
AUSTRALIA
by Catherine Mattingly

a trip down under



It was in 1770 that James Cook 
sailed along and mapped the east 
coast which he named “New South 
Wales”—and claimed for Great 
Britain.  Then in 1783, with the 
loss of the American colonies, the 
British government sent a fleet of 

ships to establish a new penal colony in New 
South Wales.  The flag was raised on January 
26, 1788—a date which became Australia’s 
National Day.  That first settlement led to 
the foundation of Sydney, the world’s only 
metropolis founded as a penal colony.

In the early 1800s, Matthew Flinders 
popularized the name “Australia” (from the 
Latin “australis” meaning southern).  He was 

convinced explorers would never find another 
detached body of land, of nearly equal extent, 
in a more southern latitude.

Yet, it was only in 1901 that the six 
crown colonies federated, becoming the 
Commonwealth of Australia.  Today, the 
country consists of six states—Queensland, 
New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, 
Western Australia, and Tasmania—and several 
territories, the largest being the Northern 
Territory.

With its nearly three million square miles, 
Australia is almost identical to the land area 
of the contiguous United States.   It is the only 
country or island that is also a continent.   It is 
the world’s sixth largest country by total area, 

Mention “Australia” