
Studies in  
Oral History

The Journal of 
 Oral History Australia

Issue 44, 2022



Studies in  
Oral History

The Journal of  
Oral History Australia

Issue 44, 2022

Migrant Voices: Community Collaboration  
and Telling Migration Histories



ii

STUDIES IN ORAL HISTORY:  
THE JOURNAL OF ORAL HISTORY AUSTRALIA 

(formerly Oral History Australia Journal)  

NO. 44, 2022

Studies in Oral History is published annually. Its content reflects the diversity and vitality of oral 

history practice in Australia, and includes contributions from overseas. 

The views expressed by contributors do not necessarily reflect the views of the Editors, the Editorial 

Board or the publisher of Studies in Oral History. 

JOINT EDITORS: 

Carla Pascoe Leahy – carla.pascoeleahy@utas.edu.au 

Skye Krichauff – skye.krichauff@adelaide.edu.au 

‘SPECIAL ISSUE EDITORS’

Alexandra Dellios & Maria Savvidis

EDITORIAL BOARD: 

Alexandra Dellios, Chair – alexandra.dellios@anu.edu.au

Lynn Abrams, Sean Field, Alexander Freund, Anna Green, Nepia Mahuika, Anisa Puri,  

Beth Robertson, Mark Wong

REVIEWS EDITOR: 

Gemmia Burden – gemmiaburden@gmail.com 

COVER IMAGE: 

Greta Migrant Camp Layout, National Archives of Australia NAA: A12872, GRETA/1, 1949.

COPY EDITING:

Katie Connolly – lynchkatie@hotmail.com

COVER, CONTENT DESIGN AND TYPESETTING: 

Taloula Press – www.taloulapress.com

karen@taloulapress.com

WEBSITE MANAGEMENT AND PUBLICITY

Judy Hughes - jlhughes@optusnet.com.au

ISSN 2209-0460

Copyright of articles is held by individual authors. Apart from fair dealing for the purposes of private 

study, research, criticism or review as permitted by the Copyright Act 1968, no part of this publication 

may be reproduced by any process without permission of the author/s. Please address any correspon-

dence concerning copyright to the editors. 

The editors of the journal welcome offers of material for possible publication in the 2023 issue,  

No. 45. All enquires can be directed to the editors.



iii

From the Guest Editors

Welcome to the special issue of Studies in Oral History focusing on migration histories 

and the importance of collecting and sharing the diversity of voices in migrant, 

refugee and diaspora communities. 

Our special edition begins with Mary Hutchison delving into these issues and more 

through the prism of her decades-long career as an oral historian. Beginning in the 

1970s, developments in oral history practice and theory intersect with her creative 

and community-focused work. Hutchison found more creative forms (rather than 

the academic thesis) a better medium for communicating and making sense of the 

emotions and feelings captured through oral history. The community arts scene and 

activism also influenced her practice, and these experiences allowed her to experi-

ment with sound in exhibition spaces, utilising oral histories as more than ‘add-ons’ 

in museums, leading to collaborative migration exhibition projects. We are grateful 

to Mary for sharing these reflections on her career as an oral historian working with 

migrant and ethnic minority communities.

Eureka Henrich returns us to the 1980s and the Ethnic Affairs Commission of New 

South Wales (EAC) Oral History Project, alongside a consideration of Morag Loh’s 

project with the Federation for Italian Workers and their Families (FILEF) from the 

late 1970s. Henrich’s meditation on ‘reusing’ or ‘reanalysing’ archived collections 

considers the implications of listening to and across collections containing migrant 

voices. Drawing too on Janis Wilton’s reflections on leading and managing the EAC 

project, Henrich reminds readers to carefully consider the circumstances in which 

oral history interviews were undertaken and archived, and how our contemporary 
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research questions influence the reuse of these interviews – in her case, questions 

about migrants’ encounters with the health system in Australia. Like Hutchison, her 

work endorses careful listening. 

One place that has received attention as a commemorative locale for post-war migrant 

heritage is the immigration camp or centre. In her article, Gretel Evans draws on 

migrant (and military) voices invested in remembering Greta Migrant Camp, the 

second-largest post-war immigration camp run by the Australian Department of 

Immigration. Despite this, there are no tangible remains at the original site of Greta. 

Focusing our attention on the dynamic remembering processes occurring at and 

around the site of Greta camp, Evans explores migrant storytelling practices and the 

challenges to remembering that they’ve encountered.

Jeanette Mollenhauer calls for an immigrant dance archive, using oral history as a 

data collection method, which she argues is an ideal method for capturing somatic 

experiences and performative contexts. Oral histories do not just supplement the 

visual recording of dance; voices here are necessary to understanding and appropri-

ately archiving a practice. We also return to the issue of representation of migrant 

and culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)  communities in Australian archives 

and the galleries, libraries, archives, museums (GLAM)  sector more broadly. And 

as Hutchison explores in her piece, Mollenhauer too hints at the potential of multi-

modal narratives (the combination of oral, visual and performative data) to present 

migration stories.

Valerie Liddle also turns to dance – having accompanied a troupe of multi-

generational Pontic Greek dancers on their return trip to Greece. Her oral histories 

with these subjects came to focus on the different forms of nostalgia towards the idea 

of ‘homeland’ expressed by first, second and 1.5 generations of migrants. Absence, 

loss and yearning are a part of these expressions, and are here explored as a means 

to highlight the range of emotions that the idea of ‘return’ can incite in a diasporic 

group with multiple generations.

Our reports and reviews this year reflect a myriad of projects and publications that 

continue the thread of representing and preserving migrant voices throughout this 
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From the Editors

edition. We extend our warmest thanks to editors Skye Krichauff and Carla Pascoe 

Leahy (and Reviews Editor Gemmia Burden) for their efforts in managing and 

editing such an array of contributions.

Barry York begins the reports section with an intimate piece reflecting on his signif-

icant career across four decades, recording hundreds of oral histories with migrants 

in Australia. Sparked very early on by a personal desire to connect and understand 

his own family beyond photographs and memories, York vividly recounts the many 

voices he has encountered along the way and shares his advice and lessons learned 

in creating interviews that provide a personal and lasting experience and dimension 

of history. 

Also in the reports, Carol McKirdy shares advice around language awareness to enable 

agency with migrant interviewees; Linda Hunt looks at the natural relationship between 

and benefits of teaching oral history to family historians; and Birgit Heilmann creates 

a mini podcast series from existing interviews with British migrants in South Australia 

with a focus on the lesser explored topic of returning home to England. 

Alexandra Pierce discusses the challenges and triumphs in locating and interviewing 

women protesters more than 50 years after their involvement in the Save Our Sons 

movement opposing conscription during the Vietnam War. Indira Chowdhury 

sensitively explores memories of an interviewee and his family’s displacement and 

fragmentation after the 1941 Japanese invasion of Malaya forces them to leave their 

established life in Burma for their home country of India.

A report on the Greek Australian Archive Project, a partnership between UNSW and 

the State Library of NSW, examines capturing the experiences of Sydney’s post-war 

Greek community across 100 oral history interviews, while writer Toni Palombi 

rounds things off with ‘Something Almost Magical’ – a creative piece composed 

from fragments of oral recollections by her father about his life as a child in post-war 

Italy and migration to Australia in the 1950s.

Finally, the reviews section showcases the breadth of recent scholarship in migration, 

with substantial use of oral histories and recordings. Titles explore the personal stories 
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of Chinese Australians who lived through the era of ‘White Australia’; the Partition of 

India; case studies of migrant representation from the eighteenth century to present 

day; oral histories of American and Australian veterans returning to Vietnam; an 

online exhibition celebrating the poems carved into the walls by former detainees 

of Angel Island detention centre; and oral histories from engineering patternmakers 

and industrial modelmakers in Australia.

We are grateful to Oral History Australia’s national committee and the support and 

encouragement of editors Skye Krichauff and Carla Pascoe Leahy in championing 

this special edition and providing a platform for the invaluable contributions and 

work of our authors, as well as Katie Connolly and Karen Wallis for their care and 

attention towards copy editing and layout respectively.

Oral history provides opportunities for marginalised voices to challenge and expand 

existing narratives about their own experience and communities. We hope the 

discourse in this special issue highlights the ongoing efforts to record these voices, 

the importance in broadening existing archives and the historical record, the stories 

we tell and receive, and the work that remains to be done in this space. 

Maria Savvidis and Alexandra Dellios
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Introduction to the Special Issue, 
‘Migrant Voices: Community 

Collaboration and Telling Migration 
Histories’

ALEXANDRA DELLIOS

I came at Christmas, and I couldn’t find work. When I first met my [arranged] 

husband, he had only ten dollars in his bank account. And I cry and I cry, I 

couldn’t do anything. I didn’t want to upset my father and my mother, and 

brothers. And I cried and I stayed in my room for three days, there with the 

people I lived with [in Redfern]. The lady came on the third day, New Years 

Day, she said don’t cry, she made me coffee… I start crying more. This other 

lady came in and was named Poppi too, she came from a different island. 

And I cry, and I said: I couldn’t believe it. These old houses! My house in 

Crete was so beautiful! I didn’t believe that in one house [in Sydney], there 

were two or three families together. And I had to prepare to marry here… 

when I see all the Greek people the same doing labouring work, I feel sorry, 

but I couldn’t go back… if I went back home the people wouldn’t think I 

was a virgin anymore.1

This is the voice of Popi Bolakis interviewed in 1985 for the Ethnic Affairs 

Commission (EAC) NSW Oral History Project, held by the State Library of NSW. 

With a consistent bang sounding in the background, and in a compelling mixture 

of Greek and English, Popi tells us about the dashed expectations of her youth as 

a young migrant woman sent across the world to marry a man she’d never met in 

a country she knew nothing about. Elements of her story are familiar to historians 

of migration to Australia – the stresses of resettlement, the different expectations 

1  CY MLOH 91/8, Ethnic Affairs Commission Oral History project, interview with Popi Bolakis, no 
date.
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placed on men and women, the workplace discrimination, the yearning for a place 

of one’s own. And yet, we are aware of these issues (intellectually at least) via the 

assessments of others: source documents penned by bureaucrats, health workers, 

social scientists, and politicians, who occasionally draw on the anecdotes of their 

subjects, post-war immigrants like Popi, afflicted by ‘nerves’ but rarely listened to. If 

we, as oral historians, are to aspire to an empathetic emplacement of the subjective 

voice, the value of sitting with and hearing Popi’s voice cannot be overstated.

In Australia, the presence of migrant voices has increased in galleries, libraries, 

archives, museums (GLAM) since the early 1980s, when the EAC conducted their 

landmark oral histories project, and various bicentennial-funded projects also 

boosted the migrant presence. Since then, the GLAM sector has also recognised the 

limits of a celebratory ‘food and folklore’ multiculturalism as a theme in exhibitions, 

and curators and archivists are all too aware of the biases in historically Anglophone 

collections established in a settler-colonial context. While proactive efforts by insti-

tutions and archives are underway and making significant progress in addressing 

these ‘gaps’ and biases, collections fall short of being truly representative of Austra-

lia’s population, where almost a quarter of all households speak a language other than 

English in the home.

But migrants and their diaspora communities are far from silent. Community-

initiated projects, sometimes funded by one-off government grants, do incredible 

work. There is no ‘shortage of material culture’ for migration in the storerooms and 

archives of culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) community groups across 

the country, and in community oral history projects.2 Such collections can pose 

questions around ownership and accessibility (whose heritage?), as well as questions 

about marginality and power. Do recent moves from certain ethnic communities 

in Victoria to establish their own museums indicate a more assertive voice? Or do 

these practices underscore their exclusion and reinforce the ‘otherness’ of Other 

Australians, their separation from wider social and cultural forces shaping Australian 

2 Context Pty Ltd and Way Back When for Heritage Victoria, ‘Victoria’s Post 1940s Migration Heritage: 
Volume 1, Project Report’, August 2011. 
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life? Undeniably, these voices are important in order to challenge and expand core 

Australian narratives about settlement and belonging, about race and ethnicity, 

social justice and community relations or social cohesion. If we are to rely only on 

the material available in elite and mainstream cultural collecting institutions, our 

visions of Australia are blinkered.

The project of collecting, preserving and sharing migrant (and all non-Anglo-Celtic-

Australian) voices remains important. Historically, racialised minorities have been 

most vulnerable to breakdowns in existing social systems, to economic upheaval, 

and to the failure of existing Anglophone systems of governance to account for 

difference in times of crisis and change. Recent migrant and ethnic-minority 

experiences with COVID-19 (especially in Melbourne’s north-west and Sydney’s 

west) are a case in point. Non-Anglophone Australia was marginalised during the 

COVID pandemic, whilst also being more heavily policed. A federal coordinating 

body to communicate COVID-19 directives to CALD communities was only 

established in December 2020; and even then, health directives and the benefits 

of vaccination and boosters were poorly communicated to non-English-speaking-

background communities. Mortality rates among migrants were higher than for the 

wider Australian population.3 These moments in time are part of a continuum of 

neglect and dismissal, which are contingent too on historically shifting designations 

of ethnicity and race in settler-colonial Australia, of who is or is not assimilated 

into the category of White Australia for whom systems are designed. Symbolically 

and materially, the neglect is a symptom that extends into the archive, the historical 

record, the stories we tell and receive, and in this space, work remains to be done.

3 Violet Roumeliotis, ‘From Multicultural to Inclusive: There’s More Work to Do’, ProBono Australia, 4 
July 2022. Available at https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/07/from-multicultural-to-inclusive-
theres-more-work-to-do/?utm_campaign=coschedule&utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=Violet%20
Roumeliotis%20AM.
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Intimate Histories and Public 
Conversation: Oral History, 

Migration History and  
Public History

MARY HUTCHISON

Dr Mary Hutchison is an honorary associate professor at the Australian National Uni-
versity’s Centre for Heritage and Museum Studies. As an oral and public historian, 
museum exhibition curator and writer, her research and professional interests include 
creative heritage and museum interpretation, community collaboration, Australian mi-
gration history, and cultural diversity. She has a particular interest in interpretation of 

historical and cultural experience through personal histories and senses of place.

This paper discusses oral history and Australian migration history from 

the perspective of my work with oral history in a variety of public history 

settings. From this angle of public representation of personal experience, it 

connects with several significant developments in oral history theory and 

practice over the twentieth century and shows some of the intersections 

between oral history and other disciplines and practices. Migrant histories 

and voices feature in my discussion as part of my field of activities, and as 

both content and subject of my collaborative migration exhibition research. 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper looks at oral history and its intersections with migration history through 

the prism of my career as an oral historian and writer in a variety of Australian 

community, public history, research and arts settings. It is framed by developments 

in oral history theory and practice since the 1970s, when I was an undergraduate. 

These developments have also framed the development of Australian migration oral 

history. Migrant oral histories and voices, implicitly and explicitly, have been part 

of the environment and content of my creative oral/public history activities. Most 
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substantially they have been the focus of my research concerning the representation 

of personal experience in museum exhibitions about migration.1 

My discussion takes the form of examples of my work from the 1970s presented in 

the context of oral history theory and practice and relevant aspects of Australian social 

history and government policy. In the context of oral history practice, the creative, 

public and community-focused nature of the examples connect with chapters in The 

Oral History Reader’s discussions of ‘Making Histories’ (public history) and ‘Advocacy 

and Empowerment’.2 Like these chapters, my work also reflects involvement with 

various other practices and interests including social activism, reminiscence, literacy, 

and text and audio forms of representing personal experience.

In the context of oral history theory, the two developments most strongly reflected 

within and across my examples are the interest in democratising history by collecting 

data about lived experience typically neglected in dominant historical narratives; and 

the focus on memory as a process of personal-cultural remembering, rather than as 

a transparent source of what happened.3 The contribution of feminist theory to oral 

history alongside both these developments, and the connections with sociology and 

other disciplines that informed the focus on memory, are also reflected in my expe-

rience.4 Intentions of activist movements that oral history joined forces with from 

the 1960s – particularly activist arts activities that in Australia became ‘community 

arts’, and the community writing and publishing movement in Britain – also play a 

role in the work I discuss.

Michael Frisch’s term ‘shared authority’ to describe the subjectivity and agency of 

both interviewer and interviewee in creating the interview, has been a long-term 

guide to my practice as an interviewer and in collaboration with community 

groups.5 Another enduring element that underpins my discussion is the capacity 

1 See migrationmemories.net.au.

2 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader (London: Routledge, 2006).

3 Perks and Thomson, The Oral History Reader, 1–8.

4 Perks and Thomson, The Oral History Reader, 4, 6.

5 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (USA: 
State University of New York Press, 1990).
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of first-person expression of experience to speak immediately and powerfully to an 

audience. In the to and fro of the interview conversation, an individual’s words, 

tones, turns of phrase, descriptions and other elements of telling (such as hesitation, 

silence, change of pace or cadence) reflect the emotions of an experience – and of 

remembering it. As Alistair Thomson reminds us, the twenty-first century ‘emotional 

turn’ in history is not new to oral historians, but provides it with a new platform.6 It 

enables contemporary discussion of oral history’s value as ‘intimate’ history, not only 

conveying feelings and meanings, but capable of touching the feelings of audiences. 

As my colleague Penny Grist and I have argued, as a sensory, embodied ‘experience 

of experience’, oral history provides a basis for creating conversations across time, 

place and cultural difference.7

The examples are presented in sections that reflect significant changes in the context 

and focus of my work. Excerpts from the stories and voices of people who shared their 

experiences, with me and wider audiences, are included in italics, as are responses 

from audience members.

ORAL HISTORY RESEARCH AND WRITING: WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES OF 

CHANGING OPPORTUNITIES

As an undergraduate in Australia interested in writing and the changing, multiple 

textures of everyday life, I found my way to oral history via three universities and the 

subjects of drama, English literature, politics, sociology, anthropology and history. 

This exploration took place in the 1970s era of radical social movements and their 

impact on government policies. In Australia, the women’s movement had made 

women’s social position and rights a topic of public and domestic discussion, which 

gained political traction after the election of the Whitlam Labor Government in 

1972. Action for Indigenous rights, including land rights, was becoming a critical 

part of the political landscape. The White Australia policy was finally dismantled 

6 Alistair Thomson, ‘Indexing and Interpreting Emotion: Joy and Shame in Oral History’, Oral History 
Journal Australia, no. 41 (2019): 1–11.

7 Penelope Grist and Mary Hutchison, ‘Meanings and Feelings of Places and Collections: Oral History as 
Future Experience’ (paper presented at the Association of Critical Heritage Studies conference, Univer-
sity College, London, 26–30 August 2020). 
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in 1975 and politicians were working with migrant leaders and politicians towards 

the bipartisan policy of multiculturalism.8 As elsewhere, interaction between move-

ments for social change and educational and cultural institutions involved changes 

in the practice of history and the management of museum and library collections 

and displays.9

In the mid-1970s, my first research using oral history was inspired by feminist 

research bringing women’s changing experiences of time and place into historical 

discussion. It was also inspired by Paul Thompson’s advocacy for oral history as a 

source of historical evidence ‘from a new direction’ that included the ‘life experience 

of people of all kinds’.10 More specifically, my research was framed by the sociology 

department that accepted my honours thesis proposal to examine the experience of 

changing opportunities for women from the early 1900s to the 1970s. As a result, 

my analysis was grounded in the class mediation of gender, and the understanding 

that our social-cultural positions inform the way we think about and express our life 

choices as individuals in the context of the present. My thesis was based on inter-

views with a sample group of three generations of women. All had attended the same 

middle-of-the-road private school in Adelaide, and were teenagers in the 1920s, 

1940s and 1960s.11 

There was another element in this mixture of undergraduate ideals and formal 

disciplinary frameworks – a strong interest in connecting oral history’s voices of 

experience with an audience outside the university. After what was undoubtedly a 

8 Anne-Marie Jordans, Alien to Citizen: Settling Migrants in Australia 1945–75 (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 
1997), 223–25, 229–33. 

9 Mary Hutchison and Andrea Witcombe, ‘Migration Exhibitions and the Question of Identity: Reflec-
tions on the History of the Representation of Migration in Australian Museums 1986–2011’, in 
Laurence Gourievidis (ed.), Museums and Migration: History, Memory and Politics (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2014), 230–31.

10 Paul Thompson, ‘The Voice of the Past’, in Perks and Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, 28. I 
learned about the oral history research work taking place at Essex University, where Paul Thompson was 
leading new directions for social history, from Vivien Brodsky who had just set up an entirely new type 
of history course at Adelaide University – the history of the family.

11 Mary Hutchison, ‘Class Mediation of Gender: A Study of Three Generations of Protestant, Privately 
Educated Women Born in Adelaide During the 20th Century’ (Unpublished honours thesis submitted in 
partial fulfilment of the degree of Bachelor of Arts with honours, Flinders University, 1979).
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struggle to explain theoretically what I had heard in the interviews, I used them as 

the basis for a radio play.12 It took the form of a set of three interconnected conver-

sations with actors taking the role of women of each generation reflecting on their 

lives. Each conversation touched on the way gender shaped the life experience of the 

women in my study and invited an appreciation of the way they expressed this in 

the context of 1970s debates about women’s roles in domestic and public life. In this 

creative rendition of my findings, I was much more able to communicate the lively, 

and often conflicted, process of making sense of the experience and feelings, that I 

had tried so hard to explain in my thesis. 

Another important element in my early oral history experience preceded my honours 

research: my friendship with a woman of my grandmother’s generation whom I met 

when she wanted someone to help her sort out her family papers. Marjorie was 

happy for me to record interviews with her about her life, family and community. 

Those interviews, and Marjorie herself, her generosity and interest in partici-

pating in something new, taught me about the importance of reciprocity in the 

interviewing relationship. This experience paved the way for my understanding of 

‘shared authority’ as a reflection of the agency or authority of both interviewee and 

interviewer, and their co-authorship of the interview. My friendship with Marjorie 

extended into the 1980s when, with her help, I researched the life of her mother, 

Edith Hubbe, and had the opportunity to make Edith the subject of a museum 

exhibition.13

COMMUNITY ARTS: DEMOCRATISING CULTURE AND HISTORY

My first experiments in forms of public history based on life experience coincided 

with oral history in Australia going public as the Oral History Association of 

Australia (OHAA) in 1978.14 They also set me on a path in which my more 

mature learning about agency and collaboration in the telling and writing of lived 

12 Mary Hutchison, ‘Three Pieces’, Sunday Play, Australian Broadcasting Commission, Radio 2, 28 June 
1981.

13 Mary Hutchison, Who Was Edith Hubbe? (Adelaide: Constitutional Museum, January–May 1982).

14 Oral History Australia, History. Available at https://oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/. Accessed 10 June 2022. 
I joined the South Australian branch in 1979, the year the first volume of the Journal was published.
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experience, took place in the ‘democratising culture’ context of community arts 

activities and productions.15 

One of the main drivers of the development of ‘community arts’ as a formal activity 

was the role artists had played in public representation of the concerns of grassroots 

action for change. Another was the possibilities opened up by the Whitlam Govern-

ment’s raft of ‘community’ policies to address disadvantage and access to education, 

health and welfare.16 When the Whitlam Government’s comprehensive arts funding 

policy came into operation under the Australia Council in 1975, ‘community arts’ 

was established as a special program for ‘unclassified activities and a response to new 

arts developments’.17 By the 1980s, changes in the funding and status of the program 

were encouraging the growth of an across-artform practice bringing diverse social 

and cultural life experiences to public audiences in the voices, words, music, images, 

artefacts and cultural traditions of everyday people. Co-funders, supporters and 

generators of this ‘theatre of artwork’ were unions, women’s organisations, migrant 

cultural organisations, and a range of cultural, educational, and local and issues-

based organisations. Much of this work was premised on ‘an exchange of skills and 

experience between professional artists and members of the community’ – poten-

tially a mirror of ‘shared authority’.18

Over the same period there was increasing acceptance of Australia as a multicultural 

society. Migrant advocacy organisations developed an established role in govern-

ment policymaking and the implementation of government services and programs. 

A landmark result of this collaboration was the 1980 establishment of multilingual 

public broadcasting in the form of the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) television 

and radio stations. Local groups were soon managing their own ‘ethnic broadcasting’ 

15 Michelle Evans, ‘Community Cultural Development: A Policy for Social Change?’ (Unpublished thesis 
submitted for Master of Creative Arts, Melbourne University, 2003), 23–24.

16 Michelle Evans, ‘Community Cultural Development’, 24.

17 Gay Hawkins, From Nimbin to Mardis Gras: Constructing Community Arts (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 
1993), 29.

18 Deborah Mills, ‘Cultural Development and the Arts in Everyday Life’ (Australia Council Scoping Study 
Reference Group 2006) quoted in Liliana Correa, ‘Community Cultural Development in the Australian 
Context’, Global Media Journal 1, no. 1, (2007): 7.  
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programs on community radio. Another cultural first was the opening of the Migra-

tion Museum in Adelaide in 1986.19 

In the web of variously resourced and accepted community organisations and 

projects that were typical of the wider 1980s activist landscape, both oral history 

and community arts were involved in the growth of research and representation 

of migration history and migrant experience. The theme of the 6th volume of the 

OHAA Journal issued in 1984 was ‘Migrant Histories’. Amongst its papers, several 

concerned arts and media projects. These included radio documentaries and the 

Greek Australian poet, Π.O.’s poems about the 1961 Bonegilla riots, which he 

created from his interviews with people involved in them. It also included Andrew 

and Eugenia Hill’s silk-screen print exhibition, Land of Promises, made with partici-

pants who offered their oral histories as a basis for the prints. 

Within the oral history context this project was significant because it used 

recollections, remembrances and emotional impressions as the foundation 

and sculpting factors to create silk-screen prints. The works themselves 

incorporated segments of oral history and we relied upon those histories, 

published in a booklet, as an extended exhibition catalogue, to provide the 

audience with an historical framework and a heightened awareness of matters 

related in the prints.20

Other papers highlighted the advocacy role of oral history. For instance, Helen 

Andreoni’s paper discussed how her oral history course in the Graduate Diploma in 

Multicultural Studies at Armidale College of Advanced Education was encouraging 

student ‘interaction across individual and communal boundaries’. Janis Wilton’s 

directory of migrant histories included community arts projects.21 Her previously 

completed oral history handbook for the Ethnic Affairs Commission of NSW, 

19 Hutchison and Witcomb, ‘Migration Exhibitions’, 230.

20 Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 6 (1984): 31.

21 Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 6 (1984): 61–63, 64, 31–38, 25–30, 65–73.
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Balancing the Books: Oral History for the Community also reflected the advocacy inter-

connections between community organisations and government agencies.22

The continuing relationship between oral history content and community arts 

activities was highlighted in Roberta Bonnin’s report to the Community Cultural 

Development Committee and the Literature Board of the Australia Council, Oral 

History and the Arts. The report documented community arts productions based 

on oral history that included visual artworks, multimedia exhibitions, soundscapes, 

performances and books of poetry and stories. Participants were senior citizens, 

ethnic groups, aged care residents, trade unionists and youth groups. Initiating 

organisations included trade unions, local councils and local libraries. The theatre 

company founded by the Italian Federation of Emigrant Workers and their Families 

(FILEF) was collecting oral histories as the basis for plays about the Italian experi-

ence in Australia.23 

My own early community arts projects in the 1980s included various plays for 

community theatre telling stories of diverse individual and community experiences, 

and an oral history program on Canberra’s community radio station 2XX, ‘Rank 

Hearsay’. Later in the decade I became more involved in community writing work-

shops and projects in group settings that included adult education, neighbourhood 

centres, aged care day centres, women’s services, trade unions, and local commu-

nity history and writing groups. This direction was given form and substance by 

an organised body of collaborative community writing and publishing activities in 

the UK that I learned about through contact with oral historian Alistair Thomson. 

The Federation of Worker Writers and Community Publishers (FWWCP) was an 

independent writing and publishing co-operative of community groups who shared 

the intention to make their experience of history visible/readable in their own words. 

Groups worked collaboratively and used recorded memories, autobiographical 

writing, other story forms and poetry. 

22 Roberta Bonnin, Oral History and the Arts (Australia Council of the Arts, 1990), 22.

23 Bonnin, Oral History and the Arts, 12–20.
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COMMUNITY WRITING AND PUBLISHING: TELLING AND WRITING OUR 

OWN HISTORIES

…people in the London Borough of Hackney devoured the pamphlets 

of autobiography and reminiscence which, amongst others, a dressmaker, 

a shoemaker and a cab driver had written… Other community groups in 

Bristol, Manchester and Brighton were at the same time publishing local 

people’s writing and finding a mass readership amongst people who could 

identify with childhood experiences of family life, growing up, migration to 

England, finding work and struggling through… Ordinary people became 

their own historians and biographers, and many took an active part in 

editing, designing and promoting their books.24 

The 1989 issue of the OHAA Journal, with the theme ‘Let All People Speak’, included 

an article by UK oral historian Joanna Bornat in which she discussed her work with 

older people’s reminiscences in the context of FWWCP’s community writing and 

publishing activities. Local community writing and publishing groups, as she indi-

cates in the above excerpt, emerged in the early 1970s through collaboration between 

‘teachers, graduates and community activists’ and people living in poor inner-city 

neighbourhoods.25 After the FWWCP was formed in 1976, the vitality of the shared 

intention to democratise or ‘disestablish literature’ (and history) continued through 

the shift to more critical awareness of historical memory and increasing diversity 

of member groups.26 When I visited the UK in 1994, members included reminis-

cence and adult literacy groups, as well as many concerned with specific experiences 

and histories based on gender, cultural background, race, migration experiences, 

disability, war, work, local history, special needs education, and activism.27 

24 Joanna Bornat, ‘Reminiscence and Older People’, Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 11 
(1989): 3–4.  

25 Bornat, ‘Reminiscence and Older People’, 4–17.  

26 Dave Morley and Ken Worpole (eds), The Republic of Letters: Working Class Writing and Local Publishing 
(London: Comedia Publishing Group, 1982), 2, 18.

27 This visit took place as part of a visiting fellowship at the Continuing Education Centre at Sussex 
University and an Australia Council grant which enabled me to meet member groups of the FWWCP 
and attend a conference. Since winding up in 2007 a FWWCP collection has been created at the Trades 
Union Congress Library Collections at the London Metropolitan University. Available at https://student.
londonmet.ac.uk/media/london-metropolitan-university/london-met-documents/professional-service-
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At the beginning of the 1990s, with a stronger sense of the meaning of ‘community 

writing’, and its connection with wider disciplinary frameworks, I added another 

university to my list and enrolled in part-time postgraduate study in continuing 

education at the University of New England. From 1991 to mid-1993 my friend and 

colleague, Annie Bolitho, and I job-shared the position of ACT Community Litera-

ture Officer at the Arts Council of the ACT.28 We shaped our community literature 

program along the lines of the FWWCP model to include a broad interest in stories 

of life experience, to democratise literature and to encourage the development of 

independent writing groups. We also responded to considerable interest at the time 

in the often-neglected history and experience of the people from all walks of life who 

built Canberra physically and as a local community. We developed a connection 

between our program and more established FWWCP-style community writing and 

publishing activities in Victoria spearheaded by Cliff Smyth. 

A central part of our work involved making a bridge between telling and writing 

which we created not by oral history recording, but by listening. This involved a 

process of writing people’s stories as they told them. The aim was to capture verbatim 

the poetic elements of the telling as well as the essence of the story. It meant listening 

for what stood out for us – from elements of the narrative to distinct descriptions, 

and idiomatic turns of phrase. We also had our ears out for what seemed to have 

most meaning for the teller and the rhythms of their expression. After working with 

what we’d both recorded, we’d read what we had written to the teller and invite them 

to fill in gaps and make corrections. 

Our ‘scribing’ approach was based on examples and discussion from FWWCP adult 

basic education groups about the power of making the distinct voice of the teller 

present in written form; of bringing their experience directly to them and to their 

peers as a wider audience.29 

departments/library-services/tuc-library-collections/resource-guides/FWWCP-Complete-Guide.pdf. 
Accessed 7 June 2022.

28 Funded by the Literature Board of the Australia Council of the Arts with project funding from the Com-
munity Cultural Development Committee.

29 Sue Shrapnel Gardener, Conversations with Strangers (London: Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit Col-
lective, c. 1985).
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Adults who are learning to read often say that the easiest pieces to learn to read 

are the ones which sound most like the way people speak… The language is 

part of the story…alive and central to the atmosphere and feeling.30

Australian examples of translating telling into engaging text include Barbara Brooks 

and Colleen Burke’s approach to writing poetry with people in Australian nursing 

homes,31 and Wangaratta Centre for Continuing Education’s Voices from In Between: 

Migrants in North East Victoria.32 

A particular characteristic of our scribing work was that we generally used it in 

reminiscence-like settings when people were sharing memories with each other – for 

instance of wartime or of coming to Canberra. This meant that we were recording 

a range of diverse but connected memories, rather than life stories, and in a context 

where participants were an interested audience for each other. This supported the 

agency and enjoyment of the telling. The small stories we scribed and refined with 

individuals sometimes encouraged tellers to write for themselves. Others simply 

enjoyed what had been created in the moment. Myrtle’s memories of working at 

the Leeton cannery during the years of World War Two are an example of material 

collected from members of the Kirra Day Centre Group.

The American troops stationed at Wagga and Hay or somewhere about

Used to come down to the station.

There was a back track and their carriage would get shunted into it

And they weren’t allowed to get out.

They’d be there for an hour or so and they used to throw us cigarettes out of the train.

The girls would go down from the cannery after they knocked off work – I was only about sixteen.

We’d all go down for devilment more or less, just to see what they looked like.

There were a lot of girls who had American babies.33

30 Gatehouse Project leaflet in Morley and Worpole (eds), The Republic of Letters, viii.

31 Bonnin, Oral History and the Arts, 14–16. 

32 Geoff Baker (ed.), Voices from In Between: Migrants in North East Victoria (Wangaratta: Wangaratta 
Centre for Continuing Education, 2000).

33 Myrtle, ‘Wartime Memories’, in Various authors, Unfolding Memories (Canberra: ACT Library Service, 
1992), 8.
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When it came to publishing Myrtle’s stories, and others from participants at Kirra, 

the title they chose was Unfolding Memories. They explained that this reflected their 

experience as tellers and as audience; as an unfolding of their own memories and as 

an unfolding to each other. The connections made across different experiences were 

a subtext to much of the work of the community literature program. 

In reference to oral history discussion about shared authority and heightened aware-

ness of the subject position of the interviewer, Annie and I based our process on 

reciprocity, clear delineation of our interests, and an invitation to participate in 

telling and writing that included listening and reading. For members of the Narra-

bundah Walking Group – a healthy eating and exercise reminiscence group – Annie 

and I, walking around the suburb as their scribes with our notebooks, were a distinct 

part of the identity they had grown into in company with us.34 Come and join us! You 

tell her the storia – she write it down. 

In the 1990s I also worked with two groups of women brought together by organi-

sations interested in encouraging self-esteem through writing: women from homes 

of violence, and an adult education outreach course for women. My approach to 

encouraging this self-determining sense of self was informed by theoretical discus-

sion about the fluidity of memory as a way of making and remaking sense of personal 

experience in the present.35 It was also informed by feminist thinking about how the 

language available to us, and the way we use it, shapes our composition of memory 

as a composition of self.36 For instance, Jane Mace describes how the rewriting of a 

recorded reminiscence using conventional generalisations replaced the lively, inter-

active voice of telling, with ‘the banal voice of a formal thank you letter’.37 My 

intention was to use imaginative ways of writing as an alternative to the passive, 

impersonal and stilted expressions of experience that reinforce disempowerment.

34 Various authors, Group Walks Around Narrabundah (Canberra: Arts Council of the ACT, 1992).

35 Perks and Thomson, The Oral History Reader, 211–12.

36 Frigga Haug et al. Female Sexualisation: A Collective Work of Memory (London: Verso, English translation 
1987). 

37 Jane Mace, ‘Reminiscence as Literacy’, in Perks and Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, 381. 
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The women supported by a women’s refuge and The ACT Incest Centre in Canberra 

had a clear intention to ‘speak out’ about the experience of domestic violence and 

sexual abuse. They called themselves the Homefront Women’s Writing Group. For 

Homefront the challenge was to find a form for saying what they wanted to say – 

not to tell all or sensationalise, not to offer themselves as those poor, poor women, but 

to show the impact of the experience of violent abuse and ways of overcoming it. 

Fun and frivolity planned by support workers accompanied my invitation to play 

with language using orally created group poems and the most familiar written forms 

such as letters and lists. A long list of demeaning, cruel and dismissive things that 

had been said to participants became a long pyramid-shaped piece of writing that 

the group called ‘Naming’. In this heaped-up form (perhaps it was a bonfire) the 

words lost their power and became a basis for participants to speak for themselves – 

and if I say that I’m built like a wharfie/you’d better believe that’s the size I’m feeling 

today. Another example is a group writing piece starting with ‘I’ that demonstrated 

the struggle with speaking confidently – until one of the participants stepped right 

outside familiar discourses to re-imagine herself – I am the Amazon who dances on 

the backs of turtles. Homefront made two publications of writing and images – Belles’ 

Letters and Hells Belles’ Letters38 and the participant’s new identity became the title of 

my PhD thesis.39

The outreach women had varied familiarity with writing, and different levels of 

confidence. They had a range of backgrounds and life experiences including child-

hood poverty and lack of education, migration, mental and physical illness, and 

loneliness. They were amazing supporters of each other and genuinely interested 

in the diversity of their experience as it was revealed through group writing and 

listening to each other’s efforts. 

38 Various authors, Belles’ Letters: Voices from Homes of Violence (Canberra: The Incest Centre, 1990); 
Various authors, Hells Belles’ Letters (Canberra: Homefront Belles Australia, 1990).

39 Mary Hutchison, ‘I Am the Amazon Who Dances on the Backs of Turtles: The Politics and Poetics of 
Writing Self and Community’ (PhD thesis, University of New England, 1999).
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What?… How did that happen? And you were….? Really! Why don’t you start there… 

You could write it that way first… I think that’s the most interesting bit… Read it to us 

again …40

One participant, a post-war migrant from Hungary, embarked on a long project to 

write her story from childhood to the present. She called her book ‘Going Back’. At 

first this seemed like a cliché for remembering the past. I later realised that she was 

writing herself back to Budapest. She finished the book there and gave it another 

title, Someone Is Watching Over Me. She also published a Hungarian language version 

of her book and became a local celebrity. When my partner and I visited Budapest, 

we met Hungarian Dora. 

INTERPRETIVE PUBLIC ART: PERSONAL EXPERIENCES AND SENSES OF 

LOCAL PLACES

In the late 1990s, increasingly conservative social and economic policies thinned 

out the landscape of community arts activities in Australia and I became involved in 

cultural planning projects, working with arts practitioners to create a sense of place, 

community culture and history as part of the development of urban and suburban 

environments. It was a development that also took place internationally. In the 

context of interpretive public artwork, my work with community telling and writing 

as public history became more centred on place and what might be loosely described 

as heritage interpretation.41 It also involved working closely with architects, land-

scape architects, urban planners and designers, visual artists and graphic designers. 

The way-finding ‘beacons’, installed as two-sided structures along pedestrian access 

through the centre of the city of Canberra, had a dual purpose, namely to provide a 

geographical map on one side and a map of stories and histories presented in image 

and text on the other. The following is an excerpt from the text component of the 

beacon at the central bus interchange. It was developed with students in a CIT 

English language class.

40 Hutchison, ‘I Am the Amazon Who Dances on the Backs of Turtles’, 178. 

41 Toby Butler and Graeme Miller’s paper in The Oral History Reader provides an audio example of 
this kind of interpretive public artwork: ‘A Landmark in Sound, A Public Walk of Art’ in Perks and 
Thomson, 425–33.
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I brought with me my wife and daughter, rice cookies and a small green buddha

I brought with me my mother’s handmade linen

I brought with me traditional medicines, hair oil, tamarind and gold

Coming to a new place I brought my heart.

More recently this approach to creating lively places with a past, present and future, 

shaped by human experience, has been part of my interpretive work in a sustainable 

greenfields development.

CO-CURATING MULTIVOCAL MIGRATION HISTORY EXHIBITIONS: SOUNDS 

OF REMEMBERING AND DIVERSITY

At the end of the 1990s, leading up to the Centenary of Australian Federation, the 

National Archives of Australia saw a place for my community-based interpretive 

work with people’s experience of history in their public programs. In this context, 

I learned how to apply my skills in developing material for an audience to curating 

museum exhibitions. It was an opportunity that also immersed me in Australian 

migration history and, in the case of a 2003 exhibition about the Bonegilla migrant 

training and reception centre,42 allowed me to explore alternatives to the passive, 

add-on use of oral history in museums.43 The involvement of composer and sound 

designer, Lea Collins, also with a community radio and theatre background, enabled 

this exploration to be embedded in both collaborative practice and how sound works 

as a medium. Specifically, we were interested in a lively alternative to the ‘suspended 

in space’ sound of the edited interview.44 Bonegilla Voices turned out to be the begin-

ning of various public oral history–based ‘experiments’ we’ve created together.

The material for the audio of Bonegilla Voices developed from my work with Canberra 

Bonegilla people to incorporate their personal experience of migration with a display 

of their immigration documents from the National Archives collection. Although I 

didn’t formally interview them, learning about their journey, developing text and 

42 Albury Museum, From the Steps of Bonegilla, 2003.

43 For example see Anna Green’s alternative: Anna Green, ‘The Exhibition that Speaks for Itself: Oral 
History and Museums’, in Perks and Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, 416–24.

44 Mary Hutchison and Lea Collins, ‘Translations in Dialogic Representation of Cultural Diversity in 
Three Museum Sound Installations’, Museum and Society 7, no. 2 (2009): 99.
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identifying personal objects for the display involved a lot of listening. I gained a 

strong sense of Bonegilla as an intense cultural and language crossroads. I also heard 

the process of remembering – for instance, the rising tone of incredulity in Enzo’s 

voice as he told the story of arriving at Bonegilla at night, far from any habita-

tion – And they said that’s it! The Estonian couple slipped into their own language 

as they remembered together, prompting each other, laughing and then back into 

English, drawing me into the conversation – We are just talking about… – which 

often involved using both languages to help each other with the translation. As a 

listener I loved this conversational remembering: lending humour to bewildering 

experiences, catching on the memory of pain, reaching out to me. 

Participants responded with interest to the idea of creating a soundscape of Bonegilla 

that would capture the sound of diverse languages and elements of their migra-

tion experience. For the recording I asked them to remember Bonegilla with me or 

someone else in both English and their language of origin. Everyone who participated 

created something different and generally with others. One participant brought her 

two young boys along to practise their Russian by translating her memories of going 

to school at Bonegilla. A couple got together with friends from Bonegilla days and 

created a mini performance based on the multilingual announcements on the Bone-

gilla loudspeaker. There was a sense of challenge and fun as well as the excitement of 

a public outcome.

In its final form, Bonegilla Voices was structured around extremely short extracts from 

each story recorded and interspersed with varying short periods of silence to create 

the effect of voices drifting in and out of a larger conversation. It was installed to 

be heard as evenly as possible around the exhibition and set at an audible but not 

intrusive level so that it was part of the exhibition.45 I collected some responses to it.

My impression was that visitors were so delighted to hear other languages in the exhi-

bition space that they felt they wanted to say something to me when I was there [in my 

45 Collins and Hutchison, ‘Translations’, 99.
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capacity as exhibition designer] – the type of audio possibly broke down the sense of a 

barrier, as if the display was including them.46 

I must say I was very proud of my mother. She is quite a story teller and the threepence 

and ice-cream episode brought tears to my eyes because she says in Polish right at the end, 

‘Ice-cream, we didn’t have that in Africa’.47

In the context of oral history discussion, Bonegilla Voices is a modest example of using 

the medium of sound to expand the interpretive role of oral history in sound instal-

lations. Charles Hardy III suggests that sound installations in the digital era can be 

a means of sharing authority, providing multiple rather than univocal perspectives, 

and ‘opening space’ to loosen ‘the notion that history is fixed’.48

Bonegilla Voices led to a practice-led investigation of collaborative migration museum 

exhibitions with an Australian Research Council Linkage research project at the 

Australian National University in partnership with the National Museum of Australia. 

The collaborative basis for these was based in shared authority and the ‘side-by-side’ 

co-creativity of community art.49 In the context of museology the process for making 

the research exhibitions was based on Tony Bennett’s concept of a ‘dialogic’ exhibi-

tion. This term comes from Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussion of the novel as a democratic 

form of literature in which readers can participate through their own knowledge and 

experience, in ‘dialogue’ with its worlds of characters and events. A dialogic exhibi-

tion, as discussed by Bennett, communicates through a variety of perspectives on the 

subject rather than a controlling curatorial narrative. Its intention is to invite audi-

ences to understand experientially through interaction or ‘dialogue’ with multiple 

voices. In this context, the ‘to and fro’ of dialogue mirrors the movement of shared 

authority in the oral history interview, and everyday conversation.50 

46 Iona Walsh, personal communication with author, August 2003.

47 Wanda Horky, personal communication with author, 18 August 2003.

48 Charles Hardy III, ‘Authoring in Sound’, in Perks and Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, 398. 

49 Maya Haviland, Side by Side?: Community Art and the Challenge of Co-creativity (New York: Routledge, 
2017).

50 Collins and Hutchison, ‘Translations’, 93. 
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Another defining aspect of the Migration Memories research exhibitions is that they 

were framed by a political climate in which multiculturalism was pitted against 

‘cohesion’. In the 2003 review of the National Museum of Australia, the migration 

gallery, Horizons, designed around history and experience, came in for severe conserva-

tive criticism that preferred to see the Australian migration story as a cultural addition 

to ‘white Australia’ foundational narratives. Migration Memories was one of a growing 

number of exhibitions that focused on the experience of cultural diversity, included 

Indigenous Australians, and focused on cross-cultural encounters within a place.51 

Migration Memories exhibitions were made in two extremely diverse small rural 

communities: Lightning Ridge in NSW and Robinvale in Victoria. They included 

soundscapes that Lea and I made together with participants in each location but 

here my focus is another way I used oral history material and conversation to embed 

shared authority in the exhibition. 

Each exhibition was created around seven individual stories that reflected key periods 

and types of local migration. These included stories of nineteenth-century migration 

developed by those with a personal connection, and a story of migration from an 

Indigenous point of view. Each story was shaped through a long process of inter-

views and discussion with the individual storyteller and included text, photographs, 

maps, images from official documents, and an object that was significant to the 

meaning and feeling of the story. Panel text was presented as a conversation between 

the storyteller and me – to reflect the process and to show my voice as just one in 

the room.52 

From Hungary 1949 to Lightning Ridge 1957

51 Hutchison and Witcomb, ‘Migration Exhibitions’, 237–39.

52 Storytellers’ responses to their experience of shaping their stories with me reflect the process of putting 
them together as both review and rediscovery as shown in the storyteller perspectives section of the 
Migration Memories website. Available at http://migrationmemories.net.au/. Accessed 15 June 2022. 
Also Mary Hutchison, ‘“Shared Authority”: Collaboration, Curatorial Voice and Exhibition Design in 
Canberra, Australia’, in Viv Golding and Wayne Modest (eds), Museums and Communities: Curators, 
Collections and Collaboration, (London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
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Gabor (Gabo) Nagy, Shelia Nagy, daughter in conversation with Mary Hutchison

Gabo’s story included the perspective of his daughter Sheila, his own fragments of 

memory, which catch his wry, laconic style, and my historical context. This is how 

the story started:

Sheila: Dad thought he was going to Argentina but he ended up in Australia.

Gabo: When I got here I thought, ‘might as well stay’. I wanted to start a new life. 

The following is an example of my text and Gabo’s response:

Mary: When he arrived in Sydney, Gabo, and probably most of his fellow passengers, were 

put on a train to Bathurst migrant camp. From there they were sent out to work. At this 

time assisted immigrants had to complete a two-year work contract…

Gabo: They taught me how to kill a sheep and skin it. When I’d finished the first one, 

there wasn’t any meat on it.53 

Together, each story in the exhibitions also provided its own conversation about the 

locality. The soundscapes had a similar function, also interacting with the stories. In 

Lightning Ridge the ‘voices’ were a key feature. On occasion, someone might speak 

back to them – She’s wrong about that! There was also one voice that often stood out 

for people – Aboriginal Elder, Aunty June Barker, singing an Aboriginal ‘migration’ 

song in the Wangkamura language as well as in English. It was a Sunday School song 

that she remembered from her childhood at the Brewarrina Mission in New South 

Wales. The Wangkamura People brought it with them to Brewarrina, when they 

were removed from country in south-west Queensland.

53 Gabor and Sheila Nagy in conversation with Mary Hutchison, ‘From Hungary 1949 to Lightning Ridge 
1957’, Migration Memories Lightning Ridge, Lightning Ridge Historical Society Gallery, Lightning Ridge, 
18 August – 4 September 2006.
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As part of my research, I took a conversational approach to collecting visitor responses 

to the exhibitions. I particularly enjoyed this one from Lightning Ridge. 

