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Cry the beloved country for the children of the southern gulags. In years to come, literature may well reap the harvest sown by Australian politicians; men, and a few women, who have discarded morality, compassion and humanity for power. This is not a new phenomenon. It was the subject of Greek tragedy. And perhaps we - or they, because it is impossible for some of us to acknowledge our present leaders as being our true representatives - think that because ours is a relatively new nation we do not fit the classical, tragic mould. 

But one day, some of the small faces that have peered peering from behind the wire and the steel ring of state mandated silence, will write of their time inside these new gulags. When they are able to speak, the arid heartland of Australia will take on a new and more uncomfortable significance. What will these desert Solzhenitzyns say? That the wasteland of the soul can be frozen waste or sandy desert. Perhaps a connection will be made between this new desolation and the joyous swagger of Australian sporting and cultural triumph. The demonising spiel of radio shock jocks might be the counterpoint to the soft sobs heard in these new prisons; prisons whose existence we are all fearful of acknowledging as prisons. We prefer terms like facilities or centres.

But speak they will. Gulags are meant to break the spirit of the individual in order to send a message to those outside. The message is clear; “Obey and this will not be your fate. Continue and you have brought this upon yourself.” Once the message had to snake out across the frozen wastes. Now it drifts across the shimmering outback. But the creators of these institutions overlook the fact that we are also condemned to know of their existence, and to suffer for guilt for this knowledge.

The future writers threaten us as well. Already childish drawings of barbed wire fences, helmets and blood and tears tell a story that makes us uncomfortable. Even those DIMA spin doctors who succeeded in transforming the word “refugee” into “illegal” hesitate to extend the analogy to juveniles, and so it is not pursued. But neither is it withdrawn, or explained. And if these children have not offended, why do we forsake them?

Our leader offers money to reward those who bring new little Aussies into the world. Yet we turn back those prepared to risk their wannabe young Aussies on dangerous seas. A shadow extends over those gunboats that ensure that the leaky ships of the desperate and despised sink over the horizon. Out of sight and out of mind. 

Yet if fleeing from fear were a long - distance sporting event we would admire those who, in true Anzac spirit, fight tyranny to struggle to reach our shores. The original Anzacs were called the forty thousand thieves and prided themselves on doing little by the book or by the rules of their leaders.  Yet we now imprison those who will not form orderly queues and obey all our regulations. And when we sing our national anthem our voices should stress these words

For those who've come across the seas

We've boundless plains to share;

With courage let us all combine

To Advance Australia Fair.

I read the paper and see that close friends have been stigmatised for speaking out. The McGushins have more compassion and faith than is safe or wise in these times. Canberra word merchants, the new secret thought police, protect our borders by feeding the minds of those prone to fear and hate from a distance. But they are not exposed to the realities. Gulags are deliberately placed in remote locations. Not to prevent escape, but to convert children into invisible statistics or the offspring of criminals who have committed no crime beyond a terrible error of judgment. They believed in myths, and some of the myths are our most sacred – mateship, a healthy disrespect for authority and a readiness to fight for the underdog whatever their past. 

Gerry and Sally McGushin have heard of families disintegrating behind the distant wire. They have watched those prepared to risk death, exploitation and poverty to once again be a family. Their mistake is to care. Their mistake is to think that other Tasmanians will as well. For many generations Tasmania, on a small scale, has accepted the lost and unwanted of the world, and offered them a chance at a new life. Few of course by world standards.  Far too few. 

So let the gulags be dismantled. Let our vacant houses and places like Brighton Army Camp echo to the sound of families.  Echo to the sounds of arguments about what to watch on the TV or who is doing the dishes and why homework is important. How many children in our gulags now have the dubious luxury of claiming they were given no homework?

Almost 150 years ago some of my father’s German ancestors traded their citizenship for the sake of their children, hoping to save them from poverty, persecution and the collateral damage of war and hatred. They were able to join the queues to sign up with official Tasmanian immigration agents but only because the official agents went to their homeland.  My great-great grandfather was bonded to work for two years to pay for his journey.  How many in the detention centres would bond themselves to remain in Tasmania for two years if their children could walk free in our streets and become the next generation of authors, sportsmen, teachers and chefs?

Postscript

I wrote the bulk of this essay in a Sydney coffee shop in November 2001. I had just finished reading in The Australian about how my friends Gerry McGushin, the local Queenstown GP and his wife Sally, with whom I went to university, had their roof stoned after they offered a cottage at the back of their house as accommodation for refugees interred in the detention centres. Queenstown is my old hometown. The stone throwers could easily have been relatives, or friends I grew up with in that isolated little community.

The writing of this small essay was cathartic at the time, so I decided to leave it sitting on my computer. I hoped then that the detention of children, the ice- cold treatment of sea borne refugees was a temporary aberration. A faustian pact to win an election.  After watching Ian Chappell on Australian Story, and the unfolding of the Ruth Cruz saga, I have found, sadly, little in the original that I needed to change.

However much some of us are tempted to defend or deny what has happened, it has changed this country, and, sooner or later, the consequences of our actions and inactions are going to be forced upon us. History teaches that the reaction is inevitable, and guilt breeds fear and denial. When the books are written by a new generation of authors who were camp children we will all have to live with their judgments. 
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