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Pardon my French
Research shows Australia could have been a French colony. Susan Hewitt reports.

F

rom naked meetings with
local Aboriginals to illicit
love affairs, secret families
and intrepid wives surviving
shipwrecks, the lives of the early
French explorers are peppered
with scandalous stories — and they
were very nearly our ancestors.
After nearly 20 years of research
in Europe and Australia, Noelene
Bloomfield, an honorary research
fellow in European languages and
studies at the University of WA,
has uncovered a history explaining
just how close we came to being a
French colony. Especially in WA,
where the most likely alternative
scenario — given a couple of weeks
here or there back in the 1800s —
would have seen a British
settlement on the east coast of
Australia and a French settlement
on the west.
Bloomfield thinks the French
would have fitted in quite nicely
here. “I think the French
themselves have a Riviera and they
would have enjoyed our beaches
very much, they are a lot less
pebbly,” she laughs before adding
that in many ways our culture and
society could have turned out quite
differently.
“If the French had settled in WA
it would have been a very different
place. For one thing we would have
had a completely different rule of
law and legal system — three
judges rather than a jury — and we
no doubt would have faced much of
the tensions and difficulties they
have had in Canada.”
When Bloomfield moved to WA
from NSW more than 40 years ago,
she was intrigued by all the French
names — it turned out there were
216 places in WA (compared with 60
in South Australia and 84 in
Tasmania) with French names.
“It’s hard to know how accurate
all the old maps were,” Bloomfield
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explains. “And
even now, new
little bays that
they named turn
up, some of them
tiny.” Bloomfield
went on to work
with Leslie
Marchant on his
book France
Australe, a study of French
exploration in WA, which helped
fuel what was to become a lifetime
fascination with the subject.
She worked on videos and DVDs
for her students over the years,
hoping to teach the French part of
our history that had all but
disappeared.
Her work has culminated in the
release this month of Almost a
French Australia, published with
the help of UWA.
Bloomfield spent years trawling
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through old journals and captains’
logbooks, piecing together her
history. Along with public archives
in Paris and French naval archives
she found salt-encrusted journals
that were written on deck during a
storm, in local museums across the
French countryside.
They detail stories teeming with
adventure, such as the sailors who
encountered savage Aboriginals as
they sailed into a Tasmanian bay.
In the face of the aggressive
reception and spears, the crew
stripped off and, unarmed and
naked, went ashore. The situation
was immediately diffused because
the locals were much more
interested in the strange white
flesh they were confronted with.
“History may have been quite
different for Aboriginal people if
we had been a French colony,”
Bloomfield says. “The French were

apparently much gentler in their
approach. It was a period where
the country was much taken with
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his
ideas of enlightenment.”
It meant their exploration was
often much more science-based
than that of the British explorers,
stemming from a desire to study
and explore all the strange
offerings of the new world rather
than only establish trade routes.
“Although it proved to not always
be the case, Rousseau pushed the
notion of the noble savage and
there may well have been a lot
more early focus on education for
the Aboriginals,” Bloomfield says.
Adventure tales of exploration
are as popular as ever, reflected in
our love of tall ships and all things
explorer, but we are equally
intrigued by the notion of an
alternative history — one that
could have seen WA separate from
the rest of the country, and
particularly the notion of being
French.
The Great Race, written by
former chairman, then managing
director of the ABC, David Hill,
was also recently released. Written
from diaries and first-hand
accounts, it tells the stories of
Matthew Flinders and Nicholas
Baudin as they race to compile the
definitive map of Australia in the
early 1800s. While Bloomfield’s
book is a coffee-table history book,
Hill’s reads more like a fiction
adventure.
Both books add significantly to
an intriguing part of our past.
Almost a French Australia is
published by Halstead Press
($49.95). The Great Race is
published by William
Heinemann ($34.95).