It was lovely coming along the verandah and hearing the voices. I thought, oh there’s 

people inside talking.54

In Robinvale, Sothea’s story of his experience as an asylum seeker from Cambodia 

in 1990 was probably the most dramatic and revelatory. You just don’t realise, was an 

often-voiced comment. For Sothea himself it was a decision to open their eye to the 

story behind his role as the manager of Robinvale’s hotel. In the first two sessions of 

recorded interviews, he began with Pol Pot, the exodus to the forest before he could 

walk, the separation from his parents, growing up with his grandmother, to the details 

of the unseaworthy boat journey, the activists in Darwin, the detention centre, his 

fellow asylum seekers, the people who taught him English. Later he explained the 

experience of remembering people: …everyone is just back to life. See them running, 

see them talking, see them standing around.55 He hadn’t thought much about this part 

of his life for some time. When he found the denim jacket and cotton trousers he 

had worn on the boat, he tried on the jacket. The sleeves were 17 years too short 

and too tight. He had kept his journey clothing out of sight, but deliberately, as 

memory and history. It represents me, my group of boat people, other refugees and the 

next generation. Later he donated the denim jacket and patched cotton trousers to 

the National Museum of Australia. I feel release when I give away. It was out of mind 

but in safe hands.56 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion I want to draw out several aspects of my personal oral history discus-

sion that reflect on oral history itself. One is oral history’s continuing investigation of 

histories and identities omitted from dominant narratives of who we are collectively. 

54 Migration Memories research notes, conversation 6, Lightning Ridge (LR) responses, 20 August 2006.

55 Sothea, interviewed by author, Migration Memories research interview 3, Robinvale, 24 April 2007, 
0:09:06, transcript held by the author.

56 Mary Hutchison, ‘The Social Life of a Denim Jacket’, Journal of Australian Studies 35, no. 4 (December 
2011): 480, 487.
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This intention weaves through my career and is central to the development of migra-

tion oral history. Another is that the intersections between my oral history practice, 

and other disciplines and practices not only exemplify the ‘broad church’ of oral 

history, but demonstrate the role that oral history plays, and potentially plays, across 

scholarship and various ‘theatres of memory’.57

In this context of contribution, my discussion of working with individuals in 

different settings, also highlights a critical aspect of the oral history interview – its 

embodiment of abstract concepts such as subjectivity and memory. For instance, it’s 

the palpable experience of interaction between interviewer and narrator that, in my 

view, powers ‘shared authority’ as a model for egalitarian and agentic collaboration 

with community groups and individuals – in part because it provides an experi-

ential basis for self-critique or reflexivity. Similarly, the interview shows memory 

as the embodied/voiced action of remembering and expressing oneself in a partic-

ular context. Remembering fleshes out the process of making sense of experience in 

relation to wider discourses and circumstances impinging on the moment of telling. 

It also points to the possibility of re-remembering. On this basis, as others have 

argued, oral history offers particular insights into the relationship between indi-

vidual remembering and public memory.58

The argument underlying my discussion is that intimate histories provide a basis for 

public conversation about ‘us’ by offering insight into ‘me’ through the meanings and 

feelings of my experience. In the context of publications and exhibitions, I’ve indicated 

that making the intimate world public in a way that is agentic and invites dialogue is 

not a transparent process. It involves attention to discursive expression, context and the 

way different media communicate. It involves tellers representing themselves on their 

own terms. It also involves collaboration between tellers and facilitators/producers in 

which they learn from each other and the experience of the process. 

57 Raphael Samuel, Theatres of Memory: Past and Present in Contemporary Culture (London: Verso, 2012).

58 For example, Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2016), 68–69; Paula Ham-
ilton and Linda Shopes (eds), Oral History and Public Memories (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
2008), vii–xii.
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Finally, taking a personal approach to discussing oral history and migration history 

over the last four decades or so has been a bit like interviewing myself. On the one 

hand, fitting memory and historical context together and working out the most 

relevant lines of inquiry. On the other, hovering between any number of memory 

pathways and the stories they make. 
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Listening Across Collections: 
Migrant Memories of Health in 

Australia

EUREKA HENRICH1

Eureka Henrich is the Australian Historical Association 50th Anniversary History Fel-
low and Visiting Research Fellow in the School of Humanities, University of Hertford-
shire. Her work explores histories of migration, health, heritage and memory in Austra-
lian and transnational contexts. She has recently remigrated to her hometown, Sydney, 

after ten years in the UK.  

This article explores the methodological and ethical issues arising from the 

reuse of migrant oral history collections in Australia. It provides an overview 

of the literature on reuse, or the secondary analysis of qualitative data, and 

highlights approaches that consider the reuse of multiple collections. Two 

collections from the researcher’s own secondary analysis are presented as 

case studies: Morag Loh’s FILEF interviews from Melbourne in the late 

1970s, and the Ethnic Affairs Commission of NSW Oral History Project 

interviews managed by Janis Wilton in Sydney in the early 1980s. Through 

comparing and connecting a small-scale community-engaged project, and 

an early government-initiated migrant oral history collection, the article 

posits that it is possible to listen not only ‘with’, but ‘across collections’. 

Listening across collections is a particularly valuable approach to histories 

of migration and health, both areas in which migrant and/or patient voices 

are rarely captured in ‘traditional’ historical records. 

 

1 I would like to thank the Wellcome Trust for the grant of a Medical Humanities Fellowship 
[104391/7/14/Z] which funded the research project of which this article is a part; the two anonymous 
reviewers and the editors of this special issue for their encouragement and feedback; and audiences at the 
University of Warwick’s Centre for the History of Medicine (2019) and the History and Public Health 
Seminar at the Institute of Historical Research (2022) who helped to shape my thinking on ‘relistening’.  
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This article starts with two stories. The first belongs to a man named Giovanni. 

Giovanni grew up in the Calabria region of Southern Italy and became a painter and 

a decorator. At the age of 21, he emigrated to Melbourne on the south-east coast of 

Australia. The year was 1952, and Australia was in the midst of a post-war immigra-

tion drive to boost the population and the workforce. Giovanni recalls that being 

sick was ‘a tremendous problem for migrants – if you were sick there was hardship 

because there was no hospital or doctor or anybody at that time who would speak 

Italian, so we would have to take an interpreter’. Suffering pain in his right hip and 

arm from his work as a painter, he sought out a local doctor for advice but didn’t 

understand the diagnosis. He returned the next day with a friend’s young son, who 

did his best to translate. It soon transpired that the doctor suspected appendicitis 

and wanted to operate as soon as possible. Giovanni remembers: ‘I did not know 

whether to believe the doctor or not. Anyhow I did not go to the doctor again and I 

have not had the operation. It was not an appendix at all, it was a muscle in my arm 

and it was the pain that made me sick’.2 

Memories of ill-health also feature in Vicky’s story. Vicky and her family left the 

Greek island of Lesbos in 1955 for a fresh start in Australia. However, as she remem-

bers, ‘that’s when hell started’. After living in a series of poorly provisioned migrant 

hostels, Vicky’s parents managed to privately rent an apartment. The family then 

suffered misfortune, exacerbated by language problems and isolation:

When we were living in Birchgrove, my mother was hit by a car, she was 

very badly hurt and there was no help, no compensation in those days. Of 

course, we couldn’t understand anything. She was brought home to find all 

of us little kids outside. She had to put up with that on top of it all. She was 

very sick. Who would take her to the hospital? No-one would have called 

an ambulance, she just struggled and found her way home, I had to look 

after her. I was only nine at the time. How could we go and call a doctor? 

2 Giovanni Sgro, interviewed by Morah Loh in Melbourne in 1976, Oral History Interviews with Italian 
Migrants, State Library of Victoria, MS Box 4042.
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We couldn’t speak any English. We just had to leave it. She was sick quite a 

while.3 

Giovanni and Vicky’s stories are from two different collections, recorded by different 

interviewers for different projects and deposited, catalogued and archived in different 

state libraries. They are examples of thousands of migrant oral histories kept by 

community, state and federal collecting institutions in Australia. Alongside histories 

of war and the impact of colonisation, post-war migration and settlement has been 

a key locus of memory work.4 Most oral history projects have taken place within 

migrant communities, sometimes exacerbating the ethnicisation of this period of 

Australian migration history and limiting the scope for comparison between expe-

riences.5 However, as these two stories demonstrate, disparate individual memories 

can transcend the boundaries of their collections and take on new meanings when 

put in dialogue with each other. As a historian interested in experiences of health, 

the presence of health-related memories in the oral history record suggests a largely 

untapped and precious resource for patient perspectives. These personal sources 

also raise important questions about government provision and access to care for 

newcomers, people without English as a first language, and those without the ability 

to pay at the point of service. For instance, why was Giovanni able to access medical 

advice, however problematic, through a GP, whereas Vicki’s family struggled in isola-

tion without GP or hospital emergency care? Stories like Giovanni’s and Vicky’s 

also attest to the importance of health-related memories in the course of migration 

and settlement. Their experiences were significant enough to be volunteered in oral 

history interviews 30 years after the events. As Vicky said to her interviewer, ‘Things 

come to mind when you ask these questions. You never forget. You just like to put 

it behind you’.6 

3 Vicki Alvanos, interviewed by Janis Wilton in Sydney in c.1981–83, Ethnic Affairs Commission of New 
South Wales – Oral Histories Project (N.S.W.), being transcripts of interviews with Australians from 
non-English speaking backgrounds concerning the migrant experience, 1981–1982; and associated 
material, 1924–1983, State Library NSW, MLMSS 4407, MLOH 18 (sound recordings).

4 Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton (eds), Remembering Migration: Oral Histories and Heritage in 
Australia (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 1. 

5 Darian-Smith and Hamilton (eds), Remembering Migration, 5.

6 Vicki Alvanos interview, c.1981–83.
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In seeking out, selecting and interpreting life narratives collected by previous genera-

tions of oral historians, I have become aware of the methodological and ethical issues 

that their use involves. In order to make sense of my own methods and inspired by 

the candid writing of others who have trodden similar paths, this article examines 

the possibilities, potential and pitfalls of reuse for histories of migration and health. 

Oral historians have argued that contextualisation and recontextualisation are key 

methodologies for reuse, usually in relation to a single large collection. In this article 

I ask how this methodology can be adapted to the reuse of multiple collections. By 

putting different collections in dialogue with one another, I argue, we can learn 

through comparison and connection. Doing so can enrich our listening and enables 

us to make better use of smaller collections that could otherwise be overlooked. 

USING DATA AGAIN

There has been scholarly debate for decades now on what is variously called 

‘secondary analysis’ or the ‘reuse of qualitative research data’.7 Joanna Bornat’s work 

in the early 2000s drew connections between different disciplines, arguing that 

unlike social scientists, historians had not reflected enough on the reuse of interviews. 

‘Reusing’ was part and parcel of the analysis of any source and could almost be taken 

for granted. Historians needed to ‘make strange’ the process, to appreciate issues 

of method as well as potential new understandings.8 In her 2003 article ‘A Second 

Take’, Bornat examined ethical and theoretical issues raised by her reuse of inter-

views undertaken with members of the geriatric specialty in the UK. For instance, 

had interviewees consented to the purposes of the initial project only? If so, did this 

preclude any reframing by future researchers? She concluded that the deposit of 

interview data in public collections involved a transfer of ownership away from the 

‘researcher and researched’, and while ‘ethical caution’ was to be recommended, the 

7 For debates relating to social research, see Janet Heaton, ‘Secondary Analysis of Qualitative Data: An 
Overview’, Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung 33, no. 3 (2008): 33–45.

8 Joanna Bornat, ‘Crossing Boundaries with Secondary Analysis: Implications for Archived Oral History 
Data’ (paper presented at the ESRC National Council for Research Methods Network for Methodolog-
ical Innovation, 2008, Theory, Methods and Ethics across Disciplines, Seminar 2 ‘Ethics and Archives’, 
University of Essex, 19 September 2008). Available at https://www.restore.ac.uk/archiving_qualitative_
data/projects/archive_series/documents/ArchivedEthicsandArchivesEssex19-0-.08JBornat.pdf. Accessed 
3 December 2021. 
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interests of ‘furthering knowledge’ were better served by the reuse of interview data. 

Importantly, any secondary analysis must involve a ‘full and open acknowledgement 

of the varied and different contexts for interpretation’.9 This reflective approach to 

reuse acknowledging both ethical and theoretical issues became the new benchmark 

for academic oral history research. 

Malin Thor Tureby, working with the Jewish Memories collection at the archive 

of the Jewish Museum Sweden, built on Bornat’s discussion to reflect more on the 

process of ‘archivalisation’.10 For Tureby, archives and collections had their own ‘tacit 

narratives’ which must be listened to in order to understand the archived inter-

views they contain.11 She called this ‘seeing and hearing with the archive’.12 Listening 

in this way involves exploring the contextualisation of interviews – the process of 

archiving, and the documentary evidence it creates – and reflecting on the recontex-

tualising that inevitably occurs when revisiting archived interviews in the present. 

Alistair Thomson’s biography of an archive, the Australia 1938 oral history project, 

is a case in point.13 By piecing together the social, political, institutional and disci-

plinary context of this national collection and locating his own trajectory as an oral 

historian within it, Thomson contextualised and recontextualised a resource that 

is both problematic and full of potential. In his words, it is only through ‘taking a 

critical approach to interview sources and situating them within the context of their 

creation’, that the potential of these collections, newly available through digitisation, 

can be realised.14

The majority of the literature on secondary analysis relates to a researcher’s engage-

ment with a single collection. When designing a research project relying on reuse, 

9 Joanna Bornat, ‘A Second Take: Revisiting Interviews with a Different Purpose’, Oral History 31, no. 1 
(2003): 52.

10 Tureby here is drawing on the theory of ‘archivalisation’ as distinct from ‘archivisation’ as outlined by 
Ketelaar. Malin Thor Tureby, ‘To Hear with the Collection: The Contextualisation and Recontextualiza-
tion of Archived Interviews’, Oral History 41, no. 2 (2013): 64.

11 Tureby, ‘To Hear with the Collection’, 68. 

12 Tureby, ‘To Hear with the Collection’, 71.

13 Alistair Thomson, ‘Biography of an Archive: “Australia 1938” and the Vexed Development of Australian 
Oral History’, Australian Historical Studies 45, no. 3 (2014): 425–49.

14 Thomson, ‘Biography of an Archive’, 449. 
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this makes good sense, as a large well-catalogued and documented collection will 

offer a set of interviews addressing similar themes and collected at a similar time, 

making them more comparable. However, in my own research I have found it 

necessary (and indeed valuable) to draw on archived oral histories from multiple 

collections. This approach requires some further reflection on the methodological 

dimensions of reuse. Libby Bishop observed in 2007 that while secondary analysis 

had become more commonplace, few studies ‘provide reflection on the actual, not 

idealised process’.15 Her own research on the sociology of food drew on two historical 

datasets – Thompson’s The Edwardians, collected in the early 1970s, and Blaxter and 

Patterson’s Mothers and Daughters, undertaken in the early 1980s. Questions such as 

‘what was going on in society at large that might matter when I analysed this data 

in 2005 compared to…25 years earlier?’ demonstrate Bishop’s practice of recontex-

tualisation, which she undertakes twice, once for each dataset.16 She is particularly 

interested in the relationships formed between researcher and respondent, and 

how they shape the data, and compares the two datasets with this in mind. Also 

thinking about food at a similar time were Graham Smith, Peter Jackson and Sarah 

Olive, for their project ‘Families Remembering Food’. Three datasets were used: The 

Edwardians, the Millennium Memory Bank and 100 Families.17 When working with 

multiple collections in transcript form, and an eye for information relevant to one’s 

research question, it is possible to ‘mine’ the transcripts for any mention, in my case, 

of health or ill health. But as Smith, Jackson and Olive point out, this information 

has been offered as part of a longer narrative, and it is therefore the context of the 

interview itself, as well as the collection, which can enrich the reuse of data: 

Approaching the sources as we did with new research questions in mind 

clearly has its dangers. It is tempting, for example, to try and extract relevant 

15 Libby Bishop, ‘A Reflexive Account of Reusing Qualitative Data: Beyond Primary/Secondary Dualism’, 
Sociological Research Online 12, no. 3 (2007): Abstract.

16 Bishop, ‘A Reflexive Account of Reusing Qualitative Data’, para 6.8.

17 Peter Jackson, Graham Smith and Sarah Olive, ‘Families Remembering Food: Reusing 
secondary data’, working paper (2007). Available at https://www.researchgate.net/profile/
Graham-Smith-11/publication/260351319_Families_remembering_food_reusing_secondary_data/
links/54469ecf0cf2f14fb80fbf82/Families-remembering-food-reusing-secondary-data.pdf. Accessed 3 
December 2021. 
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material from each interview without paying sufficient attention to the 

wider narrative context in which the extract is embedded. Crudely, then, 

one might search the transcripts for references to food and drink without 

paying attention to comments elsewhere in the interview that shed light on 

these specific references.18

These researchers suggest that when working across multiple collections, context 

becomes even more important, and that the dangers of ‘cherry-picking’ may increase 

with the number of collections considered. Despite this reticence, all who have 

reflected on reuse agree on the potential of archived interviews to yield new insights. 

To explore these issues in relation to my own research, I have selected two collec-

tions I have found particularly useful. By comparing and connecting the two, one 

a small-scale community-engaged project from the late 1970s, and the other an 

early government-initiated migrant oral history collection, I want to ask whether 

we can listen to oral histories not only ‘with collections’, as Malin Thor Tureby has 

suggested, but also across collections. This shift involves thinking about the links 

between collections – a process of recontextualisation that acknowledges shared 

historical contexts and ideas. 

ORAL HISTORY AND MIGRATION HERITAGE: THE AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

Thinking about context means acknowledging the circumstances in which oral 

histories became recognised widely as a historical source, one that could be archived 

in the same way as textual or material sources. Oral history gained momentum as a 

method in the late 1960s and early 1970s, tied to social movements which demanded 

public space and attention for oppressed and marginalised groups. As a methodology 

or a way of doing history, oral history was radical, and it is no coincidence that it 

was feminist and socialist historians working in the budding and intersecting fields 

of immigration history, worker’s history and women’s history that first championed 

18 Jackson, Smith and Olive, ‘Families Remembering Food’, 10.

Henrich, Listening Across Collections



Studies in Oral History 2022

36

its potential.19 Paul Thompson’s reflections on his time studying history in the 1960s 

in Oxford reveal the previously accepted notion of what historical research entailed: 

Historians were and are still essentially jackdaws, scavengers: they use other 

people’s detritus rather than create their own data. At that time historians 

got no training of any kind in research methods, but two things were always 

clear. First, you should be willing to make the best use you could of whatever 

sources you could find, whether in public archives, or in business offices, or 

in private house attics or sheds. And second, you should search for unknown 

new sources, for finding a significant new source was the biggest scoop you 

could make.20

In one sense this is a rather scathing assessment of what historians do, but one 

that evokes the context in which some, including Thompson, began to embrace 

the potential of creating their own data, breaking away from the constraints of the 

archive and making new ones together with families and community groups. Inter-

viewing people who might otherwise be undocumented in the traditional historical 

record beyond their births, deaths, marriages and court appearances offered a way of 

creating new sources and writing new histories.

Similar currents of radical democratising change were also present ‘down under’ 

where they fused with local politics and national soul-searching in the wake of 

post-war social and cultural change. Australia’s modern history is one of continual 

immigration, yet the post-war period, between 1945 and 1970, represents a radical 

phase of planned increase. Induced by free and assisted passages, aided by family 

sponsorship or self-funding their journeys, more than 2 million people arrived in 

just over two decades – a major demographic change given that Australia’s post-war 

population was just 7.4 million.21 Over half of the new arrivals were non-British 

migrants, who for the first time were actively sought as potential citizens. By the 

19 Linda Shopes, ‘“Insights and Oversights”: Reflections on the Documentary Tradition and the Theoretical 
Turn in Oral History’, Oral History Review 41, no. 2 (2014): 257–58. 

20 Paul Thompson, ‘Re-using Qualitative Research Data: A Personal Account’, Forum Qualitative Sozialfor-
schung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research 1, no. 3 (2000): para 6.

21 Department of Immigration and Citizenship, ‘Key Facts in Immigration’, fact sheet no. 2, 25 May 2010. 
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1970s, this generation had endured the first years of precarious life in migrant hostels, 

where families were often separated while the ‘breadwinner’ fulfilled their two-year 

government work contract, a feature of many assisted immigration schemes. Those 

who had prospered were becoming more vocal in the public sphere, and the second 

generation were coming of age and entering professions that were barred for many 

of their parents. Giovanni, whose story began this article, is a case in point. From a 

painter and decorator, he became the founding president of the Federazione Italiana 

Lavoratori Emigrati e Famiglie (Federation for Italian Workers and their Families, 

hereafter FILEF) in 1972 and was elected to Victorian Parliament as a Labor MP in 

1979. Giovanni’s Labor colleagues urged him to change his name to John Anthony, 

as his given name was too hard to pronounce.22 He refused, and instead pushed back 

against the pressure to assimilate to Anglo Australian norms by giving his maiden 

parliamentary speech in Italian, a milestone in Australia’s political history. 

A federal policy shift from migrant assimilation to an embrace of multiculturalism, and 

the concurrent assertion of rights to cultural expression and political representation by 

migrant communities, was the immediate context for the rather belated realisation that 

Australia had a diverse migrant heritage, and it needed to be collected, preserved and 

celebrated.23 It was a shift that coincided with moves to organise and professionalise 

oral history. The Oral History Association of Australia was established in 1978 and 

held its first national conference the following year. As Alan Roberts has pointed out, 

this was not a starting point, but a consolidation of work already underway by folk-

lorists, local historians, and others for generations, work not necessarily thought of as 

‘oral history’.24 It was the confluence of these two ‘moments’ – the professionalisation 

22 Kristina Kukolja and Lindsey Arkley, ‘Unwanted Australians: Giovanni Srgo’, SBS News, 11 July 2016. 
Available at https://www.sbs.com.au/news/unwanted-australians-giovanni-sgro. Accessed 3 December 
2021. 

23 For migrant heritage in the museums context, see Eureka Henrich, ‘Museums, History and Migration 
in Australia’, History Compass 11, no. 10 (2013): 783–801. Alistair Thomson notes the confluence of 
migrant oral history making and the multicultural era in Australia. See Thomson, ‘Moving Stories: Oral 
History and Migration Studies’, Oral History 27, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 32.

24 Alan Roberts, ‘The development of Australian Oral History. 1798–1984’, The Oral History Association of 
Australia Journal, no. 7 (1985): 3–22. 

Henrich, Listening Across Collections



Studies in Oral History 2022

38

of oral history, and the recognition of Australia’s migration heritage – which resulted 

in a hive of activity to collect and record migrant memories. 

THE FILEF PROJECT

This then, is the historical context in which my first case study collection was created. 

Its origins were at a school in Melbourne in the late 1970s where Morag Loh, a 

teacher, and Wendy Lowenstein, a librarian, were both struck by the lack of local 

studies material from which to teach. Their interests in working-class experiences, 

including the experiences of immigrants, led to their first oral history collaboration, 

The Immigrants, a collection of first-hand accounts of moving to the area. It also 

was the impetus for the founding of the Richmond Local Resources Project, a small 

grassroots operation based at a community education centre and inspired by the 

People’s History of Hackney in the UK. In a publication reporting on their work, 

Loh and Lowenstein described themselves as ‘fieldworkers in oral history’, capturing 

the hands-on and community-engaged spirit of their activities.25 Loh went on to 

publish a second collection of stories, Growing Up in Richmond, documenting the 

lives of local people.26 The Richmond Project’s aim of building a collection or an 

archive for the local community aligned with the radical potential for oral history to 

create sources where the traditional historical record had none. 

Alongside her work with Richmond locals, Loh was involved through personal 

connections with a number of Italian workers and their families living in the northern 

suburbs of Melbourne. They were affiliated with the left-wing migrant welfare asso-

ciation, referred to above FILEF. Loh evoked her conversations with them vividly in 

an article in the Oral History Association of Australia Journal in 1980:

Very few of them had had more than five years of schooling, some had far 

less but they all spoke spontaneously and easily. Some had real flair as racon-

teurs. Once…they accepted that you were interested in their experiences 

25 Wendy Lowenstein and Morag Loh, ‘The Richmond Local Resources Project’, Archives & Manuscripts 8, 
no. 1 (1980): 17.

26 Morag Loh (ed.), Growing Up in Richmond (Richmond, Vic: Richmond Community Education Centre, 
1979). 
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they would open their hearts to you, recalling often painful experiences, 

sometimes through tears. At first I was amazed at such openness, which was 

foreign to the way I had been brought up. I delighted in the fine sense of 

humour so many had, frequently turned against themselves. They were first 

class communicators with something valuable to communicate. I felt they 

possessed a vast amount of experience that was ‘going to waste’, that teachers 

of recent European and Australian history could well use the observations of 

these immigrant workers, men and women, to make the events they taught 

come alive for their students. And so many of the stories were good in their 

own right as tales, as slices of life. They should be passed on.27 

Loh’s keen attention to the potential of these stories as teaching material is evident 

in her characterisation of their liveliness, as well as their content. On the encour-

agement of Joan Collins, organiser of the first national oral history conferences in 

Australia in 1974 and 1975, Loh approached FILEF to ask if they would be interested 

in supporting her to create a collection of tapes, to be stored at their headquarters 

and used as a community resource. The organisation agreed, providing contacts and 

help with interpreting, typing and transport. She described her method as one of 

recording ‘life histories, biographies, loosely structured in that while certain basic 

points were covered in every interview – details of life in Italy, occupation, housing, 

kinship ties, reasons for emigration, first impressions of Australia, jobs obtained here 

etc., the informants and I were free to raise whatever we felt was relevant or import-

ant’.28 What began with one interview (a contact whose story had also appeared in 

Loh and Lowenstein’s The Immigrants) quickly ballooned, and as more people heard 

about the project the links with FILEF became less important. As Loh observed, 

some she interviewed had never heard of the organisation. What united the cohort 

was the experience of migration from Italy to Australia. Most of the interviews were 

carried out in English, although Loh reflected that her own ‘broken Italian’ often 

helped to form a rapport with interviewees: ‘Informants, initially a bit shy about 

27 Morag Loh, ‘The F.I.L.E.F. Project: Interviewing Italian Immigrant Workers and Their Families in Mel-
bourne, 1975–1979’, The Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 2 (1979–80): 13. 

28 Loh, ‘The F.I.L.E.F. project’, 14.
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their imperfect English, get to feel quite at ease with an “opposite number”’.29 FILEF 

members provided something of an informal steering group throughout the process 

and suggested to Loh that a book would be a desirable outcome, rather than just 

a collection of tapes. After four years of interviewing, the book was published in 

1980 as With Courage in Their Cases: The Experiences of Thirty-Five Italian Immigrant 

Workers and Their Families in Australia.30 It was also produced as a radio series for 

the Melbourne station 3RRR. The project is an example of what Thomson described 

as a ‘cycle of recognition’, where the process of telling and recording personal testi-

mony can empower narrators, and the products of those recordings (books, radio 

series, exhibitions) ‘provide words or meanings which enable the telling of private 

stories’.31 In this case, it was the community who were firmly in the driving seat of 

the outcomes they wanted. 

So, what theoretical or ethical issues arose in the reuse of Loh’s FILEF collection? 

The first has to do with the process of archivisation, as no single collection of tapes 

and transcripts survives. I encountered four interview transcripts on a research trip 

to the State Library of Victoria in 2015. Catalogued in the Australian Manuscripts 

Collection and titled ‘Interviews by Morag Loh, 1976, with Italian migrants’, the 

transcripts were collected alongside 17 cassette tapes. They struck me as incredibly 

fulsome life histories, not limited to the experience of migration – in short, an excel-

lent resource. Missing of course was the bigger picture, which Loh provided in her 

1980 article: 

Some of the tapes from the collection will be housed in the municipal 

libraries at Brunswick and Coburg, where there are large Italian commu-

nities. Some will also go to the La Trobe Collection at the State Library of 

Victoria because apart from giving vivid pictures of life in Italy and Australia 

they present profiles of individuals quite important in Victoria’s history.32

29 Loh, ‘The F.I.L.E.F. project’, 15.

30 Morag Loh (ed.), With Courage in Their Cases: The Experiences of Thirty-Five Italian Immigrant Workers 
and Their Families in Australia (Melbourne: F.I.L.E.F, 1980). 

31 Thomson, ‘Moving Stories’, 32.

32 Loh, ‘The F.I.L.E.F. Project’, 15.
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There is an irony here in that attempting to make the interviews accessible to local 

communities, Loh inadvertently produced a scattered ‘archive’ with multiple artefacts, 

some of which became hidden in the digital age. Giovanni Sgro’s recollections and 

the three others which went to the State Library were deposited in a collection that 

was indexed and discoverable to researchers; whereas the others are non-searchable, 

presumably in local library collections. One other clue to contextualising the 

interviews is Loh’s description of her changing method. Once it was decided that a 

book would be produced, she wrote:

I no longer solely, collected life histories but frequently sought only accounts 

of particular experiences, for example of injury on the job and its conse-

quences, or the years spent as a prisoner of war or the course of a mental 

breakdown caused through isolation and alienation.33

Given the importance of contextualisation to the reuse of archived oral histories, it 

is worth reflecting on this split collection, and the changing approach to the inter-

view process. As a researcher interested in health, discussion of workplace injury 

and mental ill health within an interview are highly relevant. Do they become less 

so when those experiences were sought by the original interviewer? And is a focus 

on four accessible interviews a misrepresentation of a collection much larger, though 

inaccessible? The cherry-picking warned against by Jackson, Smith and Olive is in 

this case a feature of the original collection and the circumstances in which it was 

created. Such messiness is perhaps no surprise to historians, familiar as we are with 

the sometimes random nature of survival of source material. Ultimately, Loh’s inter-

views speak to the priorities of the organisation she was working with at the time, 

and any reuse of the archived oral histories must be contextualised by the changing 

aims of the project. 

THE ETHNIC AFFAIRS COMMISSION OF NSW ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

While Loh was gathering the stories of Italian migrant workers in Victoria, Janis 

Wilton and Richard Bosworth were seeking the stories of post-war migrants in 

33 Loh, ‘The F.I.L.E.F. Project’, 14.
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Sydney. Bosworth was at the time a senior lecturer then associate professor in history 

at the University of Sydney, and Wilton was a recent graduate. Their collecting 

began with Bosworth’s study, ‘Refugees: Intellectual Roots and Impact of European 

Migration to Australia, 1933–1956’, for which Wilton acted as interviewer.34 This 

laid the foundations for a subsequent oral history project, initially called ‘Thirty 

Years After’, designed to capture the experiences of migrants who had arrived in 

Australia since 1951. It was part of a nationwide gathering of historical material in 

preparation for the 1988 Bicentenary, and initiated and funded by a government 

body, the Ethnic Affairs Commission of NSW (EAC). Ethnic Affairs Commissions 

were introduced across Australia as part of the official state infrastructure of multi-

culturalism. Their work often involved championing and researching the cultural 

heritage of minority groups but went beyond that to advocate for equal opportunity 

and participation in all facets of Australian society. It was apt then, that the EAC 

partnered with historians already working to collect the experiences and stories of 

Australians from non-English-speaking backgrounds. 

Unlike Loh’s interviews, which were conceptualised primarily as a local community 

resource, the EAC interviews were always envisaged as a donation of recordings, 

transcripts and other collected ephemera to the Manuscripts Section of the Mitchell 

Library, part of the State Library of NSW, where they could be catalogued and 

accessed as a collection. In Wilton’s words at the time, ‘We’re hoping to provide 

present and future historians with durable, first-hand research material’.35 The 

different scale and nature of this project is reflected in the design and eventual collec-

tion. Working with a government agency was far different to working informally 

with a particular migrant community. Interviewees were recruited by placing multi-

lingual advertisements in newspapers – 60 people volunteered as a result. From these, 

22 interviews were conducted, with some lasting five or six hours. The structure of 

the interviews was akin to Loh’s life-story approach, with a ‘loose set of questions 

34 See the Administrative Biographical History field of the State Library of NSW collection record. Avail-
able at https://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/npAdzXb1. 3 December 2021; Janis Wilton, ‘Europeans in 
Australia: A Tower of Babel?’, The Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 3 (1980): 33. 

35 Di Coutts, ‘Culture Shock in a Land Where Men Don’t Use Hair Nets…’, The Australian, 21 October 
1981.
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covering family background, education and training, work, politics and culture and 

social life before and after arriving in Australia’. As Wilton explained:

It took time for them to relax at the interviews – for many it was the first 

time anyone outside their immediate family had shown any interest in their 

youth at all… Migrants are still asked about their lives as though they began 

when they stepped off the boat in Australia. 

Some of the best insights people gave me into the last war in Europe came 

not only from professional people but from mechanics, farmers, and factory 

workers. They remembered the human details of food rationing, work 

patterns, and people’s parties and other social life – facts which, when they 

are assembled, could paint quite a different picture of a country at war.36

These interviews played a major role in a book co-authored by Wilton and Bosworth, 

Old Worlds and New Australia: The Post-War Migrant Experience, published in 1984. 

It was a landmark in Australian history, as the first major academic attempt to recover 

the migrant experience of post-war immigration and write it into the history of 

federal immigration policy.37 The thematic chapters reflect the major themes of the 

oral history interviews, including journeys to Australia, working experiences, ‘home, 

health and happiness’, culture and politics (both in the ‘old world’ and in Australia). 

The interviews are quoted, sometimes at length, and not attributed to identifiable 

individuals, whether by the wishes of the interviewees themselves is not clear.38 Some 

become representative of a community in their framing. For instance, writing about 

the folkloric traditions of the small Liminotto community in Sydney, the authors 

paint a picture: ‘A particular sparkle comes into the eyes of older members of the 

community when they recall the lotta, which had been a traditional part of the 

procession until it was stopped by the local priest for being too vulgar’.39 The person 

36 Coutts, ‘Culture Shock’.

37 Ruth Balint and Zora Simic, ‘Histories of Migrants and Refugees in Australia’, Australian Historical 
Studies 49, no. 3 (2018): 380.

38 Richard Bosworth and Janis Wilton, Old Worlds and New Australia: The Post-War Migrant Experi-
ence (Melbourne: Penguin, 1984), 78.

39 Bosworth and Wilton, Old Worlds and New Australia, 140.
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who is then quoted describing the lotta is not named. They give the sense of an 

eye-witness to history, of bringing history alive. One of the sources that Wilton and 

Bosworth drew on apart from their own collection was The Immigrants by Loh and 

Lowenstein.40 

The resulting archive of the Ethnic Affairs Commission of NSW Oral History Project 

is a rich one, and not limited to the 22 interviews recorded in 1981–82. Further 

interviews carried out by the Ethnic Affairs Commission between 1985 and 1987 

‘for the purpose of gathering wider information on the lives of migrant Australians 

during the twentieth century’ were added to the collection, and the photographs 

and other memorabilia donated by interviewees has also been preserved.41 Together 

with the initial interviews with refugee arrivals, undertaken in 1978, there is almost 

a decade’s worth of interviews with migrant Australians contained in the collection. 

An alphabetical listing of audio cassettes and transcripts is the main finding aid 

available to researchers. It reveals the type of material collected (tape, transcript, or 

ephemera) and the date of arrival of the interviewee, where applicable. Item numbers 

have been annotated by hand, presumably by the librarian who archived the collec-

tion, perhaps years later. There are some clues to when this may have occurred, as 

a commissioned survey of the library’s oral history collections took place in 1990. 

Writing about her role in this survey in the Oral History Association of Australia 

Journal in 1991, Rosemary Block provided an insight into the process of ‘getting a 

feel’ for a collection of tapes, rather than books: 

A reel or a cassette does not reveal its character by its appearance. There are 

no marks of repeated use as there might be with an important document or 

a favourite book. The space for notation on the cassette casing or reel box is 

limited and the description must be necessarily brief. Much more then must 

one read about the collection or the item, so that supporting information 

40 See, for instance, Bosworth and Wilton, Old Worlds and New Australia, 92. 

41 Administrative/Biographical History of the collections record, State Library of New South Wales 
website, Available at https://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110315719. Accessed 3 December 
2021. The phases of the project are also outlined in Judith Winternitz, ‘Telling the Migrant Experience: 
The Oral Histories Project of the Ethnic Affairs Commission of N.S.W.’, The Oral History Association of 
Australia Journal, no. 6 (1984): 45.
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is essential to the compilation of the register and promotes the important 

process of informed listening which will follow.42

Amazingly, of the 1,200 tapes then in the library’s oral history collection, Block had 

listened to 1,176 of them, including all the tapes from the Ethnics Affairs Commis-

sion project, which she noted was one of the collection’s strengths. ‘Informed 

listening’ of the type described by Block mirrors the ‘recontextualisation’ argued 

for by oral historians. Through a combination of original finding aids, and later 

classification by librarians, the phases of collection and deposit and the relation-

ship between them can be pieced together. An invaluable asset to this process is a 

collection of material relating to the organisation of the project, including minutes 

of advisory group meetings, publicity and press releases.43 Like Loh, Wilton also 

contributed to the informed listening of future historians by documenting her own 

methodology in the Oral History Association of Australia Journal, as well as producing 

a handbook for communities to conduct their own oral histories.44 

CONNECTING COLLECTIONS: MIGRANT ORAL HISTORIES IN THE 

MULTICULTURAL ERA

Contextualising each collection is vital to informed listening, or ‘hearing with the 

collection’. Repeating this process when using more than one oral history collection 

for a research project may seem a logical step; indeed, it is what I have presented here 

so far. However, to do so without considering the shared contexts of different collec-

tions – historical, intellectual or disciplinary – leaves the process of contextualisation 

unfinished. In this section I want to suggest that by putting different collections in 

dialogue with one another, we can also learn through comparison and connection. 

42 Rosemary Block, ‘In the Beginning… Oral History Collecting at the State Library of New South Wales’, 
Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 13 (1991): 68.

43 ‘Ethnic Affairs Commission of New South Wales Oral History Project background papers and tran-
scripts’, State Library NSW, MLMSS 10380 (3 boxes).

44 Janis Wilton, ‘Europeans in Australia: A Tower of Babel?’, Oral History Association of Australia Journal, 
no. 3 (1980): 24–38; Janis Wilton and Angela Bollard, Balancing the Books: Oral History for the Com-
munity: A Handbook Prepared for the Oral Histories Project of the Ethnic Affairs Commission of N.S.W. 
(Sydney: Ethnic Affairs Commission of N.S.W., 1983). 
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This enriches our listening and, I argue, enables us to make better use of smaller 

collections which, by their size, may seem less suited to reuse. 

Both projects explored in this article shared methodologies and motivations. The 

lack of local studies material that drove Loh and Lowenstein to begin collecting 

all manner of historical evidence in Richmond, and to create their own through 

oral histories, reflects the impetus of the EAC collection – to record and preserve 

the memories of post-war migrants so that they might inform histories of Australia 

written for the Bicentenary.45 They were not alone. A special issue of the Oral History 

Association of Australia Journal in 1984 was devoted to the theme of migrant oral 

histories. Wilton was the journal’s co-editor at the time, alongside Louise Douglas, 

and among the articles featured is one by Morag Loh, who by then was working 

on Chinese-Australian history. Loh’s work also featured in a ‘preliminary directory 

of migrant oral histories’, which Wilton compiled. Arranged into three sections – 

completed works, works in progress and library holdings – it captures the hive of 

activity taking place throughout Australia to record the histories and experiences 

of different migrant or ethnic groups, and to recast Australia’s national story as a 

nation of immigrants. To ascertain the current library holdings Wilton enquired 

with Australia’s national and state libraries specifically for material in their collec-

tions ‘which could be of interest to those using and collecting the oral histories of 

Australians from non-English-speaking backgrounds’.46 The results are somewhat 

of a shock today, given the centrality of these experiences to the oral history record. 

The National Library in Canberra held multiple relevant collections. Of the state 

libraries and archives, only Victoria had more than one relevant collection. Libraries 

in Western Australia, New South Wales and South Australia each held one recently 

established migrant oral history collection. Queensland and Tasmania reported ‘no 

relevant holdings’.47 

45 Winternitz, ‘Telling the Migrant Experience’, 45. 

46 Janis Wilton, ‘Migrant Oral Histories: A Preliminary Directory’, Oral History Association of Australia 
Journal, no. 6 (1984): 65.

47 Wilton, ‘Migrant Oral Histories’, 71–72.
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Most work in migrant histories at the time was local and community based, or alter-

natively academic studies destined for journal articles and monographs. Among the 

completed works and works in progress were collections of school resource material 

from children of different migrant backgrounds, theatre productions, sociological 

studies, radio programs and autobiographies. Unlike the comparatively well-financed 

EAC project, oral histories informing these smaller projects are unlikely to have the 

necessary institutional support and financial backing to catalogue and archive their 

collections professionally. And as we have seen with Loh’s FILEF interviews, the 

archive of these smaller projects can be harder to piece together, making it less likely 

that the data in its original form will be reused. It is largely due to this generation 

of scholars, researchers and activists that Australia’s main collecting institutions no 

longer lack holdings in the field of migrant oral history. However, the survival of 

smaller collections, and access to them, is patchy. 

LISTENING ACROSS COLLECTIONS: MIGRATION AND HEALTH

Writing in 1978, the Australian sociologist Jean Martin observed that ‘health 

professionals have always played the greatest part in defining the health situation 

of migrants’.48 In medical and government sources migrants are represented vari-

ously as a labour source, a potential public health risk, hapless newcomers deserving 

sympathy, difficult patients or mute subjects of government policy. Archived oral 

histories offer a way to redress this imbalance. Memories of medical screening, 

childbirth, hospitalisation, childhood illness and work-related injuries can provide 

invaluable insights into the lives of individuals and families caught up in Australia’s 

post-war immigration program. Rather than passive subjects of medical expertise 

and government policy, many migrants emerge in their own telling as active agents 

in the maintenance of their health and that of their loved ones. 

48 Jean Martin, The Migrant Presence: Australian Responses, 1947–1977: Research Report for the National 
Population Inquiry (Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1978), 149.
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Beyond migration history, these sources are also valuable to the history of medicine 

and health. As Kate Fisher has outlined, oral history can provide us with ‘access 

to the intersection between medical and other voices on disease and to the ways 

in which individuals process and make sense of the medical diagnoses and clinical 

categories through which information about their bodies, pain and symptoms are 

explained to them, in conjunction with their own experiences and the view of 

others around them’.49 Dozens of collections of oral histories in local, community, 

state and national libraries contain the memories and reflections of generations of 

migrant Australians. However, this is a diverse and scattered ‘archive’. Accessing 

these memories, adequately contextualising and recontextualising them, is no simple 

task. It is little wonder, then, that many historians of migration have relied on more 

accessible, published migrant testimony, or conducted their own interviews tailored 

to their research interests. 

It is for these reasons that I’ve pursued a methodology that aims to rebalance the 

historical record, not only ‘filling the gaps’ but also reframing the narrative around 

this period in Australia’s history.50 My reuse of these oral history collections has been 

possible because of the broad, life story approach that interviewers like Loh and 

Wilton pursued. Their interest in migrants’ experiences both before and after migra-

tion also meant that comparisons between health systems are possible. And in the 

Australian context, multiple experiences and retellings of, for instance, childbirth in 

hospital, can build a picture of migrant encounters with Australian medical profes-

sionals that go beyond just anecdotes. When triangulated with other source bases 

such as medical professional writings and contextualised by the wealth of migration 

and health history written since the 1980s, these migrant memories of health offer 

an alternate viewpoint into the past.

There has been an exciting second wave of historical work on post-war migration to 

Australia in recent years, which builds on and extends the foundational work of the 

‘multicultural era’. Migrant hostels have been revisited as sites of memory making, 

49 Kate Fisher, ‘Oral Testimony and the History of Medicine’, in Mark Jackson (ed.), The Oxford Handbook 
of the History of Medicine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 9.

50 On ‘filling the gaps’ see Wilton, ‘Europeans in Australia’, 27, 35.
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and as fertile ground for an examination of the relationship between intimate family 

life and the Australian state, with family separation, reproduction and childhood 

emerging as key themes.51 But post-war migration has yet to be incorporated into 

social histories of medicine and health in Australia in the same way as it has in the 

UK or Canada. Turning to extant oral histories is one way to approach this gap, and 

for me it has proven the importance of the question I initially set out to answer: how 

did health shape the experience of post-war migrants? 

As researchers, we’re often unsure that we’ve asked the right question until we get 

into the field or archive and become familiar with the material. Other historians 

who have worked with archived oral history collections report similar feelings of 

encouragement from finding topics discussed that were not necessarily intended by 

the original interviewers. For Paul Thompson revisiting his collection of interviews 

for The Edwardians decades later with a new research interest in grandparenting: 

‘the material on grandparents which did appear in the interviews was spontaneous, 

because people just wanted to tell us about them…we were able to evaluate [from 

the earlier interviews], for how many people was a grandparent really significant?’.52 

Joanna Bornat has written about the issues raised by returning to a set of interviews 

with the founders of the geriatric specialty in the UK, who in many cases spoke 

about overseas recruitment of South Asian doctors. This time, she analysed them 

with questions of race and ethnicity in mind: ‘the fact that race and ethnicity was not 

a focus for the original interviewers helps to reinforce the significance of the seren-

dipity of the references of interviewees to overseas recruitment’.53 Another example 

is offered by April Gallwey, who used archived oral histories from the Millennium 

Memory Bank to find experiences of single motherhood, with particular interests in 

class and gender: ‘the fact that these topics were muted within the project’s research 

design made the interviewees’ vocalisation of the significance of class and gender 

51 See Alexandra Dellios, ‘Memory and Family in Australian Refugee Histories’, Immigrants & Minorities 
36, no. 2 (2018): 79–86; Karen Agutter and Catherine Kevin, ‘Lost in Translation: Managing Medical-
ised Motherhood in Post-World War Two Australian Migrant Accommodation Centres’, Women’s History 
Review 27, no. 1 (2018): 1065–84. 

52 Thompson, ‘Re-using Qualitative Data’, para 16.

53 Bornat, ‘A Second Take’, 50.
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within their life histories, all the more pertinent’.54 In all these cases it is the seren-

dipity, spontaneity or significance of these unelicited memories which proves or 

somehow confirms the topic of interest and the decision to reuse the data. 

The health memories that emerge from the life stories of post-war migrants carry 

similar salutary signs for me – they reveal that health-related migration experiences 

punctuate the lives and memories of a generation of Australians. In reflecting on 

my own methods, it strikes me that it is precisely because of the presence of related 

memories across different collections undertaken in a variety of contexts that I am 

able to confirm their significance. These were not volunteered solely because one 

project focused, for instance, on childhood illness, or because interviewees were asked 

specifically about visits to the doctor. Careful consideration of the circumstances 

in which initial interviews were undertaken and archived, and reflection on how 

contemporary research interests shape the reuse of interviews, can assist in making 

new analyses and adding new layers of meaning to the data – Block’s ‘informed 

listening’ or Tureby’s ‘hearing with the collection’. But in listening not just with, 

but across collections, the smaller pieces combine to suggest a bigger picture. Every 

discovery for a historian is a rediscovery, because someone has created the source 

in the first instance, and we are merely taking a second look, or ‘scavenging’, to 

borrow from Thompson. And in that sense, archived oral histories are no different, 

except that they have been earmarked for our rediscovery, usually by the people who 

created them. In doing so they’ve expressed a hope that someone further along the 

line is going to listen again. As Wilton wrote in 1981, ‘the material will be saved 

from mouldering away in some academic’s cupboard once its usefulness for his or 

her research project is over. It will be available to researchers and readers who want 

to analyse, or even just read, personal histories of the migrant experience’.55 

54 April Gallwey, ‘The Rewards of Using Archived Oral Histories in Research: The Case of the Millennium 
Memory Bank’, Oral History 41, no. 1 (2013), 46.

55 Wilton, ‘Europeans in Australia’, 31.
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and natural disasters. She is a research fellow with the Fire to Flourish program at the 
Monash Sustainable Development Institute (MSDI), Monash University, where she is 
investigating how histories and past experiences shape community resilience, and net-

work and capability development after the 2019/2020 bushfires. 

The Greta Army and Migrant Camp in regional New South Wales has 

been the focus of many reunions, anniversaries and commemorative 

events even though there are few tangible remains or markers of its two 

histories. Migrant former residents remember their time at Greta camp 

differently depending on their age, prior experiences, and length of stay. 

