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THE MEANJIN PAPER

Well it’s beautiful Country, really–

 

Mike Ross

Olkola man Mike Ross has been at the vanguard of land rights for the people of Cape York for the past three decades. He is Chairperson of the Olkola Aboriginal Corporation.

As told to Torres Strait Islander writer, journalist and broadcaster Rhianna Patrick.

Uncle Mike Ross (right, foreground) and Uncle Jack Lowdown (left) put their microphones on, ready to record stories on Olkola Country. Photograph by Melissa Iraheta.

 

and not much development on it. Very little. There’s still Country that hasn’t been touched for a long time.

Only time it’s been touched is back with the mining mob—way back in 1823, when the Palmer River Goldfields closed down and they opened a gold field at Alice River. ‘Alice Queen’ they call it and all our Country was under pastoral lease.

2014—we got our Country back. The pastoral leases started to come to an end: they bought many, many properties up in the Cape. Started up in the Lama Lama countries, then they work down, down, down on the East Coast, and then they bought five properties in Olkola Country, that got covered about a little over a million hectares of land at five properties: Strathmay, Crosbie, Dixie, then Killarney, and the Wulpan block.
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‘Meanjin Papers’ was our journal’s original name, and over the years came to denote our lead essay. Since Winter 2023, The Meanjin Paper is the piece by a First Nations Elder that opens each edition offering a story of place, so that we always begin by listening to Elders.

We got the land back. Each mob went back to their own area. We understand each other. We will get permission from each other, ask permission to do things on Country. Even the basics. We respect each other’s area.

There’s twelve of us in the family. So we grew up in Coen. That’s where we grew up and went to school there. And probably I was the one who stepped forward for land, to get our Country back. I spent time working there, and got used to the country there, mixed up with the old people that had never been sent away. They’ve been kept on the pastoral leases and stuff as workers. And that’s where I got my knowledge of Country from: from the old people that work there, lived there. And I took that on aboard. Learnt my Country, learnt my stories, story places. Who talked for what Country, where they come from. There’s a lot of things to take in. Now today, we’ve got all this land. I know, the young ones starting to know, the ones that work there now, starting to know Country and that’s their home. We still got a lot of stuff to do in the area. We do cultural mapping. There’s a lot of work, a lot of things to do, just going back on oral histories and stuff. We haven’t got no old people left. There’s very few, if any left, up into the 80s and 90s. So most old people have gone, but before they went, I suppose some of them seen the land handed back.

We’ve done the walking trail with a blue-tongued lizard and crocodile back in Dreamtime. When they were human beings. They clashed there, that’s where they clashed, and now we put the walking trail in. The [National] Park is helping us with doing management with a walking trail—we haven’t opened it yet. Working with the University of Melbourne.
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Uncle Mike Ross (right) walks with Uncle Jack Lowdown (left) while Mitchell Ransome records 360-degree image and sound. Photograph by Melissa Iraheta.

They put these things on—and I never seen them thing before! But first time I looked through glasses, like sunglasses.

You could look through there and you on Country. I’ve seen it in Melbourne when I was there, you look through it and I’m on Country. I’m walking on Country. So they put that through there but I was walking through just last week. I come up and I put a Dreamtime story too. When you walk the trail, you can imagine the old people who are living there. You can imagine the old people hunting there. You can imagine an old lady grandmother, all the kids cooking in the creek bed. So I put a story through it. They’re going put that story to the film there, they put it through there so you don’t have to be on Country walking. You can be in Cairns but you’re walking around the trail, and you can hear my Dreamtime storytelling there, and you can imagine this is happening. It’s crazy.

In the modern day, it’s crazy to me. I’ve never seen them thing before. My vision was, if I put it together and put a Dreamtime story to this, just imagine the old people walking, and the kids walking and gathering food on there. So you can imagine those things. But it’s the younger ones, might be in hospital and can’t travel out there. You can put that on, and you can be back home. It might make them feel a lot better. It might make them get better.

They might never come back you know. They mightn’t come back but at least they can look on that thing and they can imagine they’re back on Country. It might heal them mentally you know, just take them back home.
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Uncle Mike Ross experiences the ‘Getting Back On Country’ virtual reality project. Photograph by Rochus Hinkel.
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Virtual reality point cloud draft image of Olkola campground from ‘Getting Back On Country’. Image courtesy of the project team.

It’s most important. A lot of young ones, once they start to learn now, start thinking about coming back home, and I work so hard to get the Country prepared for them. I got rangers on Country and they’re learning Country, mapping Country. Every time they go out there, they find something new. Something else here, there’s something else. So it’s just like bringing them home, this new generation. They can understand and this used to be your Country, your grandparents’ Country, your connection’s here. It’s a long job though. It’s a long process, getting people back home and trying to get them used to: This is where you come from! This where your grandparents come from. This is what your totems are. Because when all those things were taken away years ago, you couldn’t talk language in school. You couldn’t learn language. Your own language, you had to talk English you know, and you couldn’t learn nothing in school. If you’ve found talking language or anything back in the dark ages, to call it, you were punished.

