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Introduction  
 As we prepare to embark on our journey to Australia, please 

understand that there is certainly no requirement to have a comprehensive 

understanding of the history and culture of the country in order to enjoy the 

trip.  However, as we travel and experience a different corner of the world, it 

will probably make for a more rewarding experience to have a rudimentary 

grasp of your surroundings.  There is little more frustrating or embarrassing for 

the seasoned - or for that matter the inexperienced - traveler than to confront 

some of the world’s most interesting places and have absolutely no idea what 

lies in front of you.  Conversely, even a vague idea of your surroundings will 

make your trip much more fulfilling.  Even the most provincial of souls 

recognizes that traveling changes everything – your understanding of history 

and your place in the world somehow seem different. 

 In the ensuing pages, please find a brief overview of Australian history and culture – in 

addition to some really cool science stuff – to improve your travel experience.  Essentially, it is a 

combination travel guide and research paper that is written in a light style that is easy to read.  It 

is far from comprehensive; instead, it is intended to introduce you to some of the essential 

historical, cultural, and academic ideas with which any “citizen of the world” should be familiar.  

It is loosely organized by geography and theme (i.e. by city or place, the direction we will be 

traveling and the most pertinent academic information that is relevant to each site).  We will 

actually begin our adventure in Los Angeles.  Thanks to an extensive layover, EF Tours will treat 

us with a sightseeing tour of LA.  We will then take off and cross the International Date Line, 

making it Day 3 by the time we land in Australia.  Considering we depart February 13 and miss 

Day 2 when we cross that “line,” we will entirely miss Valentine’s Day! (don’t worry, it will be 

worth it ).  When we finally get to our destination, we will land in the city of Sydney, the 

capital of New South Wales (it is not the capital of Australia, however; that honor belongs to 

Canberra). We will spend our first day on the ground perusing the narrow, cobblestone streets of 

the Rocks area.  The next day we will explore Sydney in a guided sightseeing tour.    Day 5 takes 

us to the Taronga Zoo, where we will learn about Australian wildlife from their education 

officers.  That afternoon, we’ll enjoy a tour of the famous Sydney Opera House. On our last full 

day in Sydney we will find ourselves on the famous sands of Manly Beach (surfing, anyone?!).  

We will then fly to Cairns (pronounced “Cans”) for the final leg of our journey.  It is from Cairns 

that we will head off and explore what is perhaps the most famous site in Australia: the Great 

Barrier Reef.  Our final day will be spent, for those who choose it, in Kuranda.  Participants will 

travel through the Australian jungle to the mountain town of Kuranda, where we will learn about 

Aboriginal culture.  Finally, we will head back home – and gain back that day we lost at the 

beginning of the trip!  

  

Why travel? And, why travel to Australia? 
 Seasoned tourists will undoubtedly notice patterns in traveling experiences.  Student tours 

tend to be fast-paced and geared toward things that students like to do.  In addition to the 

required itinerary, there will be plenty of time to eat the local fare, browse the shops (don’t roll 

your eyes here; everyone likes to shop!), and just hang out and see what the local scene has to 

offer.  This happens on every trip.  So, what is unique about this trip?  Let’s start with the fact 

that we’re going to the “Land Down Under” - who doesn’t want to see the country that’s also a 

continent that is so far away from us, yet we seem to have heard just enough about it to make it a 
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really appealing place to visit? Additionally, we get to 

leave frozen New England and land in the Australian 

summer.  We’re also leaving the more typical indoor visits 

behind (e.g. museums, palaces) and enjoying all sorts of 

outdoor fun.  And, don’t tell anyone…but you might learn 

something!  No matter how good your classroom 

instruction is, it is incomplete without the benefits of 

travel.  You will get to see plants and animals that don’t 

exist in Whitman or Hanson; and you’ll get to snorkel in 

the Great Barrier Reef!  You’ll also get to try Vegemite, 

and some other unique dishes that were, until recently, a mystery to you. 

In addition to the academic upside and just simple fun, don’t forget about the darker 

lessons about the human condition that we often learn from travel.    Students on recent trips 

have walked through both Auschwitz and the Roman Colosseum, and next year’s trip is 

concentrating on sites of World War II.   The lessons from these trips should make us pause. 

Historian Michael Grant, for example, maintained that the “two most quantitatively destructive 

institutions in history are Nazism and the Roman gladiators.”
1
 Makes you a bit uncomfortable, 

doesn’t it?  But wait, you might say.  We’re not going to Auschwitz or the Colosseum.  Ok, then 

think about what you learn at the Hyde Park Barracks Museum or the consequences of European 

expansion and interaction with the Aborigines. Maybe we should lose the collective swagger that 

so often unconsciously accompanies us. So, let’s get back to the question at hand - why visit?  It 

is almost like asking Why learn anything?  The late Historian Paul Gagnon answered it best in 

his Magnum Opus from 1988, Why Study History?: 

 
  When students and school boards ask, Why History? What are we supposed to be  

  getting out of this? The best answer is still that one word: judgment.  We demand  

it of all professionals: doctors, lawyers, chefs, and quarterbacks.  And we need it  

most in the profession of citizen, which, like it or not, exercise it or not, we are all 

born into….[judgment] requires more than knowing where the tools of self- 

government are and how to wield them.  Judgment implies nothing less than wisdom –  

an even bigger word – about human nature and society.  It takes a sense of the tragic 

and of the comic to make a citizen of good judgment.  It takes a bone-deep  

understanding of how hard it is to preserve civilization or to better human life, and  

of how these have nonetheless been done repeatedly in the past.  It takes a sense of  

paradox, so as not to be surprised when failure teaches us more than victory does or  

when we slip from triumph to folly.
2
 

 

 On the one hand, this is like a giant field trip, where you get to 

explore in much greater depth the lessons learned in the classroom.  

While learning can begin in the textbook and within the four walls of a 

classroom, that “bone-deep understanding” takes more than your 68-

minute class before lunch.  But wait, you might ask, What else besides 

the academic stuff? (note: this question demands that it is asked with 

the thickest, most obnoxious, knuckle-dragging Boston accent one can 

imagine). Let’s consider some of the lessons learned in the last generation.  Ok kids, this might 

                                                           
1
 Michael Grant, Gladiators (New York: Delacorte Press, 1967), 8. 

2
Paul Gagnon, “Why Study History?” Atlantic 262, no. 5 (November 1988): accessed December 21, 2015, 

http://www.atlanticmedia.com.  

http://www.atlanticmedia.com/
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be scary, but you’re going to need to put down that iPhone and imagine a world without texting, 

without FaceTime, and without social media.  This might be even tougher, but imagine a world 

without the internet.  People actually spoke on a phone that was connected to a phone line, or 

(gasp!) they spoke face to face.  People even wrote letters and used this archaic machine called a 

typewriter. (Luddites everywhere are smiling – Google that word kids!).  The crazy thing is that 

this nonfictional world of yesteryear really wasn’t that long ago.  What are the implications of all 

this change?  Maybe we should look at the changes first… 

 The world changed rapidly in the mid-90s and late-90s, and while you kids were not yet 

born, these changes will probably affect you more than those of us who lived through them.  

Like many changes, most of us didn’t understand what was happening until we gained some 

historical perspective.  It was explained so well in Thomas Friedman’s international best-selling 

book The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century.  In it, one of the things 

Friedman did was to explain how the world became “flatter”; that is, how things like improved 

technology and easier communication allowed geography to have less of an impact on people’s 

lives.  One of these “flatteners” was the transition from the PC-based 

platform to an internet-based platform.  It seems hard to believe, but at one 

time people had computers with no internet.  It seems silly, but these 

worked like fancy typewriters that allowed for editing like Microsoft Word 

or Google Docs do.  You also might have been able to play simple games 

on your PC, but you weren’t connected.   When the world moved to an 

internet-based platform, it set off an overinvestment in fiber-optic cable, the 

cable which can transport digitized information (ask your parents if they remember the dot-com 

bubble). Companies laid these fiber-optic cables everywhere – under the ground and even on the 

ocean floor.  Soon, the whole world was connected.  When many of these companies went 

bankrupt because of overinvestment, no one dug up the cables.  Instead, banks took them over 

and sold them at a small fraction of their value.  Soon, the world was wired and, as a 

consequence, “flattened.”
3
 

 Even more interesting are the implications of this “flattening.”  If, as Friedman maintains, 

Bangalore is now a suburb of Boston, we can’t continue with business as usual.
4
  Americans can 

no longer act as if they are living in a silo if the world is flat.  Many jobs, for example, are open 

to people not just from your neighborhood but from across the world.  No need to find this scary.  

It also means that jobs around the world are more accessible to you than they used to be. It does 

require, however, a shift in thinking.  Whether you realize it or not, kids, it is more important 

than ever for you to know about the rest of the world: this means language, history, and culture.  

It is very likely that you will be working with, or competing against, people from around the 

world for years to come. 

 Finally, in addition to academic and economic reasons for travel, think about what a 

richer, fuller life one will lead with a more global education and global outlook.  How else will 

you truly understand the multiple perspectives of the world without travel?  How else will you 

attain the skills and empathy of a global citizen without immersing yourself in – and across – the 

globe?  How can you be a productive citizen of the United States without understanding our 

place in the world?  No need to panic; if thinking about all of this is inciting a popsicle-headache, 

exhale and think about chillin’ on Bondi Beach.  All of this learning is going to be fun!   

                                                           
3
Thomas L. Friedman, The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century  (New York: Farrar, 

Straus, and Giroux, 2005), 56 – 71 passim.  
4
Ibid, 57.  
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Days 1-2: We’re airborne 
 

Travel days including a Los Angeles adventure! 

 

Day 3: Welcome to Australia! 

 
For many older Americans in the pre-internet era, their first real foray into discovering 

the vastness of Australia came in 1992 in the form of a cutting-edge combination book and CD-

ROM that many read on their personal computer. The book/CD was called From Alice to Ocean 

and it told the fascinating, best-selling story of Australian Robyn Davidson's 1,700-mile solo 

journey across the Australian outback on camelback. However, the American allure of all things 

Australian was in full swing during the 1980s, when the Crocodile Dundee film franchise 

featuring Australian actor Paul Hogan was playing in theaters.  At the same time, “Down 

Under,” a hit song by the Australian Rock band Men at Work, was playing on the radio and 

Australian band Midnight Oil was garnering worldwide attention with its 1987 album Diesel and 

Dust.  

 The Commonwealth of Australia was formed on January 1, 1901, when the six states that 

made up Australia proclaimed themselves to be part of one nation. Although often characterized 

as a country started by convicts cast-off from the United Kingdom, modern Australia features a 

country and a culture built on significant British-Irish heritage influenced by the continent’s 

original inhabitants and its unique geography. The democratic government features a British 

influenced parliamentary system but uses American names for the two separate chambers – the 

House of Representatives and the Senate. Today, Australia is a member of the British 

Commonwealth and Queen Elizabeth II is the head of state, but a democratically elected 

Parliament is headed by a Prime Minister who is leader of the ruling majority political party. 

 Besides being the flattest continent, Australia is the smallest continent in the world, and 

apart from Antarctica, it is the driest. About 35% of the continent receives so little rain, it is 

effectively a desert.
5 Because most of the inner parts, the Outback, are made up of deserts, most 

of Australia’s nineteen million people live near the coast. The Outback, in fact, is so remote that 

nine out of ten people in Australia live on only 3% of the available land.
6 Of the six states that 

currently make up Australia, (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, 

Victoria and Western Australia), New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria contain 80% of the 

population.
7 Aside from the six states, there are also two major mainland territories, the 

Australian Capital Territory — which contains Canberra, Australia’s capital city — and the 

Northern Territory. The two territories function mostly like states with the exception that the 

Australian Parliament has the power to regulate and overrule the local territorial parliaments.  

                                                           
5
 “Deserts.” Deserts | Geoscience Australia, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-

topics/national-location-information/landforms/deserts. 
6
 “English Online.” Australia | Its Inhabitants and Where They Came From, accessed October 9, 2019, 

https://www.english-online.at/geography/australia/people-of-australia.htm. 
7
 “Deserts.” Deserts | Geoscience Australia, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-

topics/national-location-information/landforms/deserts. 
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Australia is a highly developed country that holds top rankings on world democracy 

surveys for political rights, civil liberties, freedom of the press and low levels of corruption. 
8 

The main spoken language is English, albeit with a British influenced spelling and a distinct 

accent. Australia generates most of its income from mining exports including iron ore, coal, gold, 

and petroleum gas.
9 According the website mylifeelsewhere.com, if you lived in Australia 

instead of the United States you would: 1) Live 2.3 additional years (Average Life Expectancy in 

the US is 80 Years; in Australia its 82 years), 2) Be 24.8% less likely to be obese, 3) Make 

18.3% less money and spend 12% more on taxes, and 4) Be 13.6% more likely to have internet 

access.
10

 

 

Now that you have an overview of Australia, let’s get our first look at Modern Australia 

by exploring its largest city, Sydney… 

 

Sydney 

Sydney is perhaps best known for its harbor-spanning bridge and the iconic Sydney 

Opera House, with a distinctive design, which looks like sails. You will read more about the 

Opera House later.  

The city itself was founded on a magnificent harbor, considered by some to be the most 

beautiful in the world.
11

 The entirety of the harbor, along with the Parmatta River, make up Port 

Jackson, the location of the first European settlement on Australia. It was named after George 

Jackson, an admiralty judge, by the first European discoverer of the area, Lieutenant James 

Cook.
12

 

Being one the largest cities in Australia with a population over 5 million people (known 

as Sydneysiders), Sydney is home to many activities and popular places to visit. According to 

many traveler guides, the top ten places in Sydney include: The Sydney Opera House and the 

Sydney Harbor Bridge (as mentioned above), Bondi Beach, Sydney Harbor National Park, the 

Art Gallery of New South Wales, the Royal Botanic Gardens, Taronga Zoo, The Rocks, 

Aboriginal Rock Art and the many multicultural restaurants scattered throughout the city.  We 

will be visiting a few of these places during our trip.  

One of the most famous stops we will visit is The Rocks, Sydney’s most historic area. It 

was here that the eleven ships of the First Fleet, the first of England’s 800-plus ships carrying 

convicts to what was then the penal colony of Australia, dropped anchor and started modern 

Australia. The area is a popular tourist stop with beautiful architecture from the early era and 

plenty of shopping and small cafes.  

 

 Our first official day of touring includes a look at the Australian… 

 

                                                           
8
 "Australia: World Audit Democracy Profile." WorldAudit.org. Archived from the original on 13 

December 2007. Accessed September 12, 2019.  
9
 Michael McDonough, “Australia,” OEC, accessed September 12, 2019, 

https://oec.world/en/profile/country/aus/. 
10

 “Australia Compared to United States,” MyLifeElsewhere, accessed September 12, 2019, 

https://www.mylifeelsewhere.com/compare/australia/united-states. 
11

 Meeroona. “Why Sydney Is The Best City In The World,” Travel Away, accessed November 1, 2019, 

https://travelaway.me/sydney-best-city-world/. 
12

 Bill Bryson, In a Sunburned Country (New York: Broadway Books, 2001), 177. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20071213032213/http:/www.worldaudit.org/countries/australia.htm
http://www.worldaudit.org/countries/australia.htm
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Day 4: National Opal Collection 

 

In order to appreciate the beauty of one of Australia’s main exports, it is important to first 

understand Australia’s striking geological features. Opals are stunning to behold. However, the 

natural processes that occurred to produce them make their existence even more amazing. 

Geologists, scientists who study the Earth and its history through its constituent rocks and 

minerals, can turn back the clock to see Earth as it was in the past. 

