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Once Australian, always Australian

I’ve been lured by adventure from the earliest age, and living these past 25-odd years between Africa and Europe  -  with side forays to Asia and Australia and the Americas  -  has helped fulfil it, with Africa particularly the focal point and background for all my books, articles and talks to date.  But as I sat down to tell something of myself here  -  in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee’s inquiry into Australian expats  -  a small but persistent question popped into my head and refused to go away until I addressed it first: just what wildly adventurous forays in this 6th. generation Australian’s life abroad have given rise to the wildest rushes of adrenalin, be it the pure adrenalin fly-me-to-the-moon rush born of a some scintillating personal epiphany or a long cherished goal reached, or the white-knuckle, gung-ho, rung-through-with-danger sort that perfectly sensible folk probably wouldn’t remotely envy.  

We Australians, home or abroad, don’t do things by halves.  I guess it’s a mix of a pioneer spirit we’re imbued with as a nation, and a fair play ethic that infuses the psyche.  But it can do funny things: many Australians are far too shy of extolling our nation’s record of defining moments, successes and admirable achievements beyond Gallipoli  -  where two forebears, one commanding an infantry battalion, the other a brigade of dismounted light horse distinguished themselves, so I’ve no problem here  -  or sport; and while they’re pretty okay on the latter on her military record most Australians don’t even scratch the surface.  I suppose the one plus of this self-effacing trait  -  a sneering Oz-phobe might dismiss as a contradiction in an Australian  - is that it doesn’t push us to achieve merely to impress.  But it doesn’t do us any favours either.  Australians just don’t shout loudly enough about Australia’s wide diversity of firsts.  So with the lesson of my first Publisher ringing in my head urging me “not to be modest” when I was charged with writing the blurbs for my book’s jacket, here is some blatantly shameless self-adulation for one who, in all my ventures in foreign fields, has never let it be forgotten I am Australian. 

My Wild Australian Heart

For sheer adrenalin rush, holding for the first time a copy of my first published book  -  I was head-hunted by the renowned Dutch academic publishing house Brill of Leiden  -  not least the subject matter that inspired it: a 14 month field expedition, dubbed “the last great safari” by Yorkshire Television, that proved the existence in the wild of Africa’s fabled King Cheetah and which after a talk I gave at Australia House London, moved a compatriot to impress on me to remember that an Australian, in Africa, had achieved the extraordinary in proving the existence of the world’s rarest big cat, once dismissed as just a myth.  Or in the footsteps of larger than life Australians who are also personal heroes of mine  -  from Douglas Mawson to Hubert Wilkins  -  my address at the Royal Geographical Society and, no less, a standing ovation from what is arguably one of the most eclectic and informed audiences one can find (and whom I was exhorted by the Society President, the delightful Earl Jellicoe, to make sure drank me in by gliding ever so slowly into the hall and up on to the dais: “Promenade, dear lady, promenade!”).  For sheer unadulterated rapture  -  handling, stroking and romping with a cheetah for the first time, and again every successive time; while for a total ego-related adrenalin boost beyond belief my first rave press reviews  -  and being publicly accorded the title “Explorer”!

As for danger-riven adventures utterly unforgettable: 8,000 ft up a Volcano in a highly volatile military emergency with one foot in the Congo and one in Uganda among wild Mountain gorillas we’d feared been killed.....not least a later breathless cryptic phone message to Sydney and London on an open landline from ‘Intrigue Central’, the Sheraton Kampala, the ambiguous wording of which left it open to the wildest interpretations with unwanted repercussions: “We’ve just got back from the border with Congo, have met with gorillas, and all’s well!”; on a Dakota flying just 100 metres above the bush for the final 30 minute approach into Namibia to avoid being shot down; hiding in bush on the Botswana border with Zimbabwe from a band of armed terrorists fleeing a fleet of helicopter gunships in hot pursuit; parachuting into an area under Martial law in Mozambique boundary country; the “banana boat” flight out of Djarapura to Ujung Pandang in the Celebes; every time I landed in our expedition balloon during a 3 month aerial field search over Africa; running the gauntlet of roads with mines concealed just under the tar; marooned on the Nile in a dinghy with its outboard motor cut heading inexorably for the rapids and falls ahead with a padding croc for added piquancy.  Or maybe that maiden flight in a ‘wire and braces’ Microlite in which it was just like going aloft in nothing more than a motorised pram!  Aussie phlegm?  Yup! 

My Brilliant Career

I’ve always been driven by the thrill of adventure; ever since I became sentient, inspired a little by my Godsall settler forebears and wider family of pioneering ancestors dating back to the early 1800s, preferably spiked with a hint of danger if it comes with the territory.  And it invariably does if an inordinate love of animals and nature is involved: a love fanned in earliest childhood when our large tropic garden in Queensland was “my jungle”, the bushland across the way “my outback” and the rambling dunes fronting our family weekender at Broadbeach and the rolling sandveld-like country around it some alluring Xanadu.  Earlier in my toddler years, to truly set me on the path of the wanderer, I twice “ran away” with subsequent appearances in the press and on radio, doubtless a dry run for later publicity of my exploration exploits.  My poor mother would always euphemistically refer to my escapades as “wandering off” as if the other betrayed some dark truth that had set me on the run.  Nothing remotely like it  -  it was the lure of adventure seducing me even at that tender age, pure and simple.

Hence with this background I didn’t leave Australia to run away from it, having flown and driven to every remarkable corner of it by the time I was 22.  As with so many before and since, it was simply to bring the wider world into my own personal periphery of experience and scope.  And like so many other of my compatriots, in my case the product of one of Queensland’s oldest Public Schools where the “cultural necessities and niceties” shared equal footing with academic excellence, it was the ‘Grand Tour’ of our time; lingering first as I did in South-East Asia, thence India, Nepal and Afghanistan, on into Iran, Irag and Middle east proper to Europe, and then Africa, which in turn led, unexpectedly, to four books to date.  This author bit: it’s rather rum for one who once haughtily chided a house-mate in Sydney for her burning obsession to be a ‘famous’ novelist on the grounds that, for me at least, I couldn’t think of a worse pursuit especially when compared to a celebrated concert pianist, or failing that, a quantum physicist.  How life plays with us: 2 published books, one due in 2004, a fourth in draft, with press articles and cover features and public speaking that has all resulted.  

My Patriot’s Heart

Through all my escapades I have never felt nothing less than profoundly Australian, and that’s a burst of adrenalin which never ceases to feel good.  Hence, as an Australian living abroad and travelling widely, my Australian passport, the only passport I have, is naturally sacrosanct; and to obtain another in addition to it, namely to solely ease one’s passage through customs, just erodes the value of the citizenship and nationhood it represents.  So while adventure and danger have their thrill, I still get as equal a high as when, for instance, the Wallabies lifted the Rugby World Cup the first time at that “hallowed ground” of the natives of England, Twickenham, with in the stand around me the Scotland team to the left, a despondent All Blacks to the right, and Pat Cash sitting alongside.  

Every time we win the Ashes; every time a fellow Australian makes me proud to be one; and recently on a crisp day in November 2003, the Australian War Memorial Dedication in London where, as our marvellous Federation Guard strutted their stuff, the flags unfurled, the golden words were uttered, and strains of Advance Australia Fair winged down Park Lane and around, my proud little patriot’s heart swelled fit to burst, as it did for every ex-pat seated and arrayed around, not only for the profundity of what was taking place there before us, but also for the fact that the significance of the site of the Memorial couldn’t be greater demonstration that Australia matters on the world’s stage.  As a English friend said to me: “‘Bout time too..”. We had stopped London.....at the most salubrious corner of it, and it was a superb, heart-thumping feeling that showed on every face there.  And that was just the British ones!! To paraphrase the poet: “A day when it was grand to be an Australian”.  

A Priceless Asset

The many world firsts of Australia  -  from the birth of the secret ballot to women’s suffrage as early as 1894 to Qantas being the oldest airline in the English-speaking world etc. etc. etc -  we need to shout about to the world.  We expatriates are the best unpaid ambassadors Australia has.  Most of us are achievers in one field or another; and by virtue of having moved beyond Australia I believe our appreciation of its pluses and its riches is enhanced as it never can be if one has never lived away from home for any time.  Not just that.  With it comes a broadness of outlook and sophistication that can only benefit Australia when channelled back, used in a promotional capacity outside, or both.  Australia’s expatriates should be one of its most cherished cultural, social and intellectual assets, and Australia and Australians will always be a little country and a little people if what the ex-patriate can bring to her is not tapped and utilised for all Australia’s benefit.
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My Patriot’s Heart

Bred neath the Southern Cross

in a land apart 

of fabled space and warm embrace

was my wild Australian heart.
Born of her rolling traces, 

her wide, aged expanse,

kissed awake in gilded sunlight, 

fired to life by riches yet extant: 

a Kookaburra’s smiling hymn to home, 

the quickening scent of Eucalypt, 

her human bounty in painting, prose and poem, 

in musical peaen, in academe,

in epic treks and feats of flight

and other stirring firsts of might.   

Like the tug of hearth and kith and kin

her icons never dim: 

wattle fragrances on breezes born, 

magpies in rippling trills hailing morn,

the curl of the surf, the ‘crack’ of the Gum, 

quintessential Australia 

in form and sum........

the songwriter’s track

winding wistfully back 

for the patriot heart 

still roving, 

forever Australian.......

whatever the distance apart

or time expiring. 
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