We started up a kids’ camp. Every year we take kids to different areas. They know where they come from, they know who they connect to. So we change our area every year. You know where they come from, then the next year, we go to the next place and let that group take them, so we’re trying to educate the young kids first. Then start to bring the older ones back. Then we’ve got to fight the alcohol, get all that stuff away from them.

We got a lot of young ones, probably thirty, I think. Thirty or so rangers, young people now. Rangers on Country. So now, they take the role. I go out every now and then just to check on them, see how they’re going and to bring them back on Country and just sit around, talk about old stories. Where they come from, this story from here, this story owned by so-and-so. So there’s a lot of, you might say, a lot of mapping between ourselves, and then go out and then find places. We’ve got cemeteries, and we’re the only tribe that I know that our cemeteries are marked with the tree upside down. You turn the tree upside down, put the roots in the air. You wander through all Olkola Country, and you find these trees with roots in the air. That’s our cemetery from the old time.
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Photogrammetry model of Scar Tree. Image courtesy of the ‘Getting Back On Country’ project team.

Took me a lifetime to learn that. Not learn it, but just to get the information—why is the tree upside down? Ah that’s the cemetery, but I said, ‘Why is it upside down?’ So took me a long time. But we’re doing, we’re getting many different areas, different ways, but the whole landscape of Olkola Country is still natural. Haven’t been very, very little disturbed on Country, so, that’s why I’m proud of the Country. It’s still there, it’s natural, it’s being natural. It’s in a good shape to learn young people that this is where the ancestors walked, you know? This is where they lived. This is where they camped here. This is what they were doing. Because the stories and Dreaming and everything is all still there. They’re still alive. So that’s very important. How you should do this, what you should do here, no—you can’t do that there. A lot of learning. You can’t learn it in town, you’ve got to be on Country to learn and see it, experience it, get the experience from it you learn it.

They’re good! They really interested in doing it and then they come through it real well. So my younger son, he takes over looking after the parrot, and he’s done twelve years with it now. So that’s part of his thing, he look after the totem and the golden-shouldered parrot being on the endangered species list is starting to disappear. So he’s looked after them, not looked after them but monitoring why they disappearing. Now I think we’ve got about two thousand birds now in the wild. So we’re doing something right.
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Photogrammetry model of Termite Mound. Image courtesy of the ‘Getting Back On Country’ project team.

They have got six eggs to the nest, sometimes you’re lucky to get six chicks, but at the end of the time, during July, they get feathers. So he’s doing that. Then you get other ones just to do something else—you know it might be, Why is this here? Why is that over there? So what we’re trying to do—what I’m trying to do with the younger ones—is give them a responsibility to look after their totem. Yeah. That’s your project, you’re going to do this—in that process, they’re learning. They’re learning their ways. They’re mapping Country at the same time. They’re learning why and involved with scientific study, with our cultural study. We know why that thing got his colour and through the little parrot, how he got his colour—cultural way, you see. But scientific way, we know where he was created. We’ve got the water fenced off and how we come out of the water. We know that, old people tell us, how he was created. Now we look how scientific study on our Country. So trying to join White man way into our culture. Yeah. What their belief, and what our belief, how does that join up.

Trying to join them together and this is why it’s happening. Because before those White man way came, the scientific side, our Country, everybody Country, like out on Country, they had their culture. That’s what they believe in. That’s what their belief were. Now scientific ways, the modern day trying to tell us it’s different—no, we got our own way. So it’s a long long progress going through all that stuff. Well, it’ll take time to get there. When we get there, all the young ones will know exactly, then the modern way and their cultural way. What’s your connection to Country? If you’re not sure or you’re not sure about that stuff, well, you’re lost really.

And we can put it together. The ones who can put it together and get all our stuff together, they got everything, there for them, it’s ready. I’m trying to get Country ready. They’re spread everywhere, we don’t know where they are, you see. It’s just a matter of working the Country. Get it ready for the people to come home, and when they come home, it’s there you know. This is what it is, time is something we haven’t got. Whitefulla ways say that Indigenous people don’t live very long up in this Country. No, we die young. Young people die. They get all the sickness and stuff, and they can’t travel, which we never had back in the early days. We never had those things. People were sick, they couldn’t travel there. They here, they’re locked into taking medicine, you know, not enough out on Country. I’m trying to get that ready and therefore, time is very short for Indigenous people. And you get back on Country, you’ll have a better chance of surviving. Yeah, the old ones, last old ones I buried, was in their 90s. That generation, they were in their 90s, you know 96 or 97. The old fulla, 101! Why did these people live that long? The question is why did old people live up into their 90s and going into the 100. They lived on Country all their life.