To begin, it is important to understand that this type of history is somewhat different from 

what you study in school. The American Revolutionary War began 244 years ago. The Magna 

Carta was signed 805 years ago. Over 2,000 years ago, Ch’in became China’s first emperor. The 

Great Pyramids of Giza were constructed a staggering 4,000 years ago by one of the world’s 

earliest civilizations.
13

 The emergence of Homo sapiens as a distinct species is estimated to have 

occurred some 315,000 to 30,000 years ago. Compared to the geological history of the Earth, 

even the upper limit of this time range is considered a short time. To understand the formation of 

Australia’s most iconic natural phenomena, it is necessary to think on a scale of tens or hundreds 

of millions of years.  

 

 
 

 

Land and Water 
Australia contains some of the oldest rocks in the world. At 4.4 billion years old, the 

eroded remains of zircon crystals found in Australia’s sedimentary rock layers have endured for 

most of Earth’s 4.5-billion-year existence. However, these rocks predate the formation of the 

landmass we currently call Australia by billions of years. The seven continents we know today 

were once part of a single supercontinent called Pangaea. This supercontinent, containing all the 

land above sea level across the entire planet, formed 299 to 273 million years ago. As Pangaea 

began to break up 200 million years ago, several smaller landmasses were formed. Australia was 

part of the ancient continent Gondwana for approximately 20 million years following the 

breakup of Pangaea. Gondwana then broke up too. A landmass containing South America and 

                                                           
13

 Interestingly, our knowledge of ancient civilizations was dramatically shifted by a 2016 study. A. S. 

Malaspinas writes in a paper titled A genomic history of Aboriginal Australia that Aboriginal Australians are the 

oldest known civilization on Earth. This population emerged as distinct some 75,000 years ago. It also concludes 

that Aboriginals made their way to the continent approximately 31,000 years ago. 

 

A timeline of the movement of land masses on Earth 

over the last 250 million years. 
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Africa drifted away from another comprised of Madagascar, India, Australia, and Antarctica. 

Gradually, the fragmentation of land continued until the continents we know today were formed. 

Australia remained combined with Antarctica until 55 to 10 million years ago when it started 

drifting northward toward southeast Asia. To this day, tectonic forces carry Australia about three 

inches north every year.
14

 

Australia’s astounding surface features are the result of geological processes that occur 

over similarly long time scales. For hundreds of millions of years, even before Australia’s 

existence as a distinct continent, geological activity shaped the landscape. Volcanic activity 

brought material from deep underground to form igneous and metamorphic rocks on the surface. 

The collisions of tectonic plates and earthquakes caused sections of the Earth’s crust to be raised 

and twisted. Plateaus were raised and mountain ranges formed. Rain and wind weathered the 

rocks to sand, which was carried away by rivers to basins. Over millions of years, the sand was 

deposited and covered by more sand that followed. Over time, the sediments hardened together 

to form sedimentary rocks in horizontal strata.  

 

 
 

Although these processes are not limited to Australia and the rock cycle is carried out 

across the world, it has led to some uniquely astonishing features specific to this continent. 

Uluru, which was called Ayers Rock by European settlers, is a large sandstone rock measuring 

1,131 feet tall and 5.84 miles around its base. This single rock, with no faults, cracks or fissures, 

covers an enormous 1.27 square miles.
15

 Nearby Kata Tjuta (“many heads” in Aboriginal), a 

group of twenty-eight rounded domes of sandstone, was formed at about the same time as Uluru. 

Both were formed from sediments deposited in an inland sea 500 million years ago. Over the 

next 100 to 200 million years, the strata were lifted and warped. The entire region surrounding 

                                                           
14

 Fun fact: Australia will be a tropical continent someday! Buy your property now for a significant return 

on investment in 50 million years! 
15

 “Significant Rock Features,” Geoscience Australia, accessed August 12, 2019, 

https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-topics/national-location-information/landforms/significant-rock-features.  

 

Photographs of Uluru from a) outer space and b) the 

ground as well as c) Kata Tjuta from the air. 
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the features became elevated. In the case of Uluru, what were once horizontal layers of rock 

became nearly vertical in a process involving almost incomprehensibly large forces. Since the 

time of this uplifting, erosion has worn away softer rocks leaving behind these formations. 

In addition to its myriad geological features, Australia is home to some notable 

hydrological spectacles. Australia is typically (and rightfully) thought of as an arid country. The 

Outback, which spans a large portion of the central area of the country, is home to vast tracts of 

desert. Just mentioning Australia conjures up images of this red, dusty wasteland. Why so arid 

and dusty you ask? The answer, again, harkens back to Australia’s geologic history. As the 

supercontinents broke up, Australia moved just north enough to avoid glaciation. While other 

continents suffered repeated ice ages as well as volcanoes and earthquakes, Australia had a 

relatively calm geologic restfulness. Without volcanoes and earthquakes to mix things up and 

glaciers to renew soils, Australia was left with the poorest-quality earth of any of the large 

landmasses.
16

 However, the continent isn’t totally devoid of water on the surface.  

 

 
  

 

Surveys of the land have sought to catalog all the rivers and lakes across Australia. The 

Australian government is seeking to understand its country’s natural resources better in order to 

use them more responsibly. While the studies show that there are few bodies of water of 

considerable size, the continent is crossed by many smaller streams and pools of water. 

Approximately fifty percent of Australia’s rivers drain inland, leading to basins that have 

existed for millennia. Australia’s Great Artesian Basin is one such reservoir, spanning over one 

million square miles beneath Australian northeastern territories. One of the largest basins in the 

                                                           
16

 “Evolution Down Under.” PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, accessed February 10, 2020. 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/evolution/evolution-down-under.html. 

 

Satellite map of Australia. The pale blue areas show  

significant sources of surface water. 
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An opal featuring layers 

with several different colors. 

world, it is estimated to contain 64,900 million megaliters
17

 (6.49*10
16

 L) of water, or a volume 

comparable to that of the Great Lakes. It is in similar basins that the sedimentary deposits 

forming Australia’s topographical wonders were laid down. 

 

Now that we have a sedimentary understanding (ha ha) of the geology, let’s specifically look 

at… 

Opals 
 

The combination of Australia’s extensive groundwater 

and expansive sandstone deposits has led to one of its most 

remarkable marvels. Sandstone is composed primarily of silica, 

minerals containing silicon and oxygen. Over millions of 

years, weathering of sandstone carried silica minerals into 

waterlogged cracks in the ground. The minerals collected into 

spheres smaller than can be seen with a microscope. The 

spheres hardened and clustered together in the surrounding 

water. Over time, this amalgamation hardened into a gel, and 

then into a stone. This is the process by which opals are 

formed. 

Opals have been mined for thousands of years in a 

number of locales around the world. Although originally 

discovered in Australia in the late 1800s, the real rush began in 

1914, when they were found in what is today the Australian town of Coober Pedy.
18

 In less than 

two decades, the country became the world’s largest producer. Today, about 95% of the world’s 

opals are mined in fields in Australia. For this reason, it is the country’s national gemstone. 

There are quite a few different types of opals. To begin, not all opals are of sufficient 

quality to be sold as jewelry. Common opal has a milky, white color that is similar to other 

silicon oxide rocks such as quartz. Precious opal, the variety used in jewelry, can take on many 

colors from deep reds to rich yellows and greens to vivid blues. The background color also 

varies, with some opals having a deep black color and others a milky white. 

Opals are different from gems like diamonds, sapphires and emeralds. For one thing, all 

opals of every color have the same chemical composition; they are formed by the same elements 

bonded in the same ways. By contrast, other gems get their color from their constituent elements. 

A diamond is made of carbon while a sapphire is made of aluminum oxide. Opals tend to be very 

brittle in comparison to other stones worn as jewelry. While many gems are cut to be faceted, 

opals are often polished into smooth, rounded cabochons (polished but uncut gemstone) to avoid 

fracturing them. 

Perhaps the greatest difference between opals and other precious gems is that diamonds, 

sapphires and emeralds are comprised of a repeating structure of atoms while opals are not. It is 

                                                           
17

 “Great Artesian Basin,” Geoscience Australia, accessed August 12, 2019, 

https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-topics/water/groundwater/gab. 
18

 It was actually a 14-year-old boy that found the opal which started the rush. He was part of an expedition 

seeking gold during Australia’s gold rush which, in point of fact, dwarfed the American gold rush significantly. 

According to Bill Bryson’s In a Sunburned Country, about 600,000 people immigrated to Australia in the search for 

gold. Imagine what happened when they heard about the opals. 
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said that the atomic structure of these minerals is periodic, or repeating in regularly spaced 

intervals. The periodic structure of the atoms for a three-dimensional lattice and the elements 

forming it determine all the qualities of the gem from its hardness to its color. For example, in 

the case of diamonds, this repeating structure is called face-centered cubic. It consists of only 

carbon atoms bonded together in a specific arrangement. Periodic atomic lattices are not only 

found in gems. Pure metals, rocks such as quartz, and even your table salt have a well-defined 

structure. This structure makes them crystals. Opals are not crystals. However, some background 

on crystals and how light interacts with them will help illuminate (get it – ha ha!) what makes 

opals so special and what makes certain opals much more valuable than others. 

 The visible spectrum of light is well known to many students. Red, orange, yellow, green, 

blue, indigo and violet (ROYGBIV) are the colors we can see with our eyes. When we look at a 

rainbow, we see all these colors. But what makes them different? All light travels as waves, and 

all waves have a wavelength. This is the distance between two peaks on the wave. Red light has 

the longest wavelength of all light we can see. Orange is slightly shorter and yellow shorter still. 

This trend continues all the way to violet which has the shortest wavelength of all light we can 

see. However, there are still other types of light. Visible light makes up only a small portion of 

the full spectrum of light. The figure below will give you some idea of just how small our slice 

is. Infrared light, microwaves, and radio waves have longer and longer wavelengths than the red 

we can see. Ultraviolet light, x-rays, and gamma rays all have shorter and shorter wavelengths 

than violet light. 

 

 

 
The full electromagnetic spectrum of light. 
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Crystals can be uniquely identified by chemical tests to determine their elemental 

composition and by the way they reflect x-rays. Why x-rays? The wavelength of x-ray light is 

about the same size as the spacing between atoms in a crystal. When x-rays are shined on a 

crystal, they are reflected off the lattice in a predictable fashion, just like light off a mirror. For x-

rays in crystals, this pattern is described by Bragg’s Law. Bragg’s Law states that as x-rays travel 

into the crystal, they are reflected by each layer of atoms. When the x-rays hit the crystal at just 

the right angle, they are reflected in such a way that all the peaks of the waves line up (see 

graphic above). This is called diffraction of light. Different lattice shapes have different spacings 

between atomic layers and diffract the x-rays at different angles. By finding the angles at which 

the x-rays are diffracted most, you can determine the structure of a crystal. 

 So, you ask, why is this information about crystals and Bragg’s Law important? After all, 

opals are not crystals. They don’t have a regular, periodic lattice of atoms. As a reminder, they 

are a collection of silica minerals which harden in tiny spheres that then clump together in a 

watery pocket in the earth. All the same, the scientific background becomes important when 

discussing how precious opals produce their magnificent colors. In 1964, a scientist at the 

University of Melbourne published a study on this phenomenon.
19

 He found that the silica 

spheres of precious opal were regularly arranged and of uniform size. Blue opals were formed by 

thousands of very small silica spheres. Red opals were made up of much larger spheres. 

Furthermore, the size of the spheres and the spacing between them corresponded to the 
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When the angle at which the waves reflect is just right, the peaks 

of the waves line up to create a bright light. 
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wavelength of light diffracted by the opals. The scientist showed precious opals acquire their 

brilliant colors by Bragg scattering of visible light.
20

 

 

 
a) An electron microscope image of an opal showing the closely packed silica spheres and 

the diffracted light of an opal with b) small spheres and c) large spheres 
 

The discovery of the internal structure of opals sheds light (no pun intended) on several 

long-standing questions about them. For one, it finally explained why some opals are only blue 

in color while others are also green and still others are yellow and red. The wavelength of red 

light is too long for it to be diffracted by the tiny spheres in some opals. Second, it explains why 

opals are so much more brittle than other gems. Whereas diamond has high-strength atomic 

bonds to hold it together, opals lack any strong force between the silica spheres to make them 

robust. It also helped explain why red opals are always found at the bottom of a vein of opal ore: 

the larger spheres that make up red opals weighed more, and so were pulled to the bottom of the 

pocket of water. 

  This is a lengthy explanation of something that is easily appreciated for its face value; 

opals have been appreciated for their beauty alone for thousands of years. Consider, though, the 

extraordinary circumstances that bring about this beauty. Australia has an abundance of silica 

sands and sandstone across the whole continent. It has one of the most expansive systems of 

groundwater in the world. Millions of years ago, rocks were weathered and carried deep into 

water-logged fissures in the ground. Here, the minerals had to form into spheres in the water. 

                                                           
20

 This explanation was unexpected by scientists at the time. That an opal could mimic a property of 

atomic-scale physics was shocking. In later decades, scientists would revisit this idea to study metamaterials and 

nanoelectronics. If you have a Samsung quantum dot television, you benefit from this science every day. 
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Using an astrolabe 

The spheres of silica minerals had to be of just the right size to interact with the wavelengths of 

light humans can see. They had to remain undisturbed by the relentless progression of geological 

forces long enough to harden into stones. The ground above the stones had to be weathered away 

enough to bring them close enough to the surface to be discovered. This incredible set of 

circumstances that must be met casts opals in a different light. It took hundreds of millions of 

years of perfect conditions to produce these beautiful, mesmerizing miracles. 

Australian History 

In addition to checking out opals, our Day 4 adventure will also include a visit to two 

sites that have particular historical significance to Australia.  Mrs. Macquarie’s Chair is a 

sandstone bench with spectacular views of some of the most famous sites of Sydney harbor.  It 

was carved in 1810 for Governor Macquarie’s wife.  In addition to the views, it is interesting to 

note that the bench was carved by…convicts.  It is possible that the same convicts who carved 

the famous chair lived at the Hyde Park Barracks, now a museum that is listed as a UNESCO 

World Heritage site.  Originally, the barracks served as housing for Australia’s new, and 

relatively free, convicts (I know… “free convict” is an oxymoron, but stick with me for now).  

Over time, it also served as a hospital, an immigration depot, a mint, and a space for government 

offices. 

 So, what’s up with all of the convict talk? A good time and place to put all of this in the 

appropriate context is Europe, as it was emerging from the Middle Ages.  Think back to that 

awesome 5
th

 grade class of yours when it was time for Social Studies.  One of the things you 

learned about, as you gathered on the rug at the front of the room, was exploration (Columbus, 

Balboa, Magellan, etc.).  You learned how Europe was changing, including the fact that people 

began to be much more concerned with the world around them.  This spirit of discovery that 

filled Europe was a key component of the time period we now call the Renaissance.   

 In addition to a desire to learn, a number of inventions in sailing and shipbuilding also 

helped to change the world.  Europeans had been sailing for years.  The Vikings, for example, 

had sailed far from Europe in previous centuries.  However, by the early 1400s, sailors were 

limited in both their knowledge of the seas and in the technology that they had.   

Advances in the area of navigation led to the ability to sail long distances.  For example, 

mapmakers made better, more accurate maps that made it easier for sailors.  Another invention 

that changed sailing was the magnetic compass.  This helped sailors figure out the direction they 

were going.  A magnetic needle floated in liquid and pointed north and south.  This device 

wasn’t perfect, however.  Sometimes the iron on a ship even caused it to give false readings. 

Sailing also became easier with the invention of 

the astrolabe.  This was another device that helped sailors 

determine where they were at sea.  The astrolabe was a 

hand-held invention that allowed the user to measure 

angles of the stars or the sun with the ocean. When sailors 

were in the middle of the ocean and couldn’t see land, 

this helped them figure out where they were. (Have you 

ever been on a boat so far away from land that you 

couldn’t see the land anymore?  It can be scary, and one 

can easily get lost.) 

