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	The Heritage Commission has registered the site at the old Parliament House where demonstrators struck a blow for Aboriginal land rights in 1972. Wendy Tuohy looks at how a tent made history. 

ABORIGINAL activists moved quickly in January 1972 when Prime Minister McMahon rebuffed the growing movement for land rights. Gary Foley remembers their caucus in an inner-Sydney commune, and the posse it dispatched to the national capital: ``Five blokes who took a couple of cans and a beach umbrella." 

They planted the blue brolly on the lawn outside Parliament House and huddled through the Australia Day drizzle. Says Chicka Dixon, one of the second wave of arrivals: ``Canberra awoke to see five Koories under a big beach umbrella in the pissing rain. It was freezing, they were crouching under the umbrella." 

Says Mr Foley: ``One of them came up with the brilliant idea of saying: `This is an embassy: the Prime Minister's statement yesterday effectively makes us aliens in our own land, so like the other aliens we need an embassy'." 

What Mr McMahon had said was that while some Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory would be given special leases, the Government refused to grant Aborigines land rights based on traditional association. In an argument that anticipated the Mabo debate 20 years later, Mr McMahon said that ``to do so would introduce a new and probably confusing component, the implications of which could not clearly be foreseen and which could lead to uncertainty and possible challenge in relation to land titles which are at present unquestioned and secure." 

The Aboriginal protesters put up a tent and hit the papers on 28 January under the heading ``Natives open `embassy' of their own". On 4 February the group now nine hit print again after refusing to move the tent for the parliamentary groundsmen; they borrowed a mower and cut their own lawn. The story made three paragraphs. 

The demonstrators found an unlikely ally in the ACT police, who let slip that so long as they kept the number of tents on site below 12 the protesters could not be classified as creating a camping ground and could not, under ACT law, be legally removed. 

The demonstration started to grow; the newspaper articles got longer. People trickled in; for more than six months Canberra residents were intrigued. 

The idea, says Mr Foley, was to rebuke Mr McMahon by establishing an Aboriginal presence ``under the nose of the politicians every time they walk out their front door". He says the Aboriginal rights movement was stunned and angered by the decision to not even grant land rights on existing Aboriginal reserves. 

He believes the symbol of defiance they created turned out to be strong enough to help put Mr McMahon out of a job that December. 

The site of the Aboriginal tent embassy was officially written into Australian history this week when it was placed by the Australian Heritage Commission on the Register of the National Estate. It pleases Gary Foley that at the ceremony the site's significance was compared to the Eureka Stockade's. 

It is one of the less spectacular landmarks on the list. But it is the place where 2000 Australians converged in July 1972 to battle with police as officers tried repeatedly, on Mr McMahon's instructions, to remove the tent. 

When the protests began, the Aboriginal rights movement was on a high. It had been buoyed by the publicity of Charles Perkins' anti- racism Freedom Rides and the long, well-publicised struggle for land rights by the Gurindji cattle musterers at Wave Hill station in the Northern Territory. 

``The Aboriginal movement was at its peak, it was the culmination of a decade of uprising by Koori people which began with the walking out of Wave Hill (owned by the English Lord Vestey) in 1966," Mr Foley says. 

Many white Australians had made strong anti-apartheid protests during the 1971 Springbok tour, and Mr Foley says some of that anger was channeled into the land rights movement. But the organisers of the embassy wanted to appeal to greater Australia with their peacefulness and good-humored approach. 

Chicka Dixon recalls how each of the regular residents of the embassy gave themselves ``portfolios" his was Defence and how they painted the road in front of the tents with ``Aboriginal Staff Only No Parking". 

``Every Saturday I would get in the car with a couple of the others and go over to the main drag to buy the paper. We'd pull up at the shop and someone would walk around and open the door for me and salute," he says. He was granted special weekend leave by his union to go to Canberra every week for six months. 

Mr Dixon, who later became the chairman of the Aboriginal Arts Board, remembers the creation at the site of the first Aboriginal flag, a spear laid across a red and black background with four crescents looking inward to symbolise the black rights struggle from the four corners of Australia. That flag is now at the Cowra Cultural Centre, 160 kilometres north of Canberra. 

Mr Foley, who like Chicka Dixon arrived at the ``embassy" within days of its establishment, also has fond memories of the first six months: ``Some wit put up a letter box, and within a couple of days the then PMG started delivering mail to the Aboriginal embassy it came in from all around the world, it captured the public's imagination." 

Canberra residents embraced the protesters, Mr Foley says. As the bitter winter of 1972 set in their generosity made the difference between success or failure. They came with flasks of soup and plates of food; relatives of parliamentarians on both sides of politics also visited regularly. 

Charles Perkins, then one of three Aboriginal staff employed by the McMahon Government, came up with sleeping bags and blankets. 

``The initial plan was to create an immediate response, but when we discovered the boys had found a loophole in Canberra law we decided to make it a permanent thing. A lot of Australians were amazed by our audacity and that fact that we got away with it was the cherry on top," says Mr Foley. 

``Most of Australia responded, much to the embarrassment and consternation of the Prime Minister." 

International media picked up the story, a fact Mr Foley believes contributed to Mr McMahon's move in the early morning of Thursday, 20 July 1972. The Prime Minister outlawed camping on unleased Commonwealth land in the ACT by passing a surprise ordinance, and sent in the police. 

About 60 police arrived at the site shortly after 9am to meet 60 protesters. A wild brawl and eight arrests ensued. 

When 200 police confronted 250 people attempting to re-establish the embassy the following Sunday, 18 people were arrested, and several injured. On 30 July, when 2000 gathered, the embassy organisers won a moral victory by letting the police take the tent peacefully, Mr Foley says. 

For him, the episode's legacy included the sweep to power of Gough Whitlam in December 1972 and the confidence to continue to battle for land rights. Mr Dixon says the creation by the Whitlam government of the first real Aboriginal Affairs budget started the process of improving Aboriginal access to legal and health services and education. 

``It helped destroy 30 years of conservative government and gave Aboriginal people a new sense of pride and purpose; it played an enormous role in the raising of the self-esteem of Koori people," Mr Foley says. 

But there was also a downside. Mr Foley contends that in installing a bureaucracy to take over the work of the militants, the Government robbed the Aboriginal rights movement of its momentum. 

Gary Foley, like Chicka Dixon, has remained an activist. He has continued to avoid jobs in the Aboriginal Affairs bureaucracy. His most recent victory was the re-opening of the Northland Secondary College. 

What stands on the embassy site is hardly an indicator of its significance a portable office with smashed windows, that looks like it's from a building site. Mr Foley and Mr Dixon would like to see it removed and the site replanted with a simple patch of native vegetation. 