These generational differences and family histories have influenced the 

types of memories and narratives shared at subsequent anniversaries and 

reunions. While the now privately owned Greta camp site provides some 

storytelling and heritage challenges, it is an important place of personal 

and public remembering, as illustrated during the 2019 anniversary events 

that opened up the camp to other historical interpretations. Built upon 

oral history interviews, ethnographic observations and newspaper analysis, 

this article discusses memories of war, migration, and life at Greta camp, 

and the way official discourses and generational and community memories 

have shaped heritage, memorial and remembering processes at Greta camp. 
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Outside of the Greta township in regional New South Wales, on the traditional 

lands of the Wonnarua people, is the site of the Greta Army and Migrant Camp 

that operated from 1939–49 and 1949–60 respectively.1 Like other camps of this 

era, Greta camp was in a regional and geographically remote location, some 183 

kilometres northwest of Sydney, inland from Newcastle. The migrant camp has been 

the subject of numerous reunions, anniversaries and commemorative events, even 

though there are almost no tangible remains or markers of its history on the now 

privately owned property. The absence of physical links to the past and its private 

ownership have shaped the types of remembering and pilgrimage that have occurred 

around the site. In addition to its two histories – as an army camp and then a 

migrant camp – Greta camp is remembered in different ways by former residents 

depending on their age, past experiences, and length of stay. Multiple reunion events 

between 1988 and 2019 offered former residents the opportunity to reminisce and 

share personal memories and family recollections; while large anniversary events 

have often had national frameworks applied by organisers and spokespersons. 

The Greta Migrant Camp has not attracted the same scholarly or public attention as 

other migrant camps such as Bonegilla, although the site’s commemoration and memo-

rialisation continue to be an ongoing concern within community groups.2 Christopher 

Keating’s 1997 A History of the Army Camp and Migrant Camp at Greta, New South 

Wales, 1939–1960 remains one of the few histories of the Greta camp. Alex Schulha 

1 I acknowledge that I am discussing events and places located on the lands of the Wonnarua people. 
Their history and connection to the land on which the Greta camp site is located is an important part of 
the social, cultural and environmental history of this place. Aboriginal history has been largely neglected 
within local histories of this area, and there has been a significant lack of information readily accessible. 
Although it is beyond the scope of this article, recent historical work has started to redress this. See for 
example Mark Dunn’s recent history of Aboriginal and convict interactions within the Hunter Valley: 
Mark Dunn, The Convict Valley: The Bloody Struggle on Australia’s Early Frontier (Crows Nest, NSW: 
Allen & Unwin, 2020).

2 See for example: Joel Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech: Federation Chamber: Greta Army and Migrant Camp: 
Monday, 17 September 2018’, NationBuilder, 17 September 2018, http://web.archive.org/
web/20200811150311/http:/www.joelfitzgibbon.com/speech_federation_chamber_greta_army_and_
migrant_camp_monday_17_september_2018]; Anthony Scully and Rick Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp 
Kids Return, Lamenting Lack of Monument 70 Years Since First Wave of Arrivals’, ABC News, 24 June 
2019, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-24/kids-of-greta-migrant-camp-lament-lack-of-onsite-
monument/11240072; Mike Scanlon, ‘Push for Monument at Greta Migrant Camp Site’, Newcastle 
Herald, 26 April 2019, https://www.newcastleherald.com.au/story/6088088/life-at-greta-migrant-camp/.



53

recently published his long-awaited volume Beneath the Shadow of Mount Morgan 

– History and Stories of Greta Camp 1939–1960, which includes the reminiscences 

of former residents.3 He spent decades researching the camp and travelling within 

Australia and overseas to collect stories and information for the book that was officially 

launched in 2019. While Greta has been included in other scholarly examinations of 

migration and migrant heritage in Australia, it is usually in combination with other 

camps or as a cursory inclusion in broader examinations of Australian migration. Few 

historians appear to have travelled to Greta. This is made immediately evident in their 

pronunciation of the name of the camp and nearby town.4 This article will contribute 

to existing discussions of the value of life history approaches to interviewing, memories 

of war and migration, and understandings of the way official discourses have often 

been applied to shape heritage and memorial processes. 

This article examines personal testimonies and the public remembering of Greta 

Migrant Camp through an analysis of oral history interviews, ethnographic obser-

vations and newspaper articles. Oral history interviews with former residents of the 

migrant camp were conducted in 2015, around the time of the 66th anniversary of 

the Greta Migrant Camp. These interviews used a life history methodology and, as 

such, memories of Greta were shared along with recollections of life before, during 

and after migration to Australia. This life history approach captured other signifi-

cant moments within a migrant’s life and allowed the meaning of camp experiences 

and memories to be understood in relation to other life experiences. Interviewees’ 

recollections largely focused on memories of arriving in the camp, the influence of 

the two-year government work contract, and positive or negative recollections of life 

in the camp that were significantly contingent on the age and past experiences of 

the migrants. The second part of the article discusses the way Greta camp has been 

remembered through reunions, commemorative events and anniversaries. Private 

ownership of the site and the lack of physical remnants of the past have presented 

challenges to remembering and memorialisation processes. For years, Greta has been 

the only migrant camp in New South Wales without a monument on site. But despite 

3 Alex Schulha, Beneath the Shadow of Mount Morgan – History and Stories of Greta Camp 1939–1960 
(Ashtonfield: Alex Schulha, 2020).

4 Greta is pronounced griːtə (Traditional IPA), or Greet-a.
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these storytelling and heritage challenges, former residents and their children – and 

more recently the military, and historical and cultural institutions – have continued 

to engage in public and personal remembering, keeping memories of the camp alive, 

and opening up the camp to other historical interpretations. 

THE MILITARY CAMP 

Former grazing land on the outskirts of Greta township, although many miles away 

from the site of combat, became a place inextricably linked to war; first as a place 

of soldier training and then as ‘host’ – or ‘home’ – to displaced persons escaping 

war-torn countries and homes in Europe. The Greta township was a small commu-

nity around Anvil Creek in the 1820s and 1830s.5 The area was a site of viticulture 

but was particularly known for coal mining, which commenced at Anvil Creek in 

1862, the same year the railway reached the town.6 The town continued to grow and 

boasted a school, four churches and four hotels by the end of the 1870s.7 A signifi-

cant coal seam was discovered in 1886.8

At the time World War Two broke out, Greta was on a major rail and road artery in 

a somewhat undeveloped area with relatively cheap land and a tradition of military 

training within the area. The army needed additional facilities for training the 6th 

Division of the AIF (Australian Imperial Forces) because many existing facilities 

were already occupied.9 In November 1939, 2,930 acres of land were compulsorily 

acquired from farmers in the Allendale-Greta area and construction began immedi-

ately with the first unit arriving at the camp 15 December 1939.10 The army camp 

was just south of Greta township and the railway line, nestled at the foot of Mount 

5 ‘Greta, NSW’, Aussie Towns, accessed 25 November 2021, https://www.aussietowns.com.au/town/greta-
nsw.

6 Val Randall, Greta: The Town and It’s People: 150 Years (Greta: Wild & Williams Printers, 1993), 2; The 
railway line opened from Lochinvar to Branxton, passing through Greta, 24 March 1862. The station 
was originally called Farthing. ‘Greta, NSW’

7 ‘Greta, NSW’.

8 ‘Greta, NSW’.

9 ‘Greta’, Australian War Memorial, accessed 29 November 2021, https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/.
PL2483.

10 ‘Greta’, Australian War Memorial.
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Molly Morgan.11 The troops claimed they liked Greta camp well enough but it 

was considered too far away from civilisation, causing many to take their leave in 

Newcastle.12 The camp earnt its two nicknames during the military history of the 

camp: ‘Chocolate City’ from the brown weatherboard buildings and ‘Silver City’ in 

reference to the corrugated iron Nissen huts constructed at the site.13 Most of the 

soldiers that trained at Greta camp served in the 6th Division and were deployed 

primarily to the north, including New Guinea.14 After the war portions of the camp 

were returned to grazing land, but the camp continued to be used to train soldiers 

who served in the British Commonwealth Occupation Force in Japan.15 Around 

60,000 soldiers from the 2nd AIF trained at the camp between 1939–1949.16 

With the end of the war the army wanted to dispose of excess land and by 1948 plans 

were underway to transfer the Silver City portion of the camp to the Department of 

Immigration for Displaced Persons.17 In 1949 other migrant reception and training 

centres were bursting at the seams with 22,000 migrants expected to disembark in 

Australia between July and October.18 The time frame between the site being used as 

a location to train soldiers for war and being a place that received people displaced 

by the same war was considerably short. Soldiers were still in residence at the camp 

weeks before the arrival of new migrants. Silver City was vacated in April 1949 

while recruits training at Chocolate City were expected to vacate by 31 May 1949.19 

It is therefore unsurprising how many migrants still remember the poor condition 

of the camp when they first arrived. The first group of 600 migrants arrived 7 June 

11 Randall, Greta, 118.

12 Christopher Keating, A History of the Army Camp and Migrant Camp at Greta, New South Wales, 
1939–1960 (Sydney: Uri Windt, 1997), 27.

13 ‘Greta’, Australian War Memorial.

14 David Hurley, ‘Greta Army Camp and Greta Migrant Camp Anniversary Weekend’, 9 November 2019, 
https://www.gg.gov.au/about-governor-general/media/greta-army-camp-and-greta-migrant-camp-
anniversary-weekend.

15 Hurley, ‘Greta Army Camp and Greta Migrant Camp Anniversary Weekend’; Keating, History of the 
Army Camp, 31.

16 Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech: Federation Chamber: Greta Army and Migrant Camp: Monday, 17 September 
2018’; Hurley, ‘Greta Army Camp and Greta Migrant Camp Anniversary Weekend’.

17 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 31, 38.

18 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 38.

19 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 38.

Evans, Remembering Two Cities



Studies in Oral History 2022

56

1949 from the Bathurst Migrant Reception and Training Centre and were followed 

shortly after by arrivals directly from Europe on 19 August 1949 who disembarked 

the Fairsea at Newcastle and arrived at Greta via the railway. 

THE MIGRANT CAMP 

Between 1948 and 1954 over 170,000 ‘Displaced Persons’ (DPs) arrived in Australia 

assisted by the International Refugee Organisation on a two-year government work 

contract.20 ‘Pushed’ from their homeland by ‘forces out of their control’, displaced 

persons often arrived in Australia without the ability or desire to return home.21 

Post-war urban housing shortages and rural labour shortages meant migrants were 

sent away from urban centres and society’s gaze to immigration reception and 

training centres in regional and rural areas, such as Bonegilla in Victoria and Greta.22 

Migrants were encouraged to fill vacancies and not compete with local Australians 

for jobs; consequently DPs were often employed in inferior jobs where prior skills 

and training went unrecognised.23 

As other migrant centres were under pressure, Chocolate City became a temporary 

Reception and Training Centre to speed up processing, thus enabling ships to 

sail directly to Newcastle.24 In post-war Australia, arrivals were processed through 

reception centres and sent away to workplaces, while smaller holding centres (often 

called migrant camps) were designed to be short-term places for women and children 

to stay until a migrant worker had made alternative accommodation arrangements 

20 James Jupp and Marie Kabala (eds), The Politics of Australian Immigration, Immigration and Australian 
Foreign Policy (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1993), 17; Ian H. Burnley, The 
Impact of Immigration on Australia: A Demographic Approach (South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 32, 97; Laksiri Jayasuriya, Immigration and Multiculturalism in Australia: Selected Essays (Ned-
lands: School of Social Work and Social Administration the University of Western Australia, 1997), 59; 
Jayne Persian, ‘“Chifley Liked Them Blond”: DP Immigrants for Australia’, History Australia 12, no. 2 
(2015): 82; Geoffrey Sherington, Australia’s Immigrants 1788–1988, 2nd ed. (North Sydney: Allen & 
Unwin, 1990), 136; Joy Damousi, Memory and Migration in the Shadow of War: Australia’s Greek Immi-
grants after World War II and the Greek Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 48.

21 Jock Collins, Migrant Hands in a Distant Land: Australia’s Post-War Immigration (Sydney: Pluto Press, 
1988), 48; Persian, ‘“Chifley Liked Them Blond”’, 81–82; Jayne Persian, Beautiful Balts: From Displaced 
Persons to New Australians (Sydney: University of New South Wales, 2017).

22 Persian, Beautiful Balts, 78.

23 Persian, ‘“Chifley Liked Them Blond”’; Persian, Beautiful Balts; Collins, Migrant Hands, 23.

24 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 39.
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for his family.25 Thus, migrants were processed at Chocolate City where men were 

allocated to employment, and dependents were allocated to the holding centre in 

Silver City.26 Silver City had a capacity of 2,866 and Chocolate City 4,700.27 Val 

Randall, author of a history of Greta, recorded that the tariff was 35 shillings per 

week for adults, 12 shillings sixpence for children, although most men were under 

the two-year contract that often took them away from Greta camp to places of 

employment including cane fields in Queensland, steelworks, railway, or the Snowy 

Mountain Scheme.28 Christopher Keating reported 11,958 displaced persons arrived 

at Greta between August 1949 and December 1950. Initially two separate camps 

with different purposes, fluctuations in arrival numbers meant Chocolate City 

would switch between reception or holding centre depending on the need. Around 

100,000 migrants passed through the camp during its operation, having arrived from 

countries including Austria, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Germany, Greece, 

Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Netherlands, Poland, Romania, 

Russia, Ukraine and Yugoslavia.29

REMEMBERING GRETA MIGRANT CAMP 

Greta camp was a significant place for many displaced persons as this was a site of 

many first impressions and encounters with Australia and a continuation of migra-

tion processes. Oral history interviews with former residents of the camp revealed 

memories shaped by generational characteristics and family situations. People who 

were young children and longer-term residents often recalled relatively fond memories 

of the camp, whereas adults, parents, and older children and teenagers recalled this 

time as a challenge and a mostly negative experience. Memories of arrival frequently 

featured in many recollections of this time, arguably because reality did not meet the 

25 Bruce Pennay, Imagining School at Benalla’s Migrant Camp, vol. 90 (Royal Historical Society of Victoria, 
2019), 90, 62.

26 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 45, 46.

27 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 47.

28 Randall, Greta, 119.

29 Randall, Greta, 199; Keating, History of the Army Camp, 37; Michelle Meehan, ‘Greta Army & Migrant 
Camp’, Your Hunter Valley, 1 November 2019, https://www.yourhuntervalley.com.au/post/2019/11/01/
greta-army-migrant-camp.
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expectations and hopes held by those who had left war-torn homes and countries 

only to arrive in yet another camp that had an unbearable resemblance to European 

refugee camps – or worse still, concentration camps.30 The army camp was built for 

soldiers (single men) and reflected hierarchical structures of the military,31 whereas 

migrants were fleeing situations destroyed by war and often arrived in family groups. 

No attempt was made to retrofit the army camp to cater to the needs of family 

groups, thus forcing the separation of families upon arrival in the camp. 

Ingrid was among the first group of migrants who arrived in Newcastle on the Fairsea 

on 19 August 1949 and was taken directly to Greta camp via the ‘red rattlers’.32 

She was born in Germany in 1939 and arrived in Australia as a 10-year-old with 

memories of bombs dropping during the war. Ingrid was critical of her experiences 

in Greta camp, commencing with her recollections of arriving in the camp. Over 6o 

years later Ingrid could still remember ‘the first sight of the camp, we’d been in so 

many camps, but this was the worst of the lot’. She recalled that ‘the parents were 

all so bitterly disappointed because it wasn’t prepared, the camp wasn’t prepared 

for families, for migrants to come, they had done nothing’.33 The camp was ‘like 

the troops hadn’t left them. There were empty barracks, broken windows’, with 

stretcher beds along the walls, no rooms, and no privacy. Attempts to separate the 

men, women and children were met with ‘an uproar’ as people declared ‘if we can’t 

be together now then we will go back again, we don’t want to stay here’.34 Her reflec-

tions revealed how the army-built camp did not suit the needs of migrant families.35 

Ingrid recalled that people initially adapted by hanging ropes from one end of the 

hut to the other and draping blankets from them to create cubicles and sections for 

families to provide some privacy. There was subsequently a petition and discussions 

with the administrators in charge. Later, carpenters were able to create rooms within 

30 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 46, 47.

31 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 56–57.

32 Albrecht, Ingrid, NAA: SP1121/1, Albrecht, Ingrid.

33 Ingrid Rudolph, interviewed by author, Telarah, 16 June 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

34 Ingrid Rudolph, 16 June 2015.

35 The army origins of migrant camps prompted similar discussions and reflections at Bonegilla. See: Alex-
andra Dellios, ‘Separation, Family and Unsettling Settlement’ in Histories of Controversy: The Bonegilla 
Migrant Centre (Carlton: Melbourne University Publishing, 2017), 25–53. 
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the structure but ‘that all took time’. There were ‘two people to a room, a little room, 

and if you were three like our family you were assigned 1.5 rooms, so you had to 

share’.36 This is an early example of how the limitations of a camp constructed for 

the purpose of training troops would become an ongoing point of contention for 

migrant residents. Their needs were a stark contrast to the military thinking that 

mandated the original construction. Troops training for war were equipped to face 

extreme environments with minimal resources and comforts of home. Now the same 

structures were meant to house displaced families. 

Ingrid’s memories of life in Germany and experiences of war and displacement 

shaped how she recalled her time at Greta camp. She was shocked to be placed in yet 

another camp in Australia, particularly one that was in the middle of ‘the bush’. She 

found ‘everything was so alien, so different’. Lessons at the school camp were only 

in English so she couldn’t understand anything. Food in the mess hall was ‘slopped 

on [your plate] like you see in a prison’. Every day she told her mother ‘I want to go 

back to Germany, I want to go back, I don’t want to stay here’.37 Her memories of 

the camp conveyed a sense of isolation and the expanse of the Australian environ-

ment in comparison to Europe. Congregated in the camp, migrants were separated 

from the local townships and had limited access to local news. The camp itself was 

so large that ‘you needed buses to drive you around’. Buses were also the main form 

of transport and connection to communities beyond the camp.38 Ingrid recalled 

memories of life beyond the camp such as walking to Greta town for lollies and 

biscuits, journeying to high school in Maitland, and being singled out as ‘alien’ and 

a ‘New Australian’ when visiting Maitland.39 

Migrant hopes or assumptions about the future were thwarted by their arrival in 

yet another camp, and oftentimes hampered by the impact of the two-year work 

contract. After separation and displacement, migrants again faced the possibility of 

being separated from their families as male workers were accommodated near their 

36 Ingrid Rudolph, 16 June 2015.

37 Ingrid Rudolph, 16 June 2015.

38 Ingrid Rudolph, interviewed by author, Telarah, 21 February 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

39 Ingrid Rudolph, 21 February 2015; Ingrid Rudolph, 16 June 2015.
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assigned places of employment while their ‘dependents’ resided at Silver City in 

the holding centre.40 Many DPs were employed to work in factories and industrial 

companies regardless of their prior skills and training.41 John migrated to Australia 

with his family in 1949. He obtained work at the Masonite Factory in Raymond 

Terrace and was able to return to Greta camp to visit his parents each weekend 

where his father worked as a gardener.42 Other families were able to avoid separa-

tion by securing employment within the camp. Tania was 23 years old when she 

arrived in 1950. She shared that ‘in the beginning it was very hard for us’ because 

she did not speak English, did not enjoy living in the camp, and worried about her 

family being separated. She was relieved her family was able to stay together when 

her husband was given work in the Greta camp kitchens because as a skilled soccer 

player he was sought after for the Greta team.43 Ingrid’s stepfather had promised his 

family a ‘good life’ in Australia where he expected to continue to work as a lawyer, 

but his qualifications were not recognised and there was ‘never the money or the 

opportunity’ for him to retrain. Instead, he worked at the camp as a cleaner and his 

wife as a nurse. When they left the camp, although he ‘was an academic’, ‘he had to 

work in a factory’ and was employed at the Bradford Cotton Mill – the same place 

Tania’s husband eventually worked – and Ingrid’s mother worked at the Belmore 

Hotel.44 Employment within the camp kept their family together and likely facili-

tated connections with the local area that shaped their decision to remain within the 

area once they left the camp at the end of their two-year work contract. 

The camp was a place of restriction, or at least obligation, rather than choice in 

the minds of the older generation of migrants. Tania spoke of being ‘free’ after her 

40 Alexandra Dellios, ‘Displaced Persons, Family Separation and the Work Contract in Postwar Australia’, 
Journal of Australian Studies 40, no. 4 (2016): 418, 420.

41 Keating, History of the Army Camp. For example, George Klim was a trained English teacher but worked 
for Dunlop tyres, see: George Klim, interview by Barry York, 1996. 

42 John Szczudluk, interviewed by author, Maitland, 20 February 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

43 Tania Kuszelyk, interviewed by author, Maitand, 23 February 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

44 Ingrid Rudolph, 16 June 2015.
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husband finished his two-year contract.45 The contract cast a shadow over many 

recollections of migration to Australia and time spent in the Greta camp. This may 

be why many DPs who were adults or older children and teenagers upon arrival 

recall negative or challenging experiences as part of their recollections of life in Greta 

camp. They carried the memories of war and displacement with them to the camp, 

shaping their impressions and perspectives upon this time in their lives. Time at 

Greta camp was part of a longer life history narrative and larger migration process 

that made time at the camp transitory or temporary rather than an idyllic home. 

Greta camp was not home to Terese’s family. They passed through many migrant 

camps, including Bonegilla, Cowra and Greta, as they followed Terese’s father who 

was separated from them and relocated to different locations for employment. This 

caused great difficulty and disruption for their family.46 After the trauma of wartime 

separation in Poland, the loss of a brother, and experiences in a concentration camp 

before miraculously reuniting with her parents when the war was over, ‘home’ was 

not Greta camp. Home was ‘where my parents were’ and when they were finally able 

to be together away from the migrant camp.47

Christopher Keating described the camp as a temporary ‘stepping stone into the 

community’, and argued that psychological and cultural stresses of migration were 

‘eased by a staged move, via the camp, into jobs and houses in the wider Australian 

community’.48 Keating noted that ‘post-war migrants were brought to Australia for 

their labour, and it was through work that they would eventually move out into the 

wider community’ often once the two-year government contract was up.49 The stress 

of migration was not always eased by residing in Greta camp. Sometimes the tran-

sitory nature of the camp added to stress. While at times Greta or other camps like 

Bonegilla might have been framed as a place of beginnings, in some situations Greta 

was not the start of settlement in Australia, but another temporary location in an 

45 Tania Kuszelyk, interviewed by author, Maitland, 18 June 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

46 Terese Dron, interviewed by author, East Maitland, 19 June 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

47 Terese Dron, 19 June 2015.

48 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 55.

49 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 59.
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ongoing process of migration or displacement that commenced long before setting 

foot in Greta or Newcastle.50 Nevertheless, the site is a beginning place for people 

who were born at the camp. With an average of 45 babies a month, around 10,000 

babies were born at Greta camp.51 Their memories shape many of the reunion and 

commemorative activities that will be discussed in the following section. 

Greta camp was a challenging and temporary space for some migrants while for 

others it was a place of positive memories and a childhood shared with others in 

community. Whether a military or a migrant camp, it is important to remember 

that Greta was virtually a town in its own right. Although hastily constructed and 

supposedly a temporary place – both for people and as a site – it featured facilities 

including a hospital, an ambulance, a fire truck, a school, kitchens and dining halls, 

two cinemas, at least three churches, and buses that would run between the two 

camps.52 Although it was temporary accommodation, it did not feel like that for 

younger children who arrived at the camp or were born there. This was the life they 

knew. It was not designed as a place to put down roots, but many younger genera-

tions did just that, and their memories offer unique insights into life at Greta camp. 

Not all children comprehended or shared their parents’ experiences prior to arriving 

in the camp nor their perspective on camp life. The camp was a home and a safe 

place to roam and explore with other children their age and with a similar back-

ground. It was a ‘safe haven’ removed from wider societal and cultural expectations 

or constraints in the surrounding towns.53 Idyllic memories were often recalled by 

those who were young children while residing at the camp. 

Nina was among the earliest arrivals at Greta camp, arriving as an eight-year-old 

with other migrants from the Bathurst Immigration Reception and Training Centre 

in June 1949. She recalled a positive experience of camp life that provided her with 

50 See discussion in Alexandra Dellios, ‘Marginal or Mainstream? Migrant Centres as Grassroots and Offi-
cial Heritage’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 21, no. 10 (2015).

51 Mike Scanlon, ‘Permanent Home for Greta Camp Monument’, The Newcastle Herald, 2 November 
2020, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A640184490/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=cb-
88c4bf, Gale.

52 Randall, Greta, 119; Scanlon, ‘Permanent Home for Greta Camp Monument’.

53 Similar themes are present within Pennay’s analysis of childhood memories of Bonegilla and Benalla 
camps: Pennay, Imagining School at Benalla’s Migrant Camp, 70–73.
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a sense of stability and home in contrast to her previous experiences of displacement 

and mobility, unpacking and packing on the journey from Russia and China to 

Australia via a temporary placement in the Philippines.54 Nina commented the camp 

provided ‘good nutritious meals’ – ‘nothing fancy’ but ‘we were fed, we were fine’ – 

and although the camp could be ‘a bit cold and a bit uncomfortable […] camp life 

itself wasn’t really that bad’.55 There were ‘all these adventures’ to be had with her 

sisters and other children in the surrounding bush and creeks. Nina did admit that 

there were a ‘few incidents’ and that it was not always safe to go to the bathroom 

block alone at night, but consciously constructed a positive narrative of her time in 

the camp saying it was ‘good to have something stable’ at the camp where ‘everything 

was organised for us’. Nina’s home was where her mother was. Her mother worked in 

the camp kitchens, and as a single-parent family upon arrival in the camp, Nina had 

more positive recollections of the excitement of men returning from work to visit the 

camp and then waving them off again upon their departure. 

The contrasting memories of Greta camp as a positive place of stability, home, explo-

ration and adventure, or a challenging and negative experience that thwarted ideas 

of migration and settlement in Australia, demonstrates the different way people 

have remembered and reflected on the past. Alistair Thomson has discussed how we 

compose memories to make sense of past and present lives. This composition process 

is complicated by the way our private memories can have public consequences.56 

Nina composed memories of the camp that largely focused on positive recollections 

that emphasised stability, exploration and adventure as she knew her family was no 

longer on the move. She admitted there were difficult experiences as well, but she 

explicitly mentioned that she tried to focus on the positives: ‘it really wasn’t a bad 

life if you look at the positive things’. On the whole, she chose to remember her 

experience positively. This composition of her personal memories shaped the way 

54 Nina Nikolaeff, interviewed by author, Telarah, 16 June 2015, tape and transcript held by author; 
Migrant Selection Documents, NAA: A12094, 198–201; Haven Nominal Passenger Roll, NAA: J25, 
1953/4599.

55 Nina Nikolaeff, 16 June 2015.

56 Alistair Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories: Putting Popular Memory Theory into Practice in Australia’, in 
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 344.
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she participated in public processes of remembering at reunion and remembering 

activities in 2015. 

The Greta Migrant Camp closed in 1960 after 107 residents gathered for a final meal 

on 5 January before departing for Villawood.57 It was officially closed 15 January.58 By 

February, Nissen huts along with other buildings and structures were sold, disman-

tled, often recycled, and scattered throughout the Hunter area.59 The army resumed 

control of the camp in 1962 and it was used intermittently for training purposes 

until it was sold at auction in 1980. All that remains of the former camp site are 

concrete foundations to indicate where buildings stood or where the roads ran. 

REUNIONS AND ANNIVERSARIES

The absence of tangible markers of the past has influenced the memorial and 

remembering processes surrounding Greta camp. Greta camp was bought in 1980 

by the Windt family; Otti Windt migrated to Australia in 1959. The Burra Charter 

was written in 1979 and migrant heritage emerged slowly in the late 1980s.60 The 

1980 sale of the property was likely too early to be shaped by heritage discourses 

that were emerging and strengthening through the 1980s. When the army relin-

quished control of Bonegilla in 1999, a collection of huts including dining rooms 

and laundries remained.61 The tangible presence of these buildings combined with 

more developed heritage discourses likely shaped the public history of Bonegilla 

in important ways largely absent from the Greta camp site. Once Greta was sold it 

largely returned to grazing land although there were property development plans. 

Nonetheless, the Greta camp site has remained largely unchanged since the 1980s. 

Yet, for a place with no memorial or markers, there has been a lot of remembering. 

The first significant reunion was organised by the Newcastle Ethnic Communities 

57 Randall, Greta, 120.

58 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 79.

59 Randall, Greta, 120; Scanlon, ‘Permanent Home for Greta Camp Monument’.

60 Dellios, ‘Marginal or Mainstream?’, 1069.

61 Dellios, ‘Marginal or Mainstream?’, 1074.
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Council in 1988.62 The bicentennial year was significant for many reunions and 

commemorative events across Australia, so it is unsurprising Greta camp also had 

commemorative processes. Another reunion was held for the 50th-anniversary cele-

bration of the Greta Migrant Camp in August 1999. It featured a Kosovar refugee 

dance troupe from Singleton Safe Haven, a welcome event and cocktail party, a 

film screening, a 1940s gala dance, and the unveiling of a commemorative plaque 

at former Honeysuckle railway workshops in Newcastle to mark the arrival of the 

Fairsea.63 The comments by the Newcastle and Hunter Region Ethnic Communi-

ties Council chairman John Gebhart reveal two motivations that shape moments of 

public remembering. It was hoped over 5,000 people would attend over the weekend 

to ‘reminisce about old friendships and shared experiences’, and to affirm ‘one of the 

most significant events in Australian history, the great post-war migration which has 

transformed the nation, provided a transfusion of innovation, creativity and dedica-

tion, and set Australia on the road to a dynamic and promising future’.64 Reunions 

facilitate reminiscences and the opportunity to revisit connections forged between 

individuals and communities. The testimonies of many participants echo this senti-

ment.65 Anniversary events can also focus on the institution or larger organising 

body and often feature larger historical narratives. It is often the organisers who 

apply national or multicultural frameworks to remembering events as though justi-

fying the event and continued significance of the camp. 

The 60th anniversary in 2009 featured over 1,000 never-before-seen photographs 

collected from former residents by the Windt family, assisted by the Newcastle 

Ethnic Communities Council, and displayed at an exhibition at Wallsend Library.66 

The photos were officially entrusted to the Newcastle Regional Library at the exhi-

bition’s launch. Alexandra Dellios observed that the exhibition’s success relied on 

62 Keating, History of the Army Camp, 80.

63 Paul Maguire, ‘50th Anniversary Celebrations Start for Greta Migrant Camp’, The Newcastle Herald, 
18 August 1999, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A292253606/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-
STND&xid=5efe0219.

64 Maguire, ‘50th Anniversary Celebrations Start for Greta Migrant Camp’.

65 See: Dellios, ‘Marginal or Mainstream?’, 1079.

66 Alison Branley, ‘Snapshots of Immigrant Life’, The Newcastle Herald, 3 September 2009, https://link.
gale.com/apps/doc/A279064823/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=52820cd7.
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the involvement and support of former residents who donated their photos. The 

photographs were ‘attached to and evoke memories of personal migration journeys, 

but they are framed by the wider, officially sanctioned narrative of the exhibition’.67 

Another reunion event was held in June 2015. Rather than the initial arrivals 

who encountered the army camp in its unmodified form, most of the organising 

committee were children born to migrants at the camp or later arrivals, such as 

Elizabeth Matt whose family history was featured in newspapers for the event. She 

was born in 1947 Coburg, Germany, to parents who had witnessed and experienced 

World War Two and forced labour in Germany; her mother had been deported from 

Ukraine to Germany to work. The growing family arrived at Greta camp in 1952 

and stayed until 1960.68 She recalled positive memories of the camp, playing with 

other children, and enjoying the entertainment the camp had to offer including the 

cinemas and the ample bushland.69 Mrs Matt said leaving the camp was ‘awful’. Her 

‘life was at that camp’; it was a place where she ‘had grown up with her friends, it 

was happening and alive, we all lived together, we were a community. Suddenly, it 

was over’. Her family moved to a house on a ‘little block of land’ in Anvil Creek, that 

‘was a prison to me, I felt isolated’.70 The years at the camp were ‘very happy times 

for me…the best years of my life’.71 

The shift to a younger generation of organisers has shaped the purposes of reunion 

and anniversary events and the types of memories being shared. Discussions in 

February that year often looked to past reunions as a model to guide the exhibitions 

and features for the one to come in June. Items from previous exhibitions (and 

possibly entire displays) were included at the 2015 reunion weekend. A ready cata-

logue and collection of materials fit for exhibition speak to the existence of gatekeepers 

or unofficial stewards of Greta camp’s history and its commemorative activities. The 

67 Dellios, ‘Marginal or Mainstream?’, 1080.

68 Rebecca Berry, ‘Greta Camp Memories: A World Away / Photos, Video’, Maitland Mercury, 11 
June 2015, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A417633940/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-
STND&xid=13f7f105.

69 Berry, ‘Greta Camp Memories’.

70 Berry, ‘Greta Camp Memories’.

71 Berry, ‘Greta Camp Memories’.
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history of reunion activities elucidates repeated narratives and memories shared 

about the camp. The same people are often interviewed by the local press. Irene 

Lupish was an organiser of the 2015 event and her husband Vitaly (or Victor) built 

a model of the camp in 2000. Victor was 14 years old when he arrived in 1949 with 

his family from Belarus, and he has frequently been interviewed by the local press 

during the last two decades, often recounting the same stories and memories. He is 

enthusiastic to share his stories and provides the press with information and quotes 

that readily fit into positive narratives in newspaper pieces that cover reunion events. 

These articles rarely explore other stories and camp memories. Rather than locating 

new original voices, it is convenient for media coverage (and sometimes historical 

discussions) to identify these willing narrators and voices of authority as represen-

tative of Greta’s past and present memories. The repeated commemorative efforts 

suggest there are people who want to continue to meet and maintain connections 

that were created through Greta, and that the focus is on reminiscence and catching 

up with old friends. 

It is noteworthy that plans for a 65th anniversary in 2014 were cancelled due to 

lack of time and funding and postponed until June 2015 when it went ahead largely 

without organisational backing from groups such as the Newcastle and Hunter 

Region Ethnic Communities Council. The event was impacted by the ongoing 

dance between personal and public remembering, and community and organisa-

tional interests. The organisers held the event during Refugee Week to ensure it 

went ahead and to garner additional support and publicity. Some people refused 

to take part because they feared the event would be buried beneath other celebra-

tions that week, and because they opposed a refugee narrative being applied to their 

understanding of the camp’s history.72 The 2015 reunion revealed tensions between 

the historical narratives and frameworks that could be applied to the camp, and the 

histories and understandings held by former residents and by their children. These 

contextual details likely shaped the types of voices and memories shared during the 

72 ‘Plans to Celebrate the 66th Anniversary of Greta Migrant’, Maitland Mercury, 16 January 2015, https://
link.gale.com/apps/doc/A398324224/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=b5cdbdf8.
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event, namely those from younger generations with largely positive recollections of 

time at Greta camp who had a desire to reconnect with friends. 

Most of the visitors were largely pilgrims and participants in the camp’s history or 

their children. The focus centred on family and personal histories with an emphasis 

on reunion and connection. Visitors were thus actors or teachers rather than the 

recipients of information. Portions of the 1984 film Silver City were screened at the 

opening of the 2015 event, and Victor’s model of Greta camp was the centrepiece of 

exhibition displays that were erected at the Greta Workers Club for the weekend.73 

Victor has at times been the ‘unofficial’ historian of Greta camp; indeed, building a 

model arguably cemented his interpretation and memories of Greta camp, making 

him a perceived authority on Greta. But there are others with different memories 

and stories of the camp. During the 2015 event Nina and Terese pointed out discrep-

ancies between Victor’s model of the camp and their memories. Nina said it was 

‘disappointing’ to see details missing such as the laundry that probably ‘wouldn’t 

have been significant enough for him to remember’.74 The women explained this 

was in part because of the different experiences and tasks men, women and children 

had in the camp. 

The notable absence of tangible markers at the site continued to shape the way the 

camp was remembered and the types of possible commemoration and celebration 

events. In 2015 permission was secured for shuttle buses to convey people around 

the camp site and look at markers erected for the day to correspond with maps and 

to jog memories. People were only allowed off the bus at specific locations because 

of insurance issues. The bus was filled with a chorus of chatter as people peered 

out the window and pointed to familiar landmarks or numbered signs, providing 

73 Directed by Polish-Australian Sophia Turkiewicz (screenplay by Thomas Keneally), Silver City was an 
important film for its place within a wave of women’s films from the 1970s and for its engagement with 
changing multicultural Australia. Portions of the film set at Greta camp were shown at the opening of 
the 2015 reunion weekend. The audience appeared to react positively to the depiction of the camp and 
there were passing comments to the film made over the course of the weekend, however, no one referred 
to the film during in their interview. For further discussion see: Alexandra Dellios, ‘Constructing Public 
History, Framing Collective Memories: Bonegilla Migrant Reception and Training Centre’ (PhD thesis, 
The University of Melbourne, 2014).

74 Nina Nikolaeff, 16 June 2015.
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commentary to their travelling companion or the entire bus about what they remem-

bered and where specific buildings once stood. As the site has been privately owned 

since 1980, this was one of the few times many people had been able to return to 

the property. 

In 2017 an upcoming reunion again prompted the publication of Greta camp 

memories in the local newspaper. Paul Szumilas told the Maitland Mercury about his 

enjoyable childhood at Greta Migrant Camp running around playing games with 

other children. He recalled ‘it was great for us kids. Most of us didn’t know what our 

parents had been through’.75 As all the men were away working ‘we grew up with 

lots of mums’.76 He is possibly the only person in local newspapers to link his experi-

ences with Australia’s recent treatment of asylum seekers.77 It was reported there was 

a reunion in 2016 that attracted 50 people, and there were hopes for double that in 

2017.78 Once again, the memories of children enjoying the camp were foregrounded 

as a way to promote frequent reunions. 

Newspaper coverage of these reunion activities lends support to the notion that these 

are events where former residents can reconnect and share stories and memories 

of their experiences at Greta camp. But as discussed above, the ‘apparently private 

process of composing safe memories is in fact very public’.79 Nina’s composition of a 

positive childhood enabled her to be comfortable participating in the 2015 reunion 

and anniversary, pointing out where buildings were and talking to others about 

adventures and explorations shared with other children in the camp. Thomson has 

observed that where memories do not conform to those accepted by the general 

public, people seek out other groups that ‘affirm our identities and the way we 

want to remember our lives’.80 It is possible other migrants were less comfortable 

participating in public anniversaries or reunions and did not attend because their 

75 Lachlan Leeming, ‘Memories of a Greta Camp Kid’, Maitland Mercury, 13 October 2017, https://link.
gale.com/apps/doc/A511537260/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=09b5c67b.

76 Leeming, ‘Memories of a Greta Camp Kid’.

77 Leeming, ‘Memories of a Greta Camp Kid’.

78 Leeming, ‘Memories of a Greta Camp Kid’.

79 Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories’, 344.

80 Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories’, 344.
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experiences in the camp were negative. The overwhelming presence of positive child-

hood memories of the camp raises questions about who continues to participate in 

these reunions or commemorative occasions and whether there is space for memories 

to be shared that do not conform to these current public narratives.

2019 – THE ANNIVERSARY YEAR

The year 2019 was significant for the Greta camp. Multiple events were held locally 

throughout the year to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the military camp 

and the 70th anniversary of the migrant camp. A consultative committee of people 

intending to organise anniversary events first gathered in 2018 to ensure they did not 

schedule events on the same days. The year 2019 saw a range of events by different 

people focusing on various aspects of the camp history. Similar themes were present 

in commemorative events that performed the same function as previous reunions. 

The ‘Back to Greta’ event hosted by the Cessnock Library on 7 June 2019 brought 

over 100 people back to the former army and migrant camp site on the very date 

migrants first arrived at Greta camp 70 years earlier.81 Commencing with a recep-

tion and enormous ‘Back to Greta’ cake at the Cessnock Library (approximately 

23 kilometres southwest of Greta), two buses then took people back to the site. 

Visitors were given interpretive maps, and everyone was able to keep a commem-

orative map.82 Victor Lupish again recalled his rehearsed stories of arriving at the 

camp; and the comments of Mr Graf – who lived for 10 years at the camp – also 

echoed the observations of visitors at previous reunions.83 He said ‘for kids growing 

up together, with the different nationalities, it was fantastic…it was like Disneyland 

for kids’. Although he did proceed to comment that ‘for my late mother and the 

elderly it was pretty tough, I suppose, compared to Europe’.84 On the tour of the 

camp site he was able to recall and point out where former buildings and structures 

stood, just as Nina had in 2015. The event was organised by Kimberly O’Sullivan, 

81 The council completely covered the cost of the event, so it was free to participate. There was significant 
interest in the event and some people travelled from interstate to attend, but caps on numbers meant not 
everyone was able to participate.

82 Kimberly O’Sullivan, email correspondence with author, 27 November 2021.

83 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

84 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.
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the Local Studies Librarian at the Cessnock Library. Kimberly knew the site was 

going to be sold and was aware this might be the last chance for members of the 

public to access the site.85 She was cognisant that many people returning to the camp 

were children of the first generation of migrants.86 She noted that ‘they grew up here. 

This was their childhood. And I’ll say it was idyllic. It was like [they were] in this 

wonderful village’.87 This was a different experience for adults who arrived in the 

camp. Kimberly reminded people of the larger post-war context to the 2019 anniver-

sary events and the ‘wonderfully successful story of multiculturalism in Australia’.88

While there were strong parallels to previous commemorative and anniversary events, 

what was significant about 2019 was the acknowledgment of the two histories of the 

Greta camp as an army camp and a migrant camp. Kimberly believed that the joint 

histories of the camp should be addressed during the anniversary year. In addition 

to the ‘Back to Greta’ event, the Cessnock Library hosted a multi-month exhibition 

of the camp including an exhibition on the history of the Greta Migrant Camp 

previously held at the Newcastle Museum.89 A brand new exhibition was created that 

showcased the social impact and history of the camp within the Cessnock local area. 

The exhibition ‘When the soldiers came to town: a social history of the Greta Army 

Camp and its impact on Cessnock’ featured at the same time as the migrant camp 

exhibitions and explored the impact of the large camp on the regional area made up 

primarily of men not from the local area but from Sydney.90 For the first time, this 

exhibition brought together the two histories of the camp. 

Another notable event was held in November for the 80th anniversary of the military 

camp. An estimated 8,000 people gathered for the official opening on Saturday 

morning. The two-day event hosted by the Central Hunter Business Chamber and 

the Hunter Multicultural Communities was held on the Camp Road property, the 

85 O’Sullivan, email; Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

86 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

87 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

88 Mike Scanlon, ‘Life at Greta Migrant Camp’, The Newcastle Herald, 27 April 2019, https://link.gale.
com/apps/doc/A583649302/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=c8f51422.

89 O’Sullivan, email.

90 O’Sullivan, email.
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former site of the Greta army camp.91 The event included a ‘full military parade with 

the Royal Australian Navy Band, Defence Force personnel, Veterans and dignitaries’, 

flyovers of military aircraft, ‘displays of ex-military vehicles, infantry and light horse 

drills’, plus historical talks, displays and the Hunter Multicultural onsite museum.92 

The Governor-General, David Hurley, remarked in his opening speech that ‘the men 

who trained here fought for our nation, for democracy and for freedom. As a dividend 

of their efforts, tens of thousands of people were able to come to Australia through 

the Greta Migrant Camp after the war’.93 He continued: ‘Greta Camp symbolises 

two significant eras in Australia’s history – the fight for freedom in the Second World 

War and the amazing endeavour to create a new nation in the aftermath of the war’. 

He commented that ‘if you were a child in the camp at the time, you could not have 

realised how important a role your parents played in shaping post-war Australia’.94

The speeches and military displays at the anniversary event demonstrate how national 

and official tropes were applied to the camp that day. These coordinated activities 

and displays were likely the showpiece of the weekend, although there was also an 

acknowledgment of migrant or ‘ethnic’ pasts through dancing displays and food. 

The advertisements and descriptions of the weekend appear more like displays for 

consumption rather than a place to recall personal or family stories and interactions 

with the camp site.95 It seems unusual that an event of this scale was able to be held 

on the privately owned property usually so hard for migrants to access. Once again, 

similar (if not the same) photos and exhibitions that featured at the 2015 anniver-

sary were included, and Victor’s camp model was again the centrepiece of the exhibit 

showing visitors the past layout of the camp. Migrant experiences and histories were 

present, but primarily through ‘ethnic’ events, whereas the military displays meant 

91 Meehan, ‘Greta Army & Migrant Camp’.

92 Meehan, ‘Greta Army & Migrant Camp’.

93 Hurley, ‘Greta Army Camp and Greta Migrant Camp Anniversary Weekend’.

94 Hurley, ‘Greta Army Camp and Greta Migrant Camp Anniversary Weekend’.

95 For discussions of ethnic food and multiculturalism see, for example: Rick Flowers and Elaine Swan, 
‘Multiculturalism as Work: The Emotional Labour of Ethnic Food Tour Guides’, in Careful Eating: 
Bodies, Food and Care (London: Routledge, 2015).
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official and national tropes started to encompass the camp potentially suffocating 

other (unwelcome) memories. 

Memories of the military and migrant past of Greta camp sit uncomfortably next to 

each other. The 2019 speeches framed the camp as significant because of its involve-

ment in war and national histories, alongside developing multiculturalism. Bringing 

the two histories of the camp together has the potential to be productive and redress 

some of the silences of the camp in the past, but is it appropriate to mark the anni-

versary of the camp with military marches and parades when this was also a place 

‘home’ to people displaced and traumatised by war? This was a place where men 

trained to become soldiers for combat and a place that mere years later (weeks after 

soldiers left) was supposed to be a site of welcome to ‘New Australians’ displaced by 

war. Greta camp is a place where personal and family memories intersect with public 

histories and national narratives.96 It is during anniversary events most particularly, 

rather than ex-resident organised reunions, where these competing memories collide. 

A military event only emphasises this collision further. As Thomson has written, ‘the 

challenge for Australian society is to develop public ways of remembering war that 

help veterans of all wars to come to terms with their experiences, and that does not 

celebrate war or privilege veterans above civilians, or men above women’.97 It would 

be interesting to learn not just how many people went to the different reunion, 

anniversary and historical displays in 2019, but how many people attended multiple 

events that emphasised different memories and pasts of the Greta camp. Just as there 

are two ‘cities’ – ‘Chocolate City’ and ‘Silver City’ – there are two camps, the army 

camp and the migrant camp, each enveloped within specific processes of remem-

bering, pulled towards different narratives and public histories depending on the 

organisers and the teller of the story. 

96 See, for example Kate Darian-Smith, ‘War Stories: Remembering the Australian Home Front During the 
Second World War’, in Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton (eds), Memory and History in Twentieth-
Century Australia (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), 137.

97 Alistair Thomson, ‘Embattled Manhood: Gender, Memory and the Anzac Legend’, in Kate Dari-
an-Smith and Paula Hamilton (eds), Memory and History in Twentieth-Century Australia (Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), 171.
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CALLS FOR MEMORIALISATION

The privately owned property and site of the former camp has been a constant 

feature in discussions and remembrances of Greta camp. When I interviewed Nina 

after attending the 2015 anniversary, she reflected that ‘it would be nice to at least 

have one building, something that people could sort of relate to, but it’s not really 

practical’. She was grateful the owners of the land allowed them to ‘have these get 

togethers’ and ‘go and have a look’ because ‘it’s still part of your life, it’s still part of 

your memories’. She speculated that maintaining a hut might ‘shame the govern-

ment’ as people would ‘see just how bad things really were’ because as her son pointed 

out ‘you were virtually living in a tin shed’.98 

George Goloszuk made the pilgrimage to Greta for the June 2019 ‘Back to Greta’ 

event and expressed a similar desire to have ‘even one building’. He was born in the 

camp and returned with family members including his wife, daughters and grand-

children. He said it was ‘just a pity that we couldn’t have restored some of this as 

some sort of heritage site...because that would have been really great. I think it’s a 

significant part of Australia’s history’.99

Interestingly though, there are still buildings present in the landscape today that 

were preserved in various ways after being sold in the 1960s. Tahlee Bible College 

(located on the northern shore of Port Stephens, northeast of Newcastle) received 10 

huts and a cinema from Greta camp; a Nissen hut converted to a workshop by Stan-

den’s Engineering is still in Branxton; and a YMCA hall was given to the Cessnock 

Council. In 2021 this hall – now the Branxton Community Hall – was renovated 

and received a new kitchen.100 The Rutherford aerodrome outside of Maitland also 

has an administrative building that was once a Greta camp chapel.101 These buildings 

98 Nina Nikolaeff, 16 June 2015.

99 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

100 Scanlon, ‘Permanent Home for Greta Camp Monument’; ‘Branxton Community Hall’, Central Hunter 
Business Chamber, https://centralhunterbusiness.com.au/branxton-community-hall/; ‘Branxton 
Community Hall Gets a Kitchen Makeover’, The Singleton Argus, 28 October 2021, https://link.gale.
com/apps/doc/A680361515/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=525aa511.

101 Mike Scanlon, ‘Second Life for Greta Migrant Camp Structures’, The Newcastle Herald, 28 
September 2020, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A636672206/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-
STND&xid=dbebf29e.
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were the subject of discussions in local newspapers with residents writing in iden-

tifying buildings and providing snippets of information and stories about them. 

