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The Struggle for Social and
Cultural Independence in Australia
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Last July, during some excavation work,
human leg bones were unearthed on
what was once my grandparents farm on
the southern coast of New South Wales.

The bones were found to be the remains
of an Aboriginal man in his forties and
they were dated as ‘pre European'’. His
burial site was well chosen, facing
towards the sea and the gentle curve of
the sandy bay.

Two young men from the Local Aboriginal
Land Council spent two weeks painstakingly
sifting through the soil until the rest of the
bones of their ancestor were recovered.

Three generations of my ancestors on my
mother's side lived out their lives on this
same land from the 1890°s until it was
sold in the late 1980's. As a child | used
to think of three generations back as a
long, long time ago, but it only translates
as less than a hundred years.

For me, this event was confirmation of
what I've always known: That regardless
of how the land came to be in my family's
name or by whose law, the land is, was
and always will be Aboriginal land.

| wonder how many of this new wave of
Irish emigrants flocking out there today
are conscious of the fact that as well as
emigrating to Australia, which is still a
British Colony, they are actually emigrat-
ing to a continent made up of approxi-
mately five hundred different nations of
some of the oldest surviving civilisations

in the world.

Whilst today a visa for travelling to Aus-
tralia is required by the white-Australian
authorities, a visa to Aboriginal Australia
was never required. The population of
non-Aboriginal people now residing there
has grown to over twenty-three million.
Aboriginal people now make up just 3%
(700,000) of the population. According
to figures from Australia's Department of
Immigration and Citizenship, forty thou-
sand Irish people emigrated to Australia
in 201 and 2012.

Growing up in Australia in the 1950's and
60's as | did, the impression was that the
Aboriginal people would eventually die
out. That a silent policy of genocide was
in place from the time of the British inva-
sion in 1788 was evidenced by the many
massacres, poisonings and attempts of
the authorities to take ‘half-caste’ children
from their families and educate them to
become British.

In the eleven years that | attended school
there, | learned no Aboriginal history, just
British colonial history. We sang ‘God
Save the Queen’ and once | was sent out
of the class for asking, at age ten or
eleven, why the Queen lived in England
and not in Australia. | wasn't being
provocative; | just wanted to know.

| learned nothing about Aboriginal culture
or laws until | was in my late teens, after |

had left school.

So when | came to live in Ireland in 1979,

M Jan Alexander with Australian doc-
umentary film maker John Pilger in
Dublin following his lecture ‘Decoding
the Media’ delivered for Amnesty
International Ireland in October 2014.
John Pilger opened his lecture by stat-
ing that he grew up in a country
where two sections of the community
were not represented by the media at
all. One was women and the other was
Aboriginal people. John Pilger has pro-
duced two documentary films twenty
five years apart about the treatment
of Aboriginal people by the white Aus-
tralian authorities. His hard-hitting
film Utopia was screened at the Irish
Film Institute in November 2013 and is
available on Amazon.

Dublin first, then Leitrim, | was amazed at
the informed questions | was asked about
Aboriginal people by young Irish people
my own age:

‘Is it true their children were stolen by the
authorities and put into missions?”

‘Are there still high numbers of Aboriginal
people dying in police custody?”

‘Were they forbidden to speak their own
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B Uncle Max (Dulamunmun) Harri-
son, who I had the honour to meet on
my last trip to Australia in 2013.
Uncle Max is an initiated Elder of the
Yuin nation on whose lands I had my
childhood. He is one of the founding
members of Culture Is Life, reconnect-
ing young people with Country, pass-
ing on Culture and teaching them
about their unique and special her-
itage. He is also a recognised teacher
at Wollongong University. My meet-
ings with him helped me to move for-
ward into a more solution-focused
attitude towards Australia. We share a
love of animals, of nature and of
Country. I took this photo of him with
his beloved black dingo, Boy Boy, at
his home in 2013.

V Pelicans on what was my grandpar-
ent’s beach in southern New South
Wales, where I spent much of my
childhood. We now know it is part of
an ancient walk way called the Bun-
dian Way, which led the local Thaua,
both coastal and forest people of the
Yuin nation, from the coast to the
mountain for sacred and cultural
gatherings

language just like we were?'

Whilst | knew next to nothing about the
Irish struggle for independence before

| moved here, it seemed that young Irish
people knew more about my country
than | did. They were more politically
informed and more socially aware than
me or the other white-Australian kids |

grew up with.

The Irish/Australian author Tom Keneally
remarked that the new wave of migration
from Ireland to Australia holds echoes
from Australia’s past, when tens of thou-
sands of Irish left because of the great
famine. ‘The Irish brought with them a
profound sense of politics and they knew
what social justice was, he says in an
interview in 2013,

Certainly that was also true about young
Irish people when | first arrived here in
1979, and nowhere more so than here in
County Leitrim. But | wonder if the same
can be said of the thousands of Irish peo-
ple traveling to Australia now.

Whilst the truth about white Australia's
black history is now more readily avail-
able and an increasing number of white
Australians are now standing with Abo-
riginal people in their fight for justice,
there is still a long, long way to go.
Racism towards Indigenous Australians is
so much a part of the white Australian
mind-set that many aren't even aware
that it is racism. It is deeply ingrained,
freely expressed and relentless towards
Aboriginal people.

An example of this from August this year
comes to mind in the backlash against

Australian Rules footballer Adam Goode
when he called out a thirteen year old g
from the crowd at a match, who had
repeatedly shouted at him, calling him
an ape. The white-Australian sports
commentators and media are still reelin
at the audacity of Adam Goodes, an
2Aboriginal man, for daring to accuse th
thirteen year old white Australian girl of
racism.

What in itself is a cause for celebration is th
some of the Irish media covered the story
pointing out that Adam Goodes is a milt
mannered man who did nothing to incit
such a response other than being Aborigin:

The Irish are often admired by Aborigin
Australians because of their common
history and their gained cultural and
political independence, which Aborigina
people are still striving to attain.

Very many of their people have Irish
surnames. After the Adam Goodes
episode, it was fellow Aboriginal foot-
baller Michael O'Loughlan who said ‘We
won't sit in silence, we will continue to
fight for our mob. We will continue to by
proud of who we are, what we stand for
and what we're fighting for.’

The Irish in Australia could do a lot to
stand beside Aboriginal people. Informa
tion about them, their age-proven cultur
and their struggle for independence is
now freely available on the world wide
web. There are countless campaigns

to work alongside Indigenous
Australians to help them reclaim their
culture and the rights to their land.

That the Aboriginal people have been
able to pull themselves up from near
annihilation just over 200 years ago is
true testimony to the strength of their
culture. They are the descendants of
warriors, not apes.