 These voyages were often very dangerous.  Ferdinand Magellan famously 

circumnavigated the globe, for example, but he was killed before he arrived back home in Spain.  
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Many sailors suffered greatly from hunger, thirst, or various diseases.  One of the worst of these 

diseases was scurvy, which was characterized by swollen and bleeding gums.  Even well into the 

18
th

 century, scurvy was decimating crews.
21

 These dangers are perhaps why, when Columbus 

finally reached land in 1492, he kissed the ground.
22

  

One of the consequences of all of this exploration was imperialism.  Simply put, 

imperialism is the domination of one country over another country or region.  This domination 

can happen with respect to politics, economics, or culture.  The early “leaders” in imperialism 

were European powers such as Spain, Portugal, France, and Great Britain.  They began to take 

over many of the “unclaimed” areas of the world.  

In the earlier stages of imperialism, European countries often used colonies as part of 

their mercantilist policies (hmmm….you’ve heard that word before.  Think about your awesome 

ninth grade class with Mr. Chismar when he talked about Louis XIV/Colbert and mercantilism). 

It was a government controlled economy that depended on overseas colonies. Countries would 

use raw materials from colonies and control the economy of the colony by forcing it to buy 

products from the “mother” country.  Take Great Britain and its American colonies, for instance.  

The British took raw materials, such as cotton from the American South, and brought it back to 

England for use in their textile mills. They then sold the clothes – made with American cotton – 

to the American colonists in an economic market that the British controlled. 

Over time, imperialism took different forms and had various incentives.  While 

mercantilism faded, a new industrial Europe still depended on raw materials and new markets 

around the globe.  The various European powers also sought to control strategic routes for 

economic or military advantage.  Furthermore, the powers sought military bases in tactical 

locations.  Finally, imperialism became associated with international status.  Consider, for 

example, the words of Kaiser Wilhelm I: 

 

 …we have conquered for ourselves a place in the sun. It will now be my task to see  

 to it that this place in the sun shall remain our undisputed possession, in order that the  

 sun's rays may fall fruitfully upon our activity and trade in foreign parts, that our industry  

 and agriculture may develop within the state and our sailing sports upon the water, for  

 our future lies upon the water. The more Germans go out upon the waters, whether it be  

 in races or regattas, whether it be in journeys across the ocean, or in the service of the  

 battle flag, so much the better it will be for us.
23

 

 

 By the Nineteenth Century, it was the British who had 

emerged as the dominant imperial power.  In fact, their overseas 

possessions were so extensive that people began to use the phrase 

“the sun never sets on the British Empire.”  Literally, there was 

always a part of the world, regardless of the time of day, on which 

the sun was shining on British territory.  Great Britain had become 

such an imposing world power that Historian Lawrence James 

even maintained that “by 1800, the Pacific had become a British 

lake.”
24

 As this world power charged into the industrial age, it 

found another use for its imperial belongings on the “lake”: an 
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Yo! Read This!  
 
Ok, here’s a cool connection to your awesome 9th 

grade World History class (written, 

coincidentally, by a 9th grade World History 

teacher who just used the word awesome to refer 

to class. Hmmm, sounds fishy…but, who’s 

counting?) 

 

Did you know that some of the earliest 

convicts sent to Australia were Luddites? 

Remember them? They were the people who 

protested the Industrial changes by smashing 

the new factory machines. They claimed to 

be followers of the fictional character Ned 

Ludd. If someone calls you a Luddite today, 

they’re not calling you an Industrial hater of  

yesteryear.  What does Luddite mean today? 

outlet for the nation’s criminals. 

As England enjoyed the benefits of industrial wealth, it also experienced some 

unwelcome side effects of this new industrial society.  While many people flocked to the cities 

for work, many others were drawn by the prospect of crime.  The Industrial Revolution actually 

generated a major crime wave in Britain.
25

  Unfortunately for the British, after 1776 the solution 

of sending convicts to the American colonies was no longer an option.  Many Americans today 

don’t realize this, but the American colonies once served as a penal colony for Great Britain. In 

fact, about 50,000 criminals were shipped to the Americas, mostly to Virginia and Maryland.  

They worked off their sentences doing harsh labor, much like indentured servitude.
26

    The 

temporary solution to house criminals was to turn to “hulk prisons.” Hulks were rotting warships, 

many of them anchored in the Thames River in London.  The convicts served as cheap labor by 

day, working in the dockyard doing things like dredging harbors and cleaning rust off of anchors 

and chains.  They then stayed on ships at night; these hulks acted like floating jails.  A more 

permanent solution was needed, however, and Britain looked to the Pacific as a place to unload 

its unwanted criminals.  In addition to emptying the hulks, the thought was that the convicts 

would endure a very difficult journey, one that they would not want to repeat; this would limit 

the likelihood of their return to England.   Furthermore, British authorities believed that a 

sentence to Australia would act as a deterrent.  Most people in England’s industrial cities had 

never wandered more than thirty miles outside of the place they were born.  Who would want to 

travel thousands of miles away to an uninhabited land? In fact, earlier reports alone could have 

scared criminals straight.  Writing in the mid-19
th

 century, one ship captain referred to the Pacific 

as the “desert of waters,” where sea creatures had become the “Frankenstein of the Ocean.”
27

 

The first group, or First Fleet, set sail for 

Australia in May 1787. After 252 days and 15,000 

miles, they landed in Botany Bay and soon moved 

northward to a more suitable land for growing crops.  

This new location was Sydney. Little did the group 

know that their landing represented the birth of 

Australia’s largest city.  The first group of convicts 

seemed typical of the prisoners sent to this new land.  

They ranged in age, gender and crimes committed.  

For example, the youngest was a 9 year old boy who 

had stolen a gun and some clothes.  The oldest was an 

82 year old woman who had lied under oath.
28

 Also in 

the first group was a 70 year old woman who had 

stolen cheese from a local market.
29

  Over time, most 

of the convicts sent to Australia were single men and 

women, and were common thieves.  There were some 
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Fun Fact 
 

Actually, it isn’t fun at all – but it is a 

fact.  Prisoners on Norfolk Island 

would sometimes draw lots to kill 

each other.  Why? Well, it wasn’t 

some bizarre neo-Darwinian survival 

of the fittest thing. Instead, the 

prisoners knew that the murderer 

would be brought to Sydney for trial, 

and as such, he would find relief from 

the island. That’s how bad it was on 

Norfolk Island. Ugh… 

sent for political offenses, while less than five percent were convicted of violent crimes.  

Convict life in Australia varied greatly depending on time and location.  Let’s go back to 

our oxymoron – “relatively free convicts.” The first few years did not see prisons or prison life as 

one might imagine it.  That certainly did not mean that it was easy. Instead, prisoners had to 

work the land and construct buildings to ensure their 

own survival.  Many almost starved as it was a few years 

until any relief ships arrived.  Over time, convicts 

provided labor to build roads, bridges, courthouses, 

hospitals and other public buildings.  Generally 

speaking, it was a brutal life.  In addition to ensuring 

their own survival, as one might expect, prisoners had to 

abide by rules.  Violations of these rules drew 

punishment in the form of lashes from a whip. Witnesses 

described the severity of the punishment, explaining that 

“after a few lashes the blood puddled in a convict’s 

boots.”  In addition to physical punishment, convicts 

could also experience increased time on a chain gang or 

do back-breaking labor.
30

  The worst of the criminals 

were sent to Norfolk Island, almost 1,000 miles east of Sydney.  Here, prisoners were kept in 

chains and flogged unmercifully. 

In addition to time and location, convict life depended on gender; by and large, life for 

women prisoners in Australia was unfathomably cruel. Female convicts were assigned to labor 

and domestic service.  Common jobs for women convicts included making rope, carding and 

spinning wool, and doing the laundry.  It was not this simple, however.  Male convicts 

outnumbered women six to one.  While women were not sent to Australia for the crime of 

prostitution, many were forced into prostitution once there.  In a sense, they became “prisoners 

of the prisoners.”
31

 Many women found themselves in “marriage markets” that resembled 

anything but marriage.  According to one eyewitness: 

 
 The women are turned out, and they all stand up as you would place so many 

 soldiers, or so many cattle in fact at a fair…The [free] man goes up and looks 

 at the women; and if he sees a lady that takes his fancy he makes a motion to her,  

 and she steps on one side. Some of them will not, but stand still, and have no wish 

 to be married; but this is very rare…I have known of convicts going, and having  

 the pick of one or two hundred women…
32

 

 

  Fortunately, these abuses began to lessen by the mid-19
th

 century.  Critical reports by 

reformers began to influence the public.  Additionally, the construction of new British prisons 

made it more cost effective to house convicts in England.  The last transport of prisoners reached 

Australia in 1868.  From the first landing 80 years earlier, over 160,000 prisoners were 

transported to Australia – many of them for petty crimes or political offenses, nothing that would 

justify this disproportionally harsh punishment.  It might be hard to come to grips with such an 

unusual penal system, one that is inextricably linked to the founding of modern Australia.  The 
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Flag of Australia- note the 

reference to the British Union Jack 

and the six white stars 

 

 

 

 

system never served as a deterrent to crime in Britain.  Furthermore, in a bit of an ironic twist, 

Australia became known for its law-abiding citizens and low crime rate.  Additionally, less than 

100 years after the First Fleet arrived, Australia enjoyed the fastest growing economy and 

highest per person income in the world.
33

 

 

The twentieth century witnessed significant developments in Australia, including… 

 

Commonwealth and Independence 
In 1901, the six separate colonies of Australia united to form the Federal Commonwealth 

of Australia, and consequently Australia became an independent country.  It is interesting to note 

how different this was from the United States (and how similar it was to Canada).  There was no 

Australian Revolutionary War, no long, drawn-out conflict.  Instead, after decades of negotiation 

with the colonies, there was a peaceful recognition of Australia’s independence from Great 

Britain.  There were, of course, details to be ironed out in the ensuing decades.  The Balfour 

Declaration and the Statue of Westminster, for instance, addressed those details.  For all intents 

and purposes, however, Australia became its own country in 1901.  Note that all ties were not cut 

with Britain; this can symbolically be seen on the Australian flag, which includes the British 

Union Jack. 

One of the ways in which Australia maintains ties 

with Great Britain is that it shares the same monarch.  

Queen Elizabeth II is the constitutional monarch of 

Australia just as she is of Great Britain and a number of 

other places.  As she resides in London, the Governor-

General of Australia acts as her representative.  It is 

typical for the Governor-General to serve five years and 

to act on the advice of the Australian Prime Minister. As 

such, he is largely in a ceremonial role. That does not 

mean, however, that his duties are insignificant.  Instead, 

he plays a unique role in Australian politics.  For 

example, he is central in maintaining positive relations 

with foreign countries, and he is Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Defence Force.
34

 

Australia has a federal parliamentary system, much like Britain and the United States. 

Each state has its own written constitution.  Australia has a federal government system including 

Executive, Legislative and Judicial branches. The Prime Minister and cabinet are in charge of the 

day to day operations.  The Prime Minister is appointed by the Governor-General on the advice 

of the leader of the political party or coalition which represents a majority in the House of 

Representatives.  Americans sometimes confuse the monarchy with being a similar position as 

our President.  It is instead the Prime Minister in Australia (and Great Britain) who is the closest 

comparison to the position of our President. 
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Australia’s current leaders: Hon. Scott Morrison-Prime minister and Hon. David 

Hurley- Governor General of Australia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Australia has been involved in the world stage as a major political, economic and military 

contributor, often as a supporter of both Britain as well as the United States.  Australia’s 

economic, political and military success and future is tied into major world events.   

 

Soon after independence, Australia’s presence on the world stage included… 

 

Australia in WWI 
When The Great War broke out in 1914, Australia was quick to answer the call.  

Although independent, the young country still had strong ties to Great Britain. Therefore, when 

Britain declared war on Germany, Australia quickly pledged its full support.  A great deal of 

excitement erupted throughout Australia.  The Daily Telegraph in Sydney reported 
 

 Splendid in physique, courage and patriotism the first draft of the  

 Australian Imperial Expeditionary Force for military service showed  

 itself to the citizens of Sydney yesterday…There was a great deal of  

 rushing forward on part of the crowd to say goodbye.  Here are our boys  

 marching to the defence of the Empire and everyone felt like shaking  

 them by the hands.  Men and women volunteered to serve.
35  

 

Australians served as pilots, as well as infantry and cavalry soldiers, while others worked on 

naval vessels.  Australian women worked as nurses, cooks, drivers, interpreters, munitions 

workers and farm workers.   Regardless of where they served, the sheer number of them was 

overwhelming.  In a country of less than five million people, a staggering 300,000 Australians 

served in World War I.  

 One of the first areas in which Australians saw action was the strategic Battle of 

Gallipoli.  The Gallipoli Campaign was vital to keeping up a two-front war.  As you probably 

remember from your 9
th

 grade history class (wait…am I sensing a theme here?      ), at the start 

of WWI, Germany and Austria-Hungary (the Central Powers) fought England and France on the 

Western Front and Russia on the Eastern Front; this two-front war made it very difficult for the 

Central Powers.  The Russians were on the verge of internal collapse and the Allies realized it 
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was in their best interest to keep the supply routes to Russia opened through the Black Sea.  This 

became more difficult as the Ottoman Empire, or Turkey, entered the war on the side of the 

Germans.  The purpose of the Gallipoli Campaign was to capture the Dardanelles Strait and 

Istanbul from Turkey, thus ensuring safe supply lines to Russia. Consequently, continued 

supplies coming into Russia would keep Russia in the war and force Germany to continue 

fighting on two fronts.   

 As you might remember, Gallipoli was a disaster for the Allies.  Turkish forces made it 

tough for the Allied troops to land.  Furthermore, once on the beach, Allied troops remained 

pinned down close to the landing sites.  After eight months of fighting, the Allies were forced to 

withdraw without reaching their objectives.  It was the first major battle of the new nation, and 

Australian troops paid dearly – 7,595 Australians died on the Gallipoli peninsula.
36

  Many 

mistakes were made in the campaign.  It has been suggested that the Allies could have simply 

committed more troops to the invasion.
37

  One conclusion that is generally agreed upon in 

historical circles is that the British commanders made a series of mistakes that prevented 

success.
38

 Winston Churchill spoke of one British commander in less than complimentary terms: 

“He came, he saw, he capitulated.”
39

 

Following the Gallipoli disaster, Australian Forces were sent to the Western Front and the 

Middle East.  By July of 1916, Australian forces were engaged in the massive efforts to try and 

break the stalemate that had ensued.  In a twenty-four hour period in Fromelles, Australia forces 

suffered 5,553 casualties.  Casualties would continue to mount for the Australians through both 

1917 and 1918, which concluded with the Battle of Passchendaele around Ypres in Belgium.  

Australian forces in the Middle East fought a mobile war despite tough desert conditions which 

included the defense of the Suez Canal, re-conquest of the Sinai Peninsula, and the capturing of 

Gaza and Jerusalem.   

The sacrifice Australians made to the Great War was significant.  By the November 11, 

1918 signing of the Armistice, Australia had sent over 300,000 troops to war of which 60,000 

were killed and 212,000 wounded, gassed or taken prisoner.  Australia had the highest proportion 

of casualties suffered by any army during the war.
40

 Another impact of the war on Australians 

might be hard for the average American to understand.  Following WWI, many Americans 

regretted American sacrifices made thousands of miles away in a European War.  For 

Australians, the war, and especially the valiant service of troops at places like Gallipoli, served to 

shape the perception of Australia’s own nationhood. The men and women from Australia who 

served were Australian troops – and no longer troops of the British Empire.  

 

Australia would soon face a new threat…  

Australia in WWII 

Throughout the mid to late 1930s, the expansion and militarism of Italy, Germany and 

Japan threatened not only Britain but also Australia.  Following the German invasion of Poland 

on September 1, 1939, Australia mobilized to support Britain. By September 3, Australia was 
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once again at war.  One million Australian men and women served during this war from 1939-

1945, 500,000 of whom were deployed overseas in areas of operations including Europe, the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and Southeast Asia and the Pacific.  Australian men served in front 

line infantry and support positions along with providing air and naval operational support against 

both Axis powers in Europe and the Pacific theater.
41

  Australian women played a key role in the 

war as well in the capacity as nurses, laborers and telegraphists.  Australian women formed the 

Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service, Australian Women’s 

Army Service and the Woman’s Land Army among others.  As the war increased in intensity, 

both in Europe and the territory surrounding Australia, Australia’s role and importance greatly 

expanded.42  
 

One of the more noteworthy battles for the Australian military was the Kokoda Track 

Campaign.  In July of 1942, Japanese forces invaded Papua New Guinea in an effort to march 

overland to secure Port Moresby, which housed Allied bases and airfields.  Port Moresby was 

also a strategic point because it would allow the Japanese to harass Allied shipping in the area. 

