INTRODUCTION

arrived in Townsville late in 1965 with my partner Margaret
Iand our London-born baby. I had been offered a lectureship
at the four-year-old Townsville University College (now James
Cook University). We knew nothing about North Queensland
and had never been further north than Sydney. After a brief
visit to see family in Tasmania, we set out for the north. It took
longer then than it does today — the first day taken up with
flights to Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane, and then on the
second day the two and a half hour flight to Townsville. It was
by any measure a long journey — more than 3000 kilometres
from latitude 42 to latitude 19, from cool-temperate Tasmania
the tropical north. Neither of us imagined that we would ‘settle’
in Townsville for thirty-four years, raise our family and make
our careers there. That was unusual. Most of our friends and
colleagues spent a short time in the north and then moved
on, usually back to the southern cities. Over time, we came to
identify with what had become our home, to see Australia from
the north down, to develop a version of regional patriotism, and
to fight against the neglect common to remote Australia. In a
short time we learnt how to respond to the myriad of ways that
‘southerners’ patronised those who lived ‘a thousand miles’ and
more away from the centres of national political and cultural
life. In those days we lagged a little behind the latest fashions,

ideas and expressions. We had become provincial.



LOOKING FROM THE NORTH

My business in the north was to teach Australian history to
local students, many of whom had not yet been ‘down south’
even as far as Brisbane. The textbooks at the time had primarily
been written by scholars who lived and worked in the southern
cities and, as I discovered, had by and large never been north
of the Brisbane line. There was little about the north in their
narratives — the local history too often seemed to be merely a
recapitulation of what had already happened a generation or two
earlier south of Capricorn. It was in a precise sense provincial.
Within a year or two I realised that without a major change
of direction I would be promoting the view that nothing of
importance had ever happened in my students’ part of Australia.
My first step was to set aside a three-week pause in dealing with
the national story to concentrate on local history. It was a small
beginning that had an extraordinary impact, resulting in many
students eventually writing honours and doctoral theses about
the north. My own writing has benefited to a very large degree
from their work.

The distinctive character of northern history was soon
apparent. There never had been a white Australia that far
north and there wasn’t one when I arrived in town. Two of the
north’s largest industries — sugar planting and pastoralism —
had historically depended on Aboriginal and Pacific Island
labour. The ‘killing times’ out on the frontiers were two or more
generations closer than they were in the south and were still in
living memory. First Nations families made up as much as 10 per
cent of the local population, and there were numerous Chinese-
Australian-owned businesses that dated back generations. It
was this demographic reality that immediately placed me in
contention with the mainstream of historical interpretation,
which at the time paid small regard to the continuing Indigenous
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presence. The textbook I was provided with for my first-year
teaching — Australia: A Social and Political History edited by
Gordon Greenwood — mentioned First Nations people twice
and only in passing. They did not even appear in the index. And
so it was that I came to correct the situation by writing what
came to be called much later, during the history wars of the
1990s and 2000s, ‘black-armband history’. This was the result
not so much of who I was but where I was living,

I mention these things because they provide just a small
example of how the text that follows is woven through with the
experience of spending decades in the north and comparing it
with other parts of the country. Over the years I moved from
writing and encouraging local history in order to provide, as it
were, a provincial adjunct to the national story, to coming to see
that what we were all working towards was an utterly distinctive
narrative. And even more significant was the eventual realisation
that partial conquest of the north was a story that had little in
common with the much more successful settlement of temperate
Australia south of the Tropic of Capricorn.

Seeing national history from the north down provided
insights less apparent in accounts that resulted from working
with the view from the south. The colonisation of the country
had played out in two quite distinct acts that have commonly
been conflated. The first began in 1788 and ended in the
1850s, when the major colonies — New South Wales, Victoria,
Queensland, South Australia and Tasmania — were granted
self-government and power passed from Downing Street to the
colonial capitals. At the time, north of Capricorn — all 45 per cent
of the nation’s landmass in Queensland, the Northern Territory
and Western Australia — was still the preserve of the traditional
owners; there were no resident Europeans at all. A few exploring
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expeditions had passed through the country, but all they
provided were narrow bands of knowledge about what could be
seen in transit. The extraordinary background to the second act
was that the governments in Adelaide, Brisbane and Perth had
been given responsibility for vast tropical regions they knew little
about and without the British investment and the large convict
workforce that had so greatly assisted settlement of the south.
The colonisation — or the conquest — of northern Australia was
a colonial, not an imperial venture. Moral responsibility for what
unfolded - for the killing times, for instance — was the direct
responsibility of the new parliaments and their democratically
elected politicians. As we will see, the advance into the north did
not begin until 1861, when the fledgling Queensland government
dispatched an expedition to Port Denison 1000 kilometres away
to found the small town of Bowen.

So much of what follows is presented as an interpretation
based on research into the north that has been undertaken by
many historians over the last generation or so. But my own
thinking was influenced as well by more recent developments.
The referendum of October 2023 was the occasion for an intense
national debate that renewed all those controversies that had
accompanied the so-called history wars of twenty years earlier.
One aspect that I'm sure surprised many Australians was the
degree of international interest in the result. The failure of
the referendum attracted often highly critical commentary in
Europe, North America, South-East Asia and the Pacific. And
the consensus was that Australia had been given the chance to
leave its colonial legacy behind but instead remained anchored
in the past.

The surprise was due to the fact that many Australians find
it hard to consider their own history of settlement as having



Introduction

anything to do with decolonisation, which was what had
happened ‘over there’ and concerned the great overseas empires
of the European powers. This is why I hope a new view of the
history of the north can possibly shift mainstream Australian
thinking and bring it more into line with international opinion.
So not only do we need to reassess our own story of colonisation,
but we also need to understand our distinctive variant of
decolonisation. It above all concerns the north, and for the
moment focuses on land and in particular on that twenty-year
era of land rights.

There were three different reforms in the period between
1976 and 1996. There was the Northern Territory Land Rights
Act of 1976, the Mabo judgment and related legislation in
1992-93, and the High Court’s Wik judgment of 1996. Where
this land rights revolution had the most dramatic impact was
in the north, where the partial failure of the colonial project
meant that all over the north the Indigenous communities were
still living on or near their traditional land. These people were
consequently able to benefit from the three land rights reforms,
with the result that 78 per cent of all the land north of Capricorn
has now been returned to its traditional custodians in one form
or another. This great recovery of land has unfolded gradually,
and because its most dramatic impact has been in what, to most
Australians, is very remote territory, it has come to fruition with
surprising little comment.

But this dramatic change in the ownership and control
of vast areas of the continent is one of the most significant
developments in our modern history. So too is the ever evolving
relationship with the looming presence of nearby Asia, which
has at times been seen as an advantage and at others as a threat.

This was the great mismatch — Asia had too many people,
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tropical Australia had too few. Peopling the north became a
generations-enduring obsession for policy-makers in the south.
It is still with us. In 2015, the federal Department of Prime
Minister and Cabinet released a white paper on developing
Northern Australia entitled Owur North, Our Future. It presented
plans to ‘unlock the north’s vast potential’. Many previous
efforts to develop the north had foundered. The time had come
to initiate policies that would succeed because ‘a strong north
means a strong nation’.!

The great paradox was that in the 19th century it was
Indigenous Australians, Pacific Islanders and Asian migrants
who contributed most fully to what development there was
North of Capricorn. Rather than continue along that path,
the community in the south became obsessed — and that is not
too strong a word — with the need to impose upon the north its
fantasy about its plans for a white or, even more specifically, a
British Australia. All the separate colonial parliaments adopted
legislation in the 1880s to restrict Chinese migration. With
Federation, the new national government moved quickly to
establish a white Australia, a policy that had almost universal
support among the electorate.