Nonetheless, while tangible remnants from the camp, they are not official heritage 

sites, so the constant call by some locals and ex-residents has been for something 

prominent and official. 

Alex Schulha was born in Greta camp to Yugoslav and Ukrainian parents and has 

advocated for years for a monument to mark Greta camp.102 He was dismayed that 

Greta was the only migrant camp in NSW without a monument, and has argued 

that ‘visitors coming here are disappointed’,103 because ‘there’s nothing on the site 

to say this was the Greta Migrant Camp’.104 For years the only tribute to the site’s 

history was the stretch of road between Talga Road and the Greta Railway Station 

nearby to the former site, that the Cessnock Council renamed ‘Camp Road’.105 

There was a small monument placed in the centre of Greta in 1994 that acknowl-

edged the people who ‘made their beginnings in Australia at Greta camp’ and their 

‘contribution to and enrichment of Australian life’ that ‘is remembered with pride 

and appreciation’.106 This is often critiqued as being too small or too far away from 

the actual site of the camp. 

Speaking in parliament in the lead up to the 2019 anniversary year, MP Joel Fitz-

gibbon placed Greta within a national framework to explicate its importance and 

argued that 2019 presented an opportunity to ‘enlarge that monument, to make it 

more visible to passing visitors’:107 

Our post–World War Two migration program shaped modern Australia, and 

Greta played a big part in our national development. […] Sadly, a visit to 

102 Scanlon, ‘Life at Greta Migrant Camp’.

103 Scanlon, ‘Life at Greta Migrant Camp’.

104 Scully and Hind, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Kids Return’.

105 Meehan, ‘Greta Army & Migrant Camp’.

106 ‘Greta Migrant Camp Memorial’, Monument Australia, https://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/
landscape/settlement/display/21404-greta-migrant-camp-memorial.

107 Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech: Federation Chamber: Greta Army and Migrant Camp: Monday, 17 September 
2018’.
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the site of the camp provides no hint of its national significance. Those with 

family links to the camp who make a pilgrimage to their place of heritage will 

find no marking on the site, let alone a sign signifying its previous national 

significance.108

Our local communities remain enriched by the ongoing presence of many 

of the new arrivals, their children and their grandchildren. In addition to 

commemorating and celebrating the 70th anniversary, we hope to ensure 

that people who have an affinity with the former camp have somewhere and 

something prominent to visit. We must facilitate their pilgrimage and keep 

the memories and histories alive.109

He also expressed hope that a monument would increase tourism to the town as 

people understand the local area’s (and presumably national) historical signifi-

cance.110 Once again we see state representatives positioning Greta within a national 

story and multicultural narratives, and a process of official migrant heritage being 

bound by national narratives and notions of multicultural progress and success.111 

While reunion events emphasised personal and family memories and stories of life in 

Greta camp and perhaps a desire to maintain some tangible connection to that past, 

official representatives and experts want a more ‘prominent’ monument to mark 

national histories for potential pilgrims and tourists. 

CONCLUSION: 2020 INTO THE FUTURE

There were two notable developments surrounding the Greta camp in 2020/2021. 

After around 40 years of ownership the Windt family sold the 404-hectare site to 

the Medich family in December 2020. The Sydney-based developers already owned 

other sites in the Hunter area. The price was not disclosed but it was understood the 

108 Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech’.

109 Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech’.

110 Fitzgibbon, ‘Speech’.

111 Alexandra Dellios, ‘Personal, Public Pasts: Negotiating Migrant Heritage – Heritage Practice and Migra-
tion History in Australia’, in Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton (eds), Remembering Migration: Oral 
Histories and Heritage in Australia (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 220, 223.
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site was sold for $38–40 million.112 The new owners do not appear to have imme-

diate plans to develop the site, but plans for development have existed for a long 

time as the previous owners had rezoned the land and gained approval for ‘1364 

residential dwellings, 85 tourist villages’, a hotel, golf course and club house, retail 

precinct, education precinct, amphitheatre, and vineyard.113 Mr Schulha, now the 

Vice President of Hunter Multicultural Communities, was able to give a company 

representative a tour of the site and was told there were no plans to develop the site 

for at least five years, and that at this stage the rifle range will be preserved, with the 

possibility of turning it into a gallery or museum.114 Security has been tightened 

and access to the site is forbidden.115 The second was that in 2020 construction 

commenced on the ‘first-stage of a modest monument’ near Camp Road, Greta.116 

The plan included some original bricks to be built into the structure, and the costs 

were to be shared between Cessnock Council and Greta Tidy Towns Committee.117 

As this discussion has shown, there are multiple voices and memories of Greta camp. 

No doubt there are some ex-residents thrilled at the prospect of a monument finally 

being constructed at the site, but as scholarship has shown, memorials can at times 

fix in place only one version of the past, silencing alternative recollections and voices. 

Remembering was facilitated through photograph collections and displays, models 

of the camp, bus tours and talk, but this supportive scaffolding was all impermanent. 

To some extent this process of remembering honoured the temporal nature of the 

site, as a place temporary and impermanent in a soldier’s life and in a migrant’s life. 

It was a place of transformation and transition for many people who passed through 

the camp, in many ways a liminal space experienced before war or before settlement 

112 Donna Sharpe, ‘Millions for Greta Camp Site’, Cessnock Advertiser, 10 March 2021, https://link.gale.
com/apps/doc/A654372009/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-STND&xid=24178afe.

113 Sharpe, ‘Millions for Greta Camp Site’; ‘Greta Camp Complex Progress’, Cessnock Advertiser, 12 
August 2008, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A295687869/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-
STND&xid=c25295c8.

114 Sharpe, ‘Millions for Greta Camp Site’.

115 O’Sullivan, email.

116 Scanlon, ‘Permanent Home for Greta Camp Monument’.

117 Rick Allen, ‘Greta Migrant Camp Celebration: Toy Koala Back Home After 71 Years’, Maitland Mercury, 
14 August 2020, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A632385112/STND?u=unimelb&sid=bookmark-
STND&xid=08023412.
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in Australia. For some though it was more than a temporary space, it was a home and 

place of significant emotional connections to people and community. Remembering 

Greta camp is important and complex. On the one hand, perhaps the absence of a 

memorial and tangible heritage allowed memories of Greta to shift and change as 

different generations facilitated reunions and remembering events. Or perhaps this 

too easily allowed other stewards, or ‘official’ authorities to apply national, military, 

or multicultural frameworks and discourses to the camp site, erasing or obscuring the 

personal, familial and community memories of Greta. Hopefully a new monument 

will not fix one memory or experience of the camp in place but will continue to 

allow for multiple voices, experiences and memories to be shared. 
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Immigrants’ Dance Practices: 
Suggestions for a Collecting 

Archive
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Jeanette Mollenhauer is an independent dance scholar and community dance teach-
er. Her publications include two books Dancing at the Southern Crossroads (2020) 
and Cultural Dance in Australia: Essays on Performance Contexts Beyond the Pale 
(Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming 2022), along with numerous peer-reviewed journal 

articles and book chapters.

 Although multicultural, Australia has not adequately documented the tradi-

tions of its immigrant communities, such as culturally specific dance styles. 

This article calls for an immigrant dance archive to be established. Perusal 

of existing archives reveals an Australian preference for Western theatrical 

dance. Oral histories are recommended as a data collection method and are 

an ideal means for relating somatic experiences and performance contexts. 

Accounts of migration, resettlement and resumption of dance practices 

in a novel environment can also be documented. Various issues relating 

to the proposed collection, including the fluidity of ‘community’ and the 

construction of subjective meaning through oral accounts, are addressed. 

Innovative strategies for presentations include combinations of oral, visual 

and performative data to formulate multi-modal narratives. Overall, the 

article advocates for collaborative collection building and describes poten-

tial benefits of the proposed archive for participants and the public.

If a scholar asked for advice about locating information on the history and devel-

opment of dance genres which are unique to a particular immigrant community 

in Australia, the only reply can be ‘you will need to spend a lot of time collecting 

data yourself ’. Australia has not adequately documented the choreographic 

pathways followed by the multiple forms of dance which are practised amongst its 
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non-Indigenous population.1 The demographics of Australia’s multicultural social 

fabric have been recorded at governmental level.2 Yet this information does not 

communicate the activities and emotions of the individuals who make up each 

community. Collections of materials that document the history and subjective expe-

riences of migration, with a particular focus on traditional arts such as dance, music, 

art and literature, are sparse. 

The term ‘immigrant’ is used throughout this article in its broadest sense, meaning 

any non-Indigenous person. While this definition includes Anglo-Celtic immi-

grants, the proposed archive excludes Western dance. The term ‘Western concert 

dance canon’ is well known to dance scholars, meaning the genres that are performed 

in theatrical and cinematic contexts.3 The United Kingdom is a Western nation, and 

its nationally representative dance genre is classical ballet, a genre that is promoted 

as ‘somewhat “universal” and “acultural”’, rather than uniquely English dance forms 

such as Morris dancing.4

Hence, I advocate for a collecting archive to record the experiences of immigrants 

who learn and teach the autochthonous dance genres of their own cultural heritage 

and argue for the centrality of oral histories within that archive. On the whole, 

these practitioners are not professionals and usually perform at community events or 

multicultural festivals rather than on proscenium stages. In suggesting this approach, 

I draw on Ruth Finnegan’s ethnography of amateur musicians in England.5 Finnegan 

writes about the various ‘musical pathways’ along which her participants progress as 

1 There is an archive, Paradisec, an important collaboration between the Universities of Melbourne and 
Sydney and the Australian National University, which is dedicated to collecting music, song and dance 
from Indigenous groups around Australia. See Paradisec, www.paradisec.org.au. Accessed 8 October 2021. 
However, this article is solely concerned with non-Indigenous dance forms. 

2 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census. Available at http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/
Home/Census?OpenDocument&ref=topBar. Accessed 19 September 2021.

3 Julie Kerr-Berry, ‘Counter-storytelling in Concert Dance History Pedagogy: Challenging the White 
Dancing Body’, in Amelia Kraehe, Rubén Gaztambide-Fernández and B. Stephen Carpenter (eds), The 
Palgrave Handbook of Race and the Arts in Education (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018), 137–156.

4 Andrée Grau, ‘Dance and the Shifting Sands of Multiculturalism: Questions from the UK’, in Urmimala 
Sarkar Munsi (ed.), Dance: Transcending Borders (New Delhi: Tulika Books, 2008), 239.

5 Ruth Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians: Music-Making in an English Town (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2007).
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they engage in their leisure pursuits.6 Such undertakings, by those she calls ‘hidden’ 

musicians, form part of the town’s social fabric.7 Immigrant communities’ dance 

groups are amateur in nature but that does not detract from their ability to act 

as social lubricants for those communities and, if given the opportunity, for the 

broader population in multicultural Australia. The proposal, then, is a strategy for 

‘archiving the ordinary’,8 rather than the publicly spectacular, because the latter has 

already been substantially catalogued.

This article provides some initial reflections about the need and potential usefulness 

of such a facility and considers the kinds of materials that should be sourced, but it 

is not intended to provide either an exhaustive appraisal of the topic or a compre-

hensive plan for a future repository. I am a dance scholar who has consulted rather 

than collected oral histories and thus I discuss methodological parameters from a 

theoretical rather than experiential perspective. I begin by offering a consideration 

of the principle of archiving dance, noting the usefulness of dance in the exploration 

of various socio-cultural situations, especially migration. Next, I describe Australian 

catalogues, observing their preference for Western dance styles and briefly depict 

noteworthy archives beyond our shores. I then advocate for the primacy of oral 

histories, drawing on ethnographic research and extant literature to demonstrate 

their value within a dance archive. Finally, I present some benefits of establishing an 

archive of immigrants’ dance practices, both for the immigrants and for the wider 

community. Here, I draw on extant scholarship concerning community archiving 

and discuss pragmatic aspects of collecting oral histories among diasporic commu-

nities. I also present examples of innovative strategies for presenting oral accounts in 

exhibition contexts, especially those relating to dance. 

6 Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians, 305.

7 Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians, 4. 

8 Rachel Moseley and Helen Wheatley, ‘Is Archiving a Feminist Issue? Historical Research and the Past, 
Present, and Future of Television Studies’, Cinema Journal 47, No. 3 (2008): 56.
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ARCHIVING DANCE 

Dance studies has long debated the simultaneous physicality and ethereality of dance 

and the ways in which it may be preserved. Dance reveals the subjective experiences 

of its participants because ‘the very ubiquity, naturalness, complexity and malleability 

of dance and its relationship to other ways of moving and engaging in society is what 

makes it an ideal object of study’.9 A dance performance, no matter the genre, extends 

beyond the practitioner’s body and is ‘an exchange between the audience member, the 

observed performer, and the choreographer(s), designers, and composers’.10 

Hence, archives should support ‘the idea of the dancework’ from the perspective 

of the choreographers, performers, additional contributors, audience members, 

journalistic critics and scholarly theorists.11 However, archiving dance may never 

be a complete process, because ‘dance, as an embodied art form, can never be fully 

contained within documentary formats (such as drawings, photographs, videos, or – 

more recently – digital visualisations or annotations), for the body supposedly eludes 

each of these media’.12 Unfortunately, verbal items are absent from this list, yet they 

represent a vital form of recording data about dance. Elizabeth Bell notes that ‘long 

before the written word, information was stored in bodies, in cultural memories, 

and in oral traditions, enacted only in their performances’.13 Oral history would be 

the ideal method for continuing a custom of verbal transmission of knowledge, thus 

complementing other records of embodied knowledge.

The focus in this article is on culturally specific dances, which embody long-standing, 

highly venerated heritage and customs. Costumes and the musical accompaniment 

are some of the most obvious modes for dissemination of cultural knowledge. 

Dancers’ bodies are also endowed with knowledge, embedded in unique postures, 

9 Susan Elke Spalding, Appalachian Dance: Creativity and Continuity in Six Communities (Urbana, IL: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2014), 225.

10 Arike Oke, ‘Keeping Time in Dance Archives: Moving Towards the Phenomenological Archive Space’, 
Archives and Records 38, no. 2 (2017): 97. 

11 Arike Oke, ‘Keeping Time’.

12 Timmy De Laet, ‘Expanding Dance Archives: Access, Legibility, and Archival Participation’, Dance 
Research: The Journal of the Society for Dance Research 38, no. 2 (2020): 209.

13 Elizabeth Bell, Theories of Performance (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2008), 57.
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steps and motifs and thus, ‘the invisible culture of a society is made visible through 

its representations in its dance and movement systems’.14 

In the context of migration, dance possesses further salience, because both migra-

tion and dance involve the movement of human bodies, and so ‘dance studies is 

uniquely poised to contribute to migration studies and the foremost topics within 

its terrain’.15 Among immigrant communities, dance has ‘a particular propensity 

to foreground cultural memory as embodied practice’.16 Dance also carries out the 

vital function of transmitting cultural heritage knowledge between generations; ‘for 

immigrants…dance is a repository of cultural knowledge to be imparted to their 

children’.17 Finally, dance also promotes community bonding due to its ability to 

‘offer nostalgia and simultaneously enable the processing of migration experiences 

and new social positions’.18 First, it facilitates transnational links with the former 

homeland by embodying traditions and memories. It also catalyses interpersonal 

connections with others who have shared similar experiences in leaving, arriving 

and re-settling. In summary, dance can be archived in multitudinous ways, and is an 

ideal activity by which to record culturally specific experiences.

AUSTRALIAN ARCHIVES

The existence of collections described in this section is significant, since any oppor-

tunity to promote social cohesion within and between immigrant communities 

and indeed, among the entire Australian populace, is important. Recognising 

non-Western dance styles as being worthy of both collection, preservation and 

14 Ann David, ‘Ways of Moving and Thinking: The Emplaced Body as a Tool for Ethnographic Research’, 
in Peter Harrop and Dunja Njavadi (eds), Performance and Ethnography: Dance, Drama, Music (Newcastle 
Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 45–66.

15 Paul Scolieri, ‘Global/Mobile: Re-orienting Dance and Migration Studies’, Dance Research Journal 40, no. 
2 (2008): V. 

16 Theresa Jill Buckland, ‘Dance, Authenticity and Cultural Memory: The Politics of Embodiment’, Yearbook 
for Traditional Music 33 (2001): 1.

17 Ketu H. Katrak, ‘The Gestures of Bharata Natyam: Migrating into Diasporic Contemporary Indian 
Dance’, in Carrie Noland and Sally Ann Ness (eds), Migrations of Gesture (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008), 221.

18 Hannah Lewis, ‘Music, Dancing and Clothing as Belonging and Freedom among People Seeking Asylum 
in the UK’, Leisure Studies 34, no. 1 (2015): 54.
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presentation to the public, and demonstrating that these practices are crucial 

components of the overall narrative of every immigrant community which is part 

of the Australian population mosaic, are vital aims. The current government policy 

about multiculturalism suggests that diversity should be viewed as a sign of national 

strength and one significant means of promoting this strength would be to increase 

representation of immigrants’ stories and practices within the nation’s educational 

institutions and public archives.19 Arasaratnam describes the concept of ‘cognitive 

complexity’, whereby acceptance of the concept of difference within the population 

is encouraged.20 She argues that exposure to situations of cultural miscellany serves 

to encourage attitudes of inclusiveness. As such, an organised archival collection 

would have the potential to at least begin to educate members of the public in the 

manner she proposes. 

While these benefits are encouraging, the intricacies of inaugurating such collec-

tions should be acknowledged. Light highlights requirements such as financial 

capacity and the support of multiple stakeholders from governments and commu-

nity groups.21 Ethical considerations include determination of the length of time 

spent with community members before commencing formal collection processes,22 

and how to determine the ways in which communities conceptualise what may be 

made publicly available and what should remain sequestered.23 Defining commu-

nity boundaries and deciding whether to use the community’s original language 

19 ‘Australian Government’s Multicultural Statement: Multicultural Australia-united, strong, successful’, 
Australian Government Department of Social Services, Available at https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/mca/
Statements/english-multicultural-statement.pdf. Accessed 17 October 2021.

20 Lily Arasaratnam, ‘A Discussion of Multiculturalism in Australia from Educators’ Perspective’, SpringerPlus 
3 (2014): 41.

21 Helen Light, ‘Beyond Museums: Multicultural Material Heritage Archives in Australia’ in Amy K. Levin 
(ed.), Global Mobilities (London: Routledge, 2017), 351–69.

22 Miranda Miles and Jonathan Crush, ‘Personal Narratives as Interactive Texts: Collecting and Interpreting 
Migrant Life-Histories’, The Professional Geographer 45, no. 1 (1993): 84–94.

23 Andrew Flinn, Mary Stevens and Elizabeth Shepherd, ‘Whose Memories, Whose Archives? Independent 
Community Archives, Autonomy and the Mainstream’, Archival Science 9 (2009): 71–86; Viv Szeke-
res, ‘Representing Diversity and Challenging Racism: The Migration Museum’, in Sheila Watson (ed.), 
Museums and Their Communities (London: Routledge, 2007), 142–52; Melanie Shell-Weiss, ‘Good 
Intentions: Grappling with Legacies of Conflict and Distrust Surrounding a Native American Oral History 
Project One Generation Later’, The Oral History Review 46, no. 1 (2019): 104–33.
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can be contentious issues.24 Expected outcomes of exhibited archives should also 

be carefully formulated. The collecting facility administers the archive but cannot 

be responsible for attaining community-related benefits such as fortifying cultural 

identity.25 Collections are not disconnected entities, but exist within broader 

socio-cultural, political and institutional frameworks.26 As such, there is the poten-

tial for perpetuating notions of immigrants always being ‘others’,27 and even the risk 

of marginalising certain groups.28

Some of these issues become even more critical for a collection focused on immi-

grants’ dance traditions. Light records that second-generation immigrants are more 

focused on ‘becoming Australians’ than recording their collective past,29 but my 

doctoral ethnography reveals that for those engaged with dance, perpetuation of 

choreographic traditions is paramount.30 Light also remarks that various sectors 

of a community have different preferences about what is recorded, and thus, it 

is possible that a focus on dance may disenfranchise those who do not share the 

dancers’ passion.31 Beyond the community represented in a collection, the imputed 

‘otherness’ of non-Western dance genres is also embedded in public consciousness,32 

and care is needed when presenting collections about styles that are unfamiliar to 

24 Andrew Flinn, ‘Community Histories, Community Archives: Some Opportunities and Challenges’, 
Journal of the Society of Archivists 28, no. 2 (2007): 151–76; Gracen Brilmyer, Joyce Gabiola, Jimmy Zavala 
and Michelle Caswell, ‘Reciprocal Archival Imaginaries: The Shifting Boundaries of “Community” in 
Community Archives’, Archivaria 88 (2019): 6–48.

25 Light, ‘Beyond Museums’.

26 Shell-Weiss, ‘Good Intentions’.

27 Andrea Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives in Migration Exhibitions: Tracking Relations 
Between “Us” and “Them”’, in K. Darian-Smith and P. Hamilton (eds), Remembering Migration (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 210.

28 Joan Sangster, ‘Telling Our Stories: Feminist Debates and the Use of Oral History’, Women’s History Review 
3, no. 1 (1994): 5–28.

29 Light, ‘Beyond Museums’, 332. 

30 Jeanette Mollenhauer, Translated Traditions: A Comparative Ethnography of Traditional Dance in the Irish 
and Croatian Communities in Sydney, Australia (Unpublished PhD thesis, The Sydney Conservatorium of 
Music, The University of Sydney, 2017).

31 Light, ‘Beyond Museums’.

32 Jeanette Mollenhauer, ‘“What’s in a Name?” Taxonomic Choices in the Field of Dance Studies’, Dance 
Research: The Journal of the Society for Dance Research 39, no. 1 (2021): 89–105.
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most Australians. However, oral histories can be used as a means of ‘informing the 

interpretation strategy’ and may ameliorate perceptions of difference.33 

Numerous archival projects featuring specific immigrant groups already exist in 

Australia and such efforts deserve commendation here. The University of New South 

Wales has established an archive, initially featuring oral histories, to document Greek 

settlement in Australia;34 the Archive of Australian Judaica, Sydney, the Australian 

Jewish Historical Society and the Estonian Archives in Australia are further exam-

ples.35 The State Library of New South Wales holds the textual materials of The 

Ukrainian Australian Archive Project.36 Giese outlines the work of collecting oral 

histories from Chinese Australians, noting the increasingly proactive engagement 

of participants,37 and the State Library of New South Wales also has a collection 

from the same community group.38 The National Library of Australia (NLA) also 

has culturally specific oral history collections such as those relating to the Maltese 

and Polish communities.39 There are also variegated archives including the ‘Making 

Multicultural Australia’ collection, in which oral accounts collected over several 

decades are located.40 Currently, the Settlement Council of Australia intends to train 

30 immigrants to share their stories and liaise with the media, thus ‘enabling an 

33 Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives’, 210.

34 University of New South Wales, ‘Archive Preserves the History of Greek Migrants in Australia’. Available at 
https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/general/archive-preserves-history-greek-migrants-australia. Accessed 
15 March 2022. See also ‘Oral History Interviews with Members of the New South Wales Greek Commu-
nity for the Greek Australian Archive, 12 May 2018–17 March 2021 with Related Photographs’, Record 
Identifier 9gk0pmm9, The State Library of New South Wales. 

35 Australian Society of Archivists, ‘Community Archives’. Available at https://directory.archivists.org.au/
index.php/repository/browse?types=1040&sort=alphabetic. Accessed 15 March 2022.

36 ‘The Ukrainian Australian Archive Project’, Record Identifier 93QXWGq1, The State Library of New 
South Wales. 

37 Diana Giese, ‘Chinese Australian Oral History: A Project of the National Library of Australia’, Asian 
Libraries 8, no. 3 (1999): 92–94.

38 ‘Oral History Interviews with Members of the New South Wales Chinese Community and Related Photo-
graphs’, Record Identifier 9NarQAmY, The State Library of New South Wales.

39 Maltese Australian Folklife and Social History Project, Bib ID 2170977, National Library of Australia; 
Polish Australians Oral History Project, Portraits of Interviewees [picture] / Barry York, Bib ID 3044853, 
National Library of Australia.

40 Andrew Jakubowicz, ‘The Voices of Diversity in Multicultural Societies: Using Multimedia to Communi-
cate Authenticity and Insight’, in Darian-Smith and Hamilton, Remembering Migration, 185–202. 
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ethical relationship to promote diverse narratives and perspectives’.41 However, for 

each of the examples provided here, one would need to specifically search for inter-

viewees who are dancers or references to dance in other interviews. 

In relation to immigrants’ artistic narratives, some initiatives have been made 

but there is room for many more collections to be inaugurated. The Immigration 

Museum in Melbourne has featured dance traditions in its exhibitions and events, 

including a ‘special season of dance-inspired events’ over the 2019–2020 summer.42 

The NLA has several non-Western dance collections in its catalogue.43 The papers of 

Margaret Walker articulate how she established a professional folk character troupe, 

Dance Concert, in the 1960s and set up the Margaret Walker Folk Dance Centre.44 

Other broader collections are also curated by the NLA. The Rob and Olya Willis 

Folklore Collection includes oral histories of important figures in the Irish social 

dance network in Australia.45 

Informal archiving is also an ongoing project. Photos and videos exist on various 

Australian-based dance groups’ Facebook and Instagram accounts, but the primary 

purpose of these collections is to provide an emic record for group members. YouTube 

features numerous records; for example, the dance of champions at the annual 

Australian Irish Dancing Championships is regularly posted.46 Individual groups 

whose performances are documented on this website include the Croatian dance group 

Vukovar and pan-Balkan dance group Dusha Balkana.47 The existence of these videos 

indicates interest in preservation and broader dissemination of performance events. 

41 Settlement Council of Australia, 2022, ‘Stories of Multicultural Australia’. Available at https://scoa.org.au/
multiculturalvoicescampaign/. Accessed 21 March 2022.

42 Museums Victoria, ‘Shimmy Into the Immigration Museum This Summer As We Celebrate Dance’. 
Available at https://museumsvictoria.com.au/media-releases/shimmy-into-the-immigration-museum-this-
summer-as-we-celebrate-dance/. Accessed 29 March 2022. 

43 The NLA has more dance collections but space does not permit disclosure of all of them. 

44 Margaret Walker Dance Archive, Bib ID 561487, National Library of Australia. 

45 Rob and Olya Willis Folklore Collection, Bib ID 1862849, National Library of Australia.

46 Anh Pham, Australian Irish Dancing Championships 2019 Parade of Champions. Available at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=BjT5VKKa01g. Accessed 18 October 2021.

47 Iva Buconjic, CFE Vukovar’s 30th Anniversary Concert 1/11/2014 at NIDA Parade Theatre, Sydney. 
Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i9widkJ6aHw. Accessed 18 October 2021; Australian 
Dance Festival 2010 Dusha Balkana. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_aAjX3TpnMM. 
Accessed 18 October 2021.
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Formal dance repositories also exist. The Australian Performing Arts Collection 

(APAC) in Melbourne has three main foci.48 The first relates to prominent touring 

artists and ensembles, including Adeline Genée, Anna Pavlova and the Ballet Russes 

de Monte Carlo; the second relates to prominent Australian companies such as 

Borovansky Ballet, Ballet Guild and Bodenwieser Ballet, while the third addresses 

some works that were developed in Australia, including Sir Robert Helpmann’s The 

Display and productions by the Sydney Dance Company. As such, it provides a 

broad-ranging catalogue of theatrical performances in this country, but is focused 

on documents and material items. The National Museum of Australia holds items 

from the Bodenwieser Ballet and has also documented the development of ballet in 

Australia.49 The NLA maintains a dance collection and while there are user-generated 

lists relating to Polish dance and Indian dance, along with various social genres, the 

collection also privileges Western concert dance.50

From the descriptions provided above it may be discerned that currently, formal 

dance archives do not reflect the variegated composition of Australia’s population. 

Documentation of culturally specific dance practices is required to address the 

imbalance within artistic collections in Australia. The absence of non-Western 

people groups and customs from museums and archives is problematic and well-

referenced in existing scholarship.51 Many institutions have acted as purveyors of ‘the 

coloniality of knowledge and being’,52 thus playing a significant role in 

shaping and supporting an orientalist – racist world view – through a celebra-

tion of western culture as progressive and superior, showcasing the nation’s 

48 Margot Anderson, ‘Dance Overview of the Australian Performing Arts Collection’, Dance Research: The 
Journal of the Society for Dance Research 38, no. 2 (2020): 149–67.

49  National Museum of Australia, Gertrud Bodenwieser Dance Collection. Available at https://www.nma.
gov.au/explore/collection/highlights/gertrud-bodenwieser-dance-collection. Accessed 29 March 2022; 
National Museum of Australia, First ballet. Available at https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/
resources/first-ballet. Accessed 29 March 2022. 

50 National Library of Australia, Dance. Available at https://www.nla.gov.au/collections/what-we-collect/
dance. Accessed 29 March 2022. 

51 Gina Schlesselman, Topographies of Whiteness: Mapping Whiteness in Library and Information Science. Series 
on Critical Race Studies and Multiculturalism in LIS; No. 2. (Sacramento, CA: Library Juice Press, 2017).

52 Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh, On Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2018), 199. 
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treasures and national or imperial might, displaying the non-western other 

as primitive and exotic, etc.53

A focus on theatrical dance is not unique to Australia. Most facilities privilege artists 

with high public profiles, which serves to further promote the work of these people 

while coincidentally diminishing the achievements of those who are not featured.54 

Indeed, the typical practice has been that the items selected for public display repre-

sent those whose work is already known and celebrated, rather than those who would 

benefit from greater recognition within prominent repositories.55 

Archives of theatrical dance are valuable, but only represent part of the history of 

dance in Australia. The absence of immigrants’ dance genres is problematic because 

it skews the concept of ‘dance’ within the public consciousness, restricting it to being 

an activity that is only performed by highly trained artists in prominent venues. 

Moseley and Wheatley argue that ‘access to research materials is a major shaping 

factor in the kinds of television histories that are undertaken’ and the same observa-

tion could be made about dance.56 Histories of dance in Australia should reflect all 

genres, practitioners and events, not just the professional practices and an archive of 

immigrants’ dance would facilitate the writing of broad-ranging, inclusive accounts.

Australian dance archives also tend to privilege the material and textual. For example, 

the APAC collection in Melbourne documents a rich history but its impact would be 

enhanced with the addition of dancers’ oral histories. Admittedly, performers from 

the early twentieth century are now deceased and that opportunity has been lost. A 

lavish costume or elaborate printed concert program brings visual pleasure to archive 

visitors but, in common with many material collections, their encounter would be 

enriched if a record of its provenance and performance history were also available. 

53 Anupama Arora, ‘Decolonizing the Museum: Leila Aboulela’s “The Museum”’, Journal of Postcolonial 
Writing 57, no. 1 (2021): 122. 

54 Harmony Bench, ‘Mapping Touring: Remediating Concert Dance Archives’, Dance Research Journal 51, 
no. 3 (2019): 5.

55 Ekaterina Haskins, ‘Between Archive and Participation: Public Memory in a Digital Age’, Rhetoric Society 
Quarterly 37, no. 4 (2007): 402.

56 Moseley and Wheatley, ‘Is Archiving a Feminist Issue?’, 153–54.
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The ideal format for such records is a catalogue of oral histories with links to other 

items in a collection. 

ORAL HISTORIES IN DANCE ARCHIVES

Oral histories provide a link between the somato-sensory experiences of those who 

dance and other interested parties. Paula Hamilton observes that oral histories are 

able to focus on ‘what is known as “situated knowledge” and embodiment; that 

is, sensorial understanding related to a particular place and time’.57 There is an 

increasing level of acknowledgement of the value of oral history collection among 

dance scholars. Reflecting on practices for archiving numerous forms of dance, 

Susanne Foellmer writes about ‘a mode of transfer that is usually missing when 

visiting a conventional archive: the aspects of language and or oral transmission 

in the sense of Oral History’.58 This lacuna is unfortunate, because ‘language plays 

an important role as a complementary medium for reconstruction and re-enacting 

dance’ and gives participants ‘the chance to articulate and explain the bygone not 

only corporeally but verbally as well’.59 In a comment that resonates with Finneg-

an’s argument for the value of research among amateur practitioners,60 Geraldine 

Morris and Larraine Nicholas make the observation that oral histories include ‘the 

many whose names are not “writ large” by conventional histories’.61 Nicholas later 

reinforces this concept in her statement that an oral history ‘reveals how people 

evaluate their lives and ascribe meaning to their experiences, and shows how the 

past infiltrates the present through personal recollection’.62 Further to this, De Laet 

57 Paula Hamilton, ‘Oral History and the Senses’, in Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral 
History Reader (London: Routledge, 2015), 110. 

58 Susanne Foellmer, ‘The Archival Turn in Dance Studies: Reflections on (Corporeal) Archives and Doc-
uments’, in Ann R. David, Michael Huxley and Sarah Whatley (eds), Dance Fields: Staking a Claim for 
Dance Studies in the Twenty-First Century (Binstead: Dance Books, 2020), 262.

59 Foellmer, ‘The Archival Turn’, 262. 

60 Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians.

61 Geraldine Morris and Larraine Nicholas, ‘Introduction to Part One: Why Dance History’, in Geraldine 
Morris and Larraine Nicholas (eds), Rethinking Dance History (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 4.

62 Larraine Nicholas, ‘Memory, History and the Sensory Body: Dance, Time, Identity’, in Morris and Nicho-
las (eds), Rethinking Dance History, 13.
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argues that oral histories should be collected from ‘a diverse range of actants (such as 

choreographers, dancers, artistic directors, curators, dramaturges, or spectators)’.63

Oral histories are particularly relevant in relation to the dance genres of cultures that 

have long relied on verbalised traditions across multiple life domains. Writing about 

the Chokwe people of Angola, Chikukwango Cuxima-Zwa notes that ‘their cultural 

tradition, cosmology and worldview has a great influence in the country; particu-

larly their oral history, which plays an important role in the understanding of the 

Angolan history of the pre-colonial era’.64 In this situation, individual oral accounts 

could preserve the collective history to which Cuxima-Zwa refers. In the context 

of immigrant dance genres as practised in Australia, oral histories would mean that 

‘community members have access to recalled memories which enable them to inter-

pret their unique historical situations’.65

Oral accounts can also play a complementary role; verbal information about material 

items enlivens the presence of such pieces. Catherine Foley, in establishing the NDAI, 

inaugurated ‘Conversations from the Archive’ in which she interviews people who 

donate items to the collection.66 Each conversation ‘complements existing historical 

records and gives a sense of the subjectivity of historical experience’.67 Interviewees 

vivify inanimate objects, thus revealing meanings embedded within each item and 

describing motivations of the people who created and used those objects. 

A specific example of the use of oral histories in the context of migration and reset-

tlement comes from an exhibition at Cité Nationale de l’Histoire de l’Immigration 

(CNHI) at the Palais de la Porte Dorée in Paris.68 One set of displays focused on 

63 De Laet, ‘Expanding Dance Archives’, 215.

64 Chikukwango Cuxima-Zwa, ‘Performativity of Body Painting: Symbolic Ritual as Diasporic Identity’, in 
Adesola Akinleye (ed.), Narratives in Black British Dance: Embodied Practices (London: Palgrave MacMil-
lan, 2018), 139.

65 Carol McKirdy, Practicing Oral History with Immigrant Narrators (Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press, Inc, 
2015), 22. 

66 Catherine Foley, ‘Postcolonial Agency, Proactive Archiving and Applied Ethnochoreology: The National 
Dance Archive of Ireland’, Český Iid 103 (2016): 631. 

67 McKirdy, Practicing Oral History, 16, original emphasis..

68 Carol Ann Dixon, ‘Decolonising the Museum: Cité Nationale de l’Histoire de l’Immigration’, Race & Class 
53, no. 4 (2012): 78–86.
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migration accounts within disparate temporal and cultural contexts. Items included 

quotations from oral histories, personal effects such as photographs, musical instru-

ments and craft items, and audio-visual installations. Through these methods, Carol 

Ann Dixon argues that by decolonising the museum space and diversifying the 

nature of the items presented, the multifaceted nature of migration and resettle-

ment was represented in a more nuanced fashion. While no items specifically related 

to dance were included, personal accounts, costumes, props, concert programs and 

videos could easily be added to a display of this nature.

My argument that oral histories should form the basis for the proposed archive also 

stems from experiential reflection. My doctoral research featured dance groups from 

the Irish and Croatian communities in Sydney. Much useful information emerged 

about the ways in which the various dance genres were transported from the former 

homelands and perpetuated in multicultural Australia. However, the most important 

data came from participants’ recollections and expressions of affective connectivity 

with those former places of residence during semi-structured interviews. First- and 

second-generation immigrants provided valuable insights into the meaning of dance 

as they grapple with the complexities of simultaneity (being either Irish or Croatian 

and Australian).

Thus, Irish immigrants reported that dance elicited emotional nostalgia for Ireland: 

I think for me it actually means I feel like I have a connection with my 

heritage. 69 

I remember the first day coming and hearing the music and I was just – oh, 

it was lovely and it was just a real connection to home, I guess.70 

Croatian dancers expressed similar notions:

69 Jessica, interviewed by author, Sydney, 26 February 2014, tape and transcript held by author. See Mollen-
hauer, Translated Traditions. Pseudonyms are employed for research participants.

70 Deirdre, interviewed by author, Sydney, 18 March 2014, tape and transcript held by author.
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When someone asked ‘Why the hell are you still doing this?’ I answered 

‘Because I love it. Simple: it’s in my blood’.71 

One night when I was dancing, everything became blurry, and through the 

dance I could see these three little girls holding hands and they were, like, 

looking at our feet and they were trying to copy our steps and I swear to you 

from the deepest part of my heart I heard God say ‘You see that? That’s why 

you do it! You do it for the next generation’.72 

It is possible for a participant observer to note the joyous faces and boundless energy 

of the dancers at their weekly rehearsals, but oral input affords a far more nuanced 

description of the role of dance in fostering transnational affective bonds. Both the 

truncated statement ‘simple: it’s in my blood’ and Sandra’s description of her vision 

provide vital clues to what participation in dance means to them and would not have 

been collected without oral input. 

However, the design of the interviews (and indeed, of the whole project) was broad 

rather than deep and featured 92 interviews of between 15 and 45 minutes, among 

members of six dance groups.73 This enabled me to present an account of the multiple 

types of transnational connection forged by first- and second-generation immigrants 

through dance, including emotional, pedagogical and material links with the relevant 

former homeland. While my interviews focused on events and actions, the questions 

about cultural identity and why people continue participation in dance following 

migration demonstrated the presence of a vast reservoir of experiential knowledge. 

Hindsight led me to wish I had spent longer with those who had been born overseas 

and had experienced migration first-hand. 

If I were to revisit the dance groups from my doctoral research, I would employ 

oral histories for first-generation immigrants, especially those who engaged with 

dance in any way in their former homeland. I spent hours of observation and, where 

appropriate, participated in various dance genres, but it was the polyvocality of the 

71 Peter, interviewed by author, Sydney, 20 June 2014, tape and transcript held by author.

72 Sandra, interviewed by author, Sydney, 4 March 2015, tape and transcript held by author.

73 Some interviewees were children and for them, interviews were brief.
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interviews that illuminated the complexities of moving across the globe, becoming a 

member of a minority population group and maintaining transnational connections 

through engagement with dance. Childhood recollections of dance events, which 

could include a mother dancing in the kitchen, formal dance training in adulthood, 

the experiences of migration and the motivation for resuming dance in Australia, 

are just some of the topics that would be fruitful to explore through an oral history. 

The context of migration also requires investigation of specific effects of individual 

and community mobility. A significant Australian example in this field is the project 

in which Alistair Thomson collected accounts of the migration and re-settlement 

experiences of four British-born women.74 Thomson’s work highlights the kinds of 

nuanced descriptions of those experiences that can be elicited through prolonged 

and in-depth engagement with research participants. I noted earlier that the expe-

riences of diasporic life and cultural identity would be highlighted through oral 

histories. Questions about cultural identity reveal that there is not ‘a multichrome 

mosaic of monochrome ethnic, racial or cultural blocs’.75 Greg Noble describes a 

spectrum along which identities may be situated;76 a similar metaphor is the ‘cali-

bration’ offered by Tina Ramnarine which, although developed in reference to 

diasporic music, would be useful here as it ‘moves away from bipolar models’ of 

cultural identification.77 Even those in my research who solidly self-identified as 

‘Australian’ still allowed themselves to perpetuate their previous national affiliation 

through dance, thus demonstrating that transnationalism and acculturation are 

not mutually exclusive practices.78 Such aspects of life cannot be discerned through 

other research methods; a comprehensive verbal account is required and, certainly 

74 Alistair Thomson, Moving Stories: An Intimate History of Four Women Across Two Countries (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2011). 

75 Rogers Brubaker, ‘Ethnicity Without Groups’, European Journal of Sociology 43, no. 2 (2002): 164.

76 Greg Noble, ‘On Being Lebanese-Australian: Hybridity, Essentialism and Strategy Among Arabic-Speaking 
Youth’, in Ghassan Hage (ed.), Arab-Australians Today: Citizenship and Belonging (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 2002), 128–44.

77 Tina K. Ramnarine, ‘Musical Performance in the Diaspora: Introduction’, Ethnomusicology Forum 16, no. 
1 (2007): 11–12.

78 Takeyuki Tsuda, ‘Whatever Happened to Simultaneity? Transnational Migration Theory and Dual Engage-
ment in Sending and Receiving Countries’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 38, no. 4 (2012): 
631–49.
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for first-generation immigrants, an oral history should be the preferred means of 

collecting data that provide information about the issues described here.

The value of including oral history in the catalogue of data collection methods is 

widely acknowledged. Generally, since ‘throughout most of human history, telling 

the stories of lives has largely been an oral tradition’, the collection of oral histories 

should be a principal aim of ethnographic research.79 In particular, because oral 

histories reveal ‘less about events than about their meaning’, they make an ideal 

accompaniment to participant observation.80 They are a means for 

discovering, exploring and evaluating the nature of the historical memory –

how people make sense of their past, how they connect individual experience 

and its social context, how the past becomes part of the present, and how 

people use it to interpret their lives and the world around them.81

For an ethnography of dance (or other arts), the inclusion of oral histories represents 

an opportunity to thicken the description of the phenomena being described.82 

The oral history interview with Australian ‘ethnic dancer’ Beth Dean, located at 

the NLA, provides several pertinent pieces of information about Dean’s life and her 

conceptualisation of various dance genres.83 In it, Dean describes the dance genres of 

Indigenous Australians and South Pacific Islanders as ‘ancient’ and ‘preserved through 

many generations’.84 Such comments indicate that Dean believed she had discovered 

dances of antiquity and demonstrate her adherence to an outmoded anthropolog-

ical theory of dance evolution. When analysing her dance texts and performances, 

79 Ken Plummer, ‘The Call of Life Stories in Ethnographic Research’, in Paul Atkinson, Amanda Coffey, Sara 
Delamont, John Lofland and Lyn Lofland (eds), Handbook of Ethnography (Los Angeles: Sage, 2007), 395. 

80 Alessandro Portelli, ‘What Makes Oral History Different’, in Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), 
The Oral History Reader (London: Routledge, 2015), 52, original emphasis..

81 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meanings of Oral and Public History (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1990), 188.

82 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, Inc, 1973).

83 Beth Dean, interviewed by Hazel de Berg, Sydney, 4 December 1975, ORAL TRC 1/902, National 
Library of Australia. 

84 Beth Dean, 4 December 1975.
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such information proved vital to understanding Dean’s choreographic strategies and 

underlying epistemology.85 

Other scholars have employed oral histories to formulate nuanced descriptions of 

immigrants’ experiences and activities. Gail M. Nomura notes in the introduction 

to an edited volume that ‘in order to learn the history of Asian American and Pacific 

Islander women, we need to hear these voices’.86 Co-editor Shirley Hune writes that

forms of storytelling, including oral history, often in conjunction with 

ethnographic studies, interviews, life and self-histories, multimedia mate-

rials, memoirs, and autobiographies provide findings on Asian American and 

Pacific Islander women in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries from 

a historical perspective.87

Oral histories are foundational throughout the various contributions in that book; 

a noteworthy chapter in the context of cultural identity is that of Cathy J. Tashiro, 

who finds that ‘doing focused life histories of older mixed-race adults provided rich 

narratives demonstrating the extent to which mixed-race identity was shaped by 

historical circumstances at key points in the respondents’ lives’.88 She then describes 

‘five distinct dimensions of mixed-race identity’ that emerged during her research. 

These examples illustrate the rich, compelling data that could be drawn from oral 

histories conducted with immigrants in Australia. 

Further practical consolidation of my belief in the discursive value of oral histories 

in dance archives came when I recently attended a Zoom workshop for representa-

tives of immigrant communities in Seattle, USA. I was impressed by the profound 

insights expressed through three testimonials that were presented and Daniela 

85 Jeanette Mollenhauer, ‘Beth Dean: Aspects of the Work of an Australian “Ethnic Dancer”’, Dance Chroni-
cle 44, no. 3 (2021): 246–83.

86 Gail M. Nomura, ‘Introduction: Our Voices’, in Gail M. Nomura and Shirley Hune (eds), Our Voices, Our 
Histories: Asian American and Pacific Islander Women (New York: NYU Press, 2020), 5, 6. 

87 Shirley Hune, ‘Introduction Our Histories’, in Nomura and Hune, Our Voices, Our Histories, 13. 

88 Cathy J. Tashiro, ‘History, Identity, and the Life Course: Mixed Race Asian American Women’, in Nomura 
and Hune, Our Voices, Our Histories, 141. 
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Ivanova-Nyberg, dance scholar and teacher of Bulgarian language and dance in that 

city, was one of the speakers. Some of her observations were

I want to start by addressing this tiny little hyphen connecting my Bulgarian 

family name, Ivanova, to my American husband’s name – Nyberg. I think 

of this hyphenated name as the greatest metaphor of my life. A mission, 

maybe. This is like sizing the bridge in the name, walking back and forth on 

both sides, cooking a Bulgarian dinner, and presenting it on the American 

table. Or teaching Bulgarian music and dance to Bulgarian children born in 

the States and communicating in English among themselves. Or teaching 

the Bulgarian language to American women adopting Bulgarian children, or 

to American Bulgaria music and dance lovers who would like to know the 

meaning in the texts of the songs they love singing.89

In the workshop, each speaker’s time was limited, but a wealth of experiential narra-

tive emerged even in the ten minutes allotted to each panellist. Admittedly, this was 

not an oral history as such, but nevertheless, demonstrates that recorded oral reflec-

tions about dance are discursively potent. Importantly, the use of vernacular rather 

than academic vocabulary in Ivanova-Nyberg’s speech rendered it user-friendly. A 

scholar could turn to the theorists cited earlier in this article, and develop a rigorous 

exegesis about cultural identity from the excerpt provided above.90 Yet, the experi-

ences and accompanying emotions relayed through the above excerpt are certainly 

evident to the lay audience member. 

Issues of embodied cultural knowledge, the foregrounding of cultural memory, 

modes of intergenerational transmission and community bonding may be discerned 

to some extent through observation and audio-visual documentation, but meaning 

may only be attributed through the addition of individual subjective accounts. 

The power of dance stories in supplying information about migration and cultural 

89 Daniela Ivanova-Nyberg, Culture Creates Community: Rethinking Cross-Cultural Spaces: EastHUB and 
Ethnic Heritage Council, 30 September 2021. Available at https://www.academia.edu/55994177/To_the_
discussion_on_Culture_Creates_Community_Rethinking_Cross_Cultural_Spaces. Accessed 17 October 
2021. 

90 Noble, ‘On Being Lebanese-Australian’; Tsuda, ‘Whatever Happened to Simultaneity’.
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identity is immense. They offer the best source of information that is at once incisive 

and emotive, thus complementing other items in a collection. In recent publications, 

I repeatedly emphasise that it is the personal stories of dancers, dancers’ parents, 

teachers, musicians and others who are affiliated with dance, that should be fore-

grounded. In concluding one article, I note that the ‘principal purpose has been to 

recount the experiences of Croatian immigrants and their dance practices in Sydney 

and to let their stories be recorded’.91 Elsewhere, I comment on the ‘nuanced and 

multi-faceted’ nature of the migration stories of the immigrants who brought their 

dance practices across the globe and perpetuate them in their adopted homeland.92 

Stories also personify the narratives of activities and reinforce the intertwining of the 

‘pathways’ about which Finnegan speaks.93 Each potential participant contributes to 

the account of dance as a hobby, a passion and a profession; the final sentence in my 

history of one culturally specific genre in Australia reads ‘this book has recounted 

some of the early part of that account, and it is a story that is still being told now, in 

the present day, and will continue to be told well into the future’.94 I wrote this to 

foster a sense of inclusivity in the narrative of dance, and some readers have subse-

quently contacted me, wishing to share their stories. Oral histories, especially from 

those who are amateur aficionados rather than dance professionals, are the most 

likely means to encourage others to recount their own experiences. 