Furthermore, this was especially alarming in that it could also serve as an embarkation point for 

an invasion of mainland Australia.  After some initial skirmishes in a very difficult jungle 

setting, the Australian Army made a desperate stand along a sixty mile trail known as the 

Kokoda Track. 

Australian forces had to overcome some of the worst conditions in the entire war during 

this campaign. Much of the fighting occurred at elevated heights through the Owen Stanley 

Mountains.  Additional problems included poor leadership, long supply lines, jungle warfare and 

sickness.  The conditions were summed up well by Private Stewart John Clarke, who described 

the desperate fighting as “bullets everywhere, hell on earth 

amongst the clouds in the mountains.”43 Eventually the 

Australians prevailed and pushed the Japanese back down the 

track.  When the battle ended, 625 Australians had been killed 

along the Kokoda Track with over 1,600 wounded and another 

4,000 inflicted with some level of sickness.  The victory at 

Kokoda kept Australia free from Japanese air attack and 

eventually allowed an Allied counter-attack in the Pacific.   

The Australian mainland was susceptible to Japanese 

attack but largely spared. Some towns in North and Western 

Australia were hit by aircraft strikes.  For example, Australia’s 

port city of Darwin was bombed, killing over 200 people.  

Additionally, submarine attacks occurred in Sydney Harbor.44 
  

Australia felt vulnerable both because of its proximity to Japan 

as well as enemy propaganda. In 1941, for instance, German 

spokesperson Friedrich Lutzow threatened, “ should Britain be 

defeated, as certainly she will, then Australia will be 
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incorporated into the New Order in the Pacific…the vast coasts of Australia are flat so that 

surprise landings can be undertaken at any point.”45   

The enthusiasm and excitement that were characteristic of the First World War were 

largely absent during World War II. By August 14, 1945, the Allies accepted Japan’s surrender, 

which triggered street celebrations in Sydney and other Australian cities. In all, Australia lost 

39,429 soldiers with another 66,563 wounded.  Twenty men were awarded the Victoria Cross for 

gallantry under fire.46   Australia played a major role in helping the Allies defeat the Japanese in 

the Pacific.  Historian Lachlan Grant summed up Australia’s role in WWII:  “while only a junior 

military partner in terms of military force, [Australian troops] played a pivotal role as a 

geographically strategic ally.”47 
Following WWII, Australia took on an ever increasing role in 

world affairs, especially in support of the former Allied powers as the hot war of the 1940s was 

replaced by the cold war on the next four decades.   

Australia as a member of ANZUS and the United Nations 

In the midst of the Korean Conflict and Cold War that followed through the 1950s and 

1960s, Australia, New Zealand and the United States formed a political and military alliance 

outside of Britain that became known as ANZUS.  The treaty bound the three nations together as 

a means of mutual protection and accountability. It is interesting to note that the treaty reflected 

the presence of the United States as a world power, instead of Australia’s traditional ally, Great 

Britain. While these nations offer mutual support in times of need, the treaty does not mandate 

direct military intervention.  

Australia has played a major role on the world stage since the end of World War II. 

Australian peacekeepers have spearheaded six multinational operations in Indonesia, Korea, 

Kashmir and the Middle East as unarmed observers and peace promoters.  Australia performed 

police actions worldwide and enforced peacekeeping and UN sanctions efforts in Iraq, Cambodia 

and Somalia as well as Rwanda.
48

 More recently, Australia has assumed a greater role in the 

fight against terrorism. As part of the ANZUS Treaty, Australia continues to support special and 

regular army groups in Afghanistan with refueling, airstrikes and amphibious logistical landings 

of troops and supplies.   

 

Day 5: Taronga Zoo and Sydney Opera House 

 
We are going to have a great time at the zoo but it will be helpful to have a little background on 

the history of the animals that we are going to see. 

 

Evolution of Australian Wildlife  
Australia is home to unique wildlife (fauna) and plants, trees, and shrubs (flora).  In fact, 

86% of plants, 84% of mammals, and 45% of birds found in Australia are seen nowhere else in 

the world.  This is reason enough to visit Australia.  Almost every plant and animal you see in 

Australia can be found nowhere else in the entire world! 
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 The story as to why Australia has such unique wildlife can be directly connected to the 

country’s location. Australia was on its way to becoming an island continent when the 

supercontinent Gondwana broke up 180 million years ago. This large supercontinent consisted of 

the land masses we now know as Australia, Antarctica and South America. While these areas 

were attached, a forest covered a section of land that stretched from South America through 

Antarctica and into southeastern Australia. Among the animals in this forest were early mammals 

of three different types: placental mammals, which nourish their young with a placenta (think 

everything from cats to whales, including humans), monotremes, the egg-laying mammals like 

the echidna and the platypus, and the marsupials like the kangaroo and koala, which nourish their 

young in pouches. Today, however, no monotremes exist outside of Australia and no placental 

mammals, that didn’t fly or swim there, exist outside of the ones brought in by people. 

 Why didn’t the monotremes use the land connection to leave Australia and why didn’t 

placental mammals use it to enter Australia? Fossil evidence shows that they, in fact, did do just 

that. These early species, however, did not last in these locations and became extinct. The 

marsupials are another mystery – for they exist both in Australia and in South America. But, 

where do they originate? Did they originate in South America and then travel to Australia or vice 

versa? The current scientific thought on the matter concludes that all or most of Australia’s 

marsupials derived from an early common ancestor from North America.
49

 Paleontologists 

believe that this common ancestor gave rise to the kangaroos, koalas and all of the other 

Australian marsupials. You can consider the evolutionary history of these three mammal 

varieties in South America and Australia as a type of foot race. As the Australian mammalogist 

and paleontologist Tim Flannery describes it, “All three began the race in both places. 

Monotremes, which have the lowest metabolisms and energy needs of the three, thrived in 

Australia but lost the race in South America. Placentals, which have the highest metabolisms and 

energy needs of the three, thrived in South America but lost the race in Australia. Marsupials, 

whose metabolic rate and energy requirements lie between those of the other two, didn't lose on 

either continent but clearly prevailed in Australia.”
50

 

 So why are there so many unique species of animals and plants in Australia? Again, this 

has to do with the country’s location, isolation and environment. The separation of Australia 

from all other continents, in addition to its distinctive, arid climate has allowed for the evolution 

of unique species, each filling a special ecological niche.
51

 

 Speciation (the formation of new and distinct species in the course of evolution) can 

occur in many ways, but one central theme has to play out – some type of reproductive isolation 

must occur among the original population.  But first, let’s address some basics. The word species 

is defined as a collection of individuals (population) who have the ability to reproduce and 

produce fertile offspring. When separated by geographic barriers, like a body of water – 

remember Australia is a big island – plant and animal species develop adaptations and evolve 

over long periods of time. (If the species does not evolve, it goes extinct – like the placental 

mammals of the early Australian continental period.)  As the original population splits and each 

subgroup lives and adapts over time, the subgroup’s adaptations to their local environment make 

them change (evolve) from the other subgroup. Since individuals of the two subgroups no longer 
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What was once a continuous population is divided into two or 

more smaller populations. This can occur when rivers change 

course, mountains rise, continents drift, or organisms migrate. 

The geographic barrier isn't necessarily a physical barrier that 

separates two or more groups of organisms — it might just be 

unfavorable habitat between the two populations that keeps them 

from mating with one another. 

mate with one another, reproductive isolation has occurred. If and when the two subgroups come 

into contact with one another, their adaptations preclude them from mating and speciation has 

occurred.
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 When Australia separated and formed its own continent, new species were formed 

because of geographic and reproductive isolation. This is the reason that Australia is home to so 

many species found nowhere else in the world, like marsupials. In Australia, marsupials are still 

very diverse and are the dominant land mammal.  The most recent marsupial to go extinct in the 

world was the marsupial wolf.  The last wolf was seen in Tasmania in the 1950s. 

There are several cases of convergent evolution between marsupials and placental 

mammals.  Convergent evolution is the process whereby organisms not closely related, 

independently evolve similar traits as a result of having to adapt to similar environments or 

ecological niches.
53

  This means that the two animals have evolved to fill the same ecological 

niche in different parts of the world. This is very different from divergent evolution, which 

means that related species evolve different traits.  Divergent evolution is more likely to happen in 

places that are not so isolated from the rest of the world, like North and South America. 

Evolution of Australian species continues to this day. As the climate becomes more harsh 

and dry, plant and animal species will either adapt or go extinct. Adaptation to different 

ecological niches plays a crucial role in shaping the diversity of plant and animal species.
54

 

What about the diversity of Australian plants? Australia’s geographic isolation has 

caused much of the flora (plant and tree life) to be very different from any other place in the 
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world.  In fact, most Australian plants and trees are found nowhere else.  Some closely related 

species, however, are found on the land masses which once made up Gondwana.  As you 

probably expect, most of Australia’s flora have origins in the Gondwana forests which were 

replaced by tough-leaved eucalypts and acacias as the Australian continent broke free and moved 

north. Australia has over 1,000 species of acacia, called ‘wattle’ by the natives, and around 2,800 

other unique species within the same family which includes eucalyptus trees.  

Acacias tend to dominate in drier inland parts of Australia, while eucalypts dominate in 

wetter parts. The most common vegetation types today are those that have adapted to dry 

conditions, where the land has not been cleared for agriculture. The dominant type of vegetation 

in Australia, twenty-three percent, is the hummock grasslands.  These grasslands are evergreen 

perennials, and appear as three feet tall mounds.  In the eastern part of the country, eucalypt 

woodlands are prevalent, and in the western part of the country, there are Acacia forests, 

woodlands and scrublands. 
55

 

Australia’s national floral emblem is Acacia pycnantha, the Golden Wattle.  Australia 

even has a holiday called Wattle Day, which is celebrated on September 1
st
 each year.

56
 

Australia is one of the most important places on all of planet Earth for biodiversity.  It is one of 

only seventeen ‘megadiverse’ nations and is the home to more species than any other developed 

country.
57

  Most of its flora and fauna cannot be seen anywhere else in the whole entire world.  

This means that conservation of Australia is of critical importance.  We must remember to 

appreciate and respect the majestic beauty of the landscapes and wildlife.  Be sure to take time to 

be fully present.  Immerse yourself in the raw and untouched beauty that Australia has to offer.  

Engage your senses fully as you see life everywhere you look.  Take time to listen to the sounds 

of nature and smell the dry, clean air.  Being amongst all of the unique wildlife and vegetation in 

Australia is truly a once in a lifetime experience. 

Taronga Zoo Visit 

Located on the shores of Sydney Harbor and home to over 4,000 animals of 350 different 

species, the Taronga Zoo is Australia’s largest zoo and has been a favorite destination for animal 

lovers since it opened in 1916. The zoo is divided into eight zoogeographic regions on over 

sixty-nine acres of land. The animals of the Taronga Zoo range from gorillas, tigers, and 

elephants to primitive reptiles, vibrant birds and marsupial mammals.  The park has a great 

number of Australia’s native animals in its collection among its Wild Australia themed exhibits 

including: Australian Wetlands, Australian Walkabout, Koala Walkabout, Platypus House and 

Australian Nightlife.  Native means that the animal came into existence here, in Australia.  As 

you make your way about the park there will be a number of “keeper talks” where a member of 

the zoo staff gives presentations about the wildlife on display. You will also experience great 

views of the Sydney skyline as the zoo is across the harbor from the Sydney Opera House and 

Harbor Bridge. The views are even more spectacular from the Sky Safari cable car (free with zoo 

entry) or the Wild Ropes high ropes courses (additional cost). You may also want to download 

the Zoo’s app to discover more about the animals you might see on your visit.  
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Koala 

Perhaps the stars of the show at Taronga are the mammals, including the Sumatran tigers, 

Asian elephants, seals, chimpanzees, gorillas, giraffes and of course koalas and kangaroos. 

Mammals are animals that have hair (like fur or whiskers), and mammary glands for nursing 

their young. Mammals are extremely adaptable.  They live on every single continent, in the 

oceans, and vary in size from a bumblebee to a whale.  Part of what makes mammals successful 

is their ability to move.  Mammals, as a group, use every single type of locomotion: running, 

jumping, burrowing; some mammals even fly.
58

 

Mammals are classified into three big groups determined by how the embryo develops. 

The first group of mammals is the monotremes, which are mammals that lay eggs.  Examples of 

monotreme mammals are the platypus and the echidna.  Monotremes are not very common; there 

are only five species in existence world-wide currently.  Monotremes are only found in Australia, 

Tasmania, and New Guinea. The second group is the marsupials.  Marsupials have a short 

gestation period and give birth to live young, which immediately crawl into a pouch on the 

mother animal to further develop.  Examples of marsupials are kangaroos and koalas.  The third 

group of mammals is placental mammals, which have a long gestation period and are nourished 

in the womb by a placenta.  Humans are an example of a placental mammal:  the gestation period 

for a human being is forty weeks.  In comparison, the gestation period for a marsupial is on 

average four weeks.  The short gestation time is due to the mother having a yolk-type placenta 

(yolk contains lipids, which store energy for a long time). 

 Most of the 300 species of marsupials are only found in Australia and New Guinea.  Only 

one marsupial lives in North America: the Virginia opossum.  One must travel to Australia to see 

the rest of the marsupials.  The Taronga Zoo is the place to see the marsupials. The marsupials at 

the park include wombats, 

Tasmanian devils, opossums, koalas, 

kangaroos, and wallabiesWhat is the 

difference between a kangaroo and a 

wallaby?  The difference is mainly in 

size. The species we call kangaroos 

are simply the larger representatives 

within the Macropus genus, and 

include the Red Kangaroo (Macropus 

rufus), Eastern Grey Kangaroo (M. 

giganteus), Western Grey Kangaroo 

(M. fuliginosus), Antilopine 

Kangaroo (M. antilopinus), Common 

Wallaroo (or Euro) (M. robustus) and the Black Wallaroo (M. bernadus). Kangaroos are the 

world’s largest marsupials. A Red Kangaroo can weigh up to 200 lbs. and can grow six feet tall. 

Black Wallaroos, at around 40 lbs., are the smallest species of the group (their name a 

combination of wallaby and kangaroo). All kangaroos have short hair, powerful hind legs, small 

forelimbs, big feet and a long tail. They have excellent hearing and keen vision. Depending on 

the species, their fur coat can be red, grey or light to dark brown. Kangaroos are famous for their 

powerful hopping ability.  They can reach speeds of thirty-five mph and clear twenty-four feet 

with a single hop! Their muscular tail is used for balance when hopping as well as serving as 
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Tasmanian Devil 

 
Kangaroos are the only marsupials 

to use pogo-stick-styled 

locomotion. A single kangaroo 

hop can propel the animal 25 feet 

forward and 6 feet high. 

another limb when moving about. They also use their tail when swimming.  They swim to avoid 

predators and can use their forepaws to drown pursuers. Crikey!
59

  

 Koalas are another type of marsupial that visitors 

can expect to see at Taronga Zoo. Did you know that koalas 

are not bears?  It is incorrect to say koala bear.  Koalas are 

marsupials, not bears. Koalas have 5 digits on each front 

paw, two of which are opposed to the others, much like 

human thumbs. This helps them to hold firmly onto 

branches and to grip their food, which consists of eucalyptus 

leaves.  The second and third digits on their hind paws are 

fused together to form a grooming claw; after all they have 

to put in effort to be so cute.  Koalas sleep for about 

eighteen-twenty hours every day.  This time spent sleeping 

helps the koalas digest their high fiber diet and sleeping is 

the best way to conserve energy. Koalas also have a unique 

range of noises used to communicate with one another.  The 

most startling and unexpected of these for such a seemingly cuddly and sleepy animal is a sound 

like a loud snore and then a belch, known as a ‘bellow.'  This is not the expected jarring noise 

one would expect from a cuddly koala. Koala babies stay in their mothers’ pouches for six to 

seven months.  After the joey (name for a baby koala) climbs out of the pouch, it rides on the 

mother’s back for another year or two.  Joey koalas stay with their mother for about one-three 

years.   Koalas live in the wild only in Eastern Australia, in 

places such as Queensland and New South Wales.  Koala 

numbers are decreasing every year due to habitat loss.  The 

estimated number of koalas in Australia is currently between 

40,000 and 80,000.
60

  Taronga Zoo provides the captive 

koalas with natural habitats and is in progress of creating a 

self-sustaining plantation with plentiful eucalyptus. 