It make you strong! You live strong. The food you eat is good. The water you drink is good. And they lived on Country. That’s why I say I’m trying to track down, in part of the thing, what we’re doing, what the young rangers look at that, and study the food they were eating. What the old people been eating? Like bush tukka and stuff. Even the water. How much calcium with their water? A lot of those, even my mum, all those old people that passed on, they had their own teeth. So what were they drinking and eating? So, I suppose I’m pretty funny person. I’m trying to study all this stuff.

Lilies and lagoons with lilies, all lived on lilies and lily flowers and the stem and bulbs and stuff. There must have been something in those things they ate. They never had sugar or diabetes or anything. They lived all those life until they come into town. And even when in town, I remember the decision after the ’67 referendum that’s when all our people started dying from alcohol and stuff. Before that I grew up with it and they were healthy. They were good. They were proud people. The men used to come and be proud, and you can see how they walk. They had that way: they’re proud of themselves. And today you haven’t got that. I grew up with all of them and I see today. That’s why it’s important for Olkola Corporation and Olkola people to be once again. Be proud people like our ancestors were. We got the opportunity now. We’ve got Country. We’ve got Country, you can go back and live on Country. You can work Country. You can learn the old ways and see how the thing can take us. Where it takes us. You’re on the Country, your own land. The big important thing is to get land and we got it. We got land, everybody got land. And the opportunities there, go back on Country and learn. Learn about it and get ideas of that thing. It doesn’t happen overnight, but it happens. Took me years to learn, but now I can, I can teach what I know to young people.
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Welcoming us to Olkola Country: video still from ‘Getting Back On Country’ 360-degree recording by Mitchell Ransome.

Well, nearly completed now working on a cultural centre on Country, it sits right on the middle of Country. One of my dreams I suppose. That’s where all our information goes there, into that centre. All the data, everything goes to that centre. And they can go, people can go in there and look at their self and learn those stuff in the centre. Then work out of the centre, and you’re on Country. You learn about it or read about it, or talk to people in there about it. Then you can go from there and you’re on Country, you walk straight out into Country. That’s learning. Learning on Country. You can go Cairns to something or the TAFE college and learn about it. That’s not the same as being on Country, and seeing those things first hand.

Talk about the power, I can take you right to where that creation, in only five minutes I can take you. This is where they were created and you learn. You see you’re learning now. You’re seeing it. You’re seeing it with your own eyes. This is where it was created.

When you see it first hand, you see that this is where it is, and you get the feeling. You can feel it. You can feel you’re there. You know, it’s important, very important. You can feel, when you walk on Country, you can talk about Country, you can sit. This way, where the old people camped here. You can sit there, and in your own mind, you can feel it. You can go back and in your mind, and your body, you’re travelling back in Dreamtime. That’s learning.

That’s cultural way of learning. That’s how the young people in the old days, that’s how the kids learn. They learn, they grew up strong and proud people. They learn the way. But it’s hard today. Modern things, it competes against learning. It’s hard for the young ones to learn. It’s one minute they’re doing something, then life and other things take them onto a different path. They can learn that tomorrow—no, there’s no tomorrow. In new way, there’s no tomorrow. You want to learn that: our histories, our cultural values are disappearing. As old people die, they take part of that history with them. It never can be replaced. This time is so important.

But you’ll get results. I seen results everywhere that young people have been right through the TAFE. They are young people learning, they’re learning the ways in which we’re forgetting. They learn the ways but they have to be strong to keep that way.

But that’s why the centre, we put there, the walking trails and stuff, just try to put it out there. Then people can start to understand: this what the Country’s about. This is ours. And we get people, they say we get our Country back and start thinking what they can do with it. They got all this Country, what are you going to do with it? Well, this is what we’re doing. You think we just get our Country back and we want our Country back and lock it out? No, it’s there for the people who want to learn our ways. So it’s probably a learning curve for everybody, especially up on the Cape, you know, that many pastoral leases were down in here and they think we own the Country, and you had to work, get a job with them before you walk on your Country and you can’t do this, you can’t do that. All those stuff that you can’t build. Or you gotta get permission to do this, you gotta have permission to go fish and they can’t. I’ve been through that stuff. But that’s a learning curve for everybody. For myself. This is how you’ve been treated.

