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To all of you graduating today I add my congratulations to those of the Chancellor and wish each of you not only successful but satisfying careers. As a graduate of 56 years I am proud to receive today’s honour. You Arts graduates belong to a most distinguished Faculty, and detailed research on the years roughly 1938 to 1960 is overdue. In almost every discipline the Faculty proved an intellectual powerhouse and its role in Australian cultural life needs greater attention, particularly in staffing the new universities of the sixties and seventies.

I enrolled in the Faculty in 1946, one of hundreds of Depression era Australians who never expected a university education. Like so many returned servicemen and women I entered under the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme, a Labor initiative which received firm bipartisan support. Some 250,000 people received CRTS funding for further education, 15,000 of them at universities. Their purposeful enthusiasm revitalised universities.

CRTS has received surprisingly little attention, given that possibly one in every twenty-eight of the post-war population took advantage of this educational and social landmark.

Another later transformation concerns the numbers of Indigenous people entering tertiary institutions. From a trickle of about seventy students enrolled around 1970, to some 700 a decade later, the number passed 7000 in 2000. The total of Indigenous students enrolled in 2002 was 8,871, of whom 638 were enrolled for postgraduate degrees.

Indigenous scholars now staff tertiary institutions and museums, although the majority are in fields related to Aboriginal studies – an apparent barrier which must be removed to prevent any taint of tokenism.

Back now to 1946, when the helpful Sub-dean convinced me to enter for History Honours. Critical comment on my first essays in both history subjects convinced me to approach the lecturers about changing to Pass Level. Both Kathleen Fitzpatrick and John O’Brien urged me to persist, and thereafter they took an encouraging interest in my work. I owe my career - and today’s honours - to the inspired teaching and informal advice provided by the overtaxed History staff during those heady, understaffed post-war years. I am proud to acknowledge my debt to the Department, particularly to the late John O’Brien and Professor Max Crawford.

Through Ernest Scott and Crawford the History Department had a tradition of interest in Australian History, and I experienced the intellectual immediacy of Manning Clark’s approach, then so stimulating because on days before his lectures he sometimes discovered a document in the State Library, which he told us about – this was exciting exposure to primary sources – the stuff of history.

I became attracted both by Australian and Roman history. My special undergraduate study and later Master’s thesis dealt with the archaeology of Britain at the time of the Roman conquest. Fascinated by the logic of interpreting archaeological evidence, I sought evidence for Australia’s antiquity. I found little, all of it published from outside our universities. With a scholarship I move to Cambridge to learn the practicalities of fieldwork and interpretation, hoping to return here to apply them.

Of course there were no archaeological posts, so I returned to the History Department for a decade, encouraged by Crawford and O’Brien to introduce some prehistory. It was department staff and students who provided the labour for my first excavation in 1956 on the South Australian Murray River. These volunteers paid ten shillings a day for the honour, for there were no research grants in those days. In 1957 I introduced an Honours History option, Pacific Prehistory, the first course on Australia and the Pacific before the Europeans in any university. One student from that year was Professor Greg Dening who went on to reshape the writing of cross-cultural encounters in the Pacific.

From 1959 I met two young university geologists who were interested in peopled landscapes. Today Jim Bowler is internationally recognised for his work at Lake Mungo, while Bernie Joyce was my partner in reporting our Queensland dig at Kenniff Cave, the first excavated stratified site to prove that Aboriginal occupation extended into the Pleistocene Ice Age.

So much for background information. It is almost 43 years since that radiocarbon date of 16,000 years ago for Aboriginal camp fires at Kenniff. Consider the situation today.

It is evident that the real discoverers, explorers and colonists of Australia were its indigenous people. Their putative landfall occurred at least 50,000 years before Captain Cook. By about 35,000 years ago across the entire continent people had adjusted to life in every environmental niche and survived climatic fluctuations far harder than current climate warming. By 1788 their cultural diversity is signified by the more than 200 distinct languages then spoken. Regrettably, white governments ignored these significant cultural differences and legislated as though all Aboriginal societies were alike and inferior.

Let us conservatively assume a population of half a million and 25 years for a human generation. At least 2000 generations separate us from Australia’s founders, compared with nine generations for Governor Phillip or 140 generations from Egypt’s Tutankhamun. Depending upon assumptions, this could mean one billion people inhabited this land before 1788. What with hunting, gathering and firing activities over this immense time, Australia was not the virgin land awaiting British enterprise, so celebrated in verse and pioneer history.

Europeans judged Aboriginal semi-nomadic society by the standards and values of Western agrarian countries. They overlooked the different creative intellectual and social values which governed here. Consider the evidence from the shore of Lake Mungo some 40,000 years ago. Jim Bowler discovered the evidence for the world’s earliest human cremation site there (a female), and later he found an inhumation burial of comparable antiquity. This male corpse had been covered with ochre, so his ribs and underlying sand became stained with the pigment. These burials are amongst the oldest deliberate human burials in the world. Those ritualised actions show forethought and familiar human feelings, whether of respect, love, fear or whatever, we cannot know. This was abstract thought by people like us, while both the cremation process and the ochre symbolised something.

The ochre provides a further clue. It was not local, but its distant source is unknown, proving that those people possessed a knowledge of the resources of the country and the means of transporting it. This presumes social relationships between the people of the ochre and Mungo users.

In the nineteenth century Australia was characterised by a network of routes along which people travelled and exchanged ceremonial gifts. These followed what have been called Dreaming tracks or popularised as Songlines. So, Australia was a country mythically invested by ancestral journeyings, making every natural feature a place of story, memory and re-enactment - the site of creation events, to which individuals possessed inalienable ties. Are we hinting at the remote origins of this ceremonially sanctioned system in the transport of ochre to Mungo?

Another inheritance from the deep past indicating Indigenous cognitive abilities are many painted or engraved rock art sites, now believed to date from the late ice age with antiquity equal to, or even greater than, the famous Palaeolithic art sites of Western Europe. Many people know of the paintings in Kakadu or Kimberley, depicting people with exotic apparel and artefacts differing from those in recent paintings. Less known are the engraved motifs on the Burrup Peninsula, near Dampier, WA. They number at least half a million, many are deeply weathered and, like paintings in Kakadu, depict many thylacines, believed extinct on the mainland for 3000 years.

Recent analyses of such scenes or groupings of motifs suggest rituals, linking people with place and creation beings, investing such places with deep spirituality. There are clues that Aboriginal Dreaming narratives may encapsulate historical elements, some of great longevity. This truth, despite the current vogue of conservative critics who denigrate the use of oral traditions, despise Aboriginal lifeways and explain early art as depiction by some other people.

During this sweep through Aboriginal time I cannot mention all significant discoveries of the past four decades. It surely demonstrates why Australian history before Captain Cook must be taught in schools and universities. And it must be offered in a manner which respects Aboriginal cognitive processes and does not judge their society as inferior to Western on technological grounds alone.

Neither should Aboriginal history since 1788 be ignored or caricatured. That supposed population of half a million within four generations by 1901 became possibly 100,000. There is no doubt that the scourge of introduced diseases and infertility caused by venereal diseases were the major causes of decline. Frontier violence also took its toll. Some writers currently are in such denial that even 20,000 violent deaths are denounced as figments of historians’ imagination. As one who has researched frontier situations and found evidence, rather than quarried errors by historians or failed to comprehend the complexity of Aboriginal society, I dismiss such attempts to sanitise the European reality as politically motivated mischief.

Finally, there is pressure on the National Museum of Australia to highlight Captain Cook and to emphasise British contributions. It is worth reflecting that any search for national identity should be balanced. Cook, for example, did not sail alone. It is four centuries next year since Spanish and Dutch cockleshell vessels navigated Australian waters. The French reached Tasmania in 1772, sailed into Botany Bay a few days behind Governor Phillip, and charted Tasmania’s eastern coast six years before Flinders circumnavigated that island. It is relevant that despite the importance of exhibitions in the National Museum, and the significance of Aboriginal art at the National Art Gallery, neither institution has any Aboriginal members on their governing councils.

I trust that you graduates will ensure that thoughtful objectivity governs your approach to such current controversial issues as Aboriginal Australians and concepts of national identity.
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