 How about wombats?  Wombats are small, cute little 

animals that burrow, and are also native to Australia.  What is 

the most interesting fact about wombats?  They have cube-

shaped scat (poop).  This has been a mystery until recently, 

when scientists discovered that this odd shape is most likely 

related to the dry environments in which most wombats live. The wombats must retain every 

drop of moisture from the food before excreting it.  This is an adaptation which has allowed 

the wombat to avoid dehydration.  The complete moisture removal before excretion makes it 

so that the scats form more rigid shapes with sharper angles.
61

 

 Lastly, let’s explore some fun facts about Tasmanian Devils.  Tasmanian Island is the 

only place in the world where these marsupials can be found in the wild. Tasmanian Devils are 

endangered, however they can be seen in captivity in parks such as Taronga Zoo. Visitors are 
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The Sydney Opera House as seen 

from Sydney Harbor 

 

Construction of the Sydney Opera 

House Circa 1961 

advised not to get too close, as they can be aggressive animals and they have extremely sharp 

teeth.  Tasmanian Devils have the strongest bite compared to body mass of any mammal in the 

world.
62

 

 With over 100 years of experience caring for animals, the Taronga Zoo has an absolute 

commitment to the conservation of wildlife in Australia and around the world. They are 

committed to the conservation of native species, with active involvement in breed and release 

programs, habitat recovery and the rehabilitation and release of injured or orphaned wildlife.  

They are also committed to the preservation of Legacy Species, ten critical species found in 

Australia and Sumatra. And they are committed to 

protecting and sustaining wildlife in their natural 

habitats, and provide support for work in the field 

through national and international conservation 

partnerships, field grants and fellowships. 

Sydney Opera House 
 

We are visiting what has to be one of the most 

recognizable buildings in Australia, if not the world.  

Lots of people recognize it but few know how truly 

remarkable the building is. First is the sheer SIZE of the 

building. The building’s footprint is 4.32 acres; by way 

of comparison Symphony Hall in Boston has a footprint of just over one acre.
63

 Construction 

began in 1959 and was estimated to cost $7 million; it finished fourteen years later and cost a 

total of $102 million.
64

 The Sydney Opera House stands at approximately 220 feet tall. It is 

actually seven different venues in one, which seat a maximum 5,728 people, about 2,000 of 

which are in the main hall. (Symphony Hall in Boston 

seats 2,361 or 2,625 depending on configuration.) The 

opera house attracts more than eight million visitors a year 

– of whom almost 1.5 million attend one of the more than 

1,800 performances each year. (Again for comparison, 

Symphony Hall in Boston hosts ~250 performances each 

year.)  

In 1957, Jørn Utzon won an anonymous 

competition for an opera house to be built in Australia on a 

point of land jutting into Sydney Harbor. Out of some 230 

entries from over thirty countries, Utzon's concept was 

selected (He won £5000, the equivalent to $56,000 

today).
65 The unique ‘sail’ design was visually appealing 
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Bondi Beach during the summer 

often exceeds 30,000 visitors 

 

Petal shaped deflectors above the 

stage as seen during tests 

conducted during 2016 

but Utzon had little to no experience in actual construction; many did not believe it was possible 

to build it as designed.   

Utzon did not envision the shells as they appear today. Instead, he wanted them to look 

like bright sails on the Australian dark waters. After years of experimentation, a new type of 

ceramic tile was invented — the Sydney tile. The roof/skin has 1,056,006 of these tiles.
66

 

As with many large, complicated projects, problems arose.  Changes had to be made. 

Delays were a consequence, and so were rising costs.  Utzon wanted absolute control and the 

necessary funds to complete his blueprints. By 1966, after seven years of construction and a 

change in Australia's government, Utzon resigned under continued pressure. Although the basic 

shape of the opera house was completed under Utzon’s direction, several other architects 

oversaw the completion of the project following his resignation, and had discretion over 

decisions on the interior.  The project was completed in October of 1973.  

Though very impressive, the Sydney Opera House suffered right from the start as a 

performance venue. The science of acoustics is very complex and takes into account the 

geometry of the space, the materials that are in the space, the 

slope of the walls and ceilings, architecture and even 

neuroscience of how humans hear sounds. Think of hearing a 

recording of your voice compared to hearing yourself ‘live’; 

you sound very different but it is the same source. Sound 

waves propagate in all directions from their source and the 

massive size (especially the high ceiling) was actually a 

problem.  It seems that performers on stage couldn’t hear 

each other well, which is apparently very important for an 

orchestra. In addition, visitors complained about the terrible 

sound quality. In 2016, major testing was done to determine 

how to make improvements, including specially designed 

petal-shaped reflectors suspended over the main stage.  The 

results of the tests have been comprehensively studied in 

order for work to begin.
67

  

Day 6: Australian Beaches 

A visit to Bondi and Manly Beaches  

 

What makes a beach a beach?  Beaches are made of 

loose material that is constantly shifting.  Long or short, 

skinny or wide, sandy, pebbles, or small rocks, lake beaches 

or ocean beaches, solitary or crowded – everyone seems to 

have their personal favorite beach. Beaches are very 

important in Australia.  As (we hope) you know, Australia is 

an island; a BIG island but still an island. With a total 
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“Don’t be Nemo’s dad”. Bruce 

says “FISH are friends not food”. 

He doesn’t say anything about 

humans... 

 

Iceburg Pool at Bondi Beach 

coastline of over 16,000 miles, Australia has over 10,000 beaches.
68

 Not surprisingly, there is a 

national love affair with beaches.  From numerous festivals, contests and, yes, surfing 

competitions, Australians spend lots of time at a beach.  

We are heading to Bondi Beach – one of THE most visited spots in Sydney. With an 

average of 2.6 million visitors each year and the beach being a little more than ½ mile long and 

about 301 acres, it doesn’t sound like we will have the beach to ourselves.
69

 Fortunately, we have 

the opportunity to go to a second beach, Manly Beach, where there will be more space and 

activities to consider.  It should be plenty warm enough to 

hit the waves. Because we will be in the Southern 

Hemisphere while we are in Australia, it will be their 

summertime. Typically, the air temperature is between 75-

82
0
F and the water temperature averages 71 – 77

0
F. Bring 

your coral reef-friendly sunscreen because it is time to go 

swimming.   

Undoubtedly, many of you know about the 

abundance of great white sharks that ply the waters around 

Australia from the Discovery Channel’s “Shark Week” 

series. There ARE sharks at Bondi and Manly Beaches, but 

let’s be reasonable, THERE ARE SHARKS AT 

VIRTUALLY EVERY BEACH – EVERYWHERE!! It 

would make for a terrible tourist spot if people kept being attacked by sharks while swimming at 

these beaches and, to help alleviate those fears, there have been a number of actions taken to 

ensure swimmer safety. There are the well-known shark nets at both Bondi and Manly Beaches, 

obviously there are lifeguards, and they also utilize lookouts and air surveillance.
70

 More 

recently, they are trying out a new ‘shark detecting app’. 

Now before you go and decide that it may not be 

safe to swim while in Australia, think about this: as of 

August 18, 2019, there have been eighty-five beach 

closures on Cape Cod, sixty-eight of which happened 

since August 1
st
.
71

 How many of you swam on the Cape 

this summer?  If you did – you swam with FEWER 

protections than are utilized at the beaches that we will 

visit in Australia. As with most activities, we encourage 

you to be aware of what is going on around you, and 

listen to the lifeguards while there.   
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If you decide that the ocean is not for you, then the most famous pool in Australia sits at 

one end of Bondi Beach. The Bondi Iceberg pool may be open (depending on the day) and if you 

decide you want to pay the entrance fee, you can enjoy Bondi Beach views from the infinity 

pool.  

 

Day 7 Travel Day & Cairns 

Cairns 

 

As we leave the beauty of greater Sydney, we fly north to the state of 

Queensland and the city of Cairns, (pronounced “Cans”), considered the 

gateway to the Great Barrier Reef. Cairns is a tourist city and is used by many 

travelers as a base for exploring the regions many offerings: boating, 

parasailing, rain forest treks, scuba diving and snorkeling visits to the Great 

Barrier Reef. The city itself is about the size of Brockton, Whitman and Hanson combined with 

150,000 people. Expect Florida-like heat and humidity while we are in Cairns.  In terms of 

wildlife, the area is home to a variety of typical Australian creatures including wallabies and gray 

kangaroos in the savannah and tree kangaroos in the rainforest. There is also danger here as some 

of Australia’s deadliest creatures call this area home, including saltwater crocodiles, venomous 

snakes and jellyfish.  
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Great Barrier Reef 

 

The Great Barrier Reef is a very special place located just off the northeast coast of Australia in 

the Coral Sea. [See map above] Being one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World, tourists 

from around the globe visit this region to take in its remarkable beauty and view the abundance 

of its incredibly diverse marine life.  Consisting of over 3,000 reef systems and hundreds of 

islands, it stretches over 1,400 miles and covers an area around 134,000 square miles.  It is about 

the same size as Germany, Italy, or Japan.
72

 

 

Ecology 

 
Coral reefs are made up of many skeletons of colonizing marine invertebrates known as 

corals.  They are identified as either “hard” or “soft” coral. It is the “hard” coral with its tough 

calcium carbonate shell that actually forms the reefs of the world.  Each individual coral, 

however, consists of a polyp that has a mutually beneficial relationship with algae known as 

zooxanthellae.  The coral provides the algae with a protected environment while the algae, in 

return, gives the coral everything it needs to grow and develop.
73

  The beautiful colors exhibited 

by the different corals of the world are not the corals themselves, but actually from the algae kept 

safe inside their shells.  To allow this relationship to prosper, and in order for the algae to carry 

out photosynthesis, coral reef ecosystems require clear water so that the sunlight can reach the 

reefs. The connection between the health of the algae and its host is critical for the health of all 

coral reefs and in essence, the habitat of one-fourth of all marine life in our oceans.
74

 

Coral reefs are typically divided into four categories: fringing reefs, barrier reefs, patch 

reefs and atolls. Fringing reefs are the most commonly seen reefs that grow parallel and near 

coastlines, continents, and around islands. Barrier reefs are similar to 

fringing reefs, except for the fact that they are separated from the 

coastlines by deeper, wider lagoons. They often reach the ocean’s 

surface, thereby creating a “barrier” for vessels. The Great Barrier Reef 

is the largest and most famous one in the world.  Patch reefs are 

relatively smaller and grow between fringing and barrier reefs. These 

reefs are found in deeper depths and rarely reach the surface of the 

water.  Atolls are rings of coral that form protected lagoons in the middle of the oceans, typically 

around islands that have sunk back down into the water.  These islands are usually the exposed 

tops of underwater volcanoes.
75
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Fun Fact: 

The Great Barrier Reef is 

the only living thing on 

earth visible from outer 

space. 
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The struggle between a Crown-of-

Thorns sea star and a Triton snail. 

Ecosystem Services 

 

Coral reef systems are some of the most diverse and 

valuable natural areas on Earth, providing us with many 

vital ecosystem services.  Barrier reefs offer protection 

from loss of soil and coastal erosion as they buffer 

currents, waves, and storms. They provide a source of 

food for over a billion people.  It is estimated that coral 

reefs’ commercial value to fisheries is over $100 million 

annually.  They are a habitat for breeding, nurseries, and 

feeding grounds for an array of biodiverse species.  They 

are a source of new medicines used to induce labor, treat 

things such as cancer, asthma, and heart disease; 

furthermore, they provide nutritional supplements.  Some 

refer to these ecosystems as the medicine cabinets of the 21
st
 century.  Economically, these 

systems provide jobs to support local industries through fishing, recreation, and tourism.
76

 Some 

economists have estimated that these services worldwide may be worth $172 billion a year.
77

  

Biodiversity 

 

The Great Barrier Reef is a biodiversity hotspot.  It is home to over 1,500 varieties of 

fish, 400 species of coral, 4,000 kinds of clams and snails, and an undetermined number of 

sponges, sea stars, and sea urchins.
78

  It provides a habitat for whales, dolphins, porpoises, 

turtles, sharks, snakes, birds, saltwater crocodiles, and many other protected species.  

Although they cover less than 0.1 percent of the earth’s surface, coral reefs are one of the 

most diverse marine ecosystems in the world, with tropical rainforests being their only rival.  

They thrive in clear, warm, tropical sunlit waters that exist in less than 1% of our oceans’ habitat. 

Corals can be very sensitive to changes in their surrounding environment.  These conditions 

include warmer water temperature, sedimentation, nutrient runoff, and pollution.
79

  The immense 

biodiversity of the Great Barrier Reef’s ecosystem is critical to its survival during times of such 

environmental stress and disturbances.   

Environmental Threats 

The Great Barrier Reef, like other reef systems around the world, is being 

environmentally threatened.  One-third of all reef corals are at a risk of extinction.  Since 1985, 

the Great Barrier Reef has lost more than half of its corals to poor water quality, overfishing, 

invasive species, and global climate change.
80
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Poor water quality can be a result of many different sources.  Fertilizer runoff, as well as 

animal waste from local farms, increase the nutrient levels in the water, resulting in algae blooms 

that lead to eutrophication and eventual hypoxic dead zones of water devoid of oxygen.  Loose 

sediment, heavy metals from local mining, and pesticides can also find their way down rivers 

and into the reef’s ecosystem, inhibiting photosynthesis and having a detrimental effect on the 

corals.
81

  

Overfishing can also disrupt the intricate balance of the reef.  When large fishing vessels 

drag their nets across the delicate corals, not only do they destroy them, they also overharvest 

key predator species such as coral trout, snapper, and emperor fish.  This creates a population 

explosion in their prey species.  Without predators to keep the prey population in check, the 

ecosystem food webs become unbalanced and threatened.
 82

  For example, when a keystone 

species such as the giant Triton is overfished, the ripple effect is quite damaging.  Tritons prey 

on the infamous Crown-of-Thorns sea star.  These sea stars are notorious for feeding on coral 

polyps and can have a devastating impact on coral reefs when their population numbers are not 

kept in check.
83

 Large populations of predatory snails can actually help save the Great Barrier 

Reef from being destroyed by the Crown-of Thorns sea star. 

