District Courts elsewhere; the District Court, which oversees most criminal trials and major civil suits; and the Magistrates Court, which oversees smaller civil suits and petty matters such as driving offenses.

POLITICAL PARTIES

The major political parties are the Australian Labor Party (ALP), Liberal Party, National Party, the Greens, and the Australian Democrats. The Australian Labor Party is the oldest party, founded in the 1890s. In addition to representing the interests of organized labor, it represents the center-left of Australian politics. The Labor Party is typically either in government or leading the opposition. In recent years it has had conspicuous success at the state level, but less so federally, where it has been in opposition more than 65 percent of the time since World War II.

The Liberal Party was founded in the 1940s to replace the United Australia Party as the leader of the center-right. It has formed a coalition with the National Party during its entire existence, including arrangements regarding contesting seats.

The National Party was founded as the Country Party in the 1910s and has been the junior partner in coalition with the Liberal Party since the 1940s. The National Party represents the interests of rural Australia and is generally more conservative than the Liberal Party.

The Greens are the newest party of significance, gaining Senate seats in the federal legislature in the last decade or so. It represents environmental causes and in general is the most left-wing party.

The Australian Democrats were formed in 1977 to provide a middle road between the Liberal-National coalition and the ALP. The Democrats have held the balance of power in the Senate on many occasions and have used their power as a brake on the most extreme left- or right-wing ambitions of the governments of the day.


Economy


The Australian economy is primary-resource intensive and goes through boom-and-bust cycles because of this. In recent decades the economy has diversified, and the effects of boom-and-bust are less now than in the past, but the economy still booms when its resource prices are high, and since 2000 this has generally been the case. Despite a high degree of dependence on primary resources, 75 percent of Australia’s workforce is employed in the service sector, roughly equivalent to the United States. Inflation is generally low, less than 3 percent for most of the 2000s.


AUSTRALIAN MADE, AUSTRALIAN GROWN

There is no doubt that Australians are fiercely proud of their country, its people, its achievements, and everything it has to offer—cheering for their compatriots in international sports events, praising the country’s natural wonders, or claiming that because something is Aussie it is naturally better than anything that isn’t.

A detailed consumer survey found that 65 percent of Australians buy Australian-made products whenever possible. Since 1986 domestic products have been labeled “Australian Made, Australian Grown” (AMAG) by the not-for-profit organization Australian Made Campaign Limited (AMCL). The AMAG logo provides consumers with a recognized symbol for genuine Aussie products and produce and supports domestic growers, processors, and manufacturers by helping them clearly identify their products as Australian. AMCL also runs a campaign encouraging consumers to look for the logo when shopping.
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