It’s climate change, that’s why we haven’t got time. See, time is most important thing. We’re looking at climate change up here now, and I see the Country change from back in the ’60s, you know ’67. Now I spend most of my time living on, working on Country, in pastoral leases. I see the changes and stuff. Just changes that shouldn’t be there. Fruit wrong time flower. Yeah? No, it should be flowering. There’s nothing the turkeys creating—wrong time. In November, they’re having chicks and stuff in February and what’s happening? It’s climate change. The changes in there, I see the Cape been changing for old people, and old people say it’s been changing all the time. I say No it hasn’t been, I spend most of my time in the bush, and I see the changes. We work with the fire. When certain trees go to flower, it’s time for us to burn. Now they haven’t had flowers yet and we’re in May. What’s going on? The trees and stuff give flowers are late, the fruits are late. There’s a lot of changes, and that’s all climate change. The seas coming up, rising up Country. Some of the waters are getting brackish because saltwater’s coming in. What’s happening here? The springs are getting salty. The underground waters coming over, seas coming underground, it’s salting those springs up. I don’t know, but I see that it’s wrong. The time changes and how do we work with time? How do we work with change? Birds, nesting wrong time and it’s a big influx. Bush honey is disappearing. Where they going? I don’t know.

The sugar bag, they’re disappearing up in this Country. Haven’t seen them for long time. Why are they disappearing? What’s getting them out? So we’re doing all that stuff. We take our water system three times a year and see the changes in our waters, our lagoons. We do all that stuff for the Corporation like the rangers and try and monitor. We just trying to monitor our Country and see why it’s happening. Important for our fire system, for our burning. It will burn from now to June. Yeah and then we stop burning. Then we were on wildfire alert then, right to January the first we’re trying to stop them wildfires. The whole Cape goes up in smoke in the dry season—wildfires everywhere. So we’ve gotta change that system, change the fire system, it’s killing everything in its pathway. That’s climate change. But that’s my thought. ’Cos there’s two things that destroyed us years ago. Back in the day, there’s two things that destroyed us. There’s fire and water, back millions of years ago, fire and water. And now it’s coming back again. Look at the Australian flood here. Cyclone Jasper come through. I never seen that thing in my time. You know, the water. I still can’t get out to my Country, to a property. River’s still high. Never seen that happen. Last time I seen a similar flood, it was 1974.

Now we’re still getting rain here in May. Never seen that happen before. It should be cold now, we’re going into winter months.

That way you got to be on Country, working Country, and you can identify those things pretty quick. This is happening here. What happened here after the wet? What happened here? This is not good. So you can monitor it in big areas up there, vast areas like Olkola Country and part of the Cape, those things have not been noticed because they’re so far out in the remote area and it’s too late by the time the thing already grown. It’s too late. That’s why it’s good to have rangers on Country all the time. Right through rain season, right through as soon as Christmas week is over, they’re back on Country, so you’re on Country all the time. You’re learning. You’re getting used to your Country, but you’re also looking at different pests that coming in. And how the wet season, whether it’s been a bad wet season or whether wet season, not too bad. So you monitor Country, see erosion returns. You can see all the changes.

It’s different than learning in school or kindergarten, and learning in school. The other way of learning your Culture and your value of the Country from the answers that been handed. We are Custodians, you see, of the land. When we pass on, it’s handed to the young ones to be Custodians. They look after the land and look after the stories, and they pass that down to their generation. So we Custodians of our Country. We look after it. We don’t own it. We Custodian, we look after it. We pass on our histories, our stories. And then the younger ones take over and pass that down to their children and their children. The lands never moved. The lands there. It’s different than learning the White man way. It’s something that stops in your body, in your brain, in the bonds, in your body. It stops there. When my time’s up, it’s handed down to my sons. Then they hand down to their sons. That’s how it’s gotta be, it’s everywhere. Different area, different culture. Different tribe. You got Saltwater people, different culture. Then the Freshwater people. We’re Freshwater people, who live in the Hills Country. Our culture is different than the people in the sea. They are similar.

But they got a meaning to areas. You got a meaning to your Country to live, how to do it. What the old people been doing. Took me years and years and years. I’m still learning.

…

 

Olkola man Mike Ross has been at the vanguard of land rights for the people of Cape York for the last three decades. At an early age Mike was anointed by his Elders to be the person to lead them in an emerging era of land rights. Since then, Mike has dedicated his life to securing land rights, and the protection of culture and Country for his people and the people of Cape York. A sincere spokesperson, a gentleman and a distinguished bushman, Mike is a leader who goes about his business with an understated eloquence that mandates respect from the corridors of Parliament in Canberra to the cattle-yards of Cape York. Mike has spent considerable time as a director and as Chairperson of the Cape York Land Council. For more than a decade he has been the Chairperson of the Olkola Aboriginal Corporation. Mike is currently an applicant on one of the largest native title claims in Australia: the United Cape York Claim, which covers all unclaimed and undetermined areas of Cape York.

After leading a Traditional Owner negotiation team in years of negotiations with the Queensland Government, in December 2014 this resulted one of the largest transfers of Aboriginal freehold land in Australia’s history. This has established the Olkola People as the largest private landholder—managing 869,822 hectares in Cape York—and joint management partners with Queensland Parks in the largest new protected area in Queensland. This has allowed the Olkola People to develop one of the largest and most successful savannah-burning carbon abatement projects in Australia. Mike has laid the foundations for his people, the Olkola People, and the people of Cape York, to reconnect to Country and have sustainable livelihoods on Country going into the future.

‘Getting Back On Country’ is a Traditional-Owner-led transdisciplinary research partnership between the University of Melbourne and the Olkola Aboriginal Corporation. The project contributes participatory design, mixed reality technologies (virtual reality and augmented reality), archaeological science and digital cultural heritage towards the repatriation of Olkola heritage. The digital design and production team at the Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning, includes: A/Prof Rochus Hinkel, Dr Hannah Robertson, Melissa Iraheta, Mitchel Ransome and Tony Yu, and from the Olkola Aboriginal Corporation: Mike Ross, Debbie Symonds and Kat Samuel.
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EDITORIAL

 

 

 

Esther Anatolitis

Σταθία ॅνατख़λίτη

 

How do you swallow a bird of prey? What is your flavour of pride? What does artistic freedom look like right now? How do you hear the politics of pop? Beware the large bandwidth malware human-hybrid Level Boss. How do we make decisions together? How does friendship change with age? Was it John? Or Not-John?

Let’s rethink constitutional monarchy. Let’s rethink the Australian Constitution. Let’s rethink Australia.

Turns out Australia has a king (I know, right) and he’s planning a visit: to greet him, Jenny Hocking reflects on racism, power and royal privilege, while Frank Bongiorno marks sixty years since The Lucky Country taunted its way into our vernacular. As ever, Lee Lai’s framing illustration is compelling: the Colonial Frontier Massacre Map 1788–19301 is a project we should all get to know well.

Enriching this edition’s analyses and polemics are pieces playful and personal. Adrian Mouhajer on love as worship. Andrew Millar on where love will not go. Taribelang writer Ella Ferris—our inaugural Meanjin InPlace Resident—on the loneliness, hyper-diligence and endless love of deep familial care. The power of instinct, in conversation with Ellen van Neerven. Anna Hickey-Moody on love’s complex intersections on the body. Sharon Du on the hardness that the well-worn body aches to resist.

We’ve also got some useful tools. Keep Claire G. Coleman’s annotated Constitution handy on your desk. Take direction from Patrick Pound’s experiments. Live Shaun Micallef’s year in satire; bristle with David Cohen; sit at the feet of Olivia Nigro’s writers.

Pop demands optimism. Love does not wait outside. Keep this edition close to your heart.

I can still feel my eyes opened so, so wide by Uncle Mike. Looking for the meaning in Country. Looking for new ways to learn.

 

With this edition we welcome Claire Cao as Fiction Editor. A writer and editor living on Darug land, Claire’s work has been published in ArtReview, Cordite Poetry Review, Frankie, Going Down Swinging, LIMINAL, and more. She is a former Fiction Editor of Voiceworks, and judged The Big Issue Australia’s 2022 and 2023 Fiction Editions. I admire Claire’s focus on writing that creates an intimacy, a sense of urgency, a discomfort, and an introspection that expands our perspectives. I find myself asking new questions about what fiction makes possible.

…



1. Ryan, Lyndall; Debenham, Jennifer; Pascoe, Bill; Smith, Robyn; Owen, Chris; Richards, Jonathan; Gilbert, Stephanie; Anders, Robert J; Usher, Kaine; Price, Daniel; Newley, Jack; Brown, Mark; Le, Le Hoang; Fairbairn, Hedy, Colonial Frontier Massacres in Australia 1788–1930, Newcastle: University of Newcastle, 2017–2022, hdl.handle.net/1959.13/1340762 (accessed 17/07/2024).


STATE OF THE NATION
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Illustration by Lee Lai


Remnants of empire: racism, power and royal privilege

 

Jenny Hocking

Emeritus Professor Jenny Hocking AM FASSA is an award-winning biographer and inaugural Distinguished Whitlam Fellow at the Whitlam Institute, Western Sydney University. Her several books include the acclaimed two-volume biography of Gough Whitlam and The Dismissal Dossier. Her latest book is the award-winning The Palace Letters: The Queen, the Governor-General, and the Plot to Dismiss Gough Whitlam.

 

Fifty years after the Racial Discrimination Bill was first presented to the House of Representatives, it has been bewildering to observe the reaction to ABC journalist Laura Tingle’s unremarkable observation that Australia is ‘a racist country … we always have been’. Driven by the ‘outrage machine’ at News Corp and propelled by other media that should know better, the narrative pushed was that Tingle lacked balance, had presented a ‘one-sided view’, and had breached the ABC’s ‘standards of objectivity’ and ‘impartiality guidelines’—which apparently require the artifice of ‘both sides’, even where none validly exists.