The biggest threat to the protection and preservation of the Great Barrier Reef is global 

climate change.  With the continuous burning of fossil fuels that release the greenhouse gas 

carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, our planet keeps getting warmer.  This change is leading to 

warmer waters and ocean acidification, both of which greatly impact the corals.  When corals 

undergo stress such as warmer temperatures, it causes the polyp to expel the algae thereby 

ending their mutual and symbiotic relationship.  This is 

known as coral bleaching, as the coral no longer reflects 

color and becomes “bleached” white.  Although this 

does not technically kill the coral at this point, it 

becomes more susceptible to death.
84

 A heat wave in 

2016 caused a large percentage of corals in the Great 

Barrier Reef to undergo a severe bleaching event and 

death.  In the northern part of the reef, over 60% of 

shallow-water corals experienced bleaching and 30% of 

the coral died.
85
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Bleached coral 

 

Giant Pumice raft floating in the Pacific 

 

Ocean acidification is another threat caused by the 

large amounts of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere as a 

direct result from burning fossil fuels.  This gas is 

absorbed by the oceans and reacts to form carbonic acid, 

thereby lowering the ocean’s pH level.  Raising the 

acidity level by even the slightest amount in our oceans 

has a devastating impact.  Corals extract calcium from 

seawater in order to make their skeletons; this can only be 

done when the water is at a specific pH level. Any change 

to the pH level, however small, will have a negative 

impact for corals to grow and develop.
86

 

The Future of the Great Barrier Reef 

For over forty years, the Great Barrier Reef has been monitored by the Great Barrier Reef 

Marine Park Authority, the largest reef management organization of its kind in the world.  It 

works in collaboration with the Australian government as well as local industries and 

communities to ensure a sustainable future for the reef.  Together with the Australian 

government, they have established a long-term plan to 

protect and manage the Great Barrier Reef.  In 2018, 

the government dedicated $500 million to reduce the 

dumping of chemicals and waste, reduce fishing and 

poaching, and monitor the water quality impacted by 

run-off.
87

 

It is also no longer feasible to allow the reef 

system to try to recover on its own.  Since 2016, the 

Great Barrier Reef has suffered from back-to-back 

heat waves that resulted in the deaths of almost a third 

of all corals.
88

  Scientists are working diligently to 

rebuild the reef by breeding resilient species of coral from around the globe that are more 

resistant to warmer temperatures and increased acidic conditions.  Other experiments are 

focusing on accelerating the growth rates of corals with electrical currents.
89

   Scientists are 

taking a more hands-on approach to transplant corals in damaged sections for a quicker and more 

sustainable recovery.  Their efforts and success will not be known, however, until the next heat 

wave hits Australia’s reef system.  

Most recently, some experts are hopeful that a raft of pumice the size of Manhattan that is 

floating in the Pacific towards the Great Barrier Reef may bring some relief.  It is believed that 

this raft made of floating pumice stones, ranging in size from marbles to basketballs, originated 

from an underwater volcanic eruption.  Wind and surface currents are carrying this raft, along 

with its possible cargo of corals and other marine life, towards the Great Barrier Reef.  It is 
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Kuranda Marketplace 

 

 

hopeful that this raft will deliver and replenish the lost biodiversity of Australia’s most diverse 

ecosystem.
90

 

Day Nine: Exploring Aboriginal Culture 

Kuranda 

  
Kuranda is a unique village located in North 

Queensland, 15.5 miles from Cairns. It is on the Eastern 

side of the Atherton tableland. Europeans started exploring 

the area in the 1900s.  Many came seeking gold, coffee, 

and timber.  It is no surprise Kuranda is a top day trip 

destination from Cairns. The village is located in the 

rainforest, covered by the rainforest canopy.  Highlights 

include daily markets, wildlife enclosures, and the 

opportunity to experience Aboriginal culture.
91

 One can find the famous didgeridoos and opals in 

the market area. The market also offers an opportunity to try local produce, purchase unique 

souvenirs, and listen to native music.   

Half of the fun of travelling to Kuranda is your mode of transportation. Kuranda is 

accessible by either the sky rail cableway, basically a gondola without the skis, or the scenic 

railway.  The sky rail is a 4.6 mile long trip above the trees. We will be accessing Kuranda via 

the world famous scenic railway.  This 90-minute adventure offers incredible views of the 

Barron Gorge National Park, in addition to other gorges and waterfalls along the way.
92

 We will 

be stopping at Barron Falls as we pass through to view this majestic force of nature in the peak 

of the wet season. This is a steep 410 foot tiered waterfall. If you are feeling brave you may get 

an opportunity to test out your nerves by standing on the glass and steel lookout 524 feet above 

the Gorge.  

Kuranda is known for being amidst the world’s oldest living tropical rainforest. Many 

people go seeking the health benefits that the rainforest has to offer. Remedies range from pastes 

known to relieve tooth pain to bark that has anti-malarial properties.  Kuranda has a wet and a 
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Barron Falls 

 

Australian Rainforest distribution 

 

Cassowary bird 

dry season. We will be there during the wet season, which will offer a slight reprieve from the 

coastal heat and humidity with its cool mountain climate. Temperatures in the wet season run 

from 82-89 Fahrenheit.  

Australian Rainforest 
Rainforests are home to the most diverse 

ecosystems on our planet. The rainforests are not only 

known as a unique habitat, but also for the food and 

medicines found within. Rainforests are vital to maintain 

biodiversity, as they provide homes to so many diverse 

species.  Prior to the Industrial Revolution, rainforests 

covered fourteen percent of the Earth.  This has been 

reduced to six percent globally. Similar to worldwide 

rainforests, threats to Australian rainforests range from 

overdevelopment to climate change.   

There are many different types of rainforest in 

Australia, resulting from the varying degrees of 

precipitation and latitude.  The country contains tropical, 

subtropical, and temperate rainforests. Tropical and 

subtropical rainforests are primarily found in Northern 

and Eastern Australia. New South Wales and Victoria house warm temperate rainforests. Cool 

temperate rainforests are found mostly in Victoria, Tasmania, New South Wales, and 

Queensland. We will be travelling near tropical rainforests in Queensland and warm temperate 

rainforests in New South Wales. 
93

 

It’s no wonder naturalist David Attenborough 

described Australia’s Northern tropical rainforest as “the 

most extraordinary place on Earth.”
94

 It runs from 

Cooktown to Townsville.  This 

slender section of land provides 

an impressive display for 

Biology lovers.  It houses more 

than 650 vertebrae species and 

230 types of butterflies. It is a 

scientist’s dream, offering 

opportunities to study the evolution of countless species.  A trip through 

this rainforest simulates walking through history. It has existed for 

millions of years, dating back to the time of the dinosaurs. It is 

considered the world’s oldest rainforest. Almost every stage of 

evolutionary life on Earth spanning 140 million years can be found 

here.
95

 The rainforest around Kuranda is considered a world heritage 

listed rainforest. In terms of rainforest classification, this rainforest 
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No, this would not 

actually work 

meets four of the possible ten criteria in order to prove its outstanding universal value.  For 

example, it contains an almost complete record of the major stages of the evolution of plant life 

on Earth. It is deemed “worthy to preserve for the planet”.
96

  

There are many threatened species in the rainforest. On this adventure you may be lucky 

enough to see or hear an endangered Kuranda tree frog, the common name for the Vitoria myola. 

The tree frog is one of Australia’s many endemic (only found in the area) species. One unique 

species that may be disappearing in the near future is the white lemuroid ringtail possum.  

Exposure to temperatures above 86 degrees Fahrenheit for only a few hours will kill these 

threatened species. Most of them were wiped out during the 2005 heat wave. Scientists thought 

they may have become extinct in 2005 until three of the marsupials were discovered.  It is 

possible that there may be as few as five left in the world. 
97

  

Another animal impacted by habitat loss is the Cassowary. These large, flightless birds 

can weigh up to 132 pounds. Cassowaries are the heaviest bird in Australia. Their fame does not 

stop there; they are also considered the most dangerous bird in the world.  How can a bird be so 

dangerous? Their muscular legs can pack quite a kick with three claw-clipped toes.  Their 

continuous kicks will result if they feel threatened.  As rainforests are diminished and 

development occurs, the number of interactions between these birds and animals continue to 

rise.
98

  

One will need to look a little harder to spot one of the rainforest’s oldest species, the 

velvet worm. Their fossils date back to 500 million years. Despite the name, these invertebrates 

are not actually worms. These purple, blue, grey, or brown carnivorous creatures can be found on 

the forest floor. In order to eat, they bite a hole in their prey and suck out their insides.
99

 

 

Tjapukai Cultural Center 
 

The Tjapukai Cultural Center was founded in 1987 and it quickly became world-

renowned.  It has become Australia’s largest Aboriginal employer. The cultural center was 

constructed to feed the tourist desire to learn about local culture.  The 

center offers many interactive hands-on experiences. With the help 

from Torres Strait Islanders and Aboriginal people you will be able to 

experience ancient Aboriginal life. You may choose to play the 

traditional digeridoo, learn how to throw spears, or even attempt fire-

making. A visit to Australia would not be complete without an 

introduction to the boomerang. You will be able to see the different 

types of boomerangs and learn the different uses for these tools of the 

past. Natives will teach you about the healing properties of many of the 

local rainforest plants and how to find local food.  If you enjoy the arts, 
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Three examples of 

less cool non-

returning 

boomerangs 

 

This is an airfoil. If 

you were to slice a 

plane wing and 

look at it from the 

side, it would have 

this shape. 

the local theatre offers presentations on dance, history, and artistic representations. When you 

hear the rhythmic drumming of locals dressed in their original headdresses don’t be shy, feel free 

to join in on the fun! 

Boomerang 

 

 Few things seem as uniquely Australian as the boomerang. These well-known tools are 

often sold as toys across the world to the joy (or possibly disappointment) of people as they 

return (or very often don’t) after being thrown in the air. In fact, a good boomerang displays 

some fascinating physics when thrown properly. However, they do have to be thrown precisely 

in order to come back.  

 There are different types of boomerangs. The boomerang which comes back after being 

thrown is called a returning boomerang. This complex instrument arose from the simpler non-

returning boomerang. These two throwing weapons are similar; both have a curved body and 

tumble end-over-end as they are thrown. However, the non-returning boomerang is larger, 

heavier, and typically straighter. This tool was employed not just by Aboriginals, but also 

Egyptians, Indians, and Native Americans of the southwest. This weapon was often used simply 

as a club and, when necessary, it could be thrown in the hope that it would bludgeon prey or 

people. After this, the thrower experienced the least convenient part of the non-returning 

boomerang: going to pick it up. 

 The returning boomerang was developed and used exclusively by the indigenous people 

of Australia. Rather than a damaging weapon, this boomerang was 

employed as a hunting aid. Hunters threw the boomerang into the air to 

scare flocks of birds into nets they tied up in the trees. They were also 

used for sport and fun. For this to be possible, ancient Aboriginals had 

to fine tune the shape of the boomerang in a specific way. The shape 

takes advantage of three main concepts of physics to perform the all-

important return to the thrower. 

 The first crucial mechanic in boomerang operation is lift. The 

two sides of the boomerang are shaped like 

an airfoil. An airfoil is the shape commonly 

seen in plane wings and propellers. Notice 

that the shape has one rounded side and a flatter side. This shape 

creates a force called lift as it moves through the air. As the leading 

edge moves into the wind, air is forced above and below the airfoil. 

The air travels along each side and rejoins at the trailing edge. The 

rounded side causes air to move faster relative to the wing than the 

air on the flat side. Physics tells us that the faster the air is moving, 

the lower its pressure.
100

 Since there’s a lower pressure on the 

rounded side than the flat side, the lift force pushes the airfoil in this 

direction. 

 Each side of a boomerang is made up of an airfoil, but facing 
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and place the ping pong ball in the air stream. The ping pong ball will stay in this fast-moving air because it’s at a 

lower pressure than the surrounding air. You can even tilt the blow dryer slightly and see that the ball stays in the air 

stream even when it’s not blowing straight upwards. 
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Anatomy of a boomerang. 

opposite directions. One has a leading edge on the outside of the curve, the other on the inside. 

When a boomerang is thrown so it turns end-over end, the rotation means both leading edges are 

moving into the air. This means both sides of the boomerang are generating lift in the same 

direction while the boomerang moves. The faster it moves, the more lift affects the motion.  

 The second concept which drives the motion of boomerangs is relative velocity. Let’s 

imagine you’re on a train moving thirty miles per hour. The train is moving thirty miles per hour 

relative to the ground. On this train, you start running towards a friend. To your friend, you’re 

moving at ten miles per hour towards the front of the train. Your friend is measuring your motion 

relative to the train. How fast would you appear to be moving to someone standing beside the 

track? Your velocity, relative to this stationary observer, is forty miles per hour.
101

 This is the 

speed they would measure if they could point a radar gun at just you. Likewise, if you ran 

towards the rear of the train, you would measure a speed of twenty miles per hour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Something similar happens with a boomerang. As it flies forward it is also rotating. The 

part of the boomerang on top is slicing forward through the air. The part of the boomerang on the 

bottom is falling back towards the rear. The result of this motion is that, relative to the air, the 

top is moving faster than the bottom. Remember how moving fast increases the lift force on an 

airfoil? This means that the side on top is experiencing more lift force than the bottom.  

These two lift forces are unbalanced. The top of the boomerang is being pushed on by the 

air more than the bottom. Because of this, the boomerang experiences a torque. That is, the 

boomerang is being pushed in such a way that it will tend to rotate counterclockwise in the 

diagram above. This torque points backward in the direction from which the boomerang came.
102
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 If you’re following this simple example, you’re in great shape. Einstein famously developed his theory 

of special relativity from a very similar hypothetical situation. 
102

 The direction of these quantities is difficult to connect to anything we experience in everyday life. You 

never walk down the street and think, “Look, a torque must be pointing outward from that car’s wheel.” The 

mathematics that describes them tells us the direction in which they point. 
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Imagine this 

boomerang is 

flying towards you. 

The relative size of 

the forces on the 

top and the bottom 

are shown here. 

 
In this figure, the 

yellow arrow 

showing the 

direction of the 

torque is backward, 

into the page. The 

angular momentum, 

in blue, is pointing 

rightward. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Simple enough so far, right? Good. Here comes the challenging part. The boomerang started off 

rotating end over end in the direction it was flying. This means it has angular momentum. 

Angular momentum is the concept that the bigger something is and the faster it’s spinning, the 

harder it is to stop.
103

 The angular momentum is pointing in a direction along the axis of the 

spinning object. For the boomerang in the diagram on the following page, this is to the right.  

The angular momentum always points to the side. The torque always tries to turn the 

boomerang to be in the direction of the torque. Therefore, the boomerang continues to turn right. 
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 Dig out your old fidget spinner. Give it a good spin, then rotate your hand. You’ll feel it resisting you as 

you try to turn it. You’re exerting effort to change its angular momentum. 
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Aboriginal art: The 

Dreaming 

This last mechanic is called gyroscopic precession. It forces the boomerang to turn in a wide 

circular arc. If the boomerang is thrown at the right speed, with the right spin (end-over-end), at 

the right angle, the boomerang will follow a path that will return it to the place from which it was 

thrown. Simple enough. You can throw first, though. 

Aboriginal Culture 

It is believed that Aboriginal culture represents the oldest culture in the world. The first 

inhabitants of Australia were the Aboriginals and the Torres Strait Islanders, both named 

according to where they lived. Before Europeans arrived in Australia, there were more than five 

hundred clans and hundreds of different Aboriginal languages.
104

 The arrival of Europeans in 

many ways negatively impacted the Aboriginals. Currently, Aboriginals make up less than three 

percent of the population.  Some still maintain their original hunting and gathering lifestyles 

while others survive through tourism like you will see at the Tjapukai Cultural Center. Poverty 

and alcoholism are persistent problems within the Aboriginal community. 

Like many cultures, Aboriginals are not monolithic and have been influenced by various 

factors. Australia is composed of an arid interior, marine coastal exterior, and rainforests.  The 

regional differences of the land have lent themselves to differences in Aboriginal culture.  The 

design of tangible cultural artifacts like tools, weapons, and utensils vary greatly depending on 

the location of origin. For example, rope made in regions that have plenty of rainfall is made of 

fibrous plant roots, while rope made from more arid regions are made of the tendons and sheaths 

from kangaroo legs.
105

 Cultural beliefs also vary across the regions of Australia. The Aboriginals 

give great importance to their ancestral beings or deities. Throughout Australia there are believed 

to be hundreds of different ancestral beings or deities. Those that live in the interior sections 

have deities associated with desert animals while those that live in tropical areas are known for 

deities connected with thunder, rain, and lightening.
106

    

Many Aboriginals believe the ancient ancestors came to the Earth in the form of humans, 

and then created the physical aspects of Earth including mountains, rocks, rivers, plants, animals. 