However, an archive of immigrants’ dance practices should not consist solely of 

verbal accounts. Dance is an activity of the body and to provide a holistic record, 

materials relating to somatic movements, items worn and held during a performance, 

promotional ephemera and information about the temporal and spatial contexts of 

dance performances should also be collected. The remainder of the article examines 

91 Jeanette Mollenhauer, ‘Dancing Transnationally: Croatian Immigrants in Sydney, Australia’, Croatian 
Journal of Ethnology and Folklore Research 56, no. 1 (2019): 144.

92 Jeanette Mollenhauer, ‘Dancing Bodies, Living Memories: Irish Immigrants in Sydney’, in Jonathan 
Wooding and Lorna Barrow (eds), Memory and Foresight in the Celtic World: Perspectives from the Late 
Medieval Through Modern Periods (Sydney: Sydney Series in Celtic Studies 19, Sydney University Press, 
2019), 254.

93 Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians, 305.

94 Jeanette Mollenhauer, Dancing at the Southern Crossroads: A History of Irish Step Dance in Australia 
1880–1940 (Sydney: Anchor Books Australia, 2020), 139.
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these facets of a dance archive and begins this process by reviewing the present state 

of Australian catalogues and then examining current collections beyond Australia. 

THE PROPOSED ARCHIVE: DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES AND POTENTIAL 

BENEFITS

The various culturally specific archives described earlier could be used as starting 

points for the pursuit of a topical focus such as dance. The foundation of existing 

physical and digital materials would provide evidence of emic and etic interest, thus 

encouraging additional contributions to those collections. However, a given topic 

can also be the catalyst. Beginning with the subject of diasporic dance, an internet 

search of only two hours led to the production of the table in Appendix 1, which 

lists some of the immigrant dance groups currently operating in the city of Sydney. 

It is not intended to be comprehensive, but it demonstrates the breadth and depth 

of dance activities that are operational in Australia’s largest city. The table lists dance 

groups from 42 nations, along with two multi-national troupes. 

The websites listed in Appendix 1 provide contact details for a teacher, committee 

secretary or other public-profile individual who could either act as a gatekeeper 

themselves or find someone from the dance group who will assume that role. It 

is quite likely that some further dance groups and significant individuals would 

then be discovered through snowball sampling.95 For example, there may be dance 

troupes who do not choose or are unable to have a website, and individuals who have 

retired due to poor health. Leaders of various dance groups are ideally positioned 

to act as gatekeepers, can recommend significant interview subjects and can suggest 

strategies for engaging those subjects with the project.96

Still, along with engaging the leadership, a strategy of according agency to all 

prospective contributors is likely to encourage people to provide oral histories, come 

forward with their personal memorabilia, including photographs, video footage of 

95 H. Russell Bernard and Gery W. Ryan, Analyzing Qualitative Data: Systematic Approaches (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2010), 367.

96 McKirdy, Practicing Oral History, 23.
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performances and programs from concerts and festivals, all of which could be either 

donated or copied in digital form for addition to the collection. 

Until recently, ‘public memory was constructed and disseminated for the people 

but not by the people’ and this [archival] practice should be eschewed in favour of 

greater cooperation between lay and scholarly architects.97 Indeed, Arora suggests 

that it is ‘important to continue to exert pressure to decolonize museums through 

ethical and inclusive practices’.98 The establishment of reciprocity from the outset is 

more likely to result in active engagement of individuals and dance groups, allowing 

dance participants to conceptualise the collection as ‘their’ archive. As also observed 

by Light, a collaborative strategy also decolonises the collection process and is likely 

to hold greater appeal than a request to donate to an institution, where the benefit 

to donors may be obscured by notions of philanthropic prestige.99 Facilitating access 

would further enhance this team-based process and practical suggestions include 

‘more user-friendly opening hours, consultations about service delivery, support for 

community archives and the use of volunteers in structured projects, awareness-

raising events and online access to archival content’.100

The ‘professionals’, in the case of this collection, should include both dance scholars 

and archivists, whose purpose is to ‘create holes…that allow in the voices of our users. 

We need descriptive architectures that allow our users to speak to and in them’.101 

Those ‘holes’ can be filled by engaging an emic perspective about experiences of 

migration and dance, which ‘can bring a level of understanding, knowledge, sensi-

tivity and recognition of significance that an outsider might not possess’.102 More 

specifically, the proposed collection would ‘require engagement with the marginalized 

and silenced…[and searches for salient]…sub-narratives and counter-narratives’.103 

97 Haskins, ‘Between Archive and Participation’, 403.

98 Arora, ‘Decolonizing the Museum’, 129.

99 Light, ‘Beyond Museums’.

100 Newman, ‘Revisiting Archive Collections’, 59. 

101 Wendy Duff and Verne Harris, ‘Stories and Names’, Archival Science 2, no. 3–4 (2002): 285.

102 Jon Newman, ‘Revisiting Archive Collections: Developing Models for Participatory Cataloguing’, 
Journal of the Society of Archivists 33, no. 1 (2012): 62.

103 Duff and Harris, ‘Stories and Names’, 285.
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How better to obtain emic experiences and offer a voice to a broad range of partici-

pants than through the collection of oral narratives? 

However, collectors should be aware of various socio-cultural, political and ethical 

issues. Collecting oral accounts implies gathering viewpoints from members 

of a community, and ‘community archives’ mean those ‘collections of material 

gathered primarily by members of a given community and over whose use commu-

nity members exercise some level of control’.104 However, the conceptualisation 

of ‘community’ must be addressed, since a community can ‘encompass not only 

shared identities but also shared ideologies’,105 and is therefore open to ‘multiple 

interpretations’.106 An awareness that ‘conceptual understandings about ownership, 

knowledge, community, and chronology also differ’ between communities and thus, 

fluidity in the approach to collection processes, exhibitions and levels of access is 

required.107 Otherwise, 

community or group identity becomes the object of regulation through the 

heritage management process, not only reinforcing the power differentials in 

community–expert relations, but also ensuring the legitimacy of essentialist 

notions of ‘community’ and their continual misrecognition.108

Still, there is much optimism about the benefits of community archiving. They may 

‘change the nature of what can be known about a community’s history and how it can 

be known’.109 They also ‘offer an important and empowering assertion of community 

resistance to otherwise exclusionary and (often) marginalising dominant narratives’.110 

104 Flinn, Stevens and Shepherd, ‘Whose Memories’, 73.

105 Brilmyer, Gabiola, Zavala and Caswell, ‘Reciprocal Archival Imaginaries’, 22.

106 Flinn, ‘Community Histories’, 153.

107 Shell-Weiss, ‘Good Intentions’, 108.

108 Emma Waterton and Laurajane Smith, ‘The Recognition and Misrecognition of Community Heritage’, 
International Journal of Heritage Studies 16, no. 1–2 (2010): 11.

109 Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci and Marika Cifor, ‘“To Be Able To Imagine Oth-
erwise”: Community Archives and the Importance of Representation’, Archives and Records 38, no. 1 
(2017): 17. 

110 Flinn, Stevens and Shepherd, ‘Whose Memories’, 83. 
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For a collection relating to immigrants, this can catalyse ‘a profound ontological 

change, from a position of loneliness and despair to one of solidarity and hope’.111 

In spite of the fluidity embedded in the notion of ‘community’, oral histories serve 

as discrete means by which subjectivity construction and the co-creation of meaning 

can be facilitated. They offer ‘a degree of depth, flexibility, richness, and vitality’ that 

cannot be gleaned from standard interviews, promote participant reflexivity about 

past activities and expose the effects of both intrinsic and extrinsic factors on those 

activities.112 To that end, the aim is for the interviews to be ‘worthwhile for…[the]…

narrators and, ideally, empowering’.113 

Witcomb proposes a ‘pedagogy of listening, as the priority is to highlight different 

voices in order to represent history “from below”’.114 For participants, a process of 

collaborative construction may serve to define the boundaries of a given community. 

For collectors and curators, the oral narratives may independently inform exhibition 

themes and the selection of supplementary materials. Such a strategy is more likely to 

avoid essentialism by emphasising intra-community variations, so that the histories, 

‘rather than being simply contradictory and ambiguous, or individual representa-

tions of memory, are reflections of, and active rejoinders’ to people’s experiences.115 

In order to privilege insider perspectives, practical approaches may include the use 

of languages other than English, to acknowledge important linguistic characteristics 

of a cultural group.116 Some collectors have chosen to utilise group members as 

co-researchers because ‘they may have access to word-of-mouth networks (and 

therefore to material that even the most dedicated outreach officer would find 

hard to reach), but also because they are more likely to be trusted by community 

111 Caswell, Migoni, Geraci and Cifor, ‘To Be Able To Imagine Otherwise’, 17.

112 Miles and Crush, ‘Personal Narratives’, 85.

113 Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki, ‘Who’s Afraid of Oral History? Fifty Years of Debates and Anxiety 
about Ethics’, The Oral History Review 43, no. 2 (2016): 354.

114 Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives’, 210.

115 Sangster, ‘Telling Our Stories’, 23.

116 Brilmyer, Gabiola, Zavala and Caswell, ‘Reciprocal Archival Imaginaries’.
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members’.117 These strategies would serve to distinguish between notions of private 

and public, as defined by immigrant communities, in relation to selection of materials 

for display.118 However, there is also a potential disadvantage: insider research may 

catalyse intense affective responses for the interviewer,119 and thus both collectors 

and their co-researchers would need to be adequately prepared for this eventuality.

The proposed archive adopts a different boundary to the Australian-based collections 

identified earlier; it would address the practice of culturally specific dance in a diasporic 

context.120 Topical archives have already been evaluated as successful, for example, at the 

Migration Museum in South Australia.121 By focusing on the act of dance, individual 

identities would be decentred as all potential contributors focus on their choreographic 

experiences. Privileging a shared activity may also have a mediating role where there are 

‘competing versions of history amongst communities’.122 Instead, the ‘analysis of social 

patterns’, particularly those that are generated by oral accounts, may reveal similarities 

of choreographic experience, such as having been subjected to colonialist tropes in 

the former homeland and/or in Australia.123 The idea of a ‘dance community’ based 

on a shared activity offers latent possibilities to foreground connections (while still 

acknowledging collisions) between immigrant groups. 

A creative pursuit such as dance would benefit from innovative modes of collection 

and curation, and recent projects affirm that oral accounts need not be restricted 

to voice recordings alone. Andrew Jakubowicz notes that ‘in developing histo-

ries in multicultural societies the voices of diversity are greatly enhanced through 

117 Mary Stevens, Andrew Flinn and Elizabeth Shepherd, ‘New Frameworks for Community Engagement 
in the Archive Sector: From Handing Over to Handing On’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 16, 
no. 1–2 (2010): 66.

118 Szekeres, ‘Representing Diversity’.

119 Christos Peristianis, ‘The “Uncanny” Present: Reflections from an Intimate Oral History Encounter’, 
Academia Letters, Article 1894 (2021). https://doi.org/10.20935/AL1894.

120 It may be possible to define the boundaries; for example, in my doctoral ethnography, I restricted my 
investigation about transnational dance activities to first- and second-generation Irish and Croatian 
immigrants. See Mollenhauer, Translated Traditions.

121 Szekeres, ‘Representing Diversity’.

122 Szekeres, ‘Representing Diversity’, 145.

123 Sangster, ‘Telling Our Stories’, 22.

Mollenhauer, Immigrants’ Dance Practices



Studies in Oral History 2022

104

audio-visual approaches’.124 This strategy was adopted by the Immigration Museum 

in Melbourne for the ‘Identity: Yours, Mine, Ours’ exhibition.125 A video-recorded 

interview was divided into sections with which visitors could interact through a 

touch table. Thus, ‘visitors are not learning about a specific moment in history but 

are being challenged to engage critically with collective understandings of people’s 

identities’.126 

Dance archivists are increasingly turning to collections in which artists ‘deeply 

participate’, not only by corporeal performances but also through verbal narratives.127 

Australian-based dance scholar and practitioner Priya Srinivasan has an extensive 

record of multi-modal presentations featuring the concept of ‘neighbouring’, the 

paradox of which ‘lies in its offers of help and its implicit demands for a reciprocal 

counter-gesture through the gift, which can be accessed through the intersubjective 

encounter’.128 Practically, this means

to sit, stand, flow, exist, move, sing, talk and listen alongside one another; 

sometimes in odd juxtapositions of personal, mythological and political 

fragmented narratives and non-narratives that created an experimental and 

experiential model of engagement for ourselves and audiences when we all 

participated in the event at Bunjilaka Aboriginal Cultural Centre at the 

Melbourne Museum.129

The use of singing here is a reminder that narratives need not only be spoken. The 

‘potential of migrant songs as an expressive mode’ exemplifies pertinent and culturally 

appropriate intertextual collaboration between practitioners of various artforms.130

124 Jakubowicz, ‘The Voices of Diversity’, 196.

125 Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives’, 213.

126 Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives’.

127 Bench, ‘Mapping Touring’, 6. 

128 Priya Srinivasan, ‘Decolonising Moves: Gestures of Reciprocity as Feminist Intercultural Performance’, 
South Asian Diaspora 11, no. 2 (2019): 209.

129 Srinivasan, ‘Decolonising Moves’, 216. 

130 Miles and Crush, ‘Personal Narratives’, 92.
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Another impressive exhibit was located at the Shepparton Art Museum, Victoria, 

earlier in 2022. First Nations artist Amrita Hepi had

edited together short cuts of videos featuring people and animals dancing, 

sampled from social media, dance history and her own previous artworks… 

She tells us stories of why she loves to dance and encourages us to think 

about the ways we encounter dancing in unexpected places every day.131 

Hepi’s presentation insightfully seeks, first, to engage the public with dance, an 

activity in which only 8 per cent of the population participates.132 It also facilitates a 

cross-cultural encounter as visitors see her dance and hear her account of her expe-

riences as a First Nations dancer. The examples of Srinivasan and Hepi illustrate the 

benefits of ‘an encounter with both the voice and face of the person giving the oral 

history, rather than through a written quote…because of the importance of mimetic 

communication which establishes infectious connections between people and which 

demands attention’.133

Finally, several potential benefits of the proposed archive should be recorded. 

Archives can affirm immigrants and their communities as valued members of Austra-

lia’s population. Interviews with founders, volunteers and staff at 12 community 

archives in Southern California show that such repositories offered considerable 

impact to marginalised population sectors in three domains:

ontological (in which members of marginalized communities get confir-

mation ‘I am here’); epistemological (in which members of marginalized 

communities get confirmation ‘we were here’); and social (in which members 

of marginalized communities get confirmation ‘we belong here’).134

131 Shepparton Art Museum, ‘A Call to Echo’. Available at https://sheppartonartmuseum.com.au/whats-on/
now-showing/amrita-hepi-a-call-to-echo/.

132 The Australia Council for the Arts, ‘Creating Our Future: Results of The National Arts Participation 
Survey’. Available at https://australiacouncil.gov.au/advocacy-and-research/creating-our-future. Accessed 
22 March 2022.

133 Witcomb, ‘Oral History and First-Person Narratives’, 213. 

134 Caswell, Migoni, Geraci and Cifor, ‘To Be Able To Imagine Otherwise’, 6. 
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Expressing the same ideas in a different manner, Tonia Sutherland describes the aim 

of a proposed archive for African diaspora dance forms as follows:

By expanding archival notions of record, provenance, representation, custody, 

and preservation to include praxes around gesture, orality, plurality, self- and 

community-determination, and non-custodial consultancy relationships, it 

becomes possible to imagine the archives of the African diaspora: an archive 

of embodied records held in concert with other tangible records described 

in culturally affirming terms and cared for – with dignity and trust – by the 

people and communities who created them.135

These community-centred descriptions should provide inspiration for any 

Australian-based collection. Professionals are operationally requisite for inauguration, 

perpetuation and representation in scholarly outputs, but significant agency should 

be accorded to the archival subjects. Srinivasan even suggests that ‘a decolonising 

praxis would necessitate women of colour to engage with each other without 

mediation via a white centre’.136 While she is speaking about performances here, the 

same principle may be applied to archive formulation. 

The proposed repository would illuminate the broader activities of the various 

dance groups which, in both regular private rehearsals and public engagements, 

act as community focal points and loci of interpersonal connectivity as individ-

uals combine their efforts to produce a terpsichorean performance. They would also 

illustrate important components of the many social rituals which have become part 

of the fabric of Australian society, including St Patrick’s Day, Lunar New Year and 

the Blessing of the Fleet.137 Oral histories that reference such events would mean 

that ‘community members have access to recalled memories which enable them to 

135 Tonia Sutherland, ‘Reading Gesture: Katherine Dunham, the Dunham Technique, and the Vocabulary 
of Dance as Decolonizing Archival Praxis’, Archival Science 19 (2019): 167–83.

136 Srinivasan, ‘Decolonising Moves’, 210.

137 This festival represents the continuation of a Mediterranean tradition. WA Department of Local Govern-
ment, Sport and Cultural Industries, Office of Multicultural Interests, ‘Fremantle Blessing of the Fleet 
2020’. Available at https://www.omi.wa.gov.au/events-and-training/events-calendar/event/2020/10/18/
community-calendar/fremantle-blessing-of-the-fleet. Accessed 17 October 2021.



107

interpret their unique historical situations’.138 Thus, the ‘pathways’ of both indi-

viduals and dance genres would be identified and contextualised within Australia’s 

broader socio-cultural historical narrative.139 

As already discussed, there is a need to foster interaction between all sectors of the 

national population. In particular, the cherished customs of immigrant communi-

ties that have been transported to Australia and propagated in a new environment 

should be deemed worthy of formal recording and preservation. Greater parity of 

representation in institutional collections would promote the ideal of celebrating 

Australia’s diversity. It would also have an educative function, albeit rudimentary, 

though presenting the public with examples of difference in various aspects of life, 

such as the performing arts.

The archive described here would also inform the public about the presence of 

multiple dance genres in Australia that are beyond the Western concert dance canon 

and enable basic introductions to those dance forms. Beyond localised multicultural 

festivals, there is little opportunity for Australians to witness non-Western dance, 

and the proposed archive would address that void. Indeed, both live and digital 

performances could be supplemented by audience participation sessions, adding 

kinaesthetic experience to the catalogue of activities available to archive visitors. 

CONCLUSION

This article has described how archival collections can benefit those who dance, 

educate the wider community and provide fruitful sources of data for dance scholars. 

My own experience has led me to argue here for the inclusion of oral histories along 

with the various concrete and tangible items that may be attached to a perfor-

mance or dance practice. Additionally, a strategy of polyvocality would tease out 

the intersubjectivities of migration and dance. Oral histories succinctly enunciate 

salient topics including the plasticity of dance, the relationships between modes of 

movement, social engagement and the effects of migration on dance and dancers. 

138 McKirdy, Practicing Oral History, 22. 

139 Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians, 305.
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They could focus on issues of cultural identity, transnational connections and the 

joys and challenges of transplanting and reinterpreting traditional customs within 

the context of multicultural Australia. Oral histories would also provide background 

information to inanimate objects such as costumes and illuminate the people, places 

and activities shown in photos and videos. The connections, and even an occasional 

collision, between oral accounts and other materials would offer a well-granulated 

experiential narrative about dance in a diasporic environment. 

I have presented relevant scholarship surrounding the notion of ‘community’ and the 

establishment of community archives. I have also discussed various practicalities of 

oral history collection and have addressed some socio-cultural, political and ethical 

issues that may arise. The proposed archive focuses on an activity – dance – and I 

have described advantages of this approach for promoting cross-cultural relationships 

and collaborations. I have also illustrated several innovative exhibition strategies for 

presenting oral materials, especially in the context of dance. 

The development of a dance archive for all immigrant groups in Australia, whether 

those groups began to arrive with the first British ships in 1788 or as recently as the 

twenty-first century, would serve to provide a representation of dance in Australia 

which accurately reflects the diversity that characterises both the nation’s population 

and its dance landscape. Collections of all types gather ‘what is selected to be of 

value or worth to an individual, group, or institution’.140 Therefore, the absence of 

an archive devoted to the traditional dance practices of Australia’s immigrant groups 

is problematic, because it represents a means through which Australia can privilege 

pan-cultural, theatricalised genres to the exclusion of all other forms. There has been 

insufficient documentation of the dance practices of the nation’s many immigrant 

communities, resulting in a choreo-musical gap within the settlement stories of these 

groups. The same comments could be applied to immigrants’ musical, visual arts 

and literary practices as these, too, are underrepresented in Australian archives.

140 Foley, ‘Postcolonial Agency’, 625. 
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Oral histories, as suggested in this article, will reveal much about the somatic transla-

tion of dance to a new geographic context. They will also demonstrate aspects of life 

in a multicultural society, thus contributing to the understanding of difference and 

the promotion of tolerance and inclusivity. To paraphrase Moseley and Wheatley, 

archiving is a [cultural] issue, given the relative absence of texts traditionally 

coded as [culturally specific] from publicly accessible archives, and this 

is an absence that needs to be addressed by and for future archivists and 

historians.141

It is noted by Vasudevan et al. that ‘perhaps the most difficult absence of all is the 

researcher’s confrontation with the fact of mortality, the failure to speak to people 

and record their experience in time’ and unless an archive is established, Australian 

researchers will be faced with the loss of opportunities to engage with individuals 

whose memories are filled with stories about the perpetuation of traditional dance 

genres in an Australian context.142 In addition, historians must ‘account for absence, 

both of those who have been “unarchived” and of those who have chosen to be 

absent’.143 The existence of ‘unarchived’ dance practitioners, genres and perfor-

mances represents both a skewing of the national dance landscape and a disservice 

to the cause of diversity, understanding and tolerance. Hopefully, this article will 

catalyse the presence of immigrants’ dance praxes, featuring rich and fruitful oral 

accounts about dance, within Australian archives. 

141 Moseley and Wheatley, ‘Is Archiving a Feminist Issue?’, 156.

142 Ravi S. Vasudevan, Rosie Thomas, Neepa Majumdar, Moinak Biswas and Stephen Putnam Hughes, 
‘Editorial: Archives and Histories’, BioScope: South Asian Screen Studies 4, no. 1 (2013): 1.

143 Kathryn M. Hunter, ‘Silence in Noisy Archives: Reflections on Judith Allen’s “Evidence and Silence –  
Feminism and the Limits of History” (1986) in the Era of Mass Digitisation’, Australian Feminist Studies 
32, no. 91–92 (2017): 210. 
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APPENDIX 1

COUNTRY NAME AND WEBSITE OF DANCE GROUP OR SCHOOL

Argentina Tango Synergy 
https://tangosynergy.com/

Armenia Hamazkaine Armenian Sydney Dance Company (ASDC)
http://www.asdc.com.au/

Austria Hubertus Modern Folk Dance Group
http://www.austrianclubsydney.com/

Bolivia The Bolivia Marka dancers
https://www.bemac.org.au/

Brazil Sambase Ire
http://sambaseire.com.au

Bulgaria Rodina 
http://www.rodinasydney.org.au/

Chile Danza Montun
https://www.facebook.com/Danza.Montun.Australia

China Yau Kung Mun 
http://www.ykm.com.au/

Columbia Colombian Cultural & Folkloric Organisation
https://www.facebook.com/ccfosydney

Croatia Croatian Folkloric Ensemble Vukovar
https://www.facebook.com/cfevukovar/

Cuba Havana Dance 
https://www.havanadance.com.au/

Cyprus Kimata Dance Troupe
https://www.facebook.com/KimataDanceTroupe/

Egypt Farrah – Fananat al Raks al Masri
http://www.farrahegyptiandance.org.au/

England Sydney English Country Dance 
https://englishcountrydancesydney.com/

Estonia Virmalised
https://sydneyeestiselts.org.au/
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Ethiopia Samrawit
https://www.facebook.com/Samrawit-722203961128419/

Fiji Duavata Fiji Dance Group – Sydney
https://www.facebook.com/duavatafiji/

Germany St Raphael’s German Folk Dancing Group
http://www.straphaelsdancegroup.com/

Greece Institute of Hellenic Dance & Culture
https://www.greekdancing.com.au/

Hungary Kengugró Australian-Hungarian Folklore Ensemble
http://kengugro.org/

India Bharatalaya Dance Academy 
http://www.bharatalaya.com/

Indonesia Suara Indonesia Dance Group 
http://suaraindonesiadance.com.au/

Iran Persian Dance Group
https://www.facebook.com/PersianDanceGroup/

Ireland Sydney Irish Ceili Dancers
www.sydneyirishceilidancers.com.au

Israel Israeli Dancing Sydney
http://www.israelidancingsydney.com.au/

Japan Sydney Japanese Dance
https://japanesedancesydney.com/

Latvia Jautrais pāris
http://www.slb.org.au/ 

Lebanon Cedars of Lebanon Folkloric Group
www.cedarsoflebanonfg.com/home.htm

Macedonia Ilinden 
https://www.facebook.com/MKUDIlinden/

Poland Lajkonik 
https://lajkonik.com.au/

Romania Romanian Folk Dancing – Sydney Dance Rhythms
https://sydneydancerhythms.com/about-sdr/news-and-events/
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Samoa Samoa Siva
https://www.facebook.com/SamoaSivaTaupouClassesWith 
MaryjaneMckibbinSchwenke/

Scotland Scots on the Rocks 
www.sotr.org.au

Serbia Sv Sava Serbian Folkloric Dance Group
https://www.stsava.org.au/school-folklore/ 

Slovakia Stonožka 
http://slovakcommunitysydney.com/en/stonozka/

South Sudan South Sudanese Twic Mayardit Dance Group
https://www.sbs.com.au/topics/life/culture/
article/2017/10/10/meet-south-sudanese-dance-group- 
helping-youths-stay-connected
This provides evidence of the existence of the dance group but 
no website for group was located.

Spain The Spanish School of Dance 
http://www.spanishdance.com.au/

Thailand Siam Classic Dance Studio 
https://www.siamdancestudio.com/

Ukraine Veselka Ukrainian Dance Ensemble of Sydney
http://www.veselka.com.au/

Multi-Regional 
Group 1

Dusha Balkana (the Balkan countries)
https://www.facebook.com/dusha.balkana

Multi-Regional 
Group 2

Matavai Pacific Cultural Arts (Pacific Islands)
https://matavai.com.au/
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Re-turning to Greece: Nostalgias of 
Loss and Absence

VALERIE LIDDLE

Dr Valerie Liddle completed her PhD in 2013. Her research focused on how loss is 
experienced by members of the Greek Pontian community in Adelaide and in Greece. 
She was a Visiting Research Fellow in the Discipline of Anthropology and Development 

Studies at the University of Adelaide between 2014 and 2021.

This paper concerns short-term visits that Pontic Greeks make to Greece 

and the reactions that three different generations have to their former 

homeland. Once over, these visits do not overcome the separation brought 

about through the rupture of migration but continue to produce the 

nostalgic desire to return again, a nostalgia generated through emotions 

stimulated by the sensory experience of being in Greece. This nostalgia 

takes two different forms: a nostalgia of loss and a nostalgia of absence. 

The return visits of the first-generation migrants produce a yearning to 

return to the lost time and place of their youth. On the other hand, the 

journeys of the second-generation migrants produce a yearning to return 

to re-experience the lifestyle of Greece, which they perceive as absent in the 

diaspora. The nostalgias for those of the 1.5-generation encompass both 

these forms of nostalgia.

INTRODUCTION

It was early morning in Athens with another clear, blue sky and the temperature 

already hovering around the 30º Celsius mark. I was with the dancing group of the 

South Australian Pontian Brotherhood on their two-week tour of Greece as part of 

my 12 months of fieldwork focusing on Pontian Greeks in Adelaide. We assembled 

in the foyer of the hotel waiting for the bus to take us to the ancient fortress city of 

Nafplio, a former capital of Greece on the eastern coast of the Peloponnese penin-

sula. Once on the bus the older members of the tour spread out in the front seats of 

the bus and the young people sat in pairs at the back recovering from visiting clubs 
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the night before. At Nafplio, most people chose to spend the hot day at the beach or 

in the cafes, but a few wanted to engage with the history of the place in a physical 

way by climbing the 1,000 steps to the first level of the citadel, the place where 

Kolokotronis, one of the heroes in the nineteenth-century Greek War of Indepen-

dence, had been imprisoned. 

Pontians are descended from Greek traders, who from the eighth century BCE began 

to set up colonies along the Black Sea coast of northern Turkey. This area, known 

as Pontos, is named after the Greek term for the Black Sea, Euxenos Pontos (the 

hospitable sea). It stretched for almost 600 kilometres from Sinope in the west to 

the border of present-day Georgia in the east and was bounded in the south by 

the Pontic Alps.1 The people in the region of Pontos were evangelised by Christian 

missionaries in the first century CE and with the split between Eastern and Western 

Christianity in the eleventh century CE, Pontic Greeks retained their allegiance 

to Greek Orthodoxy. At the turn of the twentieth century, a political group, the 

Committee of Union and Progress (commonly known as the ‘Young Turks’), came 

to power within the Ottoman Empire. They sought to overthrow the rule of the 

Ottoman sultans and to establish a Turkey solely for the Muslim Turkish people, thus 

threatening all Christian minority groups. As a result, it is estimated that 353,000 

Pontians out of a total population of 700,000, died or were massacred between 1917 

and 1922.2 Those who survived were forced to settle in Greece, mainly in the north, 

under the Convention of the Exchange of Greek and Turkish Populations of 1923.3 

Some of these people migrated to Australia in the mid-twentieth century.4 In 1958 

1 Michel Bruneau, ‘The Pontic Greeks, from Pontus to the Caucasus, Greece and the Diaspora’ Journal of 
Alpine Research 101, no. 2 (2013): 5.

2 Tessa Hofmann, Matthias Bjørnlund and Vasileios Meichanetsidis (eds), The Genocide of the Ottoman 
Greeks: Studies on the State-Sponsored Campaign of Extermination of Christians of Asia Minor (1912–1922) 
and its Aftermath: History, Law, Memory (New York: Aristide D. Caratzas, 2011), 105; Constantinos 
Fotiadis, The Genocide of the Pontus Greeks by the Turks, vol. 13 (Thessaloniki: Herodotus, 2004); Harry 
Tsirkinidis, At Last We Uprooted Them... the Genocide of Greeks of Pontos, Thrace and Asia Minor, Through 
the French Archives, trans. S Mavrantonis (Thessaloniki: Kyriakidis Brothers, 1991).

3 Conference of Lausanne, ‘Convention concerning the exchange of Greek and Turkish populations, and 
protocol’, in League of Nations – Treaty Source, 807 (1923), 77–87.

4 Makis Kasipidis, Director of the National Centre for Hellenic Studies and Research, estimated that there 
were, at that time, about 65,000 people of Pontian descent in Australia, that is, people who have one or 
more parents/grandparents from the Pontos region. He estimated that there were 45,000 in Melbourne, 
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the Pontian Brotherhood of South Australia was formed for the mutual support for 

the fledging Pontian diaspora and to pass on some of the Pontic traditions to the 

younger generation, in particular their distinctive Pontian dance.5 The movements of 

Pontian dance are different from that of Greek mainland or island dancing. Pontian 

dances range ‘from the most languid, slow, relaxed, effortless, shuffling steps to the 

most frenetic, tense, physically demanding and almost violent movement’ with the 

dancers’ feet covering a small space on the ground.6 In addition to foot movements, 

there is ‘flexing and rotation of the torso’, referred to as shimmying, which is char-

acteristic of Pontian dance.7 Almost all dances are performed in a closed circle, with 

dancers holding hands in particular ways. All dances have a set number of steps that 

are repeated over and over again, with the movements of the arms and hands keeping 

in time to a rhythm that is unique to Pontian dance.

In 2006, the Pontian Brotherhood of South Australia organised a dancing tour of 

Greece. To the casual observer it would look as if the members of this tour were 

divided into two groups – the dancers and the parents and grandparents of the 

dancers. But the composition of the tour group was more nuanced than that. One 

group of 12 were first-generation Greek migrants to Australia. They had been born 

in Greece and migrated to Australia as young people in the 1960s. They were parents, 

grandparents and family friends of the dancers. Apart from one couple, all of them 

had returned to Greece before. While it is accepted that the term first-generation 

applies to those who made the original decision to migrate, what constitutes other 

generations of migrants is problematic. There was certainly a group that could be 

categorised as second-generation migrants. They were those who were aged in their 

mid-teens to mid-twenties and comprised 10 dancers, three siblings and a friend. 

12,000 in Sydney, 7,000 in Adelaide. There were 25 families in Darwin and 20 families in Hobart and 
21 in Perth. Makis Kaspidids, interviewed by author, La Trobe University, Bundoora, Victoria, 1 May 
2006, transcript held by author.

5 Diasporas are ‘dispersed networks of peoples who share common historical experiences of dispossession, 
displacement, adaptation’. James Clifford, ‘Diasporas’, Cultural Anthropology 9, no. 3 (1994): 309; 
Bruneau, ‘The Pontic Greeks, from Pontus’, 4–5.

6 David B. Kilpatrick, Function and Style in Pontic Dance Music (Los Angeles: University of California, 
1975), 104.

7 Kilpatrick, Function and Style in Pontic Dance Music, 105–06.
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They were the children born of those first-generation migrants who had become 

established in Adelaide for a number of years. There were, however, five members 

of the tour party who did not fit into either the first- or second-generation category. 

These could be those described by scholars as ‘1.5-generation’ migrants.8 Sharaby 

defines these migrants as ‘youth who immigrated with their parents and comprised 

an intermediary generation, between the parents’ generation and the second and 

third generation’.9 But as Li states ‘there is no consensus [among scholars] about 

the age range of 1.5’ers’.10 It can range from those as young as six years of age up 

to those as old as 18 years of age, but it includes those who have had some of their 

education in the land of origin.11 For this article, I define ‘1.5-generation’ as those 

who came as babies or were born soon after their parents migrated. They grew up, 

and were educated and socialised in Australia, at the same time as their parents 

were still negotiating the transition to living in a new land. Such was the case with 

these five members of the tour – four were parents of the dancers and the other, one 

of the dancers. As parents and at least 20 years older than the second-generation 

group, those of the 1.5-generation mixed more freely with the first-generation 

group. My husband and I, who both have an Anglo-Saxon background and were 

born in Australia, completed the tour party. This article explores how these different 

generations responded to this visit to Greece.

The main reason for the tour was to give Pontian Greek dancers from Adelaide an 

opportunity to dance at a number of Pontian venues in northern Greece, the most 

important of these being at the monastery of Panagia Soumela.12 This monastery 

8 Allen Bartley and Paul Spoonley, ‘Intergenerational Transnationalism: 1.5-generation Asian Migrants 
in New Zealand’, International Migration 46, no. 4 (2008); Russell King, ‘“Mediterranean Home-
lands”: Transnational Perspectives on Continuing the Migratory Tradition Across Generations’, Journal 
of Mediterranean Studies 20, no. 2 (2011): 192; Yao-Tai Li, ‘One Person, Three Identities? Examining 
Re-Politicization of Ethnic, National, and Australian Identities Among 1.5-Generation Taiwanese Immi-
grants in Australia’, Journal of Sociology 5, no. 5 (2021): 541; Alejandro Portes and Rubén G. Rumbaut, 
Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Second-generation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).

9 Rachel Sharaby, ‘Between Cultures and Generations: Ethnic Activism of 1.5-Generation Immigrant 
Leaders’, Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies 8, no. 1 (2021): 270.

10 Li, ‘One Person, Three Identities?’, 543.

11 Li, ‘One Person, Three Identities?’, 543–44.

12 Panagia (Panayía in Greek) refers to Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ as the all-holy one and the 
foremost among the saints. Soumela is a contraction of σ σου (‘s sou’) in the Pontian dialect meaning ‘of 
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replicates the ancient monastery of Panagia Soumela in Pontos, now in ruins, as the 

religious, educational and cultural gathering place for present-day Pontic Greeks.13 

The dancers, along with many other dance groups from Greece and overseas, were 

invited to perform there on the feast of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary.14 This 

feast on the 15th August is a national and religious holiday in Greece, and one 

of the most important dates in Orthodoxy commemorated across the country. It 

attracts Pontians from all over Greece as well as from overseas. In 2006, people were 

camped on either side of the road for up to one kilometre leading to the monastery. 

The secretary of the monastery later told me that there would have been between 

30,000 and 40,000 people at the site. On the evening of 14th August, a church 

liturgy, in the presence of the Archbishop of Athens and Primate of Greece, Christ-

odoulos, was attended by high-ranking military personnel, members of the clergy, 

political leaders, security guards, members of the press, photographers and television 

crews. The church liturgy was followed by a long procession of an icon through the 

monastery grounds and after this, the entertainment for the rest of the evening took 

the form of Pontic dance and music.15 As well as taking their children to a site of 

Pontian and religious significance, the first-generation had a subsidiary aim, that of 

showing that they have been able to retain their culture in the diaspora and pass it 

on as ‘a symbol of a successful migration’.16 The performance of Pontian dance was 

one way to show this. It was the first time that a dancing group from the Pontian 

Brotherhood of South Australia had been invited to dance at Panagia Soumela and 

it had formed the focus for all their prior practice sessions. Before the tour, parents 

had stressed to the dancers how it was such a privilege for them to dance there and 

they expected them to practise hard to attain a high degree of dancing expertise. 

the’ and Μελά ‘Black Mountain’, so the title means the Virgin Mary of the Black Mountain. 

13 Bruneau, ‘The Pontic Greeks, from Pontus’, 6.

14 Otherwise known as the Dormition of the Theotokos, literally translated as ‘the falling asleep of the 
God-bearer’, this feast day celebrates the death of the Virgin Mary and the belief in her bodily resurrec-
tion and assumption into heaven.

15 The icon of the Panagia is believed by Pontians to be one of four painted by the first century CE Chris-
tian Apostle Luke. This was the focus of devotion at the original monastery in Pontos and is now housed 
at this monastery in Northern Greece.

16 Loretta Baldassar, Visits Home: Migration Experiences Between Italy and Australia (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 2001), 288.
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The Adelaide dancers gave two performances. At the first, I was sitting with the 

grandparents and older members of the tour watching as the dancers came onto the 

open-air stage. They danced a routine of dances, which I had seen many times before 

at practice sessions and at many performances at Pontian events in Adelaide. But this 

time it was different, and I could feel the tension coming from those with whom I 

was sitting. I knew it was the culmination of their planning and fundraising activ-

ities to enable them to make this trip possible and, as the highlight of the tour, the 

most important reason why the dancers had come to Greece. But not only that, the 

parents and grandparents of the dancers were anxious that the dancers would perform 

well and so show that they, as first-generation migrants, had retained Pontic culture 

in the diaspora and had successfully passed it on to the next generation. Afterwards, 

one of the grandparents told me that she had started to cry when she heard the 

people sitting behind her saying how surprised they were to see the Adelaide group 

dancing so well. They said that even though they were second-generation children 

in Australia, yet they ‘keep everything’.17 She told me that overhearing mainland 

Greeks complimenting their dancers on their dancing had made her feel very proud 

that she and her husband had been successful in passing on Pontic culture to her 

children and grandchildren. They had demonstrated this in the most significant of 

places – at Panagia Soumela, a focal point of Pontic culture in Greece.

Apart from these performances at the monastery, the dancers were to perform at 

other venues in northern Greece: the village of Agios Bartholomaeus, a festival at 

Kria Vrissi and at the village of Langada. There were other areas included in the 

itinerary, such as a visit to Nafplio (mentioned earlier), the Monastery of St Irini 

of the Golden Apple on its annual open day and an all-day excursion to the Prespa 

Lakes in the far north-west of Greece, bordering Albania and the Former Yugoslav 

Republic of Macedonia. This was the region where Greek resistance fighters played 

a crucial role in securing the independence of Greece in 1914 and in defending it 

in World War Two. This trip had a particular relevance for first-generation Pontic 

Greek migrants. As young people growing up in northern Greece, those of the 

first-generation were very aware of the importance of securing independence from 

17 ‘Despina’, interviewed by author, at her home, 29 November 2006, tape and transcript held by author.
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the Ottoman Empire, and often had first-hand experience of the effects of World 

War Two and the Greek Civil War (1946–49). These times of conflict brought great 

suffering, and, as Damousi describes, the memories of them remain and are passed 

down to subsequent generations of Greek migrants.18 Yet after a time span of 50 to 

60 years, the visit to these sites aroused a patriotic pride for both those of the first- 

and 1.5-generation members of the tour. But, for second-generation migrants, it 

could not produce the same sentiments.

So, if the focus of the tour was to perform at Pontian events and to connect with 

Pontian culture in Greece, why were these other places of broader Greek historical 

and religious significance included in the itinerary? ‘Dimitris’, who was 17 years of 

age when he migrated in 1970, explained it like this: 

We went there for a mission. We went for a reason…That’s why I was 

hounding them, ‘You get up. You do this, you do that’. I did not want them 

to sleep and so the trip to Nafplio was to give them more information. The 

visit to St Irini’s was to absorb the culture. They [would] never have gone 

there by themselves. These kids would never go and see these things. We are 

coming back to culture things, to the basics. I believe these kids, it doesn’t 

matter what age they are, they will still remember [this trip]. It was ‘one-off ’. 

It was an experience.

He went on to say: 

You have to give them something, not written. It’s why we keep telling them 

stories. We keep telling them how beautiful Greece is and I thought [that] 

if they don’t actually live it, they will never feel it…What can I do for my 

daughter. I can tell her how beautiful my village is, I can tell her all these things 

but it’s only a story…The minute you go there and you live it yourself and you 

come back, it’s actually like a stamp, a seal, stamp…it’s stamped, it’s there.19

18 Joy Damousi, Memory and Migration in the Shadow of War: Australia’s Greek Immigrants after World War 
II and the Greek Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 83–108.

19 ‘Dimitris’, interviewed by author, Collinswood, 6 May 2007, tapes and transcript held by author.
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He was hoping that the ‘stamp’ or the transformation would occur in his daughter 

when on returning to Australia, the same yearning to return would be ‘sealed’ in her. 

By taking their children to significant historical, religious and political sites, he and 

the other parents were hoping that this visit would impart something of the same 

sense of nostalgic loss of Greece that they, as first-generation migrants, feel. But it is 

not as simple as that. It is impossible for the second-generation to return to the same 

time, even in their imagination, or to feel the same sense of nostalgic loss of Greece 

that first-generation migrants feel. His daughter may come to love Greece and long to 

make return short-term visits, but her nostalgia will be not of loss but one of absence. 

In this article, I analyse how different kinds of nostalgias are formed for the different 

generations and argue that these nostalgias, one of loss and one of absence are 

produced through emotions that are aroused by a sensual engagement with Greece.

DIFFERING NOSTALGIAS

The word ‘nostalgia’ has taken on different meanings over time. The word was first 

coined by Johannes Hofer in 1688 when he combined two Greek words ‘nostos, to 

return home and algia, a painful condition – thus meaning a painful yearning to return 

home’.20 Initially, it described a phenomenon where ‘once away from their native land, 

some people languished, wasted away, and even perished’.21 Thus, nostalgia began to 

be viewed as homesickness, a physical disease, which doctors thought could be fatal.22 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, nostalgia was thought of as melancholia. It 

was perceived to be a mental illness and so moved into the realm of psychiatry. By the 

late twentieth century, the word has ‘a pejorative connotation: the word implies the 

useless yearning for a world or for a way of life from which one has been irrevocably 

severed’.23 It has often become ‘the universal catchword for looking back’.24 Theoretical 

20 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (London: The Free Press, 1979), 1.

21 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 10.

22 Jean Starobinski and William S. Kemp, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, Diogenes 14, no. 54 (1966): 95.

23 Starobinski and Kemp, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, 101.

24 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, 4.
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approaches to the concept of nostalgia range from the historical,25 sociological,26 

psychological,27 postmodernist28 and anthropological.29 Most of these approaches refer 

to memory as the trigger for a range of nostalgic emotions but few describe how these 

emotions are aroused. Through the etymology of the Greek, Serematakis shows the 

Greek word, nostalghia, is closely linked with the senses particularly that of taste and 

smell.30 Sutton also describes how the emotions of nostalgia are associated with the 

tastes, smells and textures of food and so are evocative of a past time.31 In this article, 

I contend that nostalgia is activated through a wider range of sensory experiences. 

For example, when Pontians return to Greece for short-term visits, their emotions are 

stirred by being in their former homeland: the all-encompassing experience of travel-

ling through the countryside; sensing the heat, sights, smells and sounds of Greece as 

well as the taste of its food; meeting family and friends; and experiencing the religious 

milieu. For the first-generation, through the sensory engagement of the body emplaced 

in a physical and social world, nostalgic emotions are aroused by remembering what 

it was like to be there in the past. However, because of the rupture of migration, they 

cannot make up for the lost time spent in the diaspora, and so their nostalgia becomes 

one of loss. The diasporic experience of the second-generation is different from that 

of their parents and so the reactions they have to visiting Greece are different. They 

become aware of elements of Greek culture that are not available to them in Australia, 

such as, for instance, the experience of engaging with the religious lifestyle of Greece. 

So, this arouses a different form of nostalgia, an awareness of the absence of Greece in 

their daily lives in the diaspora and, hence, theirs is a nostalgia of absence.

25 Starobinski and Kemp, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’.

26 Davis, Yearning for Yesterday.

27 Tim Wildschut, Constantine Sedikides, Jamie Arndt and Clay Routledge, ‘Nostalgia: Content, Triggers, 
Functions’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 91, no. 5 (2006).

28 Kathleen Stewart, ‘Nostalgia – A Polemic’, Cultural Anthropology 3, no. 3 (1988).

29 C. Nadia Seremetakis, ‘The Memory of the Senses, Part I: Marks of the Transitory’, in C. Nadia 
Seremetakis (ed.), The Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture in Modernity (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 1–18; David Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts: An Anthropology 
of Food and Memory (Oxford: Berg, 2001); Klaus Neumann, ‘Nostalgia for Rabaul’, Oceania 67, no. 3 
(1997).

30 Seremetakis, ‘The Memory of the Senses’, 4.

31 Sutton, Remembrance of Repasts.
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METHODOLOGY

This article has been written from an anthropological perspective. Such an approach 

has correlations with that of oral history. Both disciplines seek to capture the perspec-

tive of those who are engaged in the research and the immediacy of their voice. 

Interviewing then forms a major part of both disciplines, with the researcher placing 

emphasis on reflecting ‘on interview relationships and ways of interpreting and using 

oral testimony’.32 For oral history as well as anthropology, interpreting ‘oral sources 

tell us not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they 

were doing, and what they now think they did’33 to produce what Geertz refers to as 

‘thick description’.34

The interview process formed a significant element of my research into the Pontian 

Brotherhood of South Australia. In Adelaide, 38 formal interviews with their 

members, people ranging from 18 to 102 years of age, were conducted. Ten of these 

informants were interviewed more than once. Interviews were between half an hour 

to three hours and were undertaken either at the Pontian Brotherhood’s clubrooms 

or at private homes. All the interviews were taped and later transcribed. Twenty 

members of the tour party were interviewed. As well, I had many informal conver-

sations with Pontians and as soon as possible the relevant comments were noted 

and included in written fieldnotes. Written approval for each formal interview was 

obtained and to protect the anonymity of the informants, pseudonyms have been 

used throughout this paper and indicated by inverted commas at their first mention. 

Grele claims that the methodology of oral history distinguishes it from other disci-

plines because historians ‘are trained to understand and analyze the variety of 

historical thought and their cultural context, and thus oral history interviewing 

is simply an extension of that training into the field’.35 In anthropology, also, the 

32 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader (London: Routledge 1998), 5.

33 Alessandro Portelli, ‘What Makes Oral History Different’, in Perks and Thomson (eds), The Oral History 
Reader, 67.

34 Clifford Geertz, ‘Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’, in Clifford Geertz (ed.), 
The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books 1973).

35 Robert Grele, ‘Movement Without Aim: Methodological and Theoretical Problems in Oral History’, in 
Perks and Thomson (eds), 48.
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researcher is trained to understand and analyse the available material, but they also 

use participation and observation. In this methodology the researcher themselves 

becomes immersed in the research through prolonged fieldwork in order to analyse 

what informants are saying and doing. For both oral history and anthropology ‘the 

final result of the interview is the product of both the narrator and the researcher’.36 

The extended nature of my fieldwork enabled me to observe and participate in the 

community’s various activities such as at festivals, commemorations, dinner dances, 

parties, weddings, exhibitions and funerals. It included nine weeks in Greece, first 

accompanying the dancers from the Adelaide Pontian Brotherhood for two weeks 

as they performed at a number of venues in northern Greece. I then remained in 

Greece for further fieldwork. In both Adelaide and Greece, I travelled with Pontians, 

ate and danced with them, observed the performances of their dance groups, walked 

in religious processions and took part in village festivals and commemorations. 

Through this participant observation, I gained an insight into how Pontian Greeks 

in the Australian diaspora have a strong attachment to Greece that makes them want 

to make return visits and engage with the cultural milieu of that country.