That our colonial settlement was grounded in imperial notions of racial superiority and was violent towards and dispossessive of Indigenous peoples are unassailable facts of our history. The Racial Discrimination Act 1975 (RDA) was a recognition of that uncomfortable past and an attempt to address the ongoing impacts of its racism and race-based discrimination. Yet it continues to be denied and, even when acknowledged, silenced. The pivotal role of the RDA in the success of the Mabo case attests to its landmark place in addressing race-based discrimination. However, the very reason for its enacting—the persistence of racism in this country—still cannot be accepted as unqualified fact.

Professor Lyndall Ryan’s devastating ‘massacre map’ gives a stark visual representation of the horrors perpetrated by colonial forces across Australia well into the twentieth century. These cannot be denied. Nor can the refusals to serve Indigenous peoples, the closure of swimming pools and the designated (worst) seating, the horrendous incarceration rates and deaths in custody, the Stolen Generations and generational grief and lasting trauma. Our history is all around us. So how is it that the ABC shamefully ‘counselled’ one of our leading journalists for stating Australia is and always has been a racist country? The political amnesia, the ‘great Australian silence’ W.E.H. Stanner identified nearly 60 years ago regarding our refusal to not only acknowledge the past but even speak of it, ‘the cult of forgetting’ and the ‘disremembering’ of Indigenous peoples in our national historiography, can be seen revived and reflected in the efforts to silence Laura Tingle merely for voicing this reality.1

Race is the logic of empire. As the harbinger of ‘civilisation’ and ‘progress’, imperial expansion is justified by a presumed racial superiority and is inextricably entwined with settlement and its continuing discontents. This foundational history cannot be ‘balanced’ with a counter-factual national imaginary free of racial distinction, discrimination or privilege. The demand for an impossible objectivity through a confected ‘other side’, as if each were equally correct, is to enforce a false history in which the questions of race and racism at the heart of imperial ambition can be more readily denied as just another view.

It is in this nexus between race and empire that we can best understand racism and the denial of it as indelibly linked to what Gough Whitlam termed ‘the relics of colonialism’: those lingering institutional and cultural entrails of colonialism that he sought to sever. In this imperial aftermath, race-based discrimination exists coeval with the privileges of empire, exemplified by the dynastic exceptionalism of monarchy and inherited royal title.

These imperial privileges are neither remnant nor residual; they are empire’s defining feature, embedded in the very notion of a constitutional monarchy and head of state, vested in a single family by birthright alone, which sits at the apex of our system of governance. ‘Much of the family’s history is inextricably linked with the British Empire, which subjugated people around the world. Some members of the royal family have also been criticised for their racist comments,’ The Guardian reflected on those enduring sinews of empire.2 During the queen’s 1954 tour that passed through Shepparton in central Victoria, the erection of hessian screens shielded the royal gaze from the sight of the local Yorta Yorta people living in humpies: ‘“so that when she came past the area … she wouldn’t see all the people camping there and ask any questions about what was happening,” Yorta Yorta and Dja Dja Wurrung Elder the late Aunty Fay Carter, 87, said.’3

The relentless harassment of the only royal of colour, Meghan Markle, by the British press, and the failure of senior royals to speak out against it, confirms in familial microcosm the claims of institutionalised racism and lack of diversity within the family ‘firm’.4 The royal household is exempt from laws enacted in the 1970s preventing race and sex discrimination in the employment of staff, enabling discriminatory practices to remain in royal hiring. Palace officials acknowledged at the time that it was ‘not the practice to employ coloured immigrants or foreigners’ in office roles and that they were considered, if at all, for ‘ordinary domestic posts’ only.5

Stung by these revelations, in 2021 the Palace promised a raft of anti-discrimination measures—a review of employment practices, consultations with minority groups, and the appointment of a ‘diversity tsar’—while insisting that it abided by the requirements of the Equality Act ‘in principle and in practice’, although it is not required to maintain records on diversity in employment to confirm this. Three months later, the plans for a promised ‘diversity tsar’ were quietly scrapped.6

The concern expressed by King Charles, then Prince of Wales, and Kate Middleton about the colour of Harry and Meghan’s baby is a sorry reminder of the exclusivity of whiteness in the royal enclave. ‘We are very much not a racist family,’ Prince William insisted in response. Harry and Meghan laid that familial dysfunction bare in their coruscating, and spectacularly successful, ‘tell-all’ interview with Oprah Winfrey and in Harry’s blockbuster memoir, Spare. These rare royal entrées into royal life could not have been more damaging. They cut through the carefully constructed royal image of family unity and public service to reveal an impersonal, uncaring and, yes, racist institution, completely out of touch with modern democratic sentiment and political sensibilities.