Then, they transformed into the elements that they had created. This is known as the Creation 

period. Therefore, the physical aspects of the land are 

considered sacred, as it is believed the ancestral spirits are still 

within.
107

 As Aboriginal people move through their day and see 

rocks or animals, they are constantly reconnected to the 

ancestral beings and their history.  

One concept central to Aboriginal culture and 

spirituality is the English word “dreaming”. Dreaming is 

described as a feeling one gets while keeping an open mind and 

heart. Dreaming encompasses a spiritual Aboriginal connection 

between everything around them and beyond. Lines between 

the physical and spiritual world are blurred. Dreaming is not 
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Traditional Aboriginal 

ceremony 

constrained to the man-made concept of time or place.  In the Aboriginal languages there is no 

word for time. The concept of Dreaming is passed from one generation to the next through 

stories, body painting, song, dance and art. Aboriginals see this as a great honor and 

responsibility to teach children. Dreaming does not end, as it links the past and present to the 

people and the land. Dreams are linked to the memory of the Creation period.
108

  

 

Ceremonies 
Aboriginal ceremonies have always been an important facet of Aboriginal culture.  They 

were performed often as a means to exercise beliefs in addition to ensure a constant supply of 

food and rain by the ancestral beings. These ceremonies are still performed in some parts of 

Australia today for many reasons including marriages, funerals, and rites of passage. The rite of 

passage ceremony is performed for young adults ranging from ten to sixteen years old. It is 

considered the time a girl becomes a woman or a boy becomes a man.  These are done in secret 

and are gender specific. Some specific clans partake in circumcision, scarification, or even tooth 

removal.
109

  A common practice for a funeral ceremony is to paint your body white. People 

sometimes cut their own bodies to demonstrate their sorrow. A series of events occur including 

song and dance to ensure the spirit of the loved one is safeguarded.  Many funeral ceremonies are 

performed in two parts. The first stage includes laying the body on a platform, covering it with 

leaves and branches, and waiting for the body to break down. In the second stage, they collect 

the bones, paint them with red ochre, and disperse them in different ways.
110

  Historic art 

demonstrates that many ceremonies are still carried out the same way as the past.  

 

Aboriginal History and contact with Europeans 
In 1606 a Dutch explorer named Willem Janszoon first 

arrived on the shores on Australia.  It wasn’t until the late 1700’s 

that the land would be colonized by Europeans. The process of 

colonization began upon the arrival of Lieutenant James Cook in 

1770.  This landing began an extended conflict with repercussions 

that still resonate today. The Aboriginals were mistreated and 

disrespected by the British while their land was taken from them.  

Aboriginals did not believe land was a possession. This helped the 

British justify colonization. It was believed that there were as many 

as 750,000 Aboriginals inhabiting Australia when the Europeans 

first came ashore.
111

 James Cook made several trips to Australia, 

first landing in Botany Bay. Cook was advised by Governor Arthur 

Phillip “with the consent of the natives to take possession of 

convenient situations in the Country in the name of the King of 

Great Britain”.
112

 Governor Arthur Phillip first claimed sovereignty 
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on January 26, 1788.  Even though Cook saw evidence of the Aboriginal residences Governor 

Phillip still claimed sovereignty and ownership over the land.  The area became known as New 

South Wales, named by James Cook.  

In addition to taking land, Europeans also brought disease. These uninvited guests 

included measles, whooping cough, venereal disease, influenza, typhoid, small pox, and 

tuberculosis.  Diseases killed many of the Aboriginal people that lived on these shores. It is 

estimated that the small pox outbreak killed approximately half of Sydney’s population in 

1789.
113

 The devastation was witnessed by Lieutenant Fowell in 1798:  “Every boat that went 

down the harbour found them lying dead on the beaches and in the caverns of the rock. They 

were generally found with the remains of a small fire on each side of them and some water left 

within their reach.”
114

   

Once the Europeans settled, cultural clashes continued. The Aboriginals were not 

accustomed to the British traditional ways of farming. The introduction of domesticated animals 

devastated the Aboriginals’ land and methods of hunting and gathering. As a result, many 

Aboriginals chose to relocate to towns for survival; they struggled as they dealt with disease, 

discrimination, and alcoholism. Even the independence of Australia in 1901 did not change the 

cultural clashes.
115

 

From the 1790s to the 1930s frontier conflict continued to rear its ugly head. The 

magnitude of these battles varied with region.  It is estimated that during this time period over 

20,000 Aboriginals and 2,000 British colonizers died violent deaths. Massacres of Aboriginals 

were widespread whereas Aboriginal attacks usually focused on individual Europeans. 

Aboriginals also targeted European farm animals, crops, grasslands, and buildings.
116

 In more 

recent history, from 1910 until 1970, it is believed ten to thirty-three percent of Aboriginal 

children were taken from their families and placed in adoptive homes that would not allow them 

to speak their Aboriginal language. Australian Prime minister Kevin Rudd made an official 

national apology to Aboriginals in 2008 for the past mistreatment.  Even though efforts are 

continually made to bring restitution to the Aboriginal people, disparities persist.
117

  

 

Native American Comparison 
While the mistreatment of the Aboriginal peoples may seem unique, the unfortunate truth 

is that it is not. In fact, America has its own history of mistreatment and massacre of its 

indigenous population—the Native Americans. 

When European settlers first arrived in North America at the end of the 15th century, they 

encountered diverse Native American cultures—as many as 900,000 inhabitants with over 300 

different languages.
118

 By the middle of the 20th century, roughly two-thirds of all Indigenous 
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American languages (that’s counting North, Central and South America) had died out or were on 

the brink of extinction.
119

 And more specifically, in the United States, according to a New York 

Times article citing the Indigenous Language Institute, of the once 300 language spoken, only 

175 remain. This nonprofit group estimates that without restoration efforts, no more than twenty 

will still be spoken in 2050.
120

  

But how did the United States get to this point in which such a diverse group of peoples 

has become so marginalized and its different cultures diminished? The answer is one of conflict 

between Native Americans and their European counterparts. A good starting place to address the 

conflict might be the landing of the Pilgrims in Plymouth. There were peaceful relations between 

the New England Pilgrims and the native Wampanoag for about fifty years.
121

 Unfortunately, in 

later generations, this relationship broke down and eventually resulted in one of the deadliest 

wars ever fought on American soil - King Philip’s War. By the end of the three year conflict, 

Plymouth Colony lost about 8% of its population, while the Native American population lost 60 

– 80%.
122

  In the southern part of the United States, conflict began in 1610 during the first 

Anglo-Powhatan War between the Jamestown settlers and the Algonquin Indians of the 

Powhatan Confederacy in Virginia.
123

 Conflicts between European settlers and Native 

Americans continued to erupt throughout America’s colonial history, seemingly getting even 

worse as the United States emerged as a newly formed country.  

The greatest period of fighting was during the 19th century. As Americans looked to 

expand westward, they encountered challenges by the Native Americans as to the rights of this 

land. And as another war broke out in 1812 between the British and Americans, in the South, the 

war bled into the Red Stick War of 1813-1814. At one point towards the end of this conflict, 

General Andrew Jackson, along with 2,500 men, slaughtered 186 Creeks at Tallushatchee. “We 

shot them like dogs!” said Davy Crockett.
124

 Jackson went on to win the Red Stick War in a 

decisive battle at Horseshoe Bend, which would subsequently put an end to much of the 

autonomy of native tribes. Many of these tribes ceded land in the Southwest and Southeast of 

America, including over 22 million acres in Alabama and Georgia as a result of the Treaty of 

Fort Jackson.
125

 But as the eminent 19th century historian John Bach McCaster said, the treaty 

was “gross and shameless.”
 126

 Many still feel the same way about it today.
 
 

Unfortunately, the loss of territory and autonomy would continue for Native American 

tribes. Less than twenty years after this horrific treaty, The Indian Removal Bill of 1830 was 

proposed and pushed hard for by President Andrew Jackson. Despite being touted by many 

legislators as immoral, the bill was nevertheless passed in both the Senate and the House. In 

Jackson’s thinking, these Native American tribes impeded Americans’ “manifest destiny” to 
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expand westward, take land, build homes, and establish more lucrative business practices. In his 

annual address to Congress in 1833, Jackson denounced Indians, stating,  

 
They have neither the intelligence, the industry, the moral habits, nor the  

desire of improvement which are essential to any favorable change in their  

condition. Established in the midst of another and a superior race…they  

must necessarily yield to the force of circumstances and ere [before] long  

disappear.
127

 

 

In 1838, as the deadline for removal approached, thousands of federal soldiers and 

Georgia volunteers entered the territory and forcibly relocated the Cherokees. Americans hunted, 

imprisoned, raped, and murdered Native Americans. Cherokees surviving the onslaught were 

forced on a 1,000-mile march to the established Indian Territory with few provisions. 

Approximately 4,000 Cherokees died on this “Trail of Tears.”
128

 While a brutal event, 

Americans seemed to care little about this mistreatment, as tensions over slavery rose within the 

country, turning attention away from Native Americans towards the African-American 

population. 

This racial tension proved to be too much, as the nation was thrown into a civil war over 

slavery between the North and South. The end result was abolition of slavery and eventually the 

establishment of the Fourteenth Amendment, granting citizenship to people in the United States.  

But still, as racial equality and “birthright” citizenship were debated, politicians ignored Native 

Americans, going so far as to write a clause in the Fourteenth Amendment “excluding Indians 

not taxed,” and preventing Native American men from receiving the right to vote when African-

American men gained suffrage in 1868. Instead, tribes remained independent nations that were 

expected to sign agreements such as the Kit Carson Treaty to establish Native American 

reservations in U.S. territories. And it was not until June 2, 1924, that President Calvin Coolidge 

signed a bill granting Native Americans full citizenship.
129

 

Fast forward to today and consider the state of both the Native Americans and the 

Aboriginals in their respective places. Both groups are their country’s poorest, unhealthiest, and 

most disadvantaged minority groups, and both have severe traumatic problems with alcohol and 

child abuse.
130

 In America, Native Americans are still discriminated against, and parts of 

American culture continue to exploit the mistreatment of Native Americans in television and 

movies, as well as sports franchises and their mascots. Moving forward, it is important to 

consider the history of these native peoples of both countries as all groups look to improve 

relationships and make amends for past actions. 

 

Regardless of where you are or what day of the trip it is, you will experience…  
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Fun Fact: If you’ve 

ever enjoyed a 

macadamia nut, 

you are feasting on 

the most famous 

plant harvested 

from the bush of 

the Australian 

Outback.  

 

Unique Cultural - global presence of Australia 
 

Food 
Today’s Australian cuisine combines British and indigenous origins with contemporary 

Mediterranean and Asian influences. Australia's abundant natural resources provide access to a 

large variety of quality meats.  Additionally, since the majority of Australians live on the 

coastline, seafood is a staple of an Aussie’s diet.   Lobster, prawns, tuna, salmon and abalone are 

the main ocean species harvested commercially.  Not surprising, the seafood restaurant industry 

has flourished, producing several restaurants that rank among the world’s best.
131

   

What about in the Outback?  Australians in the Outback reside in a completely different 

topography and landscape where the species of animals are unique to the area and seafood is not 

as readily accessible. What do they eat?  The answer:  Bush tucker.
132

 This term refers to the 

array of plants and animals inherent to the Australian bush. Bush fruits such as kakadu plums, 

finger limes and desert quandongs along with bush meats including emu, crocodile and kangaroo 

are essential to the diet of those living in the Outback. Despite not being near the ocean, there are 

a series of saltwater rivers that run through the bush that offer its inhabitants access to 

shellfish.
133

 

 

“Throw another shrimp on the barbie”...We’ve all probably said this expression in an 

attempt to do our best Australian accent, right? Do you know what a 

“barbie” is though?  Better yet, have you ever had an Australian shrimp?  

If you guessed a “barbie” is a cookout with family and friends, then you 

are completely correct.  And if you knew that shrimp are called prawns 

by Australians, then you were right again!   

Did you know that this phrase arose from a commercial featuring 

Paul Hogan (you’ll find out about Crocodile Dundee very soon), offering 

to “throw another shrimp on the barbie” for travelers choosing to visit 

Australia.
134

  Hopefully you caught the irony of the “shrimp” reference 

for the viewing audience rather than Australians themselves.  

Remember, they are called prawns by the locals. 

Australians barbecue regularly.  They cook their meat on an 

outdoor grill, whether it is a Weber like you and I might have or a large outdoor open air style 

range.  It’s not uncommon for a family to pack up its grill in preparation for a day out and it is 

definitely included on the packing list when heading away for a vacation. In fact, most public 

parks have BBQ facilities and a large majority of family picnics and outings include an 

Australian BBQ. Spending time together with your closest family and friends over a shared meal 

is certainly not unique to Australia but the food options combined with the unbelievable weather 

make it an overall experience not to be missed while we are there.   
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Contrary to the assumption presented by the “shrimp” expression mentioned above, 

Australian barbecues are not limited to shrimp.  In fact, one of Australia’s most prominent chefs, 

Curtis Stone, lists prawns third on his list of top “barbie” options behind lamb and sausages.  

Another notable Aussie in the culinary world, Matthew Evans, believes that “one of the joys of 

being Australian is being able to ‘pick and choose and take in all the good stuff from around the 

world.’
135

 In reality, the open air Australian barbecue, so much a cherished national tradition, is 

much more reflective of the country’s resources and its proximity to Asia than a single ingredient 

or cooking process.  

 

Vegemite 
“He just smiled and gave me a Vegemite sandwich” sang Men at Work, an iconic 

Australian band, in their now infamous 1980 song “Down Under.”
136

 In 1922, the Fred Walker 

Company hired chemist Cyril Percy Callister to develop a spread from the leftovers from 

manufacturing beer and Vegemite was born.  Nearly one hundred years later, more than twenty-

two million jars are sold annually and, since 1923, every jar has been made in Melbourne at 

Fisherman’s Bend.
137

  Vegemite to an Australian is peanut butter and jelly to an American; it is a 

school lunch staple.   

Vegemite is a spread made of leftover brewers’ yeast extract and a variety of vegetable 

and spice additives.  It is a very dark reddish-brown, almost black, color and has a similar 

consistency to that of peanut butter. It is also very salty in taste, which for many is considered an 

acquired taste.
138

  

Although sales of this sticky 

spread started off slowly, the Fred 

Walker Company formed a joint 

company with J.L. Kraft & Bros, 

known today as Kraft Foods. The 

Walker Company leveraged the 

popularity of the Kraft cheese 

products as a way to increase 

consumer interest in Vegemite.  As 

such, it was given away with the purchase of any cheese product and the campaign proved wildly 

successful.  Vegemite was included in the Australian Army rations during World War II and by 

1940, nine out of ten Australian homes used the product.
139

   

Try spreading it on a piece of buttered toast or add it to your sandwich if you want to 

have a “Vegemite sandwich” that would make Men at Work proud.  
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ANZAC Biscuits 

ANZAC biscuits 
ANZAC biscuits are a sweet biscuit popular in Australia and 

New Zealand.  ANZAC stands for the Australian and New Zealand 

Army Corps, which was established in World War I.  It has been 

claimed that biscuits were sent by wives and women's groups to 

soldiers abroad during the war because the ingredients do not spoil 

easily and the biscuits kept well during naval transportation.
  
However, 

this information has been contradicted with the claim that ANZAC 

biscuits were never sent to soldiers and were instead eaten by 

Australians and New Zealanders at home in order to raise funds for the 

war.
  .

It is unclear which of these two competing claims is true. 
140

  

 

Language 

Australia has no official language, but the majority of the population speaks English as a 

first language.  Australian English is easily distinguished from British or American English due 

to its unique accents, pronunciations, idioms, and vocabulary.  Australian English spelling is 

closer to British English than it is to American English spelling.   