NOSTALGIA OF LOSS FOR FIRST-GENERATION MIGRANTS

In the first years after their migration to Australia, first-generation migrants mostly 

were not able to make frequent return visits, often because of the need to put limited 

financial resources into establishing themselves in Australia. However, because 

air travel was relatively quick and affordable and, because many first-generation 

migrants were retired from full-time employment, many had been able to make 

short-term return visits. The families of most of those I travelled with came from 

villages in the north of Greece and so, because the tour was predominantly in this 

region, almost everyone had a chance to meet with extended family members and to 

visit their former villages, either during or after the official tour was over. This aspect 

of the tour was happily anticipated, their memories stirred through recalling past 

sensual pleasures. During the flight to Greece, ‘Anastasia’ who migrated to Australia 

36 Portelli, ‘What Makes Oral History Different’, 67.
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in 1960 when she was 18 years old, told me that she was looking forward to meeting 

her sisters and returning to her village. She said that she liked to stay there because 

it was quiet, and the air was fresh.37 ‘When you wake up you can hear the fowls in 

the morning’, she said. ‘Iosif ’ was returning after leaving Greece when he was fifteen 

and a half years of age in 1962.38 At the time he was working in Thessaloniki, and 

although he does not remember much about his village, he could remember ‘the 

smell of the delicious apples when you drive along the road’.

There is a difference between remembering the past and nostalgia. The nostalgic 

person not only remembers but ‘conjures up images of a previous time when life was 

“good”’.39 

Nostalgic remembrance, particularly when connected to the home place of their 

youth, is often linked to positive sensations such as ‘pleasure, joy, satisfaction, 

goodness, happiness, love’ and not to such negative emotions as ‘unhappiness, frus-

tration, despair, hate, shame [and] abuse’.40 While visits might allow a return to the 

physical place of one’s home, they do not take one back to a past time of one’s youth 

or even to the past time of a good holiday. It is only possible to remember the time 

when it was good to be at that place, and when the visits are over, there is the sad 

realisation that a loss has occurred over time, a loss that cannot be recovered. 

‘Nina’, unlike the other older members of the group, had not returned to Greece since 

she migrated to Australia in 1965 when she was 11 years of age and was eagerly looking 

forward to going to her village.41 She and her husband had saved and planned to return 

to Greece for a long time, but every year there was some excuse not to go, so to go 

with the dancing group was an opportunity that they did not want to miss. Nina and 

her family stayed in her village for eight days and on her return to Australia, she told 

37 Conversation with ‘Anastasia’ on the plane travelling to Greece, 8 August 2006, recorded in fieldnotes 
held by author.

38 Conversation with ‘Iosif ’ on the plane travelling to Greece, 8 August 2006, recorded in fieldnotes held 
by author.

39 Janelle L. Wilson, Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2005), 21.

40 Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, 14.

41 ‘Nina’, interviewed by author, at Nina’s home, 6 May 2007, tapes and transcript held by author.
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me that early every morning she would enjoy leaving the house where she was staying 

and wander about the village. People would speak to her and ask her if she was new. 

When she told them who she was they would remember her parents, but they could 

not recognise her. Even though she was very young when she migrated to Australia, 

Nina remembered where her home had been and recognised many of her neighbours. 

Nina said that her village had changed a lot and while she vaguely remembered 

some of the places from her childhood it was ‘like a dream’. Her parents’ house had 

belonged to her uncle and after they left, it fell into disrepair and has since been 

demolished. So, there was no building for Nina to return to, but there was a big 

tree that she could remember from 40 years ago, still growing on the property. Nina 

showed me a copy of an old photograph given to her in Greece that shows the tree 

as it was in 1964. The photograph showed Nina with her two sisters and her mother 

stringing tobacco leaves together to be dried, with the tree and the house where 

they lived in the background. She said that she can remember that the tree used to 

have a hole in it – and indicated that place on the photograph – where she and her 

brother used to hide things. The hole has now gone as the tree has grown. ‘Now it 

is different’, she said. When she saw the tree, she cried. ‘Next to the tree I was so 

emotional’, she said and added that it was more distressing for her than she expected. 

In seeing how the tree had grown, Nina became aware particularly of the effects of 

change over time. Thus, in becoming aware of her loss over time and place, Nina’s 

journey brought home to her the realisation that while she could return to the village 

of her birthplace, she could not go back to how her village was when she left it. 

The passing of time often brings the death of family members. Several older people on 

the tour had migrated as single people leaving behind their parents and some of their 

siblings; for two of the members of the group, returning meant visiting the graves of 

family members. Anastasia, for instance, showed me a photograph of her mother that 

she was taking to go inside the receptacle on her mother’s grave to replace the photo-

graph that had deteriorated over the years.42 ‘Despina’ also was going back to visit her 

42 ‘Anastasia’, 8 August 2006.
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parents’ graves.43 She had migrated to Australia in 1963 from the north of Greece as a 

single person when she was sixteen and a half years of age leaving behind her parents 

and some of her siblings. Despina’s mother had come from Trapezounda in northern 

Turkey as a baby with her mother and sister. There was another sister, but she was lost 

during the upheaval of leaving Pontos at the time of the Exchange of Populations. Her 

aunt was only found through the agency of the Red Cross in 1996. Despina’s grand-

mother remarried and went to live in the Prespa Lakes area.

Despina’s father’s family came from an area near Constantinople. They had been 

wealthy but lost everything when they had to move to Greece. They lived in the next 

village to her mother who became engaged to her father through proxy when she was 

14 years of age. Despina was born in 1947, the fifth child of her family; she has an 

older brother and two older sisters (one brother died of starvation). During the Civil 

War in Greece their village was burnt, and the family had to flee to Florina where 

their father, who was in the army, was stationed. After the Civil War, the family was 

given a small allotment of land (about an acre, Despina thought) and a two-bedroom 

house in which her parents, nine children, a grandmother, an aunt and an uncle all 

lived. There was a baby every year. She said that they were hard times and that she 

was often hungry. To ease the burden on her parents, Despina sometimes would do 

odd jobs for other people in the village in return for items such as shoes that were 

very much needed to walk to school across the frozen lake in winter. She said that she 

often went fishing with her father but when they caught anything, rather than the 

fish going to feed the family, it had to be sold for money so the family could survive. 

Her village offered little prospects for her future. By the 1960s her older brother 

was already in Australia, and he paid for a deposit for her passage on the ship. She 

was not given any extra money to spend. Despina thinks that this was not because 

her family was unaware of this, but because there was no spare money. This meant 

that as a young person she was always hungry and would wait impatiently for each 

meal. She left Greece on 14 September 1963 and arrived in Adelaide on 28 October 

1963 and went straight to live with her brother and sister-in-law. When she started 

43 Conversation with ‘Despina’ on the plane travelling to Greece, 8 August 2006, recorded in fieldnotes 
held by author.
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work at a glass factory the following Monday morning, she said that she did not even 

know how to say ‘good morning’ in English.

On the occasions when she spoke to me about her impending visit back to her 

village, her eyes would fill with tears. Although she was keenly looking forward to 

visiting the village of her youth, two changes had occurred that made the thought 

of returning distressing for her. First, she was unable to be in Greece at the time of 

her father’s death. With both her parents now deceased, when she visited the village 

she visited graves. Second, her sister had demolished the family home in the hope of 

building a new modern home for herself. She said that it is hard going back when 

there are no parents to go to. Going to the village of her childhood was important 

but the place of home, perceived as being with her parents, was no longer there. 

She said that she felt that the only home she has in Greece is the grave site of her 

parents. Hence, returning for these older Pontic Greeks was tinged with a keen sense 

of the loss of time over the years, time that they had been unable to spend with their 

parents and other family members. As with Nina, the visit could not compensate for 

all the time they had been away from their villages.

First-generation migrants become aware of how time brings about perceived changes 

in the way people behave compared with how they remember their behaviour from 

their youth. In Adelaide, ‘Evangelos’ told me that he had spent 18 months renovating 

his father’s house in Greece, making it like an ‘Australian house, with a separate 

bathroom’. 44 On a later occasion, he said that he had put this Greek home on the 

market. When I asked Evangelos why he did that and whether he would consider 

living permanently in Greece, he told me that he could not live there anymore 

because the Greek people there are different from the Greeks in Australia. When 

pushed further on this, he told me that the Greeks in Greece have lost ‘respect’. 

Evangelos explained that when he was growing up there, people would help each 

other. For instance, if a bus came with a woman on board, she would hardly have to 

ask for someone to go to her family to bring the donkey. He said, ‘He would have 

already gone and done it. But nowadays, people say, “Do it yourself!”’ Evangelos 

44 Conversation with ‘Evangelos’ at the Pontian Brotherhood’s clubroom, 5 June 2006, and on the bus to 
Nafplio, 12 August 2006, recorded in fieldnotes held by author.
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then said that the trip that they were making with the Pontian dancers would be 

his last one back to Greece. He said, ‘When I leave, I hurt. All my time in Australia 

which I love, but I can’t forget…I can’t forget the way my father brought me [up]’. 

He was quite definite about not returning and became quite emotional, wiping away 

his tears. In renovating his father’s house, Evangelos attempted to hold on to Greece 

even though the renovations were reminiscent of an Australia he knew. Once back in 

Australia he remembered how he lived in Greece as a young man. When returning 

to Greece, however, he found that he could no longer live there permanently because 

the changes in the society have become too great for him to accept. He realised 

that the Greece of his youth that he attempted to hold on to is no longer there and 

despite his efforts, he is unable to return to it. The ties to the place of his origin 

remained as do the ties to the country where he settled. Visiting the former was an 

attempt in some way to overcome the loss that is inherent in the rupture of migra-

tion, but through the experience of renovating his house, the reality of what he had 

lost became apparent.

Sometimes these visits are not just to the place of their youth, but an attempt to 

experience again the good times of youth. Dimitris, who has achieved a higher 

socio-economic status than the other first-generation members on the tour, has had 

the opportunity to return to Greece about twice every year for the past 15 years. 

When I asked him why he wants to return so often, he said:

I ask myself that. We all love Australia but I reckon when you grow some-

where and you actually enjoyed yourself where you [were], you can never 

forget your memories, isn’t it. I could go around the world…There is no 

country around the world I haven’t been [to]…Why [do] I go back to Greece? 

I think Greece is still my home. I wouldn’t live in Greece, put it that way…I 

don’t know. Maybe because I still haven’t broke away. You know. Is it because 

I have good memories? Is it because I love Greece? Is it because I’m Greek? I 

don’t know. What makes me go back there? I haven’t got anyone there. Ah, 

when I say I haven’t got anyone, I have [my wife’s] parents but in any other 

way, people wouldn’t see that as a reason to go back twice or three times a 
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year…Why do I keep going back to Greece? Something keeps pulling me 

there. I go there and stay three or four weeks, and I have had enough.45

Although Dimitris has his own family, his parents and all his siblings living nearby 

in Adelaide, he, nevertheless, feels an urge to return to Greece and particularly to 

his village. Dimitris goes back to what he calls home but in fact his return visits are 

nostalgic ones where he goes back to the place of his youth in an attempt to recap-

ture his good memories of growing up there. But he finds that he is unable to do this 

and leaves after three or four weeks only to be pulled back to that place at a later date 

to seek again that elusive time.

Even though these first-generation migrants appreciate living in Australia, the return 

visits arouse a nostalgia of loss that is tinged with pain and sometimes regret as they 

realise what has been lost to them through the migration experience. If they had 

remained in Greece, they would not have been so aware of the changes that have 

occurred over time. In the second half of the twentieth century, internal migration 

of young people in their late teens to early thirties to larger urban areas has brought 

about underdevelopment for rural Greek villages, but also changes in social customs 

and patterns of behaviour.46 Not only are the villages changed from the places they 

remembered as young people but they find that they are unable to recapture the 

time of their youth. So, the emotions of nostalgia are not only tied to place but more 

importantly to time. They are aroused when first-generation migrants realise that 

when returning to the place of their youth, they are unable to sense in the body that 

elusive time when things were good. This is even though Nina can touch the remem-

bered tree, Evangelos can live in his renovated house in his village or Dimitris can 

drink coffee with his acquaintances. The emotions that come through such sensual 

engagement can be disappointment that the remembered place has changed; real-

isation that people’s behaviour has changed; grief for those who have died; doubts 

45 ‘Dimitris’, 6 May 2007.

46 Vasilikie Demos, ‘Rapid Urbanization, Internal Migration, and Rural Underdevelopment in Greece: 
A Case Study’, Journal of Hellenic Diaspora, (1988) 87–99 and Anna Collard, ‘Les inegalities du 
changement dans un village montagnard Grec: (Sterea Hellas: Evritanie)’, Επιθεώρηση Κοινωνικών 
Ερευνών (1981): 208–20, http://dx.doi.org/10.12681/grsr.577.
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about whether the choices that were made at a previous time were the right ones; or 

regret that they did not remain in the place of one’s birth. These are the bittersweet 

emotions of loss, aroused during visiting their birth country, all the while belonging 

in another country where they have established their own families. The children of 

these families might experience much the same sensual experiences as their parents 

during the short-term visits. However, they were not born nor grew up in Greece, 

and so different nostalgic emotions are produced. 

NOSTALGIA OF ABSENCE FOR THE SECOND-GENERATION

Those of the second-generation do not have the same sense of loss as their parents 

but through short-term visits they become aware of a sense of absence of a broader 

Greek way of life missing in the diaspora. The second-generation looked forward to 

the tour with just as much eager anticipation as the first-generation. The dancers 

diligently practised their dance routines in preparation for their performances and 

talked excitedly about the things they would do in Greece. Once in Greece, they 

accompanied their parents or grandparents to their former villages and met extended 

family members. However, it was not only important to the second-generation that 

they connect with family members but, as Baldassar observed regarding the visits 

of second-generation Italian migrants, that they sought to increase their knowledge 

of popular culture in Greece through these visits.47 Hence, for second-generation 

Australian Pontian Greeks, the nightlife of Greece attracted the younger members 

of the tour. For them, it was important to see live performances by artists in the 

ambience of the night clubs of Athens, performances that could not be replicated in 

Adelaide. Seeing these artists perform in Greece was ‘important to their ethnic iden-

tification’, particularly by being able to refer to them once they were back home.48

Highlighting the absence of such popular Greek culture, one young dancer, ‘Sofia’, 

felt that ‘there is nothing in Adelaide that makes up for what is in Greece’.49 She has 

47 Baldassar, Visits Home, 331.

48 Baldassar, Visits Home, 331.

49 ‘Sofia’, interviewed by author, Pontian Brotherhood’s clubrooms, 20 November 2006, tapes and tran-
script held by author.
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been to Greece three times. The first time was in 1995, when she was about seven or 

eight years of age, then again in January 2006 when she stayed in her family’s village 

for five days and then in August with the dance tour. Sofia said that she remembered 

only a little from her first trip but that the visits in 2006 were ‘fantastic’. 

That was a big eye-opener…It was a bit of shock, actually. It was like, where 

am I? How come, I am here now? Why didn’t I come earlier? Or like…why did 

it take me 10 years to come back to Greece? Now it’s like, I want to go every 

year…I think it is because to keep in touch with the culture, the Greekness. 

She went on to say,

Like Greece, is get away and enjoy yourself and don’t have any other 

worries…Winter was very cosy and local, and a bit more traditional, the 

style of Greek living. In summer it’s more like, the tourist atmosphere – the 

clubs, the beaches. You know, that sort of going out, partying and that sort 

of thing…more like, I don’t know, wild fun.

Another dancer, Irini expressed a similar reaction to her first visit to Greece as well 

as the strong desire to return. At a Pontian Brotherhood function she said:

I have been part of the Pontian Brotherhood dance group for a number of 

years. It has been my dream and that of others to dance at Panagia Soumela. 

This dream came true when we visited Greece in August of this year. It 

was my first time to go to Greece and a big opportunity for me and for 

my parents to go back to Greece. I cannot explain fully the feelings I had, 

knowing that I was in Greece with my family and friends. I learnt so much 

about their life there by staying with my family. I have become more proud 

of being Greek. I want to return. I will definitely be going back.50

Growing up in Australia, second-generation Pontic Greeks do not have the first-

hand experience of Greece until they visit. In visiting the nightclubs and historical 

50 Speech given by Irini Kosmedis at a Pontian Dinner Christmas Dance, 26 December 2006, recorded in 
fieldnotes held by author.
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and religious places of significance, second-generation Pontic Greeks experience a 

way of Greek life that is absent in Adelaide. As Davis states, ‘the material of nostalgic 

experience is the past’, so now the nostalgia acquired after these visits is a yearning 

to return to the past that they have now experienced, which is the time of a good 

holiday in Greece, often in holiday mode in summer.51 The past is perceived posi-

tively as a time when life was good. This nostalgia, then, is without the aching 

longing that the first-generation holds. Rather than tied to a place and time of the 

past, the nostalgia of the second-generation is tied to a place associated with a certain 

Greek lifestyle which is far from the reality of living in Greece on a permanent basis. 

It is a nostalgia of absence rather than of loss.

NOSTALGIA OF THE 1.5-GENERATION

The nostalgia of the 1.5-generation is hard to categorise. Like the second-generation 

they experience a nostalgia of absence, but they grew up witnessing the nostalgia of 

loss that their newly arrived migrant parents felt. Also, they 

differ from the first- and second-generation immigrants because they 

are generally better immersed in the culture of the host society than the 

first-generation; yet, compared to the second-generation, they often have 

to renegotiate their identities in relation to parents, colleagues at work, and 

people in the host society.52

While those of the 1.5-generation might identify more with the Greek culture of the 

first-generation than do the second-generation, they know they are not Greek in the 

way their parents are but then they are not Australian Greeks as their children might 

describe themselves. This feeling of ‘in-betweenness’ of the 1.5-generation, Li argues, 

results from being ‘in-between origin and destination societies’, which I propose leads 

to a sense of not knowing where they belong.53 Commenting on this, a Greek friend 

51 Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, 8.

52 Li, ‘One Person, Three Identities?’, 541.

53 Li, ‘One Person, Three Identities?’, 545.
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of mine who had come to Australia as a child in the 1960s with her first-generation 

migrant parents, said that people in her generation do not know where they belong. 

Our parents know where they have come from, and they know they are 

Greek. But for us, we have been brought up in a Greek milieu, but we have 

been educated and have worked and mixed in the wider Australian society. 

The problem for us is that we do not know (or can remember) where we 

were born. My parents have shown me pictures of the place but when I went 

back it was completely different.54 

For her, belonging is associated with the place of her birth, which she cannot relate 

to as it is in an unfamiliar place. She ranges from feeling closely tied to Greece to not 

feeling connected to it. 

‘Manolis’ has lived in Australia all his life. He was educated and socialised in Australia, 

is married with three children and was a parent of one of the dancers.55 Even so, he 

identified strongly with his Greek heritage. When his parents decided to migrate 

to Australia in 1965, his mother was already three months pregnant with him, and 

gave birth to him in Australia in 1966. His strong attachment to the Greek way of 

life began with his first visit to Greece at 14 years of age when he visited his father’s 

village in the north-west of Greece. At that time, it was still very rural. They had their 

own cows and from the milk they made their own dairy products, such as yoghurts, 

butter and cheese. While he was there, also, he was caught up in the Easter celebra-

tions in a small village setting and so for Manolis, it was an experience of a rural as 

well as a religious lifestyle that was new to him. However, what was overwhelming 

for him was the warmth he felt from his extended family members. It gave him a 

sense of belonging that he had not experienced before. He said, ‘It was though I had 

been away and had come home’. On the last day of his trip, he can remember that 

he locked himself in his bedroom and would not come out. He told his parents that 

54 Conversation at Biennial National Conference Dinner of OEEGA (Organisation of Hellene and 
Hellene-Cypriot Women of Australia (SA) Inc.), Morphettville, 11 October 2008, recorded in fieldnotes 
held by author.

55 ‘Manolis’, interviewed by author, Pontian Brotherhood’s clubrooms, 22 June 2006, tapes and transcript 
held by author.
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they could go back to Australia but that he wanted to remain in Greece. This was not 

possible for him at that stage of his life, but this initial visit produced a nostalgia of 

absence that has since motivated him to return to Greece on four separate occasions 

all the while knowing that his life is in Australia. 

However, not all places associated with this trip to Greece produced a nostalgic 

desire to return. As Hodgkin and Radstone observe:

Images of the lost homeland…can be passed down generations, summoning 

up loyalties and nostalgia. In some cases this may produce a powerful iden-

tification with the parents’ lost physical environment, as nostalgia, or as 

charge: to go back, to reclaim what was lost. In others it is a more reluctant 

and ambivalent bond: the children who have come to belong somewhere else 

will not readily be summoned back. In either instance, what is returned to 

will not be the same.56

While Manolis identified strongly with the Greek way of life, ‘Marianna’ was more 

ambivalent about her Greek heritage.57 Marianna was born in Australia to Despina 

and her husband soon after they married in 1966. She has lived all her life in Australia 

and she is married with two daughters, one of whom was a dancer on the tour. She 

visited Greece as a child, as a teenager and then 10 years before this visit. After 

the tour, Despina was eager to take Marianna and her granddaughters back to her 

former village in the north of Greece on the shores of Lake Prespa. While it was a sad 

time for Despina to be visiting the graves of her parents, on the occasions when she 

spoke of her family and childhood, there was no indication that it was an unhappy 

time. My impression was that, even though her family was very poor, living in her 

village was a good time in her life. She later told me that 

At night-time, to amuse ourselves my father would sing (we could not afford 

to have a lyra) and our whole family would dance. We danced the usual 

56 Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone, ‘Introduction: Contested Pasts’, in Katharine Hodgkin and 
Susannah Radstone (eds), Contested Pasts: The Politics of Memory (London: Routledge, 2003), 12.

57 ‘Marianna’, interviewed by author, Pontian Brotherhood’s clubrooms, 13 November 2006, tapes and 
transcript held by author.
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dances – Tίk, Omál, Dipát, Kótsari and Karsilamá. The neighbours would 

often say to us how they were happy to see us all dancing. Always during the 

summer there would be festivals where there would be dancing. We would 

go to different villages or people would come to ours. I can remember my 

mother and grandmother dancing on occasions such as weddings. These 

days are gone and will not come back again.58

Marianna had a different experience of her mother’s village. She said that she was 

appalled at the current state of the village and did not know how the people could 

continue to live there in their wooden houses with ill-fitting shutters. Marianna went 

on to say that there were a number of snakes in the area that could come inside people’s 

homes and that she, herself, had to use sticks to chase the snakes away from her grand-

parents’ graves in order to keep her own children safe. She said that there were only 

a few old people living in the village now and, apart from their own gardens, there 

did not seem to be any other source of income. There were no shops: one man had 

to travel to a nearby town once a fortnight to buy groceries for the whole village. 

Overall, she said she thought that these villagers had a terrible existence. While it was 

important for Despina to return to her former village and particularly to visit the site 

of her former home and the graves of her parents, it was not a good experience for 

Marianna. Although they both went to the same physical place, the ‘imaginary land-

scape’ of that place was different and evoked a different response from each of them.59 

As a first-generation migrant, Despina went back to the place where she grew up, 

and through the sensory experience of being there, can remember when it was good 

to be there with her parents and brothers and sisters. Her nostalgia of loss cannot be 

experienced by her daughter because Marianna was not going back to the place of her 

birth. Her unpleasant experience in the village did not produce a nostalgia of absence. 

In contrast, Marianna, before the tour began, had had an enjoyable time visiting her 

father’s relatives in Greece and renewing the ties she had made with them on three 

previous occasions. It was these holiday experiences that produced a nostalgic desire to 

return for Marianna rather than her mother’s village.

58 ‘Despina’, 29 November 2006.

59 Hodgkin and Radstone, ‘Introduction: Contested Pasts’, 12.
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This feeling of not belonging in either place can result in nostalgia of both absence 

and loss. However, those of the 1.5-generation have been able to develop their own 

strategies for asserting their unique identity. This, Dellios argues, is because they 

have acquired language fluency, have developed competencies within significant 

cultural spaces, all the while being immersed in their Greek community networks.60

CONCLUSION

The short-term visits to Greece produced different nostalgias for the different gener-

ations of Pontian Greeks. For the first-generation it was a nostalgia of loss as they 

remembered the time of their youth and tried to assuage the loss that the rupture of 

migration has caused over time and space. In accompanying their children to Greece, 

parents hoped to instil in them the same feelings for Greece that they have. But this 

was impossible. Although the first-generation were returning to the place of their birth 

and upbringing this was not so for the second-generation. For them, the visit provided 

an experience of Greek culture absent in the diaspora. On returning to Australia, these 

short-term visits created a desire to return to the lifestyle of Greece. This nostalgia of 

absence was without the painful longing to return as for the first-generation. As young 

children, those of the 1.5-generation absorbed a sense of loss from their migrant parents 

as well as experiencing a nostalgia of absence after they visited Greece. In both nostal-

gias, the emotions of loss and absence were stimulated by the sensory experiences of 

these short-term visits to Greece. Ultimately, however, these visits did not alleviate the 

separation inherent in the migration experience, but for the three generations of Pontic 

Greeks acted to continually produce the yearning to make further nostalgic return visits. 

60 Alexandra Dellios, ‘A Cultural Conflict?: Belonging for Greek Child Migrants in 1960s and 1970s Mel-
bourne’, Victorian Historical Journal 84, no. 2 (2013): 303–25.
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The Voice So Intimate:  
37 Years Interviewing Migrants1  

BARRY YORK

Barry York holds a PhD in history from the University of New South Wales. 
He graduated from La Trobe University where he also helped create great 
disorder under heaven. He migrated to Australia with his parents in 1954 

and spent the next 30 years growing up in Brunswick.

In this essay, I reflect on my 38 years of recording oral history interviews, 

mostly with migrants, how I became interested in oral history in the first 

place and why I kept going with it. A desire to know my absent grand-

parents beyond the old snapshots on my parents’ mantlepiece sparked my 

young imagination and early questioning. Oral history offers an entrance 

into the subjective dimension of history. It is my appreciation of the 

maxim that ‘the people, and the people alone, make history’ that led me 

to record close to 500 substantial oral history interviews thus far, mostly 

with working-class people. The recorded spoken word captures much 

about personality and background, bringing to life print-based sources. 

When listened to, the accents, intonations, hesitations, inflections, pauses 

and silences allow for an experience of history that is more than just the 

memories conveyed. 

 

My commitment to oral history now accounts for more than half my lifetime. It 

probably stems from the fact that I never knew my grandparents. Let me explain. 

My father’s parents, Salvatore and Loretta (née Mercieca) Meilak, died during World 

War Two in Malta, years before my birth in 1951. My mother’s father, Will Turner, 

died from tuberculosis in London in 1926. My maternal grandmother, Daisy (née 

Willmott), died ten days prior to my first birthday in May 1952. All I knew of my 

mother’s parents as a child were the photos cherishingly framed and kept on the 

1 This article has not been peer-reviewed. 
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mantlepiece of our Brunswick home. In the photos, Will and Daisy are of cheery 

disposition with kind faces. There are no photos of them together, but I guessed they 

were a loving couple. 

Figure 1 Daisy Turner (née Willmott), c . 1945 . Photo 

courtesy Barry York . 

My dad had few such images but there 

was one of him as a young lad in Malta 

with his mother, a large-framed lady 

with a dark-toned leathery face. There is 

a weariness, as well as strength, in her 

visage. I learned much later that she had 

given birth to 11 children, four of whom 

died as babies. The main photo of my 

Maltese grandfather was a posed studio 

one. His hair and eyebrows are dark, 

but his thick moustache is white. His 

stare is vacant, but it is a posed photo-

graph. It told me little about him. 

For whatever reason, from a very young 

age, I missed my grandparents very 

much, even though I had never known 

them. I felt a deep desire to know 

more; something that has never left me. 

At bedtime, when my mum offered to read me a story, I often asked instead that 

she tell me a story about her childhood when she was ‘a little girl’. I loved those 

real-life stories. My mother – and my father – were both ‘good talkers’ with excel-

lent memories. They had an eye for detail that could be expressed with eloquence. 

Neither had much formal education and both were graduates from the ‘University 

of Life and Struggle’. 

A favourite of my mother’s stories was a reminiscence from the early 1930s when 

she was sitting on the grassy banks of the Thames River with her sister, Vida, and a 

raft drifted by. Its crew were a couple of ‘black boys’, as my mum described them, 
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and their cargo was a large pile of oranges. My mother described the scene with such 

finesse that I could see the young boys with their flashing eyes and glimmering smiles 

waving at Olive and Vida, the two sisters cheekily waving back – and then the boys 

throwing to shore the gift of an orange for each of them. Whenever my mum would 

tell that true story, I could imagine the colour of the oranges set against the murki-

ness of the river, the crude raft heading heaven-knows-where. I expect the scene will 

be with me for the rest of my days. It came from listening to the spoken word. 

I would often ask my parents about their parents: what were they like as people? 

Where did they come from? Did they have brothers and sisters? What jobs did they 

have? Did they have hobbies and pets? Did they play musical instruments? What 

were they like as parents? What did you like about them, and not like so much? How 

did they die? 

These questions, which as a youngster preoccupied me about the grandparents I 

never knew, would later be included in most of the 480 oral history interviews I 

have recorded.

AUSTRALIAN STORIES

My dad’s brother, Joe Meilak, who had 

migrated from Malta to Melbourne in 

1924 and worked on the wharves for 

40 years, also had an impact on my 

appreciation for history and the spoken 

word. My parents and I stayed with him 

and his Australian wife, Daisy, in West 

Melbourne, after disembarking from the 

Himalaya at Station Pier in June 1954. 

I have fond memories, as a youngster 

sitting with him by his goldfish pond, 

under a grapefruit tree, and Joe telling 

me stories about the ‘old days’. One 

story was about how a boatload of Maltese arrived in Port Melbourne during the 

Figure 2 William George Turner, c . 1923 . Photo courtesy 

Barry York . 
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1928 wharfies’ strike. The shipowners wanted to use them as ‘scabs’ to break the 

strike. My uncle was proud of the fact that, on being informed that there was a 

strike, the Maltese refused to disembark. Decades later, this story was confirmed 

in Rupert Lockwood’s book about the history of Melbourne’s waterfront and its 

union struggles.2

Again, much later when I studied history at university, I realised that these kind of 

stories – the remembered experiences of migrants and the rank-and-file working 

classes – were rarely found in the history books. 

After a couple of years in boarding houses in Coburg and Brunswick, my parents 

put a deposit on a house in Shamrock Street, West Brunswick, in 1956. I grew up 

in that street for nearly 30 years. Multiculturalism was not an official policy when I 

was young, but it was very much a reality in places like Brunswick where factories 

almost outnumbered trees. There were a dozen different ethnicities in our street. 

We all basically got on well, despite occasional nastiness. Paying the bills was more 

important in this low-income working-class community than hating one another. It 

was hardly surprising that, in 1983, when I set out to do a doctorate, I chose as my 

topic a history of the Maltese in Australia. 

THE FIRST INTERVIEWS

I attempted my first oral history interview in 1976. I say ‘attempted’ because it was 

not exactly a success. I was enrolled in ‘History 111A’ at La Trobe University in a 

subject titled ‘Victoria in the Depression’. Part of our assessment required us to 

record oral histories with two people who had lived through the Depression of the 

1930s in Victoria. I chose two of my elderly neighbours in Brunswick – Mrs Dunbar 

and Mrs McColl. 

As it turned out they were reluctant participants, worried they might say some-

thing that could land them in trouble. I interviewed them together in my parents’ 

2 Rupert Lockwood, Ship to Shore: A History of Melbourne’s Waterfront and Its Union Struggles 
(Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, c. 1990).
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loungeroom. They glanced at each other nervously before answering my questions, 

always responding minimally. I too was very nervous, only half-heartedly asking the 

questions. They tried to be helpful, I think, but the combined interview lasted only 

half an hour. 

My first attempt to obtain work in the field was in 1982 when the Bicentenary 

Parliamentary Oral History Project was recruiting interviewers in Melbourne.3 

I failed the interview and wondered whether my reputation as a Maoist political 

activist in Melbourne influenced the panel. Life is full of ironies, and 25 years later 

in 2006 when I gained employment as an historian at Old Parliament House (OPH) 

in Canberra, one of my achievements was to revive the very same project which had 

fallen into abeyance in the 1990s. 

OPH could not run such a project on its own so we entered into a cooperative 

arrangement with the National Library of Australia (NLA) and established Old 

Parliament House Political and Parliamentary Oral History Project.4 I recorded 

substantial interviews with several former MPs, and by 2016 when I retired, 100 

interviews had been recorded. 

I had no problem interviewing former members whose political philosophies were 

antithetical to mine, such as Margaret Guilfoyle, Michael Mackellar and Ian Sinclair 

and Laborites such as Chris Hurford. Some were migrants too. Margaret Guilfoyle 

was from Belfast, Northern Ireland. My solid knowledge of Australia’s immigra-

tion history placed me well to record former Immigration Ministers Mackellar and 

Hurford. 

It wasn’t until 1984, seven years after my failed attempt with Mrs Dunbar and Mrs 

McColl, that I attempted my first proper and substantial oral history interview, with 

my father Loreto. I was undertaking a PhD thesis at the University of New South 

Wales under the supervision of David Walker. My topic was a history of Maltese 

3 Parliament’s Bicentenary Oral History Project, 1983–1988, National Library of Australia (NLA). Avail-
able at https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/2831434. 

4 Old Parliament House Political and Parliamentary Oral History Project, 2009–ongoing, National 
Library of Australia (NLA). Available at https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/4701473. 
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immigration into Australia from 1883 when the first assisted organised group went 

to Queensland, to 1949 when the post-war wave was about to begin in earnest. 

I had assumed a conventional approach – long hours in archives and libraries, poring 

over passenger lists, official reports, newspapers and more – but during my first 

year of research I realised that in addition to the wealth of print-based sources, I 

could locate Maltese people who had made the voyage and settled here in the 1910s 

through to the late 1940s, and speak with them about their experiences. It would 

be a case of searching for the human beings behind the raw data: again, the human 

voice expressing a subjective realm. 

NARRATIVE POWER

I was sceptical about the claim that oral history was democratic and placed narra-

tive power in the hands of the powerless, but I could see its value in giving them a  

voice – albeit one mediated by the lines of questioning of the historian-interviewer 

and by the selective ways in which an interview is used. 

My topic was a new one, no-one had undertaken an academic study of Maltese 

migration to Australia, and everything I uncovered was filling a gap in Australian history. 

Mark Caruana, a Maltese community activist in Sydney, inspired and encouraged 

my oral history interviewing. Mark told me about a new guide to interviewing 

migrants that had been published by the Ethnic Affairs Commission of NSW.5  

It was the first such guide with migrants in mind and provided me with an approach 

and a well-thought-out set of questions. It made me more confident about trying 

‘oral history’ myself. 

Mark provided advice as well as introductions to interviewees. It was fortunate that 

I had a Maltese background on my father’s side as that too ‘opened doors’. In Malta, 

among the older generation, nicknames were common. My dad’s family nickname 

‘Tan-Nassi’ means ‘Of the trap’. An ancestor had made fishing traps on the island of 

Gozo where the family, with the exception of my dad, were born and raised.

5 Janis Wilton, Balancing the Books: Oral History for the Community (Sydney: Ethnic Affairs 
Commission of New South Wales, 1983). 
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          With personal introductions by Mark 

Caruana plus the magic words 

‘Tan-Nassi’, I was able to win the trust 

of my own network of interviewees. I 

wrote letters to local newspapers in 

suburbs that had significant Maltese 

communities and was encouraged by 

scores of responses over several weeks. 

I cannot stress enough that in fields of 

research that are within living memory, 

print-based sources and oral history 

recordings can enrich one another. In 

addition to creating a record of subjec-

tive experience – the ‘whys and hows’ 

of migration – oral history can lead a researcher into new avenues for print-based 

investigation. 

I lacked confidence at first and that is why I decided to start with a safe interview, 

where my mistakes and inexperience would not be taken too badly or be too embar-

rassing. That’s why my first proper oral history interview was with my father, Loreto, 

who was born in Malta in 1918. He left Malta never to return, when he joined the 

Royal Air Force in June 1940, when the Italian Fascists started their bombing of the 

island. He ended up in London after the war, where he met my mother, Olive. They 

married in 1947 and migrated to Melbourne in 1954, when I was three years old. 

Trust is an essential ingredient in the relationship between interviewee and inter-

viewer and that existed between my dad and me. I had a good sense of what I wanted 

from the interview and had sent my dad an outline of my proposed questions. I 

made it clear that the questions were to be a guide, that each was negotiable and 

that he could let me know if there were any omissions or any he would rather not be 

asked. This has been my approach ever since. 

Figure 3 Salvatore Meilak, c . 1915 . Photo courtesy Barry 

York .
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The interview lasted 90 minutes and went well, recorded on my General Electric 

portable cassette recorder. I was starting to be bitten by the oral history bug, although 

at this stage, I was primarily interested in the short-term usage of the interviews for 

my thesis. 

Over time, I learned from my successes and my mistakes, and my interviews became 

more probing and substantial. The longest interview I ever recorded exceeded 20 

hours and took place over several sessions with Ted Bull (1914–1997) who was the 

communist leader of the Melbourne waterside workers.6 The average length of my 

interviews is between two to three hours, often recording more than one session, as 

even the best interviewee tends to fade after ninety minutes or so. As the interviewee 

will more than likely never have another opportunity to have their life story recorded, 

I take this very seriously, and still to this day feel anxious before an interview. 

Some interviews have been more focused as opposed to the usual ‘whole of life’ 

approach, such as my project recording peoples’ memories of the late great wrestler 

and showman, Chief Little Wolf.7 Another project from 2020 recorded recollections 

of 10 old comrades who marched in 1970 in solidarity with the Vietnamese on the 

Waterdale Road demonstrations in Melbourne, and focused on what happened on 

the three marches – the only occasion in all the Vietnam War protests in Australia 

that police made arrests at gunpoint.8 

WITH BRAVE HEARTS AND STRONG ARMS 

Between 1984 and 1988, the research for my thesis took me to archives in most 

Australian capital cities. I also visited regional towns where Maltese had settled prior 

to World War Two, such as Mackay, Broken Hill, Wollongong, Canberra, and the 

western suburbs of Sydney and Melbourne. The latter at one time, was known as 

‘Little Malta’. Overseas, I undertook research at the Palace Archives in Malta and 

6 Ted Bull, interviewed by Barry York in Melbourne on 9–11 December 1988, National Library of Austra-
lia (NLA) https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/2413853.

7 Barry York, ‘Big Chief Little Wolf ’, Journal of Australian Studies, no. 58 (1998): 29.

8 La Trobe University, Recollections of Student Activists Donated to La Trobe University Archives (23 
August 2021). Available at https://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/announcements/2021/recollections-of-stu-
dent-activists-donated-to-la-trobe-university-archives. Accessed 8 August 2022.

Reports: York
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at the Public Record Office in London, bringing my trusty GE portable cassette 

recorder wherever I went. 

In 1988 I completed my thesis ‘With brave hearts and strong arms: Maltese 

immigration into Australia 1883–1949’. The oral history interviews were 

useful to the thesis, but I made the mistake of compartmentalising them 

into separate chapters rather than integrating them into the body of the 

text. The thesis and subsequent book would have been more engaging and 

insightful had I opted for the latter, but also would have been a challenge for me as 

a writer of average ability.9 

PROJECTS

Apart from my doctoral thesis completed in 1988, my main projects in immigration-

related oral history were for the NLA.10 I became principal interviewer for major 

projects covering Maltese-Australian folk life and social history, Polish Australians, 

and the Australian Lebanese Historical Society.

In 1988 with the Bicentenary promoting a new multicultural version of Austra-

lian identity, migrant communities were encouraged to research and write up 

their stories. Commissioned by The Italo-Australian Club in Forrest, Canberra, I 

researched content for their commemorative publication and recorded dozens of 

Italians, including descendants of those who went to the national capital in the 

1920s to work on construction of the provisional Parliament House.11 The inter-

views remain in cassette form, awaiting digitisation and deposit with a library. 

Other commissioned work included a series of interviews jointly funded by the ACT 

Heritage Library and the Migrant Resource Centre, with migrants who settled in 

9 Barry York, Empire and Race: The Maltese in Australia 1881–1949 (Kensington NSW: NSW University 
Press, 1990).

10 National Library of Australia, York Collection (2019). Available at https://www.nla.gov.au/collections/
guide-selected-collections/york-collection. Accessed on 8 August 2022. 

11 Salvatore Gambale, Aldo Bongiorno and Barry York, Canberra: Our Italian Heritage (Canberra: Ita-
lo-Australian Club, 1988).
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Canberra in the 1950s.12 Living and working in St Albans in Melbourne’s western 

suburbs in the late 1990s for two years as a Research Fellow at Victoria University 

of Technology, I recorded oral histories with about 40 local Maltese from the area 

(known as ‘Little Malta’) who had mostly migrated in the late 1940s and 1950s.  

 

In 2000 I was asked to interview the celebrated industrial photographer, Wolfgang 

Sievers.13 He was in amazingly good shape for an 87-year-old man and is among the 

unforgettable people I’ve met through oral history. An interviewer with expertise 

in photography might have emphasised Wolfgang’s work but for me, there was a 

fascinating and important experience of migration as well. He had honed his skills 

in Germany as part of the Bauhaus movement, and the experience of his homeland 

formed him, as he brought much in his invisible baggage on the boat. 

Immigration is rarely far away from any interview because it largely has been so 

important to the progress of modern Australia. In 2009 the ACT Heritage Library 

commissioned me to record interviews with retired bus drivers,14 and in 2018 with 

former staff of the Honeysuckle Creek space tracking station.15 In both cases with the 

bus drivers and space trackers of Apollo 11, there were individuals who had migrated 

from other countries, and I made sure to record that life-changing facet of their story. 

Perhaps my most memorable interview was with Mario Bulfone, better known as 

Mario Milano.16 Growing up in Brunswick, many of us young blokes were big fans 

of the wrestling. Mario was a hero to the Italian community and in 1967 he defeated 

the villainous ‘Killer’ Kowalski, for the World Heavyweight Championship. There 

12 1955 Oral History Project, 1987–2005, ACT Heritage Library, HMSS 0275, https://librariesact.spydus.
com/cgi-bin/spydus.exe/ENQ/WPAC/ARCENQ?SETLVL=&RNI=443833. 

13 Wolfgang Sievers, interviewed by Barry York in Sandringham on 20 March 2000, National Library of 
Australia (NLA), https://nla.gov.au/nla.cat-vn294660. 

14 “Fares, Please!” Retired ACT Transport Employees Club Oral History Project, 2009–2010, ACT 
Heritage Library, HMSS 0327, https://www.library.act.gov.au/find/history/search/Manuscript_
Collections/fares_please_oral_history_project. 

15 ACT Apollo Oral History Project, 2020–2021, ACT Heritage Library, HMSS 0571,  
https://librariesact.spydus.com/cgi-bin/spydus.exe/ENQ/WPAC/ARCENQ?SETLVL=&RNI=731090. 

16 Mario Milano, interviewed by Barry York in Tullamarine, Melbourne from 18 October to 15 November 
1997, National Library of Australia (NLA), https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/155405. 

Reports: York
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was a feeling of unreality about my meeting with Mario in 1997 at his home in 

Tullamarine, Melbourne. In the interview, I emphasised Mario’s migration experi-

ences as well as his wrestling career.

INTERVIEWING AND QUESTION GUIDES

In all these interviews on the migration experience, I used the same basic question 

guide that I had developed from my first use of Janis Wilton’s guide, and later also 

by drawing on the whole-of-life question guide of journalist Mel Pratt who had 

recorded interviews for the NLA in the 1970s. The question guides I use today 

reflect my 38 years of practical experience. The benefit of having used the same 

basic approach since 1984 is that the interviews can be cross referenced, patterns 

discerned, and a more solidly grounded analysis undertaken. 

My basic question guide has four broad fields: ‘Personal background’, ‘Emigration’, 

‘Australia’ and ‘Sense of identity’. The approach I have developed can be used with 

any migrant group, but I must stress, is a guide only, and a good interviewer fosters 

conversational flow while being able to pursue any new leads.

Beginning the recording with a brief statement of the date and year, name of the 

interviewee, and reason for the interview, I proceed to ask about personal background: 

village/town of birth and upbringing, parents’ backgrounds and occupations, formal 

education, first paid job, when and how they first heard about Australia and their 

expectations of what it would be like as an emigrant destination. As part of this 

section, I ask also for the family nickname. As mentioned earlier, this can be a 

significant identifier. 

For the ‘Emigration’ questions, I seek to understand why the decision to leave 

was made, was it made alone or with others, how the family responded, and why 

Australia? When did the move take place? Did they see the move as permanent? 

What belongings did they bring on the ship? The voyage has always fascinated me 

and over the years I have developed more specific questions about it. So, the name of 

the boat is the starting point for a wider exploration of the nature of the voyage, the 

conditions, and routines on the boat. 
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My third broad category is ‘Australia’, which means settlement experiences. Some 

key elements of this section are disembarkation, initial impressions, accommoda-

tion, employment, Maltese community life, the Church and Maltese priests, contact 

with Malta, assistance offered to others to migrate, and likes and dislikes of Australia 

compared to Malta. An important question in this section is ‘Did you feel welcome 

in Australian society?’. 

The fourth grouping of questions form a conclusion to my interviews and focus on 

‘identity’. I ask whether they have been back to Malta and, if so, when and why; how 

did they feel being back in Malta and how did they feel coming back to Australia; 

in which ways are they still Maltese today; did they marry a Maltese; if they have 

children, do they speak the language and, finally, ‘How do you regard yourself today? 

Maltese? Australian? Or what?’

THE NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA

A turning point in my oral history work was meeting Mark Cranfield in 1988, head 

of the Oral History Program at the NLA. Mark invited me to record interviews 

with former Heads of the Immigration Department and arranged my training in 

the library’s technical equipment. It was exciting to learn how to use professional 

recording equipment; at the time, the bulky Nagra E reel-to-reel recorder. 

Through the technical training I became good friends with the NLA’s sound archi-

vist Kevin Bradley, who was to become President of the International Association of 

Sound and Audio-Visual Archives, and Assistant Director-General of the Library’s 

Australian Collections and Reader Services. In 1995, Kevin and folklorist Edgar 

Waters and I made a memorable trip to the western suburbs of Sydney where we 

recorded Maltese folk singers known as ghannejja (pronounced arn-ay-uh). This 

cultural work helped create a significant record of Maltese folk music which had 

probably been kept alive more in Australia by the 1940s and 1950s generation of 

migrants than was the case among the Maltese in Malta. 

In a 1997 trip to Sydney, Kevin and I met with Georgina and Zaren Camenzuli and 

recorded their account of the voyage to Australia on the Skaubryn in 1958 – the only 

Reports: York
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migrant ship to sink at sea. The disaster was made worse for the Camenzuli family 

when the motor on their lifeboat failed to start, and they feared being swept under 

the water by the whirlpool created by the sinking ship. As calm settled, fins could be 

seen in the water circling the lifeboat. 

Mrs Camenzuli had written an ghana 

(folk song) about the frightening expe-

rience and Kevin and I recorded her 

song which is now on YouTube.17 She 

said she wrote it while at home doing 

the laundry, not unlike practices in 

Malta with her generation of women. 

Kevin Bradley is an excellent musician 

and quickly learned the Maltese guitar 

tunings and on occasion would join in 

with performances, much to the delight 

of the local Maltese. He later completed 

a thesis on Maltese folk music.

SING SOUND TO EXPAND 

POTENTIALITY

Oral history is basically about sound 

archiving – it is the voice that is essen-

tial. No transcriber, no matter how 

good, can capture the variations, intonations and nuances of the voice. The best 

oral history recordings adopt the whole-of-life approach, emphasising aspects that 

are historically important, such as migration, and allow for greater reflection on the 

part of the interviewee. While there might be other uses such as a book or thesis, the 

audio quality and preservation of the recording is what makes oral history special. 

17 ‘The Saga of the Skaubryn’, a Maltese folk song by Georgina Camenzuli and her husband Nazzareno, 
recorded by the National Library of Australia (NLA), 1997. Available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Xc5UlLkD3Uw. Accessed 6 August 2022.

Figure 4 Loretta Meilak (née Mercieca), c . 1935 . Photo 

courtesy Barry York .
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It creates a primary source where none previously existed. My interviews will be 

around long after I am not, and sadly most of the people I recorded in the 1980s 

and 1990s are no longer with us. However, their life stories and reflections on their 

migration experience in the early twentieth century live on in their own voices.

How we use oral history is a big question, and the YouTube clip of the Camenzuli’s 

song is an example of the possibilities.18 Of course, the interviews can be quoted in 

books and articles, and books based on transcription can be historically valuable. My 

substantial interviews with Emmanuel Attard who came to Australia from Malta in 

1916,19 and Michael Cigler a Czech refugee who arrived in 1949,20 both formed the 

basis for published titles. A multi-session oral history I recorded with Mrs Josephine 

Zammit, an extraordinary woman who pioneered a scheme to assist young Maltese 

women to migrate and was an early figure in ethnic radio in Sydney, also became a 

book, with recordings donated to the National Film and Sound Archive.21 

The technologies that allow oral history recordings to be used creatively are common-

place now. In 1998 Kevin and I co-produced a twin CD package called ‘Maltese 

Voices Down Under’ which consisted of oral history excerpts based on the themes of 

‘Memories of the homeland’ and ‘The Voyage’, interspersed with folk music recorded 

in the Maltese clubs of western Sydney and Melbourne.22 

My time at the Museum of Australian Democracy at Old Parliament 

House (MoAD) between 2006 and 2016 saw me compiling blog posts 

using excerpts from the oral histories I recorded, making sure to tag each 

18 ‘The Saga of the Skaubryn’, a Maltese folk song by Georgina Camenzuli and her husband Nazzareno, 
recorded by the National Library of Australia (NLA), 1997. Available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Xc5UlLkD3Uw. Accessed 6 August 2022.

19 Emmanuel Attard, Mark Caruana and Barry York, Emmanuel Attard, From Gozo (Malta) to Gallipoli and 
Australia (CIMS, 1994).

20 Barry York and Michael J. Cigler, Michael Cigler: A Czech-Australian Story: From Displacement to Diver-
sity (CIMS, 1996).

21 Barry York, Josephine Zammit MBE: A Maltese Woman in Australia (Summer Hill, NSW: Matzn Pty Ltd, 
1989).

22 Barry York, Maltese Voices Down Under: Memories of Malta and Gozo and the Voyage to Australia (Mel-
bourne: Victoria University of Technology, 1998). 
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interview with as many fields as possible.23 The posts with images and 

sound links of the interviewee could then be shared widely via social media.  

The museum also embarked on a program to put full interviews online where inter-

viewee permission was granted to do so. It is not up to us to narrow the ways in 

which interviews might be relevant to others but, on the contrary, to expand their 

potentiality. 

I was 33 when I recorded that first proper interview with my father Loreto in 1984, 

I’m now more than double that age and a septuagenarian. Since retiring from full-

time employment in 2016, I have continued interviewing for NLA and interviewed 

friends and family as a token of appreciation. And what a precious thing it is for 

those interviewed and their families, more so when the interviewee passes on – as 

most of mine have done. To hear the voice of a deceased loved one is akin to a 

magical experience: the voice so intimate. 

23 Museum of Australian Democracy, Oral Histories. Available at https://oralhistories.moadoph.gov.au/. 
Accessed 6 August 2022.
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Enabling Agency – Language Awareness with 
Migrant Interviewees

CAROL MCKIRDY

Adults learning English inspired Carol to collect oral histories. Their stories 
were inspiring and important and oral history enabled saving them for 
posterity. Collecting migrant histories is her biggest passion but she has also 
recorded for multiple organisations. As well, Carol is a TAFE NSW Head 

Teacher of Literacy and Language.

I have been recording oral history interviews for almost 15 years. Many of the inter-

views have been with members of migrant community groups who have settled in 

the Sutherland Shire, Sydney, NSW. The Sutherland Shire is a refugee welcome zone 

and a settlement area for people from numerous diverse language and cultural back-

grounds. I work collaboratively with communities to record the history of narrators’ 

lives before and after settling in Australia. To date, I have recorded the oral histories 

of Sutherland-based Sudanese, Chinese, Latin American, Indian, Egyptian, Cambo-

dian, Vietnamese, Russian speakers, Italian, Iraqi, Dutch and Maltese people. The 

oral histories are stored at Sutherland Shire Library and the State Library of NSW. 

I turned many of the oral histories into videos that cover key aspects of a project, 

using digital story-telling software to make videos. This creates an online product that 

summarises the project for easy access to the project’s content and for the commu-

nity’s website. They are also available on the NSW Royal Historical website. As a 

Head Teacher of adult English Language programs, I created freely available lesson 

resources (that draw on oral histories) for adult language and literacy students in 

Australia and overseas. Students love learning how to become better readers, writers 

and speakers using lesson materials that are authentic and based on real lives.

Over the years, I have learned that interviewers must be mindful of an interviewee’s 

English language proficiency. Migrant non-English speaking interviewee settlers – both 

recent and long-term – do not always develop English capability to native or near-

native proficiency. For an oral history interview to be effective and for the interviewee 
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to sustain agency of what they have to say, the language of the interview must be clear 

and demonstrate an awareness of how difficult it is to communicate effectively in a 

second language. Many of the interviews I have conducted have been with emerging 

English language users who understand the power and importance of telling their 

story, especially as they have frequently been witnesses to significant events.

There are many phrases that are not problematic for a native English speaker, but 

which may not make sense to someone who has English as a second language. For 

example, in oral history interviews, ‘speak frankly’ is a common suggestion given to 

an interviewee before the interview begins. An interviewee who is a native speaker 

of English or who speaks English with native proficiency, will understand that the 

interviewer is asking the interviewee to speak truthfully, honestly and openly – a 

perfectly reasonable request. For someone from a culturally and linguistically diverse 

background who speaks English as a second language, the collocation might be 

confusing and be taken literally; they might wonder ‘Who is Frank?’ The interview 

will begin in a confusing manner because the interviewer makes a request that lacks 

clarity. There are cultural implications as well; speaking frankly can be a culturally 

inappropriate request for some interviewees because speaking frankly in their first 

language and culture is inappropriate, rude or even dangerous.

Figure 1 Friends at the launch of Sudanese People in the Sutherland Shire – a Moving Community oral history project, 

Sutherland, NSW, 2010 . Photo courtesy of Mark McKirdy .



155

Reports: McKirdy

Another point interviewers should be aware of is the delivery and phrasing of ques-

tions. For example, an interviewee requested to ‘state your name’ may be confused 

as the word ‘state’ has varied meanings, and ‘state your name’ sounds interrogatory. 

‘What is your name / Tell me your name’ are more familiar and welcoming and less 

confusing.

I have also learned from personal experience that oral history, with its focus on 

listening and collaborative creation between the interviewee and the interviewer, 

should not be hindered or disrupted by inattentiveness to the interviewee’s language 

competence. Linguistic features such as idioms, phrasal verbs and euphemisms 

should be thought about carefully before being used in questions and in response to 

an interviewees’ answers in an interview dialogue. 

For example, if an oral history interviewer isn’t careful, what is said in an interview 

may go straight over the interviewee’s head – they might not get the picture, nor be 

able to make heads nor tails of it, figure it out, or it may be all Greek to them! Idiom-

atic language can be perplexing and in English the use of idioms is commonplace. 

Because English, in many respects, can be understood both literally and figuratively 

it can be very perplexing to a second language English speaker. English is also an 

inventive and constantly evolving language, so words are added or change meaning 

frequently. For example, the words ‘sick’ ‘ridiculous’ and ‘filth’ mean wonderful as 

well as sick, ridiculous and filth depending on the user. The word ‘cool’ can also 

mean ‘hot’ and ‘hot’ can mean ‘sexy’ and ‘sexy’ can mean ‘stylish’ and so on. 

Native and highly proficient English speakers may find it difficult to avoid speaking 

English without using the features that make it an expressive and vibrant language. 

However, during an oral history interview, interviewers need to speak plainly so 

that the interviewee understands exactly what is being talked about. Unnecessarily 

using figurative or difficult language in an interview adds extra demands to effec-

tive participation. Using English grammar correctly is invariably challenging for an 

English second language user. In the context of an oral history interview, incorrect 

English grammar can inadvertently alter the meaning of the narrative. Oral history 

interviewers should engage with the interviewee by listening carefully and clarifying 
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inconsistencies. The same applies for preposition usage, limited vocabulary leading 

to less than effective word choice, pronoun selection and incorrect use of articles and 

tenses. From my experience, I’ve learned that, as oral history is ultimately a recording 

of the past, it’s very important to establish with the interviewee exactly when some-

thing occurred in their narrative.

The way an interviewee speaks in English can affect how the narrative is understood 

both by the interviewer during the interview process and by listeners later. A ‘foreign’ 

accent may be difficult for the interviewer to follow; the interviewer should therefore 

listen carefully as the interviewee speaks and, when unclear, paraphrase a response 

for the listeners’ benefit and/or clarification by the interviewee. It may pay to ask 

questions that encourage and support the interviewee to tell their story in shorter 

chunks of information with pauses between each new piece of information and to 

encourage the interviewee to speak slowly. 

I have found that although interpreters are effective, there are limitations. Oral 

history projects, particularly small community projects, may not have sufficient 

funding to employ interpreters. Relatedly, there is sometimes the temptation to use 

friends and family in the interviewee’s community group in Australia which, at a 

local level, may comprise a handful of families. An interviewee may feel compro-

mised using an interpreter with whom they have a personal or community affiliation.

For emerging users of English, interviewers should be extra careful. Awareness of 

second language issues in an interview is essential in establishing a rapport with the 

interviewee in order to facilitate a relaxed and successful interview.
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Teaching Oral History  
to Family Historians 

LINDA HUNT

Linda Hunt is a lecturer in media at the University of Tasmania and a 
former broadcast journalist. She coordinates the oral history unit within the 

University’s Diploma of Family History.

I have vivid memories from my childhood in Tasmania of weekends spent combing 

church cemeteries, searching for the resting places of my Scottish, German and Irish 

ancestors. You see, my mother was an avid genealogist, and she loved the challenge of 

tracing the family tree and searching for the physical connections to the past. I found 

the experience both creepy and fascinating. Crumbling headstones, vases of dead 

flowers and overgrown plots – these are the images I remember. But I also remember 

that each cemetery contained a wealth of stories. Each headstone told a story. A 

story of a life well lived. Sometimes of a life cut short. There were family plots where 

you could see generations of the one family. I found the experience deeply moving 

and connecting, even when it wasn’t the headstone of an ancestor. My early under-

standing of family history was one that was deeply rooted in the past.

As a journalist, I worked across print, radio and television over several decades, 

mostly in broadcast news, and the stories I told were anchored in the present. My 

job was to tell the stories of the living. Surely my news career was far removed from 

the study of history? But history isn’t just something assigned to the past, history 

is happening now. I have come to realise that, as a journalist, my stories captured 

history ‘in the moment as it happens’.1 And this is the gift and opportunity oral 

history provides our Family History students. They gather recollections of events, 

sometimes long past in memory, but they also capture people’s experiences contem-

poraneously with the historic events they are living through. Oral history storytelling 

1 Evan Faulkenbury, ‘Journalism, COVID-19, and the Opportunity of Oral History’, The Oral History 
Review 7, no. 2 (2022): 253–59.
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adds richness and vibrancy to our experience and understanding of events, people 

and places.

The Diploma of Family History was first offered by the University of Tasmania in 

2016, and from the start oral history has been a core unit of study. Since then, more 

than 2,200 people have enrolled in the oral history unit, and it is impossible to 

describe our average student. I have been either a tutor or lecturer teaching into the 

oral history unit since 2018, and each iteration I am amazed and impressed by the 

students I meet. Ignore the stereotypical, narrow view of family historians as being 

female, lacking education and marginalised by academics.2 Yes, most of our students 

are women (89%). And yes, the average age is 60 years. But to concentrate on those 

numbers would be to ignore the diversity and breadth of experience of our cohort. 

The diploma brings students from across the country together, with New South Wales 

and Victoria providing the greatest numbers (29% and 20% respectively). Their ages 

range from 18 to 92 years and their educational experience is also widely varied. Some 

already have previous higher education qualifications (including doctorates) while for 

others their highest level of education is a high school certificate.3

2 Tanya Evans, ‘How Do Family Historians Work with Memory?’, Journal of Family History 46, no. 1 
(2021): 92–106.

3 Source: University of Tasmania.

Figure 1 Diploma of Family History students visit St David’s Park monuments in Hobart . Photo courtesy of University of 

Tasmania .
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But everyone has a story to tell, and everyone has the right to tell their story, so 

providing our students with the relevant skills and confidence to do so is both a chal-

lenge and a privilege. We’ve designed the course content to take students through 

each step of the storytelling process. 

The oral history unit is taught fully online, as are all the Diploma of Family History 

units. Students work through the content at their own pace, but they are not alone. 

We have interactive discussion boards for students to exchange ideas and an ‘Ask the 

Teaching Team’ discussion board monitored daily during the week. We now also 

include several live Zoom tutorials to provide synchronous learning for students and 

the opportunity to ‘meet’ teachers in the (virtual) flesh.

The students are taken on a learning journey. We begin by developing an under-

standing of oral history as a research method and how (and why) it can be utilised 

in family history. From there, students begin planning their individual oral history 

projects. The most challenging aspect of project design is choosing who their narrator 

will be. As we tell our students, the person you interview – the narrator – is someone 

with a story to tell. They don’t have to be an extrovert or well known or highly 

successful. But they do need first-hand experience of the topic, issue or place being 

explored and perhaps have a fondness for recalling past events.

The interview itself can be a daunting prospect for our students. An interview 

requires research, planning, and a degree of confidence to conduct. (As an aside, one 

of the most confronting elements for students seems to be hearing their own voices 

when they are listening back to the interview for transcription. It’s not surprising – 

after decades working in broadcast, I’m still horrified by the sound of my own voice!) 

So, we guide them through the technology they can use, as well as how to prepare, 

conduct and transcribe the interview. For the majority, these are new skills and this 

can be a steep learning curve. But each year, the feedback from students is that, 

although their biggest challenge, this was also the most rewarding aspect of learning 

oral history.

Reports: Hunt
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As a media academic, rather than an historian, I approach family history through a 

storytelling lens. What I’ve found while teaching the oral history unit is that telling 

stories is a major motivation for family history students, and oral history creates a 

new path and format for them in which to tell stories. They are connecting on a very 

emotional level with their family stories and (sometimes) their ancestors. They are 

given the opportunity to bring to life the stories of the people who matter to them.

We know that family historians are a passionate lot – a trait my mother displayed, 

hence our weekends searching cemeteries. What I have learnt as coordinator of the 

oral history unit is that the motivations of family historians are so much more than 

simply uncovering the scandalous convict ancestor. A strong motivator for under-

taking family history is leaving a legacy for future generations and oral history 

practice introduces our students to the opportunity to do so through rich interviews 

and storytelling. Our students are taught to understand that through their inter-

views and the stories they create from those interviews, they can ensure familial 

knowledge is not lost. 

We also have students who use this unit to explore issues of identity (their own 

or of a family member), and to challenge existing assumptions about family life. 

As I have mentioned, our students have varied and eclectic backgrounds and oral 

history allows them to explore this. We have students who conduct interviews with 

family who are members of the Stolen Generation, or who are adopted, or who live 

with disability. We have others who interview young people who live in non-typical 

families – members of queer or blended families. (After all, history is happening 

now.) 

History has often been told using male voices and through official accounts. In 

media studies, we call the dominant voices in news, the primary definers.4 They are 

the individuals and the institutions granted media access, often because they are the 

4 Stuart Hall et al., ‘The Social Production of News (1978)’, in Chris Greer (ed.), Crime and Media 
(London: Routledge, 2019), 239–50.



161

official sources or in positions of power. They are the voices who get to frame our 

understanding of history. A challenge for journalists is to find other voices, to search 

beyond the official version of events or issues. And there is a very similar challenge 

and opportunity for family historians. Contemporary oral historians can challenge 

this silence and raise marginalised voices, such as those of Indigenous Australians. 

They can help inject greater diversity into the stories of our past, integrating groups 

whose history was often not taught when they attended school. The process of 

unpicking and unravelling family history produces strong emotional responses and 

this is transformative for family historians.

Of course, I cannot write about teaching oral history without mentioning (at least 

briefly) the pandemic. As COVID-19 began infiltrating the news in early 2020, I 

was preparing for the start of a new semester of teaching. Existing learning content 

which taught people how to make their interviewees comfortable; how to choose 

the ‘best room in the house’ to conduct the interview; and how to get the best 

sound from their smartphones, suddenly became obsolete. The need to pivot was 

sudden and quick. (In February 2020, Zoom was a novelty, now it’s a necessity.) The 

Figure 2 Linda Hunt interviewing then Environment Minister Tony Burke in Antarctica in 2012 . Photo courtesy of Linda Hunt .

Reports: Hunt
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challenges presented by coronavirus continue. Illness severely impacts study, and 

when scheduled interviewees fall sick, timelines and deadlines need to be flexible. 

On the flip side, our students have embraced the challenges and technology, and 

understand the storytelling opportunities that living through a pandemic provide 

the oral historian.

The value of oral history in family history is perhaps best understood by sharing the 

reflections of a student, who told me that the anecdotes and stories they had collected 

from their narrator, put ‘flesh on the bones of their family history’. Everyone has a 

story to tell. Oral history provides our students with the skills and knowledge to tell 

those stories.
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South Australia’s British Migrant Stories: 
Mini Podcast Series, Migration Museum, 

History Trust of South Australia, 2020

BIRGIT HEILMANN

Birgit Heilmann holds a PhD from the University of Goettingen in Germany. 
She has worked in the museum and gallery sector since 2010 in several 
museums across Australia and is currently working as curator at the History 

Trust of South Australia.

The idea to create a mini podcast series using existing oral history interviews was 

born in March 2020 after the Migration Museum in Adelaide closed its doors to 

the public due to the pandemic. We had just opened the travelling exhibition, 

British Migrants – Instant Australians?, produced by Museums Victoria. The exhibi-

tion explored personal stories, social history and contemporary impacts of post-war 

British migration on Australian society. 

Between 1947 and 1982, over a million Britons immigrated to Australia. Most of 

them hoped for better life opportunities far away from post-war Europe. There were 

several assistance schemes that helped British migrants to settle in Australia. One of 

the most popular was the ‘Ten Pound Pom’ assisted passage that allowed Britons to 

travel to Australia for only 10 pounds, with their children travelling free of charge. 

British migrants who received assistance had to remain in Australia for at least two 

years, otherwise they had to repay the fare and their own way back home to England.1 

With the museum doors closed during the pandemic and unable to proceed with 

any physical public programs, I was looking for a way to provide online content to 

present material about British migrant stories in South Australia. I dug up oral 

history recordings which were conducted by the History Trust of South Australia 

and The University of Adelaide between 2012 and 2014 for the Hostel Stories 

Project. This research project was supported by an ARC Linkage grant to the 

1 Immigration Museum, British Migrants – Instant Australians? (Melbourne: Museums Victoria, 2017), 37.
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University of Adelaide in collaboration with a range of community partners, 

including the Migration Museum (History Trust of South Australia), the cities of 

Charles Sturt and Port Adelaide Enfield, State Archives of South Australia, and the 

Vietnamese Community in Australia (South Australia Chapter). The research team 

included Professor Rachel Ankeny, Dr Karen Agutter, Daniella Pilla, Justin Madden, 

as well as Catherine Manning from the History Trust of South Australia. They inter-

viewed around 50 participants who responded to a public call out for contributors 

to the project. The aim was to capture the experiences and personal memories of 

migrants living in migrant hostels, reception centres and camps in South Australia 

between 1947 and the mid-1980s.2 

I selected interviews that were conducted with British migrants to create digital 

and South Australian content that complemented the British Migrants – Instant 

2 More information about the project available at, The University of Adelaide, Hostel Stories; https://able.
adelaide.edu.au/humanities/hostel-stories/. Accessed 9 May 2022.

Figure 1 British migrants arriving at the Elder Park Migrant Hostel, Adelaide, 1948 . South Australian Government Photo-

graphic Collection, History Trust of South Australia, GN14994 .
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Australians? exhibition. Before proceeding with my podcast project, I discussed my 

plans with the former project team from Adelaide University to avoid any interfer-

ence with the ongoing research.

From 15 interviews conducted with British migrants, I focused on five recordings, 

the full transcripts of which I had access to. This made it easier for me to access 

content quickly and create the podcast in a limited time frame. 

I explored three individual themes for a mini podcast series – namely the topics 

‘return migration’, ‘a mixed bag of memories’ and ‘Elizabeth – a city of tomorrow’. 

These topics were present in all interviews and aligned well with the rationale behind 

the British Migrants – Instant Australians? exhibition. 

RETURN MIGRATION 

I selected the theme because the topics of British migrants returning back home to 

England or dealing with difficulties in Australia are not often raised when talking 

about Ten Pound Poms. It has been estimated that just over 25 per cent of migrants 

returned to Britain. However, between a third and half of these return migrants 

re-emigrated to Australia and became known as ‘Boomerang Poms’.3 The selected 

interviewees gave insights into different reasons for returning home, such as home-

sickness, financial struggle and not finding what they had expected in Australia. 

Listeners to our podcast can follow the story of Jim and Mary, who first migrated to 

Australia in 1966. Mary remembers: 

He [Jim] never stopped whingeing, whinge, whinge, whinge because, see, 

being English and that, he missed his soccer, and he missed going to the pub 

with my brothers, […] so after four years of listening to him whingeing I 

said ‘right, I’m sick of this we’re going back’. So we went back.4

3 James Hammerton and Alistair Thomson, Ten Pound Poms: Australia’s Invisible Migrants (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2005).

4 Jim and Mary W, interviewed by Catherine Manning, Whyalla, 17 May 2013, recording and transcript 
held by the History Trust of South Australia.

Reports: Heilmann
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Jim subsequently adds, ‘Oh, the biggest mistake I ever made in my life’.5 Eventually, 

they returned to Australia.

A MIXED BAG OF MEMORIES

The memories British migrants have of their arrival in Adelaide, and settling into 

their new lives vary from person to person. This shows that there is never only one 

migrant narrative but many different ones. For example, Joyce and her husband 

Harry, together with their two children, Lynda and Glenn, arrived in Adelaide on 

11 September 1954 after a long journey from London by ship. Joyce didn’t like what 

she saw when she arrived:

We got off at Outer Harbour and it was on a Sunday. And it was very, very 

quiet. I was very upset coming, there was just our family and one other 

family and that was all going to the hostel and we had this little bus pick us 

up and took us through Port Adelaide and very quiet. I didn’t like the look 

of the Outer Harbour at all – I felt a bit sad really, when I saw it, it wasn’t 

what I expected.6

The memories of Mary and Jim with regard to their first impression of Adelaide are 

quite different to Joyce’s. Mary recalls her first impression when they were on the 

way from the airport to Smithfield Hostel north of Adelaide: 

I forget what that road was called, […] but anyway, whatever road it was, I 

can remember all these car yards and all the bunting and lights everywhere. 

And I thought it was really glamorous. You know, all these lights, lights 

everywhere you know, and I was really excited.7

5 Jim and Mary W interview, 17 May 2013.

6 Joyce Shorrock, interviewed by Catherine Manning, West Lakes, 7 February 2013, recording and tran-
script by held the History Trust of South Australia.

7 Jim and Mary W interview, 17 May 2013.
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ELIZABETH – A CITY OF TOMORROW

The last episode focuses on settling in and finding a new home in South Australia, 

with a particular focus on the suburb of Elizabeth. Situated 30 kilometres north of 

Adelaide, Elizabeth was used as a drawcard to bring particular Britons to South 

Australia. The construction for Elizabeth began in 1954 on 3,000 acres near Salis-

bury purchased by the Housing Trust. The city was inaugurated by Thomas Playford 

in 1955. The layout of Elizabeth was based on the model the British had adopted for 

their new towns, providing neighbourhoods within the town with their own 

primary schools, shops and local facilities.8 

New arrivals were able to find work at industrial sites such as the Weapons Research 

Establishment, General Motors-Holden, Pinnock’s and James Hardie. However, 

Elizabeth took some time to catch up with European pop culture. Jan, who had 

reluctantly migrated as a 19-year-old with her parents, remembers that it was quite 

a different vibe at the dances.

8 Susan Marsden, Business, Charity and Sentiment. The SA Housing Trust 1936–1986 (Adelaide: Wakefield 
Press, 1986), 277.

Figure 2 An example of one of the house styles being built at Elizabeth . Australian official photograph by Don Edwards, 1958 . 

History Trust of South Australia, PN00926 .

Reports: Heilmann
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My sister and I went to a dance one night at the Salisbury Youth Centre. 

I came out with my mod clothes, so I had three quarter boots on, I had 

denim, I had a black tartan vest thing – you know, the works! And we went 

to the dance and we were freaks. Nobody came near us and all the girls wore 

sticking out dresses and long gloves, – they were just so far behind us.9

This project enabled me to bring South Australian British migrant stories to life 

and to demonstrate how oral history recordings can be re-used beyond the initial 

research project. The accessibility of the recordings, including the metadata and full 

transcripts, helped me develop themes and attain permissions to publish the podcast 

content. 

The podcast series is hosted on the History Trust’s Soundcloud account https://

soundcloud.com/historysa. It is also accessible on the History Trust’s website, 

including full podcast transcripts and resources, https://history.sa.gov.au/south-

australias-british-migrant-stories/. Since they were published in August and 

September 2020, each episode has reached an average of 254 downloads from various 

podcast platforms distributed via Libsyn. 

9 Janet Coolen, interviewed by Justin Madden, University of Adelaide, 9 April 2014, recording and tran-
script held by the History Trust of South Australia. 
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Interviewing Women Who Protested 
Against the Vietnam War

ALEXANDRA PIERCE

Alexandra Pierce is a teacher, reviewer, editor, researcher and podcaster. She 
is developing these interviews about the Vietnam War into a limited podcast 
series. Her next project, Paper Defiance, has her interviewing indie bookshop 
owners. Past projects of note are the podcast Galactic Suburbia, and anthologies 

Letters to Tiptree and Luminescent Threads. 

When I took over teaching a Year 11 Modern History subject in 2011, I was given 

curriculum materials that focused on the Vietnam War and American anti-Vietnam 

activities. As the daughter of a veteran, I knew something about the Vietnam War, 

but not the protest element; as I taught the subject that first year, I wondered if there 

had been similar activities in Australia. Eventually, I found a documentary about a 

group called Save Our Sons, which pointed me towards some prominent women 

in the protest movement. I then tried to find more information about women’s 

activities, but while there were many women in the images from the time, and some 

were mentioned in contemporary newspaper articles, they weren’t discussed to any 

extent in the history books. In the general histories, when individuals were named 

in relation to the protest movement, it was usually (male) draft resisters – not the 

people who supported them, or the people who went to rallies and, sometimes, to 

jail. I was disappointed by the lack of available information, and thought ‘someone 

should do something about this!’ Since 2018, I have interviewed nearly 50 women 

who actively opposed the Vietnam War and the National Service Act. Despite having 

no previous experience in oral history, I had some experience in podcasting – in 

particular, a podcast devoted to interviewing people. It is worth noting that, after I 

had commenced my research, Carolyn Collins’ book Save Our Sons was published; 

Collins examined the experiences of the different groups around Australia that 

existed under that name.1

1 Carolyn Collins, Save Our Sons (Monash University Publishing: Melbourne, 2021).
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Arguably the leading Victorian woman involved in the protest movement was Jean 

McLean who, in 1965, was fundamental in setting up the Melbourne branch of Save 

Our Sons. Initially I asked McLean to come and speak to my students, which she 

was happy to do. McLean is a fascinating woman, who eventually went into state 

politics and has been involved in various issues like the independence of Timor Leste 

and nuclear disarmament. She is widely read and not afraid to state her opinion 

on issues or people; my students loved her. To meet, in ‘real life’, a figure we were 

studying in history was an astonishing encounter for many. The experience of being 

able to hear someone’s actual voice as they tell their own story is part of the reason I 

decided to record women’s voices, preserving that personal aspect with much more 

immediacy than written words allow. 

Having met McLean and seen her speak to my students, she was naturally my first 

choice for an interview. McLean has been interviewed many times about her involve-

ment in the protest movement, and has her story down pat. This was a challenge 

in itself: trying to come up with questions that hadn’t been asked before, or at least 

asking in different ways. On reflection, McLean was a suitable first interviewee: she 

is easy-going, welcoming, and always happy to talk about her experiences. 

Locating women to interview has been the greatest challenge of the project. Reading 

newspapers and the minutes of meetings held in archives gives names, but at least 

some women have changed their names; or their names are common enough that my 

emails tend to begin with ‘I am wondering if you are this person…’ (I have received 

several ‘sorry, not the person you’re looking for’ replies). Given that these events 

happened more than 50 years ago, I am also faced with the sad reality that many 

women have already died, or are too unwell to be interviewed. As well as searching 

for specific women, I have also sent hopeful emails to organisations and groups that 

I think might have likely women in their ranks today. Such emails have yielded a few 

valuable contacts. 

Fortunately, after interviewing McLean, she sent me to two other members of Save 

Our Sons. This snowball methodology has been the means through which I have 

found at least half the women I have interviewed – I initially contact one woman, 

who then puts me in touch with one or two more. 
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My interviews have been undertaken either face to face or remotely. Unsurprisingly, 

over the last two years, for most interviews I have made use of Zoom, Skype and 

FaceTime. The realities of lockdown have, somewhat perversely, helped with this; 

older women who previously hadn’t had much use for such technologies have now 

had lots of experience and are comfortable chatting to the screen – and also felt 

comfortable talking to a stranger in that way even while COVID-19 was raging. 

For the face-to-face interviews, my trusty pocket recorder, a Marantz, has been 

invaluable. 

I have a set of five standard questions for my interview subjects: 

1. when they were born

2. whether they came from a political family

3. what their motivations were for being involved in anti–Vietnam War activities

4. what activities they actually undertook

5. how they would reflect on the involvement of women in general, in those 

campaigns. 

These questions allow me to compare different perspectives. They have also served as 

springboards to explore the variety of attitudes and experiences of different women. 

In terms of motivation, some of my interviewees had explicitly Communist 

perspectives on the issues; others were outraged at American (and, by extension, 

Australian) imperialism; still others horrified at the loss of life on all sides. Activi-

ties undertaken were even more diverse. Amongst Jean McLean’s many activities, 

she was the co-chair of the 1970 Moratorium Committee and visited North 

Vietnam. Sue McCulloch was the voice of a pirate radio station set up when 

protestors took over the student union building at Melbourne University. Helen 

McCulloch, Kaye Lovett, Martha Kinsman and Christine Ross were involved as 

Monash University students; they collected money to send to the National Libera-

tion Front (NLF) in Vietnam (an action that was officially treasonous). Margret 

Reports: Pierce



Studies in Oral History 2022

172

RoadKnight sang folk songs at any event she was invited to. And some women 

‘just’ turned up to a few demonstrations, in particular the May 1970 Moratorium. 

I am most interested in recording women belonging to this last group: women who 

had never been involved in any sort of political activity before, but who decided to 

turn up on that day to make known their objection to a government policy.2 

Recording the experiences of women at this point in Australian history is important 

for many reasons, including documenting changing attitudes towards politics, and 

public participation in politics. Many of the women I have spoken to continue to be 

involved in activism, such as anti-nuclear protests, fighting for refugees, and climate 

justice – or, indeed, going into politics. On a personal level, I have always been 

aware of the ephemeral nature of historical records. In previous research projects I 

have enjoyed trying to sort through what has survived of the early Roman empire, 

2 The Melbourne Moratorium, on 8 May 1970, was the biggest political demonstration in Australia to 
that time; estimates of size depend on who you talk to, varying from 60,000 to 100,000 people. Images 
from the time show that it had a mix of gender, age and social status. 

Figure 1 Section of crowd demonstrating at a Vietnam Moratorium march on the steps of Parliament House, Melbourne, 

Victoria, 1970. Donated to the Australian War Memorial by Ron Gilchrist; accession number P00671.003. Found at https://

www.awm.gov.au/collection/C40174. Public Domain.
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or 11th-century English and Norman chronicles. This project has given me a much 

greater appreciation of both the necessity and the difficulty of oral history. I have 

heard the same story a few times but with different actors involved, and I have heard 

the phrase ‘I’m sorry I don’t remember’ on countless occasions. At the same time, 

women who initially worried they would not remember much have turned out to 

have very clear memories of their motivations and experiences, often to their own 

delight, which has been a reward in itself. And many of them have been pleased to 

know that their stories, and those of other women, are being recorded for posterity. 

There are two curriculum areas where teachers could make use of these interviews. 

Firstly, Unit 2 Modern History (taught at Year 11) asks students to look at the 

anti-war movement against the Vietnam War within the context of the Cold War, 

something several interviewees discuss. Secondly, one of the outcomes in Unit 3 and 

4 Australian History (Year 12) explicitly mentions ‘the Save Our Sons campaign 

[and] the Moratorium Movement’.3 Although I have not personally made use of 

these interviews in the classroom (not having taught Year 11 history since I began 

interviews in earnest), my hope is that they will be particularly useful to secondary 

school students. I have seen how students respond to primary sources they can 

clearly identify as coming from an individual, and particularly one who seems more 

relatable than, for example, Winston Churchill or Eleanor of Aquitaine: they begin 

to understand that history is made by and impacts on real people. Hearing the 

voices – with the intonation, hesitations, and stumbles of real conversation – has an 

even greater impact. 

These interviews will be housed in the digital archive of the State Library of Victoria 

and accessible to the public through the library’s ‘Protests, activism and dissent in 

Victoria’ collection.

3 Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, ‘History Study Design 2022–2026’ (VCAA 2020), 63. 

Reports: Pierce
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 ‘Light breaks where no sun shines’: 
Reflections on Memories of Displacement

INDIRA CHOWDHURY

Indira Chowdhury is an oral historian based in Bengaluru, India where she 
heads the Centre for Public History at the Srishti-Manipal Institute of Art, 
Design and Technology. She founded the Oral History Association of India 
and was its President from 2013 to 2016. She was also the President of the 

International Oral History Association from 2014 to 2016. 

We meet several times in January of 2012, and again in May that year. Our meetings 

are marked by his memories of fleeing from Burma (now, Myanmar) in 1941. The 

war, the submarines, the mines, torpedoes and the call sign of Radio Tokyo which he 

used to listen to as a 20-year-old. Padi Venkataraman Krishnamoorthy, a.k.a. ‘PVK’ 

was born in Burma in 1920. Although the name of the family village – Padi – just 

outside Madras (now Chennai) remained embedded in his name, PVK hardly had a 

relationship with his village. His father, Venkataraman, who was from Madras Presi-

dency in India, had found a job in the prison department in Rangoon (now Yangon) 

and migrated to Burma with his family. 

Burma was administered by the Bengal Presidency in colonial India and many Indian 

families from Bengal and Madras Presidency moved to Burma for work. PVK’s father 

had also built a house outside Rangoon, expecting to spend the rest of his days there. 

But World War Two changed everything.  

PVK: I did my English Honours in Burma. We had a professor who was an 

Australian; I was a good student. The war came, on the last day of December 

– in 1941. We could not take the exams. Not only me, hundreds of people, 

 The title echoes Dylan Thomas’ poem, ‘Light breaks where no sun shines’. I am grateful to P.V. 
Krishna- moorthy (1920–2019) for agreeing to be interviewed. Thanks to my friend Lata Mani for 
introducing me to PVK. I am grateful to PVK’s family members for being generous hosts during 
my interview sessions. I thank Piyusha Chatterjee for transcribing the interviews. And last but not 
the least, I thank Vivek Dhareshwar for insightful conversations about displacement.

Note:
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including the Burmese, because in the university, all the professors and 

everybody ran away, and Rangoon fell [to Japan]. 

PVK’s memory of that moment in the distant past is rerouted through 

another linked memory related to Japan. If the first belongs to the period 

before his life in Burma was disrupted, the second belongs to a time when he 

had established himself professionally in broadcasting. PVK joined All India 

Radio and rose to become Station Director, serving in several cities in India 

and later became the Director General of Doordarshan – Indian National 

Television. 

PVK: I was an avid listener to Radio Tokyo. There used to be a tune which 

they played at the beginning of their news, which I will play to you later. 

It was a very attractive tune. I used to practise it on my harmonium. Many 

years later, on my way back from the United States, when I went to study 

television, I was spending a couple of weeks in Tokyo. I went to the piano 

studio and they said, please play your national anthem. And I played the 

national anthem, and they liked it very much. And then I said, ‘Shall I play 

something that I know?’ And I played that tune. They were hurt! 

IC: Hurt? 

PVK: Because they were defeated [in World War Two]. This reminded them 

of their defeat. 

IC: They told you that? 

PVK: They didn’t – I could see it in their faces. 

The battles with the Japanese in Southeast Asian theatre of World War Two were 

referred to as the Burma campaign by the British. For PVK – the approach of the 

Japanese army was marked by the fall of Kota Bharu in Malaysia. That date, 8 

December 1941, remains indelibly etched in his memory, perhaps because the fall of 

Kota Bharu triggered his flight to India. History competes with memory – and most 

accounts associate early December 1941 with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Reports: Chowdhury
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The battle of the Pacific is often forgotten. Memory, permits us to wander into 

different geographies and different time zones. For PVK the date coincides with the 

date of his grandson’s birth many years later, occasioning a commemorative act that 

connects past and present. Kota Bharu symbolises not just the war and the conse-

quent displacement of his family, but also evokes the places that the family could no 

longer return to.

PVK: I was in Burma until Kota Bharu in Malaysia fell. In fact, my grandson 

is called Kotabharu, he was born that day, December 8th. [Laughs] The 

moment the Japanese entered the Malay peninsula, it was finished so far as 

Burma was concerned. But because the British were fed on their own propa-

ganda, they didn’t know that they had not a ghost of a chance. Singapore 

was taken like that! 

Figure 1: PVK as a radio announcer, All India Radio, 1944 . Photo courtesy of Indu Balachandran .
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The family debated the wisdom of leaving. They had made their lives in Burma, built 

a home there. Though he was the youngest, PVK had argued based on the news he 

was listening to that it was too dangerous for the family to stay on. His recollections 

were also moulded by the understanding he had about intercommunity relations. 

PVK: I can’t boast – but I was the only fellow who said, ‘We should not stay. 

It is too risky for our women. And we cannot go and live in Burmese villages; 

we have never lived there’. If we had got friendly with the villagers of Burma, 

we could have gone and lived there – which most of the lower-class Indians 

did. But we couldn’t have lived there. 

So it was decided that we would leave. But the government said, ‘people in 

government service cannot leave’. My father was very old, he was already 

a pensioner. Then there was my mother, my sisters, all the grandchildren, 

my aunts – we had a large family. So myself and my cousin were allowed 

Figure 2 A C-47 aircraft releases parachutes with ammunitions and rations for American troops on the Myitkyina front, 

Burma Campaign, 1941–45 . Photo courtesy of Imperial War Museums (collection no . 4700-06), public domain .

Reports: Chowdhury
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to board the ship as volunteers – as helpers to the old people, women and 

children who were allowed on the ship.

My brother-in-law was in service, my immediate elder brother was an 

engineer on the China road. He couldn’t come. My eldest brother was at the 

Thai border, he was a geologist. My second brother was in the Accountant-

General’s office; he could not leave. I was the only fellow – a non-essential. 

In the chaos that followed, the family splintered; uncertainty loomed large. The story 

of the fragmentation of the family is recounted in fits and starts – recreating in the 

narration the anxiety, insecurity and fear that accompanies all families that are displaced 

by wars. PVK’s brother-in-law, his older sibling and uncle walked to India through 

Nagaland. The oldest among his siblings, trekked through the Hukawng Valley in the 

northernmost part of Burma. Once back in India, they could only live a dispersed 

life – as none of their relatives had the means to accommodate them all until they 

found their feet. The family that had migrated and settled down in Burma for profes-

sional opportunities had now returned to their ‘home’ country as displaced people.

PVK: They had a miserable time – my eldest brother came walking along 

with a few friends. He came to Calcutta and he could not answer questions 

like – who are you, what is your name? He had cerebral malaria. They found, 

from papers in his pocket, some indication as to who he is. [We had] a phone 

call from a man in the Finance Department. And of course, Ramakrishna 

Mission, Marwari Relief Society – they used to come to the camps, identify 

people, ask questions to find out who they are. Some of them were suffering 

from amnesia. Some were totally sick. My aunt who was 60 walked; she 

refused to leave her husband and come with us. 

We lost a servant – the fellow got malaria and died. Malaria was rampant. 

At night, you were sleeping in the open. The Nagas of whom you talk – as if 

they were head-hunters, were great helpers. 
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IC: So was the family finally reunited in 1941 itself? 

PVK: We had some relatives. But they were also ‘hand-to-mouth’ people, 

couldn’t accommodate such a huge crowd. Who the hell can look after so 

many people? We scrounged – very bad period, very bad time. 

The narration moves back and forth – between the journey by foot of members of 

his family and his own journey by sea. He offers us a rare insight into the admiration 

so many Indians felt for the defiant Indian nationalist Subhash Chandra Bose who 

had collaborated with Imperial Japan during World War Two, hoping to free India 

from British rule. The first Indian National Army that was founded by the revolu-

tionary Rash Behari Bose existed until 1942 and was revived by Subhash Bose in 

1943. In PVK’s account, it is Subhash Bose’s intervention that saved his life in 1941. 

Time stretches out in his memory, describing a journey by ship that was unable to 

enter ports in India, rendered treacherous by mines. The years and historical details 

fuse together.

PVK: The journey by ship was supposed to be two-and-a-half, three days. 

But we were held up because we couldn’t enter Madras (now Chennai), 

because it was mined. We couldn’t enter Calcutta (now Kolkata), because it 

was mined. We couldn’t go to Chittagong (now Chattogram, in Bangladesh), 

it was mined. Chittagong was part of India at that time. But we had one 

option – to go to Gopalpur-on-sea. That means, mid-sea, you come on to 

a catamaran. How are these old people to get into a catamaran? So the man 

[captain] took a risk and got into Vizag (now Vishakapatnam). Not because 

of us, but because he had to transport back British troops to Rangoon. 

Vizag was not mined, because the British kept that open for their troops to 

get out, to fight in southeast Asia. This ship, I understand, when it left with 

the British troops, was submarined just outside Vizag. The same ship.

IC: By the Japanese? 

Reports: Chowdhury
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PVK: I told you, they were following us. But for Subhash Bose, Mr P. V. 

Krishnamoorthy might have been under the Bay of Bengal. He [Bose] had 

told the Japanese, ‘You torpedo any Indian ship taking Indian refugees, you 

lose my sympathy. Don’t do that. That will antagonise the entire Indian 

nation’. 

Accounts of displacement conceal them-

selves in life stories of the displaced, 

affixed with glue that doesn’t wash off. 

During my last interview with PVK in 

May 2012, I ask him about the Emer-

gency that was in force in India for 

21 months between 1975 and 1977. 

Declared by Prime Minister Indira 

Gandhi, the Emergency had suspended 

civil liberties and censored the press. 

PVK had been appointed the Director 

General of Doordarshan (Indian National Television) in 1976 in the middle of that 

dark period of Indian democracy. Was he nervous taking charge of national televi-

sion at that point? In his response, he returned once more to that fateful journey 

he had made 70 years ago. This time he elaborated details that spoke of what that 

journey really meant to him. His words came spilling out, recalling the trauma of 

that moment, and yet, those old wounds no longer bled.  

PVK: You know, my life has always been a challenge, when we left Burma, 

with just our dhoti and our shirt – that gave us the guts to face anything in 

life. Nothing can be worse than walking into the unknown. 

When you’ve got on board that ship and it was bombed from above by the 

Japanese and half my family was left behind on the wharf, the other half was 

on the boat and we were asked to go into the sea – and the captain told us to 

get down from the deck, and go to the hold. We had to leave all our food and 

what little we had on the deck and we went down. When we reached the sea, 

Figure 3: PVK, c. 2010. Photo courtesy of the author.
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the captain said you can go up to the deck, when we came up we found all 

our eatables, everything was stolen. Even our beddings were not there! What 

more disaster do you want in life? 

We started our lives with a big question mark ‘What next?’ So these pinpricks 

don’t matter to me. I have faced life squarely. 

The journey of one who has been forced to migrate is always a voyage into the 

unknown .  But  that      journey  also  holds  within  it  lessons  of  fearlessness  that  resurface

 and  fortify  survivors  when  they  confront  crisis .  Their  recollections  bestow

 

courage

 even  on  the  listeners ,  enabling  us  to  look  back  on  the  vast  seas  we

 

have

 

crossed

 

to

 find

 

our

 

feet

 

in

 

new

 

lands.

 

Time

 

stretches

 

its

 

hands

 

towards

 

lessons

 

we

 

must

 

absorb

 from

 

difficult

 

journeys.

 

Light

 

breaks

 

where

 

no

 

sun

 

shines.

Reports: Chowdhury
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Sydney’s Post-war Greeks in  
Popular Memory, The Greek Australian 

Archive Project

NICHOLAS DOUMANIS AND KATHY KALLOS

Nicholas Doumanis teaches history at UNSW. His books include Myth and 
Memory in the Mediterranean (1997) and Before the Nation (2013), 
which feature oral histories, and The Oxford Handbook of European 
History, 1914–1945 (2016) and The Edinburgh History of the Greeks: 1912 

to the Present (with Antonis Liakos, 2023). 

Kathy Kallos began her career teaching English and Modern Greek before 
moving into journalism to work as a reporter, researcher, producer and sub-
editor for the ABC and SBS. She is a member of Oral History NSW and is 
now pursuing her passion in gathering, preserving and interpreting life stories.

What do we know about the history of the Greeks in Sydney in the post-war era? 

What kind of world did they try to create for themselves? How did they become 

‘Greek-Australian’, and what did that mean? There is a vast literature on the history 

of Australian immigration, particularly for the post-war period, but these kinds 

of questions have not been addressed to any significant degree. Part of the reason 

has to do with limited access to primary sources to migrant subjectivities, which 

can be provided by oral histories and by collecting materials such as photographs, 

diaries and home movies. The Greek Australian Archive Project, which is a joint 

venture between UNSW and the State Library of NSW, seeks to address that need by 

producing a rich repository of historical sources. Scholars from UNSW will produce 

oral histories and collect materials that speak to the story of the Sydney Greeks, 

which will then be curated and archived in the State Library.

Another reason why Australian scholars have barely considered the ideas and aims of 

its non-English-speaking immigrants has had to do with the assumption that such 

matters lack significance. Beyond their contribution to food cultures and national 

productivity, migrants and their cultures seem irrelevant to the larger themes of 

Australian historical development. What has been of interest is integration. There 
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is an extensive body of scholarship that draws largely on official records, including 

departmental policy documents, commissioned studies and statistics, and which 

has monitored integration, education, welfare and workplace discrimination. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, social scientists like I.H. Burnley, Eva Isaacs and 

Gillian Bottomley used official materials to provide an extensive social profile of 

the Greeks.1 Ample consideration was also given to migrant perspectives and how 

ordinary Greeks were coping with the challenges of settlement. Reginald Appleyard, 

for example, conducted a project that monitored the experiences of women that 

ran over four decades.2 The thrust of this general body of literature, however, was 

to assess the merits of the migration programs and their social impacts. As such it 

provides a ‘top-down’ perspective. Some works that have emerged from within the 

Greek migrant population, and which have paid close attention to internal struc-

tures (churches, associations), give a sense of the kind of communities that the 

Greeks wanted to build. Led by Michael Tsounis and Anastasios Tamis, this body 

of material gives insights into community politics, associations and the conflicts 

that frequently erupted between competing sectional interests.3 These works tell us 

a great deal about how community elites set out to create institutions that would 

service important cultural needs, particularly those relating to faith and religious 

practices. Yet in focusing on the community’s leadership and its political move-

ments, they also offer a different ‘top-down’ perspective that only addresses social 

and cultural questions indirectly. They only touch on matters of migrant agency, and 

on how individuals and families met the challenges of settlement. 

1 I.H. Burnley, ‘Greek Settlement in Sydney, 1947–1971’, Australian Geographer 13 (1976), 200–14; Eva 
Isaacs, Greek Children in Sydney (Canberra: ANU Press, 1976); Gillian Bottomley, After the Odyssey: A 
Study of Greek Australians (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1979)

2 Reginald Appleyard, Anna Amera and John Yiannakis, Black Night, White Day: Greek Women 
in Australia; A Longitudinal Study (Rydalmere: Avago Books, 2015) 

3 M. Tsounis, ‘Greek Communities in Australia’ (PhD thesis, University of Adelaide, 1972); 
A. Tamis, The Greeks in Australia (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Nicholas 
Doumanis, ‘The Greeks in Australia’, in R. Clogg (ed.), The Greek Diaspora in the Twentieth 
Century (London: Palgrave, 1999).

Reports: Doumanis and Kallos
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The Greek Australian archive is being developed by UNSW’s Nicholas Doumanis 

and George Kouvaros with the support of a team of researchers. The centrepiece of 

the project is an oral history collection consisting of at least 100 interviews that will 

reflect the community’s regional background diversity. It will feature migrants from 

different regions of Greece and from other parts of the Greek-speaking world, partic-

ularly Cyprus but also from other parts of the diaspora (e.g., Egypt, South Africa, 

Ukraine and Russia). One important question that arises is the way these various 

groups managed their differences. How did they overcome these differences when 

it came to organising parish church committees or Pan-Greek associations? What 

regional music and dance traditions were chosen for Greek balls? Did differences 

inhibit intermarriage? How did these differences influence the making of Greek-Aus-

tralian identities? Although Greeks liked to present themselves to outsiders as a single 

group, they nevertheless showed a marked preference for socialising and intermar-

rying with people from their particular town, island or locality. It is also the case that 

regional background had been a source of tension in pre-war community conflicts. 