The monarch cannot be charged with a criminal offence and is quite literally above the law. There’s an uncertain legal question as to whether the king’s immediate family is ‘beyond the range of a subpoena’ in the UK, certainly when in the proximity of the monarch. This is particularly significant for Prince Andrew given his recent predicament.7 The power the royals wield is exercised in secrecy, publicly denied and entirely unaccountable. It constructs a curated history in which they appear only as the benign, powerless, politically disinterested protectors of national unity with no hint of their power behind or above the political fray. The inability to scrutinise royal activities is effected through an ‘absolute exemption’ on all requests relating to the king and the heir in the UK’s freedom of information laws, a situation by which all historians should be appalled. The royal family also maintains iron-clad control over its archival history through its own Royal Archives, determining whether and to whom access can be granted and vetting any publication from it. This control profoundly distorts history and perpetuates the ‘imperial fictions’ underpinning the public face of royalty, most notably the claimed political neutrality required of a constitutional monarch—a sophistry maintained by secrecy.8

Perhaps the most significant in this panoply of dynastic royal privilege is the ‘constitutional outrage’ of the monarch’s ‘consent power’. This little-known and misunderstood ‘soft power’ gives the monarch the right to amend any bill that might affect their, or the Prince of Wales’, financial interests, read in the broadest possible sense, before the draft bill goes to Parliament. This remarkable private royal oversight has enabled the monarch and the royal family to exempt themselves from financial transparency laws introduced in the UK in the wake of the Paradise Papers scandal, denied tenants in the Prince of Wales’ Duchy of Cornwall the right to purchase their rented homes as on other estates, and exempted the royal household and the monarch from the racial discrimination provisions in employment practices.9 More than 1000 pieces of legislation were royally vetted in this way during the queen’s reign.

And let’s not forget the other sundry financial and transparency privileges that gift vast sums to the king and royal family alone through their personally determined exemptions. As well as immunity from prosecution, the king is exempt from paying income tax, is not required to make his will public, is exempt from death duties and other inheritance laws, and, in what The Guardian called a ‘disgusting new low’, acquires the entire estate of any resident of the Duchy of Lancashire who has the misfortune to die intestate without a will. Likewise, the Prince of Wales acquires the estates of those who die intestate on the Duchy of Cornwall, his personal financial fiefdom. Former Liberal Democrat MP for Lewes, Norman Baker, described this deathly raid as ‘plumbing new depths of disgusting avarice’.10

The revelation of the use of the ‘consent power’ as personal financial sinecure exemplifies how royal political power is wielded: secretly, in private and as a dynastic privilege available to the royal family as inherited right. As Norman Baker concluded, ‘We have been lied to.’ The belated release by the National Archives of Australia of the queen and Prince Charles’ secret correspondence with Australian governors-general, following the High Court’s decision in the Palace letters case, revealed this mode of power in its Australian form as conveyed through the vice-regal relationship, still treated as a deferential outpost of empire.11

It is quite shocking to read the effusive support of both the queen and then Prince Charles, now our king, for disgraced former governor-general Peter Hollingworth, and their deepest sympathy for his ‘dreadful suffering’ following his forced resignation over his handling of child sex abuse claims during his time as Anglican archbishop of Brisbane.12 It is a stunning reflection on the views and ethical perspective of our former and current monarch that neither expressed any concern for the victims of sexual abuse during Hollingworth’s tenure; in fact, neither the queen nor Charles even mentioned them. Even more disturbing is their counselling, support and encouragement for former governor-general Sir John Kerr’s 1975 dismissal of the Whitlam government. Buckingham Palace had emphatically denied the involvement of the queen in the dismissal for decades, and it is now clear this denial was itself a cover-up, a perversion of history enabled by royal control over their archives and our shared history.

For this, the nadir of unaccountable royal political power, our unelected head of state, King Charles III of Australia, ought to acknowledge and apologise during his visit to Australia. It might go some way to ameliorate the royal role in this tumultuous and contentious episode were Charles to release all royal records relating to the dismissal and end the archival obstruction that has denied us knowledge of our history for too long.
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It has become a bigger cliché than the phrase itself: that in adopting the title The Lucky Country for his 1964 bestseller, which turns 60 this year, Donald Horne did not intend to deliver a compliment. ‘Australia is a lucky country run mainly by second-rate people who share its luck,’ Horne wrote in the rather grand opening to the final chapter, which carried the same title as the book. ‘It lives on other people’s ideas, and, although its ordinary people are adaptable, most of its leaders (in all fields) so lack curiosity about the events that surround them that they are often taken by surprise.’1

How often I have seen that first sentence quoted in recent years, on social media and elsewhere. And, as I have sometimes pointed out in reply, the judgement—good perhaps for 1964—might now be redundant: have our leaders in the past decade or two really been as good as second-rate?