According to the 2016 census, seventy-three percent of people in Australia spoke only 

English at home, including a large number of first- and second-generation migrants.  Because 

people from about two hundred countries around the world have migrated to Australia, there is a 

vast collection of languages spoken in the country, including Mandarin, Italian, Arabic, 

Cantonese, and Greek.  Australia also has a sign language known as Auslan, which over twenty 

thousand people use to communicate. 
141

  

It is believed that there were between two and three hundred Aboriginal languages at the 

time when the Europeans first arrived.  Unfortunately, only about seventy of these have survived 

and all but twenty are now endangered. One indigenous language, Arnente, remains the main 

language for 0.25% of the population.
142 

 While we are visiting the Tjapukai Cultural Center in 

Kuranda, we will most likely have the opportunity to hear Djabugay, another of the indigenous 

languages, being spoken.  

“Strine” is Australian slang.  It is almost a language in and of itself.  Ozspeak, as it is 

affectionately termed, is a combination of abbreviations, profanities, hyperboles, word-tweaking 

and vulgar expressions all rolled into one.  Originally created and used by the convicts inhabiting 

the land, it quickly evolved into the language of a rebellious subculture until it became its present 

iteration of everyday slang and common expressions.  Understanding this unique complement of 

phrases and terms becomes increasingly more difficult to non-Aussies for a variety of reasons:   

1. Many of these words are derived from Aboriginal descent  

2. It is commonly accepted to have a range of spellings for one word   

3. Words have different meanings than what we know them to mean  
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Here’s a quick quiz to see if you speak “strine”: 

 

1. Be game when you play with a ring at the footy match.  (Be 

brave when you play with a superstar in the soccer game.) 

 

2. Don’t forget to bring your cossie to the barbie. (Don’t forget 

to bring your bathing suit to the cookout.) 

4. Everything is abbreviated in Australia.  Some add an -e or -o to the abbreviation, 

turning garbageman into garbo for example while others include a suffix as 

evidenced by Christmas becoming Chrissy or mosquito becoming mozzie.
143

 

 

Combine these elements and you may want to travel with a translator to try to understand 

a conversation that contains any strine expressions. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Indigenous Music 
Music is an integral part of Aboriginal culture. Their most famous musical instrument is 

the didgeridoo (didjeridu). This wooden instrument, used among the Aboriginal tribes of 

northern Australia, makes a distinctive droning sound and it has been adopted by a wide variety 

of non-Aboriginal performers.  The didgeridoo is a wind instrument made from hollow wood and 

it’s usually around four feet long; however, it can be anywhere from three to ten feet in length 

(that’s a heavy instrument to carry back and forth to band practice!).  The longer the instrument, 

the lower the pitch will be.   

The first didgeridoos were played by aboriginal people in northern Australia, an 

estimated forty thousand years ago.  They were made from fallen eucalyptus branches that had 

been naturally hollowed out by termites.  Modern didgeridoos are commonly made from 

eucalyptus, bamboo, or agave and are used in a variety of world music applications including 

beatboxing, dance music, and meditation. 
144

 

A didgeridoo is usually played sitting down because it is so long.  It is played by 

continuously vibrating one’s lips to make the drone sound while using a special way of breathing 

called circular breathing. This means that a player breathes in through the nose at the same time 

as pushing air out of the mouth.  A skilled player can refill the air in his lungs while playing and, 

with practice, the player can keep a note playing for as long as he’d like. There are recordings of 

modern didgeridoo players playing without stopping for more than forty minutes!  Wow - 

circular breathing is pretty impressive!  See if you can didgeridoo it! 
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It is actually the rhythm of circular breathing that gives the instrument its readily 

recognizable sound. Other changes in the didgeridoo's sound can be made by adding vocals to 

the drone. Most of the sounds are related to the sounds of Australian animals, such as the dingo 

or the kookaburra. To make these sounds, the players simply have to use their voice to make the 

animal’s sound while 

continuing to blow air 

through the instrument. The 

results range from very high-

pitched sounds to very low 

sounds. Adding vocal sounds 

increases the complexity of 

the playing. 
145

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fun Facts about the Didgeridoo (AKA the didge...if you want to sound cool)! 
 

1. Today didgeridoos are made from a large variety of materials such as glass, leather, hemp 

fiber, ceramic, plastic, fiberglass, logs drilled out, dried/hollowed Agave cactus stems, 

aluminum and other metals, and just about any material that can be formed into a hollow tube! 

 

2. The didgeridoo was traditionally used as an accompaniment along with chants, singers with 

Bilma (Tapping sticks) and dancers, often in ceremonies. 

 

3. Today the didgeridoo is heard in almost every style of music: rock, jazz, blues, pop, hip-hop, 

electronic, techno, funk, punk, rap, etc. There are truly no limits to the use of this awesome 

instrument. 

 

4. In a few aboriginal groups, only men played the didgeridoo during certain ceremonies, but in 

many groups, outside of ceremony, men, women and children played it. 

 

5. The word didgeridoo can be spelled many different ways, none of which are Aboriginal names 

for the instrument. The word "didgeridoo" was a western word given to the instrument around 

100 years ago. 
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Wanna get more ZZZs?  Maybe you should learn to play the didgeridoo! 

A 2005 study in the British Medical Journal found that learning and playing the 

didgeridoo helped reduce snoring and sleep apnea!  The circular breathing technique needed to 

play the didgeridoo strengthens the muscles in the upper airway, which helps them stay open 

during sleep. 
147

 

Notable Aussie Musicians 

The earliest Western musical influences in Australia can be traced back to two distinct 

sources: the first free settlers who brought with them the European classical music tradition, and 

the large body of convicts and sailors, who brought the traditional folk music of England, 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  While American and British content dominated airwaves and 

record sales into the 1960s, local successes began to emerge, notably the Bee Gees and AC/DC 

who gained popularity in Australia before becoming internationally famous.  Then, in the 1980s, 

Australian performers INXS, Men at Work, Crowded House, and Midnight Oil gained 

international fame as well.  Other more recent Australian musical acts include Savage Garden, 

Kylie Minogue, Gotye, and Sia, all of whose songs are played regularly on radio stations 

throughout the United States and the world.   

 

Film 

Tales of bush ranging, gold mining, convict life and the colonial frontier dominated the 

silent film era of Australian cinema.  In fact, the world’s first feature film, The Story of the Kelly 

Gang, was filmed in Melbourne in 1906. The silent film has a running time of over an hour. It 

was first screened at Melbourne’s Athenaeum Hall on December 26th, 1906 before premiering in 

the United Kingdom in January 1908. 
148

 

  Some American producers in the film industry have opted to use studios in Melbourne 

and Sydney, where filming could be completed well below the cost of production in the U.S.  

Notable movies produced in Australia include The Matrix, Star Wars II and III, and Australia, 

starring Nicole Kidman and Hugh Jackman.  

Nicole Kidman is an Australian-American actress.  Although technically born in the 

United States, Honolulu to be precise, while her Australian-born parents were there on 

educational visas, Kidman grew up in Sydney where she pursued her love of dance and theater.  

She is an Academy Award winning actress known for her roles in movies such as Far and Away 

and Days of Thunder but in the Land Down Under, she is iconic for starring in one of their 

holiday favorite films, Bush Christmas. 
149

   

Crocodile...Dundee or Hunter? 

 Have you ever seen a crocodile show at the zoo?  Ever watched as a trained professional 

interacted with this wild animal for the enjoyment of the viewing audience?  The awe and appeal 
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of this interplay between man and beast was captured on film by the overwhelming international 

popularity of a 1986 movie aptly titled Crocodile Dundee starring the Aussie 

Paul Hogan.
150

  In it, an Australian crocodile hunter living in the Outback is 

sought out by a New York journalist after she survives a crocodile attack.  The 

series of adventures that ensue all serve to highlight the cultural differences 

between the fast paced life in the city with the nature laden style of the 

Outback.  Oh, and it’s obviously a love story of opposites attract too.   

Paul Hogan’s character was not the only Aussie 

skilled at capturing the continent’s largest and most 

dangerous crocodiles.  Steve Irwin was a real-life crocodile 

catcher who dedicated his life to increasing awareness of the unique wildlife 

inhabiting the country.   A trained wildlife conservationist, Irwin’s adventures 

with animals ranging from crocodiles to koalas and kangaroos catapulted him 

into international fame. He was constantly risking his life to show the 

spectacular beauty of both dangerous and oftentimes endangered wildlife.  

According to Irwin, his “risk-taking style helped to raise concern for 

threatened but dangerous animals and enabled viewers to appreciate directly their power, beauty, 

and uniqueness.”
151

  

Unfortunately, in 2006, Irwin lost his life while filming the documentary “The Ocean’s 

Deadliest” when he was stung and killed by a venomous bull stingray.
152

  Since his death, the  

Irwin family, also animal conservationists, has continued his legacy and now operate the 

Australia Zoo in honor of his mission to protect the world’s wildlife. 

Art 

Art is an important part of Australia’s culture and history.  Australia has many major art 

museums and galleries, both supported by the national, state, and local governments, and by 

university and privately owned museums. The more prominent of these museums include the 

National Gallery of Australia, the National Portrait Gallery of Australia, the National Museum of 

Australia, Canberra Museum and Gallery, the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, and the 

Art Gallery of New South Wales.  The Museum of Old and New Art in Hobart is the largest 

private museum in the Southern Hemisphere!
153

  Australia has achieved international recognition 

for its art, including music, film, painting, theater, dance, and crafts.  While much of Australia’s 

cultural output has tended to fit with general trends and styles in Western arts, the arts from the 

indigenous people represents a unique Australian cultural tradition.   

Australia has some of the oldest and largest open-air rock art sites in the world. You can 

find Aboriginal rock art sites in many rural, remote and even urban environments. They offer 

insight into extinct species, spirituality and relationships.  According to the Aboriginal belief, the 

world was created when ancestral spirits assumed human forms thousands of years ago.  

These indigenous groups began recording the stories of “Dreamtime,” this period of creation, by 

applying red, yellow, white and black pigments to the surrounding rocks. Over time, they 

captured everything from hunting methods to laws and ceremonies to early contact with 
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Europeans.
154

  These illustrations have served as a means of imparting knowledge for future 

generations.  Today, these ancient canvases represent some of the oldest and longest running 

historical records of any group of people in the world. 

Thanks to conservation efforts, many of these ancient rock paintings have been preserved 

and are open to the public in Australia's Northern Territory, offering a rare connection to one of 

the world's oldest living cultures. At each site, subjects can range from ancestral spirits to now-

extinct animals, like the Tasmanian tiger. Often overlapping with newer figures layered on older 

images, these paintings transport visitors into not one, but multiple worlds and time periods.
155

 

Australian aboriginal art is not limited to engravings and paintings.  In fact, it 

encompasses works in a diverse range of media including various forms of prehistoric sculpture. 

Aboriginal rock painting includes the following styles: 

1.  X-ray and cross-hatch art from Arnhem Land and Kakadu regions of Northern Australia 

- a style of painting in which the insides of animals and humans are depicted, as if X-

rayed. 

2. Dot-painting from areas in Central and Western Australia - featuring a range of complex 

patterns created with dots. 

3. Stencil painting from several different locations, featuring negative stencils and positive 

prints of hands and feet.  

4. Bradshaw paintings (now called Gwion art) - originally named after the European 

livestock farmer Joseph Bradshaw - from the Kimberley region of Western Australia. 

They include “sash paintings" made with pigments painted on rock surfaces by feather 

quills. 

5. Face painting, and other traditional forms of tribal art practiced by aboriginal artists 

throughout Australasia, such as the Yolngu people of Arnhem Land.  

6. Various types of painting on leaves, bark and baobab seeds.
156

  

Australian aboriginal rock art is among the oldest continuous art tradition in the world, 

dating as far back as sixty thousand years.  It is spread across hundreds of thousands of sites, 

making Australia the richest continent in the world in terms of prehistoric art.
157

  

Literature 

Australia is known for its bush poetry, which has been around for hundreds of years.  

You may be asking yourself:  What is bush poetry?!  Is it... 

a. lyrical rhymes spat while sitting in a park? 

b. prose written by someone with really voluminous hair? 

c. poems created by an author who has a really big beard? 

 

The answer is none of the above (or all of the above if the following criteria are met as 

well)!  According to the Australian Bush Poets Association, by definition Australian Bush Poetry 
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is metered and rhymed poetry about Australia, Australians, and/or the Australian way of life. 

Early bush poetry developed from the traditional ballads that the first European settlers brought 

to the country. Eventually, a distinctive Australian voice began to emerge and poets wrote about 

the country’s natural wonders, history, and of their own personal accounts.  Famous bush poets, 

such as Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson, painted a picture of Australia through their words; 

bush poetry is considered to be Australia’s first homegrown popular culture.  A song that many 

of us may remember from our preschool days was actually written by Banjo Paterson in 1895.  

Waltzing Matilda is still popular today and is regarded by many as the nation’s unofficial 

national anthem (FYI: the actual national anthem is Advance Australia Fair).
158

  Modern bush 

poets cover many topics and use traditional rhyming poetry to convey Australia’s history, tell 

tales of the outback, and some even tackle controversial topics of 21st century society such as 

substance abuse, medical issues, and environmental concerns. 
159

 

 

The Ern Malley affair of 1943:  Australia’s Most Famous Literary Hoax 

Max Harris was a glamorous young Australian poet who was making a reputation for 

himself as something of a rebel as editor of Angry Penguins, a cutting-edge literary magazine. 

Harris wanted to shake up the artistic community by exposing it to new ideas and new writers, 

and in 1944 he thought he had found a writer worth taking under his wing. That writer's name 

was Ern Malley. 

Harris never actually met Malley. Instead, he received some of Malley's poems in the 

mail from a woman claiming to be Malley's sister. Ern himself had, it seemed, died of Graves' 

disease and his sister said that she had found the poems while going through his possessions after 

his death. 

The poems were strange, dark, brooding, and almost incomprehensible. They contained 

lines such as "I am still the black swan of trespass on alien waters." Harris loved them, and he 

arranged for a special edition of Angry Penguins to be devoted to Malley's work. There was just 

one problem. Ern Malley didn't exist. He was the satirical creation of two Australian poets, 

Harold Stewart and James McAuley, who were hostile to modernist poetry and wanted to see if 

they could get the literary world to accept "deliberately concocted nonsense." They later claimed 

to have written the poems in one day by picking out random lines from the Oxford Dictionary of 

Quotations. 

Harris's reputation and ego took a blow when the Ern Malley hoax was exposed. But 

Stewart and McAuley didn't come out of the hoax as heroes either. Many readers insisted they 

enjoyed Malley's poems and argued that the two poets had unintentionally produced better work 

than they were capable of when trying to be serious.
160
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Want to sound like a true Aussie?  Here’s some lingo (so you don’t sound like a 

dingo)! 

 

Arvo Afternoon 

Evo Evening 

Aussie (pronounced Ozzie) Australian 

Barbie Barbecue (noun) 

Bonzer (You’ve done a bonzer job!) Good 

Ace! Excellent!  Very good! 

Chokkie Chocolate 

G’Day! Hello! 

Hooroo! Goodbye! 

Mozzie  Mosquito 

Sanger Sandwich 

Milk Bar A corner store that sells take-away food 

Tucker  Food 

Straya Australia 

How you going? A standard greeting in “Straya” 

She’ll be right. Don’t worry about it. It’ll be okay. 

Lollies Candies/sweets. 

Maccas McDonald’s 

Where’s the dunny? Where’s the bathroom? 

Thongs Flip flops 

Gumboots (Gummies) Rain Boots 

Dacks Pants 

Brekky Breakfast 

Saltie or Freshie Crocodile (either saltwater or freshwater) 

Togs / Bathers / Cozzie Bathing Suit  

Biccy Biscuit (cookie) 

Ambo Ambulance 

Firies Firefighters 

Aussie Salute Brushing the flies away with your hand 

Boomer A large male kangaroo 

Yakka Work 

Ute Utility vehicle; pickup truck 
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