Storyteller reaches out

WILLIAM YEOMAN
• Fremantle Press and UWA Publishing will go head-tohead on December 8 in a battle to win the hearts and
minds of West Australian readers and book clubs,
bringing you the must-have West Aussie books of the
summer season. Each publisher will get three minutes to
bribe, cajole and beg the audience to buy their books.
The publisher that sells the most books wins, but the
real winners will be the audience — the State Library of
WA Bookshop is offering a 15 per cent discount on
UWAP and Fremantle Press books. The Super Summer
Spruik Off will be at the Love2Read Cafe, State Library
of WA, at 2pm. Entry is free.
• The Literature Centre will hold its regular free Family
Open Day on Sunday from 11am to 4pm. This time you
can meet children’s author/illustrator James Foley and
see a performance by Redfoot Youth Theatre of
Anthony Eaton’s book Nathan Nuttboard Upstaged. As
usual, the bookshop will be open and artwork will be for
sale. The Literature Centre, Old Fremantle Prison
Hospital, corner Hampton Road and Knutsford Street,
Fremantle. Details: thelitcentre.org.au.
• The work of botanical artist Ellen Hickman and
botanical poet John Ryan features in the exhibition
launch of their book Two with Nature on December 8 at
6pm at Genesis in the Hills vegetarian restaurant,
Roleystone. RSVP 9397 7799.
• State Library of Queensland’s indigenous writing
competition black&write invites published or
unpublished Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander authors
to submit novels, short stories, poetry or children’s
books. Two 2013 fellows will get $10,000 prize money,
professional manuscript development from black&write!
indigenous editors and a valuable publishing deal with
indigenous publishing house Magabala Books.
Application forms are available at
slq.qld.gov.au/whats-on. Entries close January 31.
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he man on the other end of the line
sounds exhausted. He has been
travelling the Pilbara speaking to
students of all ages, inspiring and
encouraging the love of reading and
writing. He talks about the kids he has
met and suddenly any sign of fatigue just
evaporates.
“Mate, I’ve had a fantastic day. There
was dancing, storytelling and a lot of
laughs.”
Boori Monty Pryor is one of Australia’s
two Children’s Laureates and has spent
2012 travelling the country. He will be
doing the same in 2013.
Pryor, 63,was on the line from Port
Hedland where he had spent the day with
students from a local high school. He is
touring WA as part of his role as
Children’s Laureate and as part of a tour
organised by the Literature Centre in
Fremantle in conjunction with BHP
Billiton, which has invested $600,000 in
the centre over three years.
Townsville-born Pryor is an indigenous
Australian whose father is from the
Birri-gubba Nation of the Bowen region
and whose mother comes from the
Kunggandji people.
He is a multi-talented performer and is
articulate on Aboriginal issues. He has
performed in film and television, on the
catwalk and played with symphony
orchestras, for the Pope and Michael
Jackson. A gifted sportsman, he has
competed in two World Masters Games in
basketball, winning a silver medal in 1994.
Pryor has written several award-winning
books with Meme McDonald.
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He has been taking his storytelling
around Australia for years inspiring kids
to tell their own story. “The kids also give
you a lot to write about,” he says. “I learn
so much from them.”
As part of this regional tour Pryor
spent time with SIDE, the School of
Distance Education, communicating with
kids from remote and regional stations as
well as WA students living overseas.
“I spent over an hour-and-a-half
speaking to kids I couldn’t see,” he
laughs. “There were over a hundred
online for each segment. It was amazing.”
Touring with Pryor is the marketing
and sponsorship manager of the
Literature Centre, Nicole Clarke.
“Boori spoke to over 400 kids at a high
school today,” says Clarke, “explaining
where he came from and inspiring them
to read and write and just getting them
engaged. His attitude is infectious.
“It’s exciting to take these programs
from the Literature Centre to regional
Western Australia. With this tour we will
be able to reach over 1000 students.”
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THE EREADER
SUSAN HEWITT

MINI SIZE WITH
MAXI APPEAL
From the beginning I have
loved the idea of digital books.
I love real books, but being
able to carry five or more in my
bag at once and have one on
hand at all times is an
irresistible concept. The first
reading device I bought was an
iPad — oh so sexy at the time
but, as it turned out, not
something I carried with me
everywhere.
And it has always felt a bit
like reading a computer in bed.
I quickly traded up for a
Kindle, an ereader I have been
very loyal to ever since — that
fancy e-ink is just something I
will never stop being in love
with and it is technology that
has supported many an
afternoon outside in the
sunshine reading.
And then along came the
iPad mini. What a strange
concept — not quite a tablet,
not quite an ereader. As an
idea it all seemed a little
pointless. Until one landed on
my desk and I was immediately
seduced. It’s so light — 308g,
something
that is hard
to imagine
until you
hold it,
because it
looks like a
lot more.
It is
slightly
heavier
than the
latest Kindle COOL iPad mini.
Paperwhite
and marginally bigger. But
along with its ultra-sleek
design — really thin — and
being made of aluminium, it is
a beautiful thing. It makes my
first-generation Kindle, with its
snappy built-in light cover, look
like a fat old lady who has
given up going to the
hairdresser.
If you have an iPad or an
iPhone the mini will be very
familiar, which is where you’d
think it would be pointless.
Instead, this device is all
about the size. When it comes
to book pages, it’s comparable
to most ereaders and a very
comfortable paperbook-like
size. It still feels a bit like a
computer and I’m yet to last
much longer than an hour
without a screen break. And
forget sitting at the park — the
screen can’t cope with
sunlight.
The upside of that is that the
screen deals with images —
things like diagrams and maps
— much better than basic
ereaders. This is something
that could finally sell this as an
ereader for textbooks, a notion
that could make an enormous
difference to student budgets
and chiropractic issues.
It is fantastic for reading
magazines, journals and
comics. But it’s pricey — the
base model (16gb and wi-fi
access) is $369 — that’s nearly
four times what you can get a
basic Kindle for these days.
On the other hand, you are
getting a lot for your money.
The mini is a complete
personal device that copes
well with everything from TV
and movies to calendars and
email.
And you’ve got all your
books in there. I don’t know
about you, but after a week
with one, I’m pretty sure I can’t
live without it.