The political class that found itself being outpaced by ordinary people on marriage equality was hardly second-rate: it displayed an almost complete incapacity even to voyage with the wind in its sails. The political class that has repeatedly fumbled the existential issue of climate change—a threat to life on this planet—is hardly in the same league as elites who, in Horne’s day, were merely lagging behind leaders of more sophisticated nations in developing what Horne understood as a modern, urbane outlook.

The stakes now seem higher than in 1964—and the capacities of those playing for them at least no greater than those Horne criticised in The Lucky Country. Indeed, Horne was surely being a bit hard on the elites of his day in presenting them as rather clueless Edwardian relics. In the 1980s, it was conventional among a political class with a robust sense of self-worth—I think here especially of the principal ministers in the Hawke government—to lambast the Australia of Menzies as a sleepy, mediocre kind of place run by ‘nobodies going nowhere’. Paul Keating, who coined that phrase for his opponents, lampooned them with references to the Morphy Richards toaster, the Qualcast mower, the Astor TV and the AWA radiogram in a 1992 parliamentary attack: he thought they might all be put in a museum in Old Parliament House.

Yet what Horne found so deficient in The Lucky Country, and Keating turned into something to be satirised, looks a bit better these days. The country was becoming more rather than less equal. Against the background of the most extended period of full employment in its post-1788 history, Australia had absorbed—with much less angst than the country’s history of racism might have led one to expect—a vast number of migrants. Home ownership was rising dramatically; indeed, people who just a few years before assumed they would never own a home or car found themselves with both. Those who if just a generation older would have had little secondary schooling and no tertiary education also found themselves with a home, a car and a pathway to professional employment. The standard of living was rising for most Australians, and so was the ‘quality of life’: a concept that came into its own in the 1960s.

It was no wonder that figures on the left found themselves a little disorientated. Capitalism—or at least what passed for it in Australia—had delivered, contrary to any reasonable expectation in the 1930s. The novelty of The Lucky Country is that it was a figure on the right—one who in 1965 did publicity for the successful New South Wales election campaign of the Liberal Party’s Robin Askin—who was now finding the nation’s elites. Yet a casual reader of The Lucky Country might have been forgiven for thinking that the affluent society had somehow happened by accident, or despite the inferior quality of those running the country—that it had nothing to do with their efforts.

Horne’s was a misreading of how so many people could think of themselves as affluent in this country by 1964. It had come through politics, business and unionism, as well as through the continuing strength of a civic culture that anchored a high degree of social cohesion and cooperation. At least since the demise of the more ambitious and utopian dreams that clung to postwar reconstruction for a time in the 1940s, it had all happened in a rather low-key way. But it happened because people with power made it happen—not simply because Australia was lucky, or ordinary people had better qualities than those leading them and so simply claimed the life they wanted for themselves.

Ryan Cropp’s recent fine biography of Horne allows us a new perspective on his evolution as a public intellectual.2 The Donald Horne of The Lucky Country is a man who has risen to the fringes of the power elite in the small Australian—really, Sydney—fishbowl of the late 1950s and early 1960s. He affects a detached style that is largely show: he has a big professional, political and personal stake in rocking the boat only just enough to ensure that the Donald Hornes of this world get a better chance to control the journey. The money, celebrity and prestige from The Lucky Country helped him to shake himself free of the conservative and wealthy backers on whose favours his rise in journalism had depended almost entirely up to that time—especially Frank Packer.

Cropp’s biography also hints that Horne’s failure as an expat in Britain also sat behind his life and career: it is surely a force behind his elite rendering of a populist nationalism, his view that the present crop of leaders (from whom he implicitly excludes himself) are unworthy of ordinary Australians, who are defined as largely white, male, Anglo and middle-class. His was a view of the changes only just beginning to transform Australia, but it was one from the lofty heights of the tenth-floor editorial office and the swish city restaurant—so, as the anthropologist Diane Bell has suggested, he misses the impact the contraceptive pill was beginning to have on the lives of women, was out of touch with what was happening in the suburbs inhabited by new migrants, and had views on Aboriginal peoples that were conventional among people of his class and age.3 He was slow to see the White Australia policy needed to go if the country was going to conform to his modernist vision for it.

Horne was writing in the age of the generalisers: The Australian Legend, Australian Accent, The Australian Ugliness, The Tyranny of Distance: it was a crowded—yet, as Horne showed, occasionally lucrative—market. It is easy to underestimate how recently opportunities for this kind of commentary had opened. Horne’s book was an early production of Penguin’s new Australian office and it was inspired by Anthony Sampson’s Anatomy of Britain, published in 1962, as well as possibly owing something to the American academic C. Wright Mills’ The Power Elite (1956).4 There was a transnational contemporary interest in the role of elites in shaping societies, driven by the theory that in modern societies, who owned capital was becoming less significant than who managed industry, culture and society.
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