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The Clayton’s Australians

You know how it goes: the drink you have when you’re not having a drink. Well let me introduce myself: I am an Aussie that isn’t an Aussie.

I ask you, what make an Aussie? Remembering old TV ads? Knowing the entire Australian cricket team by name? Perhaps knowing about this Senate Enquiry? It seems to me that everyone is confused about what it means to be an Australian.

And I confess, that in the context of this mad world, I find my predicament quite trivial in comparison to most people's situations. I am, after all, comfortable; I have enough to eat; I am reasonably happy. So why should my relationship with one small country at the Southern edge of the globe mean so much to me?

The answer, like most things, is quite simple. I feel Australian but I am not legally an Australian. Although I am legally British, I do not feel British. I have only lived there for a few years of my life. Britain means very little to me.

In contrast, one day, I will want to return to live in Australia. I will want to pass on the values of Australia to my children. I will want them to experience what it really means to be Australian with all its complexities.

However, as things stand right now, I simply will not be able to do this.

I was born in London in 1964. 26 years previous, my mother was also born in London. My mother’s father was born in South Africa in 1903. His parents were born in Queensland in the late 1800’s. From there, it is said we go as far back in Australian history as the first white girl to be born in Queensland.

Although, for the last 3 generations my family on my mother’s side were all born outside Australia, we were all brought up in Australia (I moved there when I was 1 year old). It was simply a matter of fate (if you like) that we were born outside of Australia. My mother wanted to see the world. Her father served for the British in the second world war and his father served for the British in the Boer war.

But whatever you say, my family is as Australian as Ned Kelly or Holden cars. 

My immediate family live in Australia as do most of my extended family (on my mother’s side). There are many ex ex-patriots in our family. Some of them not so unknown: a co-founder of Four Corners, a renowned artist of Australian fauna and a senior employee of Opera Australia.

Sure, there are lesser mortals among them (myself included) who simply contribute as most people do. But they all have one thing in common. They all have Australian roots, they all learnt their profession outside Australia and they all returned to or keep close ties with Australia.

But unlike them, returning to Australia for me is almost not an option. I do not have any legal status in Australia. This modern phenomena is a result of increasingly tighter immigration control. Whereas for the previous generation, moving back to Australia was simply a matter of formality, for this generation it has become a matter of great difficulty. 

I know, it’s a shame I didn’t get Australian citizenship before I left the country in 1990 (if I had a penny for every time someone said that to me). But I didn’t. I left in a hurry. A hurry to see the world. So that’s it, I didn’t get my citizenship and I lost my residency after 3 years abroad.

But I find that I am not alone. There are many thousands of ex Australian residents that left the country for one reason or another, made a life elsewhere, lost their residency and now also find themselves to be a Clayton’s Australian. Not many have the long history with Australia that my family does. But does that matter? Surely not. Surely all that really matters is that they the feel Australian. How else can you judge what it means to be Australian?

What I ask of you in this Senate Enquiry, is to consider these Australians. The ones who are, essentially, stateless. Who know where they belong but are not able to go there. Give us the opportunity to confirm our ‘Australianess’ in law. Give us a fair go.

