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It’s not easy to give an Australia Day speech. For a start, January 26 has never really taken off as 
a national day, lacking the political symbolism of the anniversary of Federation and the pure 
emotional resonance of Anzac Day. Instead it marks the arrival of the First Fleet - a magnificent 
piece of seamanship, no doubt, but a fairly dubious piece of social policy. For many Australians, 
too, it represents something altogether darker: the beginning of the dispossession of the 
indigenes.   
 
It's also a funny time of year for a big weighty speech. Most of us are still finding sand in our 
pockets. We're sloping reluctantly into work. We're talking about the thrashing meted out to 
England in the cricket, with the pleasant prospect of more of that to come. We're not much 
interested in highfalutin words in January and, really, who can blame us?   
 
That is why the most affecting speech next week will probably not be delivered in the Great Hall 
of Parliament House or on the lawns of Kirribilli. More likely, it will be given in a little town hall 
somewhere, as a group of Australian residents become citizens. These ceremonies are extremely 
moving, in the way that small things often are. Norman Rockwell would have liked these 
gatherings; you wish Max Dupain had taken his camera along to one of them.   
 
My Canadian-born wife took out her citizenship last year. It was a lovely evening: there were kids 
on the stage singing national songs, lamingtons at the back, and a little native shrub for each new 
citizen. What struck me most, though, were the expressions on the faces of the newcomers: pride 
and happiness as well as a little nervousness. Attend one of these ceremonies and I promise you 
won't be too worried about Aussie values. A multiple-choice test seems a little redundant.   
 
We often think of ourselves as a laconic and rather vernacular people - "taciturn rather than 
talkative", as Russel Ward put it in The Australian Legend. But on the night my wife pledged her 
salt, an older lady from the local swimming club gave a cracker of a speech, welcoming the new 
citizens in the sweetest way and urging them to involve themselves in their community.   
 
Over the years, in fact, Australians have given many insightful speeches about our national 
culture. Taken together, they reveal rich themes and recurring features in the layers of Australian 
history, like a vertical cut in the earth.   
 
The miners' rebellion on the Victorian goldfields in 1854 that culminated in the erection and 
destruction of the Eureka stockade, for example, featured some fine speeches. The miners' 
commander-in-chief, Peter Lalor, swore his famous oath beneath the Eureka flag and his aide-de-
camp, the Italian-Australian adventurer Raffaello Carboni, delivered a wonderfully idiosyncratic 
tirade: "We must meet as in old Europe - old style - improved by far in the south - for the redress 
of grievances inflicted on us, not by crowned heads, but blockheads, aristocratical incapables, 
who never did a day's work in their life. I hate the oppressor, let him wear a red, blue, white or 
black coat."   
 
He called on "all my fellow diggers, irrespective of nationality, religion and colour, to salute the 
'Southern Cross' as the refuge of all the oppressed from all countries on earth".   
 
"The applause was universal", reported Carboni, "and accordingly I received my full reward: 
Prison and chains! Old style."   
 



Since then, commentators have fought a proxy war over Eureka, projecting their own world views 
onto the participants, who have become, variously, radicals, democrats, Fenians, republicans, 
nationalists and disgruntled taxpayers chafing under the heavy hand of government. The Eureka 
rebellion was either the birth of democracy on this continent, or a tear in "the fabric of loyalist 
Australia", or the first conference of the small business lobby.   
 
When Prime Minister Gough Whitlam visited Ballarat in 1973 to unveil the newly restored flag, he 
invoked Eureka as a marker of his government's egalitarian aspirations: "Rather than discard our 
authentic traditions, we want to restore and invigorate them. Rather than break off old friendships, 
we want to form new ones - friendships that will enhance our name and reputation in the world as 
a good friend, a concerned and helpful partner in our region and beyond. Rather than overturn 
the true values of Australian society, we want to resurrect and foster those values. The Labor 
Party, the present government, has never had any doubt about what those values were. They 
were, in truth, identified and proclaimed at Eureka - justice, freedom, independence, fraternity, the 
instinct for fair play and equal opportunity for all our people. Egalitarianism - by whatever name 
we call it - is at the heart of the Australian tradition."   
 
One of the authors of that Australian tradition was Henry Lawson, who helped convince us that 
Australian life was distinctive and interesting enough to deserve its own poetry.   
 
Twenty years after his death, the author and feminist Miles Franklin, who had been a protegée of 
Lawson's, spoke about this achievement at a meeting in Sydney's Domain: "It was rapture, it was 
ecstasy in the grand new discovery of our own sun to see it setting red and real and near at hand 
among our own trees on the ridge behind the stockyard, or to run to the top of the ridge to see it 
retreating over the blue-green ranges, where the mopokes would soon be calling in the misty 
moonlight. Henry Lawson gave us this kingdom for our own. There was magic in finding our own 
idiom in print. There it was, dressed in the authority of book covers that before had sheltered only 
forests and woods, brooks and meadows.   
 
"Due to Lawson and his colleagues, now enjoying their literary rights were the gums, the bush, 
the creek: gully and spur and sideling: the paddock, the stockyard, the sliprails . . . School girls 
and boys in the bush copied into exercise books the Lawson poems that came their way and 
chanted and droned them by heart . . . Our indebtedness to him will increase because he has 
rendered this continent. He has helped to make Australia ours in a way that no system of land 
exploitation nor even droughts and floods and pests can take it from us."   
 
No matter how urbanised Australia gets, we have a beautiful reminder of our outback past in 
Waltzing Matilda - our national song, our lucky charm.   
 
In 1995, then prime minister Paul Keating travelled to Winton in Queensland for its centenary and 
began his speech as follows: "This is a great honour. It is one to tell our grandchildren about: we 
were in the North Gregory Hotel when Australia celebrated the first performance of Waltzing 
Matilda 100 years ago. And we were all in evening dress. Which is something the swagman 
would have found amusing - but maybe the squatter, the troopers and Banjo Paterson would 
have appreciated it.   
 
"I suspect there is no one here who has not at some time, somewhere in the world, heard or 
remembered the tune and felt deeply affected by it. I'm sure it has brought Australians home 
before they intended to, and given others the strength to stay away a bit longer. For a century it 
has caused Australian hearts to beat faster. I venture to say it has caused more smiles and tears, 
and more hairs to stand up on the backs of Australian necks than any other thing of three 
minutes' duration in Australia's history. It has long been our unofficial national song. Not our 
anthem - one can't sing too solemnly about a jumbuck. But Waltzing Matilda is Australia's song 
and it always will be . . .   
 



"I'm sure what happened with Banjo Paterson and Waltzing Matilda happened in the realm of the 
spirit. I think he wrote a story to a tune which quite mysteriously - in ways we'll never know - 
picked up the spirit of the place as it was then; and, like the ghost of the swagman, it never died. 
And it touches us as a ghost might. As the spirit of the bush might."   
 
Speeches are a medium through which we have argued out our definition of Australia. The 
federal movement made its case largely through the writing and giving of speeches in parliaments 
and on public platforms across the country. It was in a speech in Sydney that leading federationist 
(and later our first prime minister) Edmund Barton called for "a nation for a continent and a 
continent for a nation".   
 
A century later republicans assembled their words and sent them into a different battle. At the 
launch of the Australian Republican Movement in 1991 in The Rocks, author Tom Keneally said: 
"It is time we did ourselves the honour of finding from within our own resources and from amongst 
ourselves a head of state whose identity is entirely Australian and does not depend for its 
legitimacy on anyone other than us and anything other than our institutions. It is time we ceased 
to divide our soul."   
 
The argument was put differently, but equally effectively, by one of our great characters, the 
unfairly maligned author and critic Robert Hughes. After greeting a rally at the Sydney Town Hall 
in 1996 with the world's greatest salutation -"Welcome, fellow chardonnay-swilling elitists!" - he 
put some awkward questions to his monarchist opponents: "It is the prospect of change - not the 
kind or value of change, but change itself - that seems to alarm Australian monarchists. Do they 
imagine that, if our head of state is an Australian, we will cease to speak English? That our 
shared and native tongue will collapse into pidgin forms of Croatian or Tagalog? That Australian 
school kids will be forced to abandon The Man from Snowy River and memorise, instead, long 
slabs of the Ramayana? That the few remaining Georgian and high Victorian buildings in 
Australia that escaped being torn down by developers later knighted by Bob Askin in the '50s and 
'60s will now be demolished and replaced by circular thatched huts? What's all this twaddle 
about?"   
 
Hughes's exhortation shared with many other great Australian speeches a noticeable lightness of 
touch. Australians don't really go in for big melodramatic set-piecers. Our speeches are more 
direct - at their best, they're more honest. Sometimes they're very funny. The New Zealand-born 
Australian actor Russell Crowe gave a charming little speech about being an outsider when he 
accepted an Academy Award in 2001 for Gladiator.   
 
At his press conference afterwards, Crowe added an irreverent postscript about the four countries 
that had formed him. It is an incantation that some of us may wish to recite on Australia Day: 
"God bless America, God save the Queen, God defend New Zealand - and thank Christ for 
Australia!"   
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