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I

Beginnings

How and when did Australia begin? One version of the country’s
origins — a version taught to generations of schoolchildren and set
down in literature and art, memorials and anniversaries - would
have it that Australian history commenced at the end of the eigh-
teenth century. After several centuries of European voyaging in the
southern oceans, the English naval lieutenant James Cook sailed the
eastern coast in 1770, named it New South Wales and claimed pos-
session in the name of his monarch. Within twenty years the British
government dispatched an expedition to settie New South Wales.
On 26 January 1788 its commander, Arthur Phillip, assumed gov-
ernment over the eastern half the country. The thousand officers,
troops, civilian officials and convicted felons who came ashore from
the eleven vessels of the First Fleet anchored in Sydney Harbour pre-
pared the way for later immigrants, bond and free, who spread out
over the continent, explored and settled, possessed and subdued it.

This is a story of a sleeping land brought to life by Endeavour, the
name given to Cook’s sturdy ship and the quality attributed to those
who followed him. The chroniclers of the First Fleet recorded how
a landing party unloaded the stores, cleared a space on the wooded
slopes of Sydney Cove and erected their first habitations. They were
describing the advent of civilisation. The sound of an axe on wood,
English steel on antipodean eucalypt, broke the silence of a primeval
wilderness.

The newcomers brought with them livestock, plants and tools.
They also brought a mental toolkit fashioned from the objective
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rationality of the Enlightenment and a corresponding belief in
human capacity, the moral certainty and stern duty of evangeli-
cal Christianity, and the acquisitive itch of the market. Those ways
of thinking and acting made possible the establishment of Euro-
pean dominion over the rest of the world. That accomplishment in
turn shaped the understanding of economics, resources, navigation,
trade, botany, zoology, anthropology — and history.

History served the new drive to control and order the natural
world, to understand and even direct events. A new awareness of
geography and chronology, of space and time as objectively fixed
and measurable, encouraged an understanding of history as a branch
of knowledge independent of the standpoint of the observer, while
at the same time it disclosed an insistent process of improvement
and progress that legitimated the replacement of the old by the new.
Seen thus, the history of Australia formed a late chapter in British,
European and world history.

This version of Australia’s beginning emphasised its strangeness.
The plants and animals, even the human inhabitants, confounded
existing taxonomies; they were both old and new. The monotremes
and marsupials, warm-blooded animals that reproduced by egg or
carried their offspring in a pouch, seemed to be primitive forerunners
of the placental mammal, and at the same time a bizarre inversion of
nature. Hence the puzzlement of the early New South Wales judge
and rhymester, Barron Field:

Kangaroo, Kangaroo!

Thou Spirit of Australia!

That redeems from utter failure,
From perfect desolation,

And warrants the creation

Of this fifth part of the Earth

Which would seem an after-birth . . .

In this version of Australian history, the novelty of the place - it
was New Holland before it became New South Wales — was soft-
ened by attaching its destiny to imperial origins. Colonial history
took British and European achievement as its point of departure.
Behind the rude improvisation on the furthest frontier of settlement
of the British Empire was the inheritance of institutions, customs and
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expectations. A naval officer who in 1803 watched a team of con-
victs yoked to a cart that was sunk up to its axles in the unpromising
sand hills of a southern bay comforted himself with the vision of ‘a
second Rome, rising from a coalition of Banditti . . . superlative in
arms and arts’.

This settlement was abandoned, and the officer returned even-
tually to England, but others stayed and reworked his anticipa-
tion. These subsequent .visionaries thought of Australia not as
mere imitation but as striking out anew. They believed thar the
vast island-continent offered the chance to leave behind the Old
World evils of poverty and class privilege. With the transition in
the middle of the nmeteenth century from penal settlements to free
and self-governing communities, the emphasis shifted from colonial
imitation to national experimentation. With the gold rush, land set-
tlement and urban growth, minds turned from dependency to self-
sufficiency, and from a history that worked out the imperial legacy
to one of self-discovery.

During the nineteenth. century and well into the twentieth, the
sentiment of colonial nationalism served the desire to mark Aus-
tralia off from Britain and Europe. Then, as the last imperial ties
were severed, even that way of distinguishing the child from the
parent lost meaning. In its place arose the idea of Australia as a des-
tination for all-comers from every part of the world, which served
the multicultural attitudes that formed in the closing decades of the
twentieth century and further undermined the foundational signifi-
cance of 1788.

The blurring of origins turned Australian history into a story of
journeys and arrivals, shared by all and continuing right up to the
present. But such smudging was too convenient. It failed to satisfy
the need for emotional attachment and it left unappeased the prick-
ing of conscience. The desire for a binding national past that would
connect the people to the land was frustrated by the feeling of root-
lessness, of novelty without depth. The longing for belonging to an
indigenous culture was denied by the original usurpation. A history
of colonisation yielded to a realisation of invasion.

By the end of the twentieth century it was no longer possible to
maintain the fiction of Australia as terra nullius, a land that until

!



