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2000s. Foreign visitors, and some locals,
might well ask, what happened in be-
tween, and why? Somehow this severely
monocultural society was transformed, it
changed its spots, yet without apparent
tension or resistance. This remains a sub-
stantial historical question lurking behind
this exhibition which carries a tincture of
celebratory correctness. And the perspec-
tive on South Australian immigration
seems somewhat merged with the national
story. This may reflect the dormant condi-
tion of the state's historiography in the
past two decades upon which, of course,
the curators must ultimately rely. For the
visitor with stamina they have created a
thoughtful and stimulating kaleidoscope.
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Australia's Muslim Cameleers: Pioneers of
the Inland 1860s-1930s.
National Library of Australia, 12 December
2007-17 February 2008. Free entry. A
travelling exhibition of the South Austra-
lian Museum curated by Philip Jones,
Anna Kenny, and Angela Makris, with
assistance from Michael Abbott.Philip
Jones and Anna Kenny, Australia's Muslim
Cameleers: Pioneers of the Inland 1860s-1930s,
Adelaide: South Australian Museum &
Wakefield Press, 2007.

As I walked into the exhibition of Austra-
lia 's Muslim Cameleers: Pioneers of the Inland
¡860s-1930s at the National Library of
Australia, I noticed a man excited by a
map near the entrance. It depicted the
regions of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Pun-
jab and the major ethnic groups—Pashtun,
Baluchi, Punjabi, and Sindhi and Baluchi/
Sindhi from which the cameleers hailed.
The man was disputing the Pashtun ethnic
boundaries of the map with his Australian-
born wife. Holding his small baby, he was
exhilarated to have found a public space in
which to engage in a history that linked

his own people with that of Australia's
national history.

Until now, it has been easy to overlook
the great contribution that the cameleers
made to 'pioneering' or, more properly,
the modernisation and development of the
outback. Their incredible story as depicted
in this exhibition manages to shift and
reconfigure the larger story of the peopling
of Australia. Quality research by experi-
enced historians, anthropologists, and
curators in this exhibition, which was on
tour from the South Australian Museum,
achieved an outstanding result.

The Muslim cameleer's journeys are
captivating, their curving lines reaching
right across inland Australia. The objects,
such as a large wood and iron trunk
brought by the well-documented cameleer
Moosha Balooch from his homeland, are
intimately identified with individuals and
family stories. We can readily imagine how
the Muslim prayer mats, depicting lavish
mosque interiors, the silk turbans, the
appliquéd velvet ceremonial jacket, and
the Ali Baba-like child slippers, brought an
Ottoman Empire allure into the Australian
desert.

The economic and business history of
the cameleers' enterprise is explained, and
is supported by explorers' documents,
contracts, receipts for goods transported,
and hawkers' licences. Objects include
woven bags, different kinds of saddles,
and tools. Images of camels loaded up
with an unthinkable number of chaff
bags—436 kilos per camel—are astonish-
ing. Many cameleers became independent
hawkers, while Mahomet Allum branched
into another entrepreneurial venture—
herbal medicines offering 'miraculous
cures'.

Photographs show how the cameleers
often wore dapper three-piece suits as well
as turbans. The camels were also dressed
up, and a cult of camel beauty and the
craft involved in their ornamentation re-
vealed the cameleers' respectful regard for
their animals. The cameleers' social status
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is also evident by their well-dressed wives
and children. Many cameleers had wives
and families in their country of origin, but
many also arrived in Australia as young
men. These men married Aboriginal wo-
men and other Australian, French, and
European women and permanently settled
in Australia. A painting by Ian Abdulla
recalls his own Afghan/Aboriginal heri-
tage. Aboriginal people worked for the
cameleers, and some incorporated camel
hair-string into the making of ceremonial
men's belts. Early twentieth-century
Aboriginal stockmen carved images of
camels on boomerangs, while others
carved and decorated camel figurines.

One moving display contained copies
of documents relating to the policing of the
White Australia policy: 'Certificates ex-
empting from dictation test.' The certifi-
cates now provide us with valuable
mugshots, but some men looked lost and
lonely. Although they had to apply for exit
and re-entry permits, as irreplaceable pro-
viders of an essential service they had little
trouble obtaining them.

Tragic stories of mixed national alle-
giances also played out in remote towns.
After Britain declared war against Turkey
in November 1914, supporters of the
Ottoman Empire felt betrayed and on
enemy ground. In the exhibition we can
see copies of the suicide notes written in
Urdu by Gool Mahomed and Mullah
Abdullah. Naive artist Sam Byrne's paint-
ing depicts the shoot-out when the two
men attacked a train in 1915. A photo-
graph taken on 1 January 1915 shows
suited and armed Anglo-Australian resi-
dents on the dusty streets of Broken Hill
after the attack on the picnic train. The
actual Qur'an (Koran) retrieved from
Mullah AbduUa's body, and its decorative
cloth pouch, are also displayed. This
unfortunate picnic day marked the fif-
teenth anniversary of Australian Federa-
tion.

The exhibition served to tell a new
national story, and its innovative analysis

makes it a model of curatorial and research
excellence. It should definitely tour to
regional centres. In a nation that often
has a very short memory, the exhibition
reminds us that Muslims and their camels
were an integral part of nineteenth and
early twentieth-century Australia's trans-
port system. Cameleers were part of re-
mote towns: they intermarried, and were
respected as crucial service providers.
Their 'Afghan' and Muslim 'difference'—
their dress and prayer routines—became a
'normal' part of outback life, thus challen-
ging any pioneering story of national
homogeneity. The next camel you see
may well be a descendent of those brought
by these Muslim 'pioneers'.
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Conflicts 1945 to Today.
Australian War Memorial, Canberra. Per-
manent exhibition. Free entry.

The Australian War Memorial (AWM) in
Canberra has opened a new permanent
gallery, bringing together its coverage of
Australia's involvement in 'wars and war-
like operations' (as the Memorial's gov-
erning legislation puts it) since the end of
World War II. The gallery begins with an
overview of the Cold War (1946-90),
then covers the Korean War (1950-53),
the Malayan Emergency (1950-60), the
Indonesian Confrontation (1963-66), the
Vietnam War (1962-75), Peacekeeping
(1947-present), and Post-Cold War Con-
flicts (1990-present). The dates in the
above list, incidentally, are those used in
tbe gallery. Some refer to the conflict
itself, some to Australian military involve-
ment.

Those who created this gallery faced
many complex challenges. They had to
give some degree of coherence to conflicts
and commitments which were highly var-
ied in size, nature, origin, and political
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