The project will consider the extent to which these factors were important in the 

post-war era.

The project focuses on subjects now in their eighties and nineties; those who arrived 

in Australia in the 1950s and 1960s, and those born in Australia and who witnessed 

the rapid expansion of the Sydney community. The majority of new arrivals were 

young people in their twenties, and the vast majority came from humble village back-

grounds. Preliminary investigations have shown that although they came from very 

traditional village communities with pre-modern amenities and only had a primary 

school education, they had also been receptive to the modernising influences of the 

city. Hence young migrants arriving in Sydney were already sporting modern dress 

fashions and hairstyles, were listening to the most recent urban Greek music, and 

were avid soccer fans. The project accords special attention to photography, not 

only to see how these young immigrants wished to present themselves to each other 

and to folks back home, but to see how generating photographs had become a new 

practice for capturing life experiences and how these experiences were relayed back 

home. As most of the newcomers were young, they also had the energy to work 

many jobs. They were willing to marry and start families and had the ambition of 
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starting businesses and participating in associations. The project aims to investigate 

migrant dynamics with a view to giving a fulsome depiction of the Sydney Greek 

migrant experience that addresses the issue of agency, as well as how they became 

Greek Australians and what that meant.

A special feature of this project is its focus on Greek neighbourhoods, which allowed 

newcomers to find a footing in Australian society, and which probably played a 

major role in forging a distinctive Greek Australian culture. One can confidently 

say that neighbourhoods gave new arrivals time to adjust and acclimatise, for they 

could immediately socialise with people that spoke the same language and quickly 

develop social networks through which they could acquire useful information. 

Neighbourhoods provided such valuable resources as Greek food, medical and other 

services in their native language, information about jobs and services provided in 

their own language, and Greek social and cultural institutions, particularly churches. 

Before World War Two, a small Greek neighbourhood had formed across Redfern, 

Surry Hills, Paddington and Darlinghurst, which is also where the first two Greek 

Orthodox Churches were built. As these suburbs were walking distance from indus-

trial zones such as Zetland and Alexandria, post-war migrants filed into Redfern and 

Paddington, where they could also access established Greek-run butchers, grocers 

and useful amenities. As their numbers expanded, however, the community spread 

into Newtown and Enmore, and became especially prominent in Marrickville, which 

was also close to factories. Their neighbourhoods would feature many more Greek 

spaces and often with Greek signage: bakeries, delicatessens, sweet shops and cafes. 

The project seeks to elicit as much information as it can about the function that 

these neighbourhoods played in Greek migrant lives; what they remember about 

their routines and interactions along King Street in Newtown, along Marrickville 

Road and along Oxford Street. It also seeks photographs that show the way these 

spaces were organised and how they were presented to the public. 

By the 1980s most of Sydney’s Greeks had relocated to suburbs in the south and 

southwest, including Marrickville, Earlwood and Kingsgrove. The project explores the 

symbolic significance of this second migration, and how possessing detached homes 

with ample yardage was seen as an ‘advance’. The typical Greek now liked a modern 

Reports: Doumanis and Kallos
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brick home with columns and an orchard to grow tomatoes, zucchinis and cucumbers. 

Cars made the old neighbourhoods, in which people could access their needs by foot, 

redundant. Greeks could get to and from shops, church, the Greek cafe and relatives 

with their motor vehicles, which also needed to be housed in a garage. 

Most of our interviewees never imagined that one day their stories might be worth 

recording, but so far they have been very receptive to requests for an interview. They 

are largely motivated by the need to inform future generations. The project therefore 

meets an important community need, and is supported by all Greek associations. 

INTERVIEWING MARRICKVILLE’S GREEK COMMUNITY – KATHY KALLOS

As a journalist, I have explored countless stories; however, none are closer to my 

heart than those of the Greek migration experience. For the Greek Australian Archive 

Project (GAA), I have returned to the neighbourhood of my youth in Sydney’s inner 

west to record untold stories about how new lives were established by post-war 

Greek migrants on the other side of the world. These narratives are rich with themes 

of displacement, resilience, cultural ties and community.

I have witnessed first-hand the challenges my own Greek migrant parents faced for 

over 40 years as they ran their seven-day-a-week mixed business, while also raising 

their four children above the shop. By growing up in the 1960s and ’70s amongst 

thousands of other Marrickville Greeks, my story is not unique; however, it provides 

a distinct blend of ‘time and place’ to conduct oral history interviews with greater 

intimacy, knowledge and awareness. 

The interviewees illustrate their resourcefulness, as livelihoods were created by 

seeking and seizing opportunities. Businesses such as grocery shops, bakeries, barber 

shops, continental delis and restaurants were overwhelmingly operated by Greek 

migrants. Others were attracted to the area due to its proximity to industry offering 

work for those with few skills. 
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These stories are told in either Greek or English, with the native tongue often 

prevailing, despite the length of time interviewees have called Australia home. The 

Greek spoken word is a useful adjunct to the project, providing an important cultural 

and linguistic archive. The nuances of language, accents and dialects showcase the 

diverse regions that make up the Sydney Greek diaspora. 

The late Dimitrios Danas who opened Marrickville’s first deli on Illawarra Rd in 

1962 said that he never felt like a foreigner living and working in the area as everyone 

spoke Greek. He conceded, however, that the environment made it difficult to learn 

English. He eventually learnt to read and write what he described as proper English 

by completing a correspondence course, which paved the way for him to become a 

Justice of the Peace.4 

Maria Giannakelos, a co-owner of the iconic Corinthian Rotisserie Restaurant 

on Marrickville Road was only 17 when she came to Sydney from Lesvos for her 

arranged marriage to Fotis. Long before she started making some of the best Greek 

food in Sydney, Maria worked in an undergarment factory in Marrickville’s Silver 

Street, operating large industrial machinery. She recalls the language difficulties she 

encountered in those early days: ‘The Australian lady, the boss, would say pass me 

the scissors, I was silent, I’d wait, and she’d ask me a second time to pass the scissors, 

I gave them to her, and she’d throw them down, you know they swore at us because 

we didn’t know the language. I’d go home at night and cry’.5

The irony was that while Greek migrants were trying to learn English, they saw the 

imperative for their children to learn Greek. Like most Greek kids of my generation, 

I went to Greek afternoon school, and it was non-negotiable! I contacted my former 

Greek school teacher Athina Stavrelli for the project. It was an emotional reunion for 

us both, as we’d not seen each other for over 45 years. She explained how crucial it 

4 Dimitrios Danas, interviewed by Kathy Kallos in Sydney on 20 February 2020, Greek Australian 
Archive (GAA) Oral History Project, State Library of NSW (SLNSW), 9663966, https://collection.
sl.nsw.gov.au/record/npApBW51 

5 Maria Giannakelos, interviewed by Kathy Kallos in Sydney on 5 December 2019, Greek Australian 
Archive (GAA) Oral History Project, State Library of NSW (SLNSW), 9658167, https://collection.
sl.nsw.gov.au/record/nX6aVD0Y 

Reports: Doumanis and Kallos
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was for early Greeks to pass on language, culture and traditions. She also noted the 

weight of responsibility teachers like herself carried in fulfilling those obligations. 

It wasn’t always easy, as students would come to class exhausted after a full day at 

school. She would engage them with songs for fun, but perhaps more importantly, 

to keep them awake.

As an adult you reflect on those years with a clearer perspective of the historical and 

social context of the era. Through the oral histories, one gains a deeper understanding 

of the daily physical and mental challenges new migrants faced as they juggled work 

commitments, family responsibilities and holding on to their Greekness.

In the words of another Marrickville Greek teacher, the late Panagiota Banbas, 

‘Without our language our nation would be forgotten…and our culture and our 

traditions would’ve disappeared’.6 

So too, the objective of the Greek Australia Archive Project, is to keep their stories, 

their challenges and their legacy alive, in perpetuity. And as we’ve already seen, it’s a 

race against time.

6 Panagiota Banbas, interview by Kathy Kallos in Sydney on 11 October 2019, Greek Australian Archive 
(GAA) Oral History Project, State Library of NSW (SLNSW), 9658157, https://collection.sl.nsw.gov.
au/record/nV2l6Wgn 
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Something Almost Magical

TONI PALOMBI

Toni Palombi is a writer whose work has appeared in the Guardian, Roads 
and Kingdoms, and Emrys Journal among others. She is currently pursuing 
a Masters by Research (focusing on life writing). She has worked in not-for-
profit organisations in Asia and the Middle East and currently works for one 
in Australia. This piece of creative non-fiction writing was composed from 

fragments of oral recollection communicated by her father.

Beside me is a black-and-white photo of my grandmother, taken a few years before her 

death in the 1930s. Her trusting eyes gaze beyond the confines of the lens, peering across 

time and space. Perhaps she trusted that stories that even she could not imagine would 

one day be told.  

My father was born a few months after Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini met for 

the first time in Venice in 1934. He grew up in a town in Italy surrounded by moun-

tains and the ruins of Roman villas. A couple of years later, as Mussolini was forming 

an alliance with Nazi Germany, his sister was born. 

In 1939, as World War II exploded, my grandmother died. She was in her 

mid-twenties. My grandfather was left with two small children – aged five and three. 

My father comforted his younger sister, who could not understand why her mother 

had suddenly disappeared, never to return. 

My grandfather’s mother helped my grandfather care for the children. A generous 

woman with a kind heart, she would wrap my father in a tight embrace. Tears fell 

down his cheeks as he thought about his mother: the smell of her skin, her long hair 

that would fall on his face when she hugged him. 

My grandfather remarried about a year later. He worked long hours, leaving the 

house at 4 a.m. and returning 14 hours later, long after the sun had set. Work was 

scarce during the war, and he took whatever he could find. My father and his sister, 
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still grieving for their mother, spent the days alone with their stepmother. In his 

father’s absence, she abused him almost daily. Beneath her blows, my father fell 

into a silent world. On the occasions when he found his voice to speak, she would 

ridicule him. In fits of rage, she demanded he called her ‘mum’, refusing to feed him 

if he did not utter this word. Faithful to the memories of his mother, he refused. 

During the days, he would run from the house, spending time in the town, watching 

the adults whose weary faces made them look older than their years. Sometimes he 

would walk for one hour, passing several towns, to reach his uncle’s home. His uncle 

and aunt would give him a plate of pasta and bread. His growling stomach devoured 

the food. 

Attending school was a treat for my father. He was captivated by stories, which 

offered an escape from the violence. After school, he would return home, weighed 

down by a bag full of books. One afternoon, he sat at the kitchen table with his 

books and pencil in hand, concentrating on his homework. He wrote carefully 

in his only notebook, making sure each word was written as neatly as his seven-

year-old hand would allow. Nearby, his stepmother stood watching him as she sliced 

tomatoes for the pasta sauce. Wiping her hands on her apron, she approached my 

father. Snatching his pencil from his hand, she scribbled lines all over his neat text. 

His heart beat fast as he looked at his notebook. How could he explain this to his 

teacher? He took his notebook and bag of books and went to his room, his cheeks 

stained with tears. 

He never told his father about his stepmother’s abuse. He did not want to make 

trouble. What if his stepmother left? Who would care for him and his sister? 

At the age of eight, my father was sent to work before and after school. He would 

be rustled awake at 4 a.m. and told to work on a farm, a five-minute walk from his 

house. As the moon sat high in the still-dark sky, he toiled in the fields lined with 

artichokes and potatoes. He carried the plough, which loomed over him, feeling 

frightened by the sounds of animals he could hear in the distance. 
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In 1943, Allied troops landed in Sicily. King Victor Emmanuel III, who had reigned 

over Italy since 1900, ordered the arrest of Mussolini. The country declared war 

on Nazi Germany, its one-time partner under the Axis alliance. The Allied forces 

advanced slowly north, fighting German troops stationed throughout the country. 

It was a time of scarcity: shops, flour mills, and schools were closed. Planes roared 

overhead, dropping bombs. As they came closer, the residents of the town ran to 

the mountains, taking shelter in the caves. People huddled in the caves overnight, 

clutching their families tight. One night, during intense bombings, my father and 

his family ran to a church in a distant town, seeking shelter. The churches were 

always open, offering shelter to those fleeing the violence and destruction.

After prolonged fighting, the Allied forces liberated Rome from German occupation 

in 1944. One year later, they defeated the Nazi forces. Mussolini, who was rescued 

by the Nazis from an Italian prison, was captured and executed by members of the 

Italian Partisan Resistance.

Figure 1 Padua, Italy . Photo by Adriano Cantarello on Unsplash .

Reports: Palombi
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When the war finally ended in 1945, my father was 11 years old. Many parts of his 

town had been destroyed. An old church, which had stood for centuries in the centre 

of town, lay in ruins. He walked around the town, stepping over mounds of rubble 

and shattered buildings. Miraculously, his home had not been bombed.

After the war, he was not permitted to return to school. His stepmother wanted him 

to work to provide a full-time income for the family. By this time, she had given 

birth to her own children. The same hands that were used to abuse my father were 

now gently caressing her infants. 

My father was sent to work on several nearby farms, wherever work was available in 

the war-ravaged country. He returned home late at night, giving his stepmother all 

his earnings. During storms, when rain pelted from the heavens, she forced him to 

collect wood in the mountains. He walked for over an hour to reach the mountains, 

with no raincoat or boots. He walked home carrying an armful of wood, the sky 

streaked with lightning. 

When he was 12, my father was sent to work on a farm some 40 kilometres from his 

house. Too far to return home each day, he spent the nights sleeping in the stable 

with cows. He fell asleep in the draughty stable, his skinny body shivering beneath 

his single blanket. He returned home every three days for bread to sustain him for 

the days he was at the farm, and to hand over his income to his stepmother. The 

first time he went home, he told his stepmother that he was too frightened to sleep 

at the farm alone. She yelled at him and forced him to return the next day as soon 

as it was light. 

The owners of the farm, a family who lived in the main house, were kind to my 

father. They could not understand why a young boy was sent alone to toil fields and 

sleep with animals. He spent the days working, barely looking up from the rows of 

artichokes, tomatoes and potatoes. During the summers, the sun burnt his skin. In 

the winter, he would plough the muddy earth beneath the rain and snow. 

One day while at the farm, his food supply ran out. Too shy to ask the family for 

bread or lire to buy food from the nearby shop, he slept beside the cows, his stomach 
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growling. The next day, he planted rows of cabbage and beans on an empty stomach, 

before finally returning home. It was raining. By the time he returned home, he was 

wet and famished. His stepmother saw him and said nothing. Grateful she did not 

want to yell at him, he heated some hot water for a bath. He then found some bread 

and smeared it with honey and sat by the fire. 

My father spent a decade working on this farm returning home to collect food only 

twice per week. Although he was rarely at home, his stepmother made it clear he was 

not welcome. 

Figure 2 Venice, Italy . Photo by Social History Archive on Unsplash .

Reports: Palombi
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In his teens, my father began to think about leaving Italy. Many Italians were 

migrating abroad in search of work, travelling as far as South Africa and Australia. 

Eager to leave, he completed his first application at the age of 16 but was told he was 

too young. Later, in 1956, when he was 22, he was accepted by Australia, a distant 

continent he knew nothing about.

Standing outside his home, my father bid farewell to his father. Embracing my 

grandfather, my father said, ‘I will never return to Italy’. 

A man of few words, my grandfather said nothing. My father’s stepmother did not 

embrace him. ‘Send money from Australia’, she said.

My father boarded a train to Rome. His passport rested on his legs, a picture of 

St Anthony tucked within its pages. Six decades later, the tattered, yellow-stained 

picture still sits within the same pages. The train passed mountains, valleys and small 

towns, which he would never see again.

My father boarded five separate planes over a seven-day period to reach the southern 

continent. Halfway through the journey, he spent two days in Hong Kong. Walking 

through the hot, crowded streets, he experienced the unfamiliar presence of leisure. 

There were no fields to plough, no tomatoes to collect. He smiled at the friendly 

strangers, who were warm and welcoming. 

A few days later, he finally arrived in Australia. Within two days, still jet-lagged from 

the long journey, my father began working at a factory. For the first time in his life, 

he saw the money he earned from working. It took one year, and all the overtime 

shifts available, to repay the loan for his passage to Australia. He toiled at the factory 

for 20 years, never once calling in sick. 

After work, my father would write letters to his family. The letters were short and 

polite. For the first few years, he sent as much money as he could to his family 

each month. This was only possible by working overtime. His stepmother would 

receive the money in Italy without a word of thanks. He was not sure that his father 

knew that he was sending money; he did not think it was necessary to mention it. 
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Years later, he heard that his stepmother complained that my father never helped the 

family.

Like many migrants, he attended English classes after work. It was the first time he 

had sat in a classroom since he was 11 years old. The class, held for three hours, three 

nights per week, was filled with migrants and refugees, keen to learn this language 

which felt alien on their tongues. As he wrote the unfamiliar words of this language 

in his notebook, thoughts of his stepmother came to mind. While no longer physi-

cally present to scribble in his notebook, her memory was still strong.

The more English he learned, the more he could understand when strangers yelled 

out to him, ‘You don’t belong here. Go back to your own country, wog’. 

Government policy and social attitudes in 1950s Australia expected migrants to 

assimilate. Through its immigration program, Australia increased its population from 

7.5 million in 1945 to 13 million in 1975. Even though southern Europeans were 

the least preferred by the government, many Italians migrated during this period. 

The White Australia policy was a series of acts with a common goal: to achieve and 

maintain a white, British national character. 

At the beginning of the 1960s, a letter arrived from Italy. My father looked at the 

envelope covered with familiar stamps before opening it. His father and stepmother 

wanted his sister to migrate to Australia. My aunt was the final tie my grandfather 

had with my grandmother. He read the letter twice, his heart filling with worry. How 

could he care for a single woman? He shared a single room with another Italian man. 

They shared a bathroom with six people and a kitchen with many more. It was all 

they could afford.

My aunt had no choice. Nor did my father. He bought her a ticket on a large ship and 

found a house they could both live in. For 28 days, my aunt sailed alone, watching 

the changing sky. By the time she arrived, she saw that the stars in the southern 

hemisphere were upside down. She adjusted to life in Australia, living with my father 

until she was married several years later. 

Reports: Palombi
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My father married a few years before the White Australia policy was abolished in 

the early 1970s. He was 34. When the factory he was working in closed down, he 

visited other factories from morning to night, asking for a job. On the fifth day of 

job hunting, he was offered seven weeks of work to fill a labour shortage. After seven 

weeks, he was made a permanent employee and given a navy-blue uniform, which 

he would wear faithfully for the next 23 years. 

Becoming a father was the intersection of the past and future. As he played with his 

children, memories of his mother embraced him. The last time he played was when 

he was six years old, prior to her death. Looking at his children’s young faces, he was 

determined to give them the opportunities that were absent from his life. The power 

of education was drummed into their young minds. For my father, education was 

something almost magical. A wall in his home is draped with his children’s degrees, 

like a shrine. 

The wounds inflicted by his stepmother – the timidity, lack of confidence – slowly 

began to be replaced with belonging: to a family, a new community, a life that was 

his own. My mother encouraged him to speak; the words emerged slowly over the 

years, but were always tinged with shyness. 

My father never returned to Italy. Nor did my aunt. My grandfather spoke words, 

few as they were, as if they belonged to a different history. Looking back more than 

half a century later, my father is insistent that his father was a man who had little 

choice given the difficult circumstances: ‘He was a good man, a hard worker, a man 

with a good heart’.
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South Flows the Pearl: Chinese Australian Voices,  

Mavis Gock Yen

Edited by Siaoman Yen and Richard Horsburgh, and 
introduction by Sophie Loy-Wilson. Sydney University 
Press, Sydney, 2022. 386 pages. $40.00 (paperback). 

ISBN 9781743327241.

REVIEWED BY CHRISTOPHER CHENG,  
Institute for Culture and Society, Western Sydney University 

A new wave of Chinese migrants arrived in Australia in the 1980s. These newcomers, 

having arrived in a post-assimilationist multicultural Australia, were more culturally 

aware than their nineteenth-century predecessors. The book under review considers 

an earlier period of Australian history. Chronicling the time that preceded Australia’s 

multiculturalism, South Flows the Pearl is a collection of single-person narratives 

with twelve then-elderly’ Chinese Australians who lived through the era of ‘White 

Australia’. Only one of the interlocutors was alive at the time of publication.  
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Author Mavis Gock Yen went through the Cultural Revolution (1967–76) in China. 

Her experience during that period prompted her to undertake an oral history project 

in Australia, recording interviews with Chinese Australians between 1987 and 1995 

with the aim of recording their various life experiences. Stepping away from the type 

of history penned by European ‘outsiders’, this self-initiated project was conceived by 

an ‘insider’ who understood the complexities of her subjects’ lives. Not only had Mavis 

lived through the latter part of the same historical period as her subjects, but she also 

spoke the same languages. Like the narrators, Mavis was considered a foreigner in ‘her 

country’, whether she was in China or Australia. She too experienced discrimination, 

a family divided by geopolitics, and felt excluded from the national history in both 

Australia and China. During the assimilation period, the Chinese in Australia were 

ridiculed for not being ‘white’ (or ‘Australian’) enough. The same people would again 

be alienated with the advent of multiculturalism, and particularly the arrival of the 

new Chinese – this time, for not being ‘Chinese’ enough.

Various themes run through the volume, one of them being discrimination. Many 

narrators recall all kinds of insults and nicknames: not just stereotypical ‘Ching 

Chong Chinaman’, but also a gamut of southern Chinese appellations used by fellow 

Chinese, for example, gum shan haak (金山客, gold mountain guests), choy gee lo  

(財主佬, rich fellow), tai jee jay (太子仔, crown prince), loi lek bat ming  

(來歷不明, of unknown provenance) (p. 10). While some learnt to defend them-

selves by fighting back, others got used to it and ignored it over time. These accounts, 

of both the discrimination and responses to it, and accounts of it coming from 

within the Chinese community, enrich our understanding of the diversity of the 

Chinese-Australian experiences.

Despite experiences of discrimination, Australia remained a desirable destination for 

Chinese people, due mainly to the perception of opportunity. During the gold rush 

era, there was a belief that gold could be ‘picked up off the ground’ (p. 99), and that 

wealth was easily acquired. This theme persisted well into the twentieth century: 

as late as 1977 returnees to China and Hong Kong were viewed as ‘millionaires’ by 

relatives (p. 310). But for those who ventured abroad, their realities in the ‘Gold 

Mountain’ were often far from that: instead, wealth was gained through labour, 
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often confined to vegetable and market gardens or in Chinatown. Evelyn Yin Lo, for 

example, remembers how, in the post-war period, her poor mother ‘never stopped 

working, not even for one day’ (p. 241). Another theme that emerges is work ethic. 

An interesting theme the book picks up on is the impact of peoples’ return to China. 

For example, up to the early twentieth century, emigrants returned to their ances-

tral home in China’s Pearl River Delta to build brick houses (pp. 68, 98, 136, 346) 

and invest in rice paddies or businesses (pp. 69, 143). All these transformed the 

fate of the villagers living in south China, bringing with them a perceived pros-

perity. But behind the benefits of emigration, lurked the curse of sudden wealth, 

where the spendthrift sons or grandson (tai jee jay) ‘bludged on the labours of their 

[fore]fathers’ (p. 98). In still-poor rural China, rising affluence of emigrant families 

depending on Australian remittances, left such families in China living in constant 

fear of robbery, kidnapping, and even murder (pp. 139, 155).

With interviews held far away from ancestral villages, a strength of the book is the 

author’s skilful navigation between two worlds and two languages. Two interviews 

were recorded in Cantonese, while the rest (n=10) were in vernacular Australian-

English. Words like larrikin (p. 128), dump (p. 346), mate (p.157) and outback 

(p. 90) pepper the text. Interestingly, those who spoke Cantonese generally tend not 

to consider themselves Australians; this was not because of exclusionary policies, but 

due to linguistic and cultural reasons that underpinned a tendency to self-identify as 

Chinese rather than Australian.

The book also describes the emergence of a Chinese-Australian identity: those who 

looked Chinese, but their minds were Australian (p. 257). An example is Elizabeth 

Lee, who vowed to never ask her children for money (p. 351). Western notions 

of equity and independence prevailed here, even if her ancestors depended on 

their children. In this way, the narratives offer a repertoire of instances of being 

‘fair dinkum Aussies’, thus enriching Australian identity and history. In thought, 

language and experience, the book certainly documents an Australian way of life, 

albeit through Chinese bodies. 
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Written at a time when first-hand materials of the Chinese experience in Australia 

were limited, South Flows the Pearl is a much-welcomed addition to Chinese-

Australian historiography. Chinese-Australian voices, especially during White 

Australia, remain conspicuously absent. As a collection of oral history on Chinese-

Australian migration, the book also speaks to the future, allowing the Chinese in 

Australia to reclaim their own history, on their own terms. 

One missed opportunity, however, was to invite someone to review the Chinese 

characters quoted in the text. Mavis’ daughter Siaoman, who is also one of the book’s 

editors and worked on the taped records left by her mother after her death, is also 

bilingual – but in Mandarin, so incorrect Chinese characters are found accompa-

nying the Cantonese and other southern Chinese expressions in the text. 

Nonetheless, this does not detract from the immense value of this historical record. 

Indeed, the very existence of this once-forgotten manuscript, first produced by 

Mavis in the late 1990s, after her interviews were completed in 1995, also raises the 

question of whether other unfinished or abandoned oral history projects are stashed 

away on old floppy disks and cassette tapes, waiting for the descendants of Australia’s 

first oral historians to salvage them. Beyond that, this project also shows that much 

work remains to be done to produce more multilingual oral histories that capture 

first-hand immigrant narratives before a more inclusive Australian history can be 

compiled.

Reviews: Cheng
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Partition Voices: Untold British Stories, Kavita Puri 

Bloomsbury Publishing, London, 2019. 320 pages. 
$37.99 (hardback). ISBN 9781408899076.

REVIEWED BY SUZANNE MULLIGAN

The Partition of India in August 1947 is told in Kavita Puri’s Partition Voices, 

through the stories of 22 interviewees who witnessed this tragedy. Until 

Partition, the British ruled present-day India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. Puri’s inter- 

viewees – from many religious backgrounds – migrated to Britain in the aftermath of 

Partition. The British planned to partition India along religious lines in 1948. Then 

with barely two months’ notice it was brought forward to August 1947, with tragic 

consequences. Until then, people from the many religious backgrounds had lived 

together mostly peaceably. 
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Following Partition, large groups of people moved between the newly formed states 

which were demarcated by religion. Millions died during riots and civil unrest as 

Muslims scrambled to move to Pakistan, and Hindus and Sikhs moved to India; 

many more millions were displaced. When survivors arrived in Britain, they faced 

new challenges: they wanted to make a life, raise a family, and not dwell on the past. 

As a result, their stories remained untold for many years.

The 70th anniversary of Partition in 2017 stirred interest in this history. As Puri 

notes, ‘Oral history projects are now taking place across Britain…and there is a 

hunger to record these stories’ (p. 5). Karam Singh Hamdard, a Sikh, grew up in 

a small ‘mixed’ village of about 200 people. His grandson, Jasmeet, ‘who said his 

grandfather had a story to share’ (p. 109), contacted the author. Karam’s family 

did not believe they were in danger until Muslims from other villages arrived. His 

mother had an injury that prevented her from walking, so she remained while her 

family fled. Puri says thinking about Karam still leaves her ‘feeling unsettled’ and 

with questions – was it the right thing to ask people ‘to remember such traumatic 

events’ (p. 115). Karam’s memories are still very painful, his emotions still raw. 

However, he ‘wanted his story heard and preserved’ (p. 115). 

During oral history interviews, silences are sometimes louder than voices. Iftkahr 

Ahmed, a Muslim who was 17 years old and living in India at the time of Partition, 

said, ‘India was my home’. The author noted of Iftkahr’s interviews: ‘sometimes 

we lose him altogether. I see him drift off, staring outside somewhere beyond the 

window. We are all quiet, respectful. We all feel it’ (p. 172).

Amidst the carnage of Partition there emerged stories of acts of kindness towards 

those left on the ‘wrong side’. Khurshid Sultana, then a five-year-old Muslim girl, 

tells of a pregnant relative who was protected by an old Sikh man. Khurshid was not a 

witness to her relative’s experience, but the story has passed into her family’s ‘collective 

recollection of that time’ (p. 182). It is important to Khurshid, and to other inter-

viewees, that ‘kindness and humanity are remembered amidst the terror’ (p. 182).

The final chapter is devoted to Puri’s interview with her father, Ravi Datt Puri, who 

was born in 1935 in Lahore, Punjab. Twelve years old at the time of Partition, he 
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did not relate his experiences until 70 years later. Puri tells of her father’s reaction 

to the 70th anniversary: he was ‘slightly bemused by the interest, on television and 

in the newspapers’, as though Britain had ‘just realised that partition happened’ 

(p. 251). Ravi told his daughter he had a ‘peaceful and safe childhood’ in Lahore. 

His primary school had Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus. However, at the start of 1947 

‘things deteriorated very rapidly’. After a Muslim fruit seller known to Ravi’s family 

was murdered by a Hindu man, his family moved out of Lahore to Moga where they 

all felt safe. When the new borders were announced, they were fortunate that Moga 

was still in India. But then the atrocities began for those who were seen to be in the 

‘wrong’ country. Many Muslims left in India were slaughtered; Hindus and Sikhs in 

Pakistan were also killed. The author shows, ‘The statistics are hard to comprehend, 

and yet behind every single number is a story’ (p. 1).

Until she started speaking to Partition survivors, Puri had not realised this was a 

largely unknown chapter in British history. Many may have heard of it as simply a 

carving up of the Empire of India into India and Pakistan without an understanding 

of the enormous ramifications Partition had on millions of people. Those displaced 

by Partition, who had lived peacefully together for generations, sought safety, and for 

many that was found in Britain where they arrived as refugees. Interviewee Nirmal 

Joshi said of this: ‘there is no disgrace in talking about that…it is no crime to be 

a refugee’ (p. 223). This observation resonates today as the world grapples with 

refugees in crisis, seeking a safer life for their families.

Accounts of the terrible deeds perpetrated in the aftermath of Partition make for 

confronting reading. The book is based on oral history interviews undertaken for 

a Radio 4 series titled Partition Voices, which is available online https://www.bbc.

co.uk/programmes/b090rrl0. The transcripts and oral recordings are held in the 

British Library Sound Archive. In the stories we hear the emotions, fear, loss of 

homeland, grief, and relief upon finding safety. This project demonstrates the power 

of learning history through listening, and the value of oral histories in bringing to 

life stories that might otherwise have remained untold.
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Migrant Representations: Life Story, Investigation, 
Picture, Peter Leese

Liverpool University Press, Liverpool, 2022. 304 pp. 
£95.00 (hardback). ISBN 9781802070156.

REVIEWED BY FRANCESCO RICATTI,  
Australian National University

At a recent historical conference in Australia, I was reminded of how often histo-

riographical innovations have come from historians who don’t work in history 

departments and programs, but rather in language, literature, cultural studies, area 

studies, and other disciplines. This is perhaps because many of these historians have 

been exposed to other disciplines and approaches. Or perhaps because they have 

enjoyed a kind of theoretical and methodological freedom that is usually denied 

to disciplined historians. Peter Leese is a cultural historian working at the Institute 
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of English, Germanic and Romance Studies at the University of Copenhagen, and 

his new book, Migrant Representations: Life Story, Investigation, Picture, provides an 

original and important contribution to this historiographical tradition. 

This is a book of incredible courage, vision, creativity and substance. Leese does not 

settle for the typical job of an historian – developing a somehow coherent narrative 

about the past, as shaped by the critical analysis of historical documents. Nor does his 

book follow postmodern approaches, in which too often convoluted theories end up 

killing any narrative appeal or any precise historical contextualisation. Instead, seeking 

a perhaps impossible balance, Leese embarks on a tour de force across 24 comparative 

case studies from the late eighteenth century to the new millennium, in order to show 

how migrant representations produce complex, unsettling and subversive renderings of 

transnational histories. These case studies are always at once closely contextualised and 

bravely juxtaposed to produce provocations, ruptures and an altogether new under-

standing of the multiple roles that migrant representations play in the lives of migrants 

and in the development of complex multicultural societies.

It is impossible to summarise such a rich and complex book in just a few hundred 

words, but the key questions the book addresses are (i) how migrants see themselves 

and are seen by others, and (ii) how the constant tensions and negotiations between 

these two perspectives have transformed the migrant image across time and space. 

In order to answer these questions, Leese explores how migrants have represented 

themselves, how they have been investigated (for instance by missionaries, anthro-

pologists and sociologists), and how they have been visualised (in photographs, 

films and through other media). Central to Leese’s analysis is the constant gaze that 

migrants endure, and how they negotiate such gaze to their own advantage, or at 

least for their own survival. 

While the case studies are incredibly varied, they are all loosely connected to Britain. 

A ‘female vagrant’ in the early nineteenth century and a ‘gangrel’ in the late part 

of the same century may also share comparable autobiographical stories of reli-

gious conversion. The autobiographies of a Northern Indian indentured labourer 

and the famous actor Charlie Chaplin may be juxtaposed to show how remarkably 
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different life stories can in fact reveal similar abilities of adaptation to the new 

conditions encountered in the process of migration, or similar desires to adjust 

memories of migration retrospectively. In another chapter, the purportedly accurate 

representation of Asian migrants and the caricature of an Irish migrant, both from 

mid-nineteenth-century England, allow an original reflection on the power of racial-

ised discourse to influence migrants’ lives, but also on migrants’ ability to challenge 

stereotypical and ideological representations. Many more stories and images, criti-

cally analysed by Leese with great attention to details and historical contexts, invite 

the readers to reflect on unusual and meaningful connections across time, space, 

genres and ideologies, revealing the constant processes of negotiation between what 

Leese describes as the ‘general’, the ‘observer’ and the ‘migrant’ views of migrants. 

In these remarkably varied and different migrant representations we can note the 

emergence of clear patterns: the reciprocal influences between orality, writing, and 

visual representations; the persisting tension between hypervisibility and invisibility; 

and the representations of migrants as strangers, victims, frauds, witnesses and self-

made people. But beyond these archetypes, Leese helps us see the complexity of lives, 

memories and ideologies that rarely fit neatly within a stereotypical or ideological 

understanding of mobility and migration.

Many of us live in countries in which the public discourse about migration is 

grotesquely dominated by the increasing radicalisation of the ideologues and perpe-

trators of racist capitalism. They constantly promote and implement border violence, 

human rights violation, and the marginalisation and exploitation of migrants, espe-

cially those who are temporary or irregular. In this context, the greatest contribution 

of this book is for me in its rendering of complex, fluid and ever-changing migrant 

realities, lives, memories, stories, visualisations and representations. Ultimately, 

this is a history that consciously engages with such complexity, from a multisited 

and multidisciplinary perspective, while constantly reaffirming the value of specific 

historicisation. In doing so, the book may prove to be an invaluable resource not 

only for scholars of migration history, but also for scholars, teachers and students of 

sociology, anthropology, cultural, literary and media studies who have a keen interest 

in complex societies shaped by processes of migration, transculturation, storytelling 

and representation.

Reviews: Ricatti
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Return to Vietnam: An Oral History of American and 
Australian Veterans’ Journeys, Mia Martin Hobbs

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2021. 273 
pages. $141.95 (hardback). ISBN 9781108832663.

REVIEWED BY NOAH RISEMAN,  
Australian Catholic University 

Innovative is the best word to describe Mia Martin Hobbs’ book Return to Vietnam. 

The very project idea – to explore the experiences, memories and legacies of American 

and Australian veterans returning to Vietnam – is original. Indeed, while there has 

been great interest in Australia around pilgrimages to battlefields (see especially the 

work of Bruce Scates), what sets Hobbs’ book apart is that the pilgrims were the very 

men (and yes, they were all men) who fought in the war. The final product is a book 
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that is layered with intersecting areas of analysis around memorialisation, space, 

memory, tourism, and, of course, military and oral history.

Hobbs interviewed 54 veterans for her project and also engaged with existing oral 

history interviews, memoirs, and newspaper or magazine accounts. The comparative 

approach, working with both American and Australian veterans, is both original 

and generates insightful analysis. Twenty-three of her interview participants were 

Australian and 31 American. She acknowledges that this breakdown does not reflect 

the demographics of service in Vietnam – nor does the fact that all but one interview 

participant was white. This is not a limitation on her analysis per se, as Hobbs still 

effectively compares and contrasts the memories and experiences of the American 

and Australian veterans. Moreover, it highlights the scope for future projects exam-

ining the return experiences of Black, Native American, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander, Latino, Asian and other non-white veterans.

Return to Vietnam is organised thematically and chronologically around three eras in 

which the veterans visited Vietnam, which she refers to as Reconciliation (1981–94), 

Normalization (1995–2005) and Commemoration (2006–16). Hobbs explores the 

dominant characteristics around why veterans returned during the respective eras, 

the receptions they received by the Vietnamese government and locals, and the ways 

that veterans conceptualised the war and its legacies both within Vietnam and at 

home.

As the term suggests, the Reconciliation period was predominantly a time when 

veterans returned to Vietnam with special permission as part of peace or goodwill 

tours to promote better relations between Vietnam and the home countries (mostly 

the US during that period; few Australian veterans visited during the Reconciliation 

era). Under Normalization, as relations opened between the US and Vietnam, more 

veterans were able to return and continued to promote better relations between 

the countries. Indeed, this era seems marked especially around stories of veterans 

revisiting sites of trauma and meeting with former Vietnamese foes. Healing – both 

national and personal – is a big theme among veterans who travelled during both the 

Reconciliation and Normalization periods. The Commemoration era was when the 
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advent of cheaper travel enabled more veterans from both countries to visit Vietnam. 

Their visits focused more on commemorating their own war experiences, arguably 

even trying to recolonise spaces (for example, Long Tan) as national sites.

Hobbs draws on a range of conceptual ideas around memorialisation, oral history 

(especially theory about composure and memory), trauma, healing and – what I 

found especially innovative – diaspora studies. Indeed, the use of diaspora is an 

innovative spin which, as Hobbs summarises, marks Vietnam veterans as a commu-

nity ‘forged in war, sustained by ongoing debates about the war and its legacies in 

Australia and the United States, and linked by a shared, lost warzone home’ (p. 3).

Looming large across the book is a paradoxical set of diverging memories around 

the countries’ respective war experiences. Scholars such as Jeffrey Grey and Ann 

Curthoys have long showed how American narratives of the Vietnam War influenced 

and shaped dominant Australian narratives of the war and anti-war movement. 

Hobbs’ research through the pilgrimage lens shows how Australian veterans have 

almost simultaneously assimilated the American narratives of war (and especially 

the anti-war movement) into their composed memories, while at the same time 

consciously trying to differentiate their wartime experiences. Australian veterans’ 

need to differentiate their war from the Americans played out in how Australian 

veterans interacted with local Vietnamese, assumed ownership over sites like Long 

Tan and Vung Tau and talked about their wartime experiences.

It is also interesting how Australian veterans almost unanimously condemn the 

anti-war movement (something I have come across in my own research with Austra-

lian Indigenous and LGBTIQ+ Vietnam veterans). In contrast, many of the American 

veterans whom Hobbs interviewed joined the anti-war movement. These types of 

distinctions really highlight the importance of comparative historical analysis and 

are a strength of the book.

If I were to indicate one weakness of Return to Vietnam, it is that the distinctions 

between the Reconciliation and Normalization eras seem nebulous. At one stage 

Hobbs devotes a few pages to outline the differences at great length, which in itself 

highlights the blurred distinctions between these eras. This is not a significant 
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weakness, nor does it undermine the fantastic analysis that permeates the book. 

Indeed, Return to Vietnam brings a refreshing new lens to histories of the Vietnam 

War and its legacies. 

Reviews: Riseman
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Voices of Resilience: An Online Exhibition Celebrating 
the Immigration Station’s Historic Poetry and Poems 

Submitted by the Public, Russell Nauman and Edward 

Tepporn (Curators)

https://www.aiisf.org/voicesofresilience

REVIEWED BY SOPHIE LOY-WILSON,  
University of Sydney 

In 2019 at an academic conference, I watched a presentation about an exhibition 

which featured the mobile phone Kurdish journalist Behrouz Boochani used to write 

a novel while imprisoned by the Australian Government on Manus Island from 

2013 to 2019. Typing at night via WhatsApp, he wrote No Friend but the Mountain 

in unimaginable circumstances, on that mobile phone – a book that would go 

on to win Australia’s richest literary prize, the Victoria Prize for Literature. The 

mobile phone looked so small in the photos I saw, so insignificant, yet from this 

device Boochani asserted his humanity even while it was being stripped away from 

him – for isn’t this what immigration detention is about at its core – the denial of 

our shared humanity? Against the odds, Boochani wrote and his collaborators in 
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Australia, Moones Mansoubi and Omid Tofighian, chose to listen, and Boochani’s 

experiences of detention were smuggled out on 114 PDF files. 

Over a hundred years earlier, across the oceans, migrants detained at the Angel Island 

detention centre in San Francisco scratched poetry onto the walls of their prison, 

hundreds and hundreds of poems cut into the wood. ‘What can one sad person say 

to another?’ reads one of these poems, ‘Unfortunate travellers everywhere wish to 

commiserate. Life doesn’t have to be demeaning’. Over 600 poems have survived, 

largely written by Chinese migrants in Chinese languages such as Toishanese, but some 

in Korean, Japanese, English, and others in European and South Asian languages. 

They were nearly all lost in the 1970s when Angel Island was scheduled for demoli-

tion, but park ranger Andrew Weiss had seen the poems when he walked through the 

immigration station with a flashlight and – defying orders – he set about working to 

preserve them. The walls spoke to him, and Weiss chose to listen. He contacted San 

Francisco’s Chinese American community to translate the poems and by 1982, 135 

poems had been translated. These appeared in Him Mark Lai, Judy Yung and Genny 

Lim’s seminal text, Island, Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island, 

1910–1940. At the same time, a community-led movement fought for the preserva-

tion of Angel Island and the immigration station stands to this day, visited by school 

children of all ages, by contemporary poets and artists, by historians, by everyday 

visitors, and often by the descendants of the Chinese Americans incarcerated in the 

centre itself, the inheritors of the defiant archive written into the walls. 

In 2022 the Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation released a new digital 

exhibition featuring the poetry called Voices of Resilience: An Online Exhibition Cele-

brating the Immigration Station’s Historic Poetry and Poems Submitted by the Public, 

curated by Russell Nauman and Edward Tepporn. The exhibition is highly innova-

tive because it demonstrates the ways in which the Angel Island poems have travelled 

beyond the walls of the centre, and are now embedded in the lives of the wider 

community: ‘Featuring 22 poems written by former detainees, discover how the 

historic poetry of Angel Island has inspired advocates, scholars, musicians, and artists 

from 1970 to today’. Poignantly, members of the public were invited to submit 

poetry about their experience of isolation during the COVID lockdown and these 
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poems can be read in a section of the exhibition called ‘COVID Poetry’. Some of the 

other sections of the exhibition are called Family Ties, Fighting Fear Through Poetry, 

Collaborative Poetry, Music from Poetry and Immigrant Poetry. This is a remarkable 

achievement. The curators have intentionally allowed the poems to breathe, treating 

them less as historical artefacts and more as a testament to shared suffering across 

racial, linguistic and temporal divides. 

Yui Poon Ng reads many of the original poems in their original Toishanese Dialect. 

I found his recitation of ‘My Wife’s Admonishment’ by ‘Lee’ who arrived in 1911 

especially moving. Calvin Ong was detained along with his mother and brother on 

Angel Island at the age of 10, in 1937, before being deported back to China, and 

then finally returning and settling in the US in 1949. He is recorded reading poetry 

he wrote about his time in detention on Angel Island. Susie Oy Lum Fong left her 

home in Antang Village, Guangdong, China, in 1935 to marry Fong Mon Dai. She 

was detained at Angel Island for three months. Fifty years later, at the age of 75, she 

wrote a poem for her children to commemorate her stay there – this poem was also 

included in the exhibition. Chen Yi, a Chinese American composer, was inspired by 

the Angel Island poems to write Angel Island Passages for the San Francisco Girls 

Chorus. Children from a local elementary school wrote their own poems similarly 

inspired by the older poems: ‘The One. Very confident, even though shy anonymous, 

energetic’. I loved Tamar Ashdot’s poem ‘How to Self Isolate’: ‘shell 800 pistachios. 

caramelize 24 sticks of butter with 72 cups of sugar, plant 50 seeds and nurture 15 

sprouts, dance together and make love on the floor, cry as the ceiling changes colors’. 

Voices of Resilience takes an unusual, bold approach to all this, and sometimes the 

format feels chaotic and overwhelming. But I think this was the only way – for 

the older poems to speak to the newer poems, they needed to be free of too much 

historical analysis and context and framing. All poems are presented as equal, so that 

the themes of the older poems (loneliness, despair, anger, isolation, pain, hope, love, 

determination) flow seamlessly into the newer poems, a clear assertion of common 

humanity in dehumanising times. 
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Palgrave Macmillan, 2021. 263 pages. €99.99 
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REVIEWED BY SUSAN LUCKMAN,  
Products and Places Research Centre (CP3), University of South Australia 

Industrial Craft in Australia is the latest book-length study from design historian 

Jesse Adams Stein, a leading international scholar of industrial craft and 

manufacturing workers and their personal and professional experiences of the 

impacts of de-industrialisation. The book richly presents the reflective stories of 

engineering patternmakers and industrial modelmakers over the last half a century 

or so, as this ‘king of trades’ highly skilled vocation came to be particularly impacted 
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by offshoring, the decline of manufacturing in Australia and the arrival of digital 

technologies. Consequently, we see the resulting de-skilling and demoralising loss of 

respect that came with these larger industrial and economic shifts, and the various 

re-empowering ways those in the industry chose to respond to change.

As with much of Stein’s work, the stories informing the analysis presented in this 

book arise out of the conduct of rich and deep oral history interviews, often followed 

up by subsequent discussion and ongoing contact with research participants. In this 

case, 12 patternmakers (both retired and still practising) and business owners were 

involved in the funded ‘Reshaping Australian Manufacturing Oral History Project’ 

which collected these histories for the National Library of Australia’s Oral History 

and Folklore Collection. In introducing her approach to employing this method 

in Chapter 2, Stein offers valuable insights into the need for self-awareness around 

class and gender in particular, as well as attention to the longer and at times overly 

romantic relationship between working-class lives and oral history. 

The book’s Chapter 3 opens with a personal story of value that speaks of both 

beginnings and ends. Threatened by the deadly Ash Wednesday fires which hit south-

eastern Australia in 1983, in order to survive Bryan Poynton and his family joined 

so many others from the seaside town of Aireys Inlet in evacuating to the beach and 

spending the night sheltering in the water. His family (and cat) survived, as did the 

toolbox he had made over 30 years previously as a commencing apprentice which 

he had been able to load at the last minute onto someone’s car. Alas their house and 

all their other positions were lost. That his toolbox was the material item he most 

cherished and wished to hold onto becomes a springboard for the book’s opening 

analytical chapter on the significance of modelmaking apprenticeships as a site of 

induction into the profession. While not formalised, making your own toolbox and 

then your own tools to put in it, was a key way in which young patternmakers learnt 

and refined their tradecraft. This process also then introduces us to the larger cultural 

practice within patternmaking of ‘foreigners’, a de Certeauian tactic of using shop 

time and materials, usually offcuts, for personal projects, albeit ones often linked to 

and enabling work. All this speaks to a workplace prior to de-industrialising and the 

arrival of digital tools, where autonomy and (male) friendship furnished industrial 
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craftspeople with a sense of self marked by respect. A workplace where they had 

some degree of status as skilled tradespeople. In Chapter 4 we are brought further 

into the world of skilled industrial craft, its values and vital but largely unrecognised 

mediating role between design and production. 

Chapter 5 ramps up the book’s necessary narrative arc of skilled patternmaking as an 

industry under threat on multiple fronts, including from the arrival of new digital 

tools, especially CNC machine milling or cutting, which most research participants 

felt reduced them to finishers not makers. The experiences of some of the few female 

patternmakers is the focus of Chapter 6. Chapter 7 sees a focus on the creative 

pursuits of both former and current patternmakers, foregrounding their capacity 

for skilled and original work, albeit often in response to a loss of skilled work in the 

trades sector.

Moving beyond the political and policy debates around the value of Australian manu-

facturing that have been renewed by the global supply chain impacts of COVID-19, 

climate crisis, and increasing geo-political instability, into the real, on-the-ground 

world of industries in decline and skills at risk, what emerges most strongly through 

these stories is the pride and meaning attached to being a skilled trades worker 

experienced by the research participants. Someone able to take an idea on paper and 

turn it into a fully realised and precise three-dimensional object able to, in turn, 

be the starting point model for the manufacturing of hundreds if not thousands or 

millions more objects. The loss of the valued status of such work, and with it essen-

tial skills required for both contemporary and future production, is felt palpably 

through this book and the rich insider perspective it offers us into this both lost and 

evolving world.

Reviews: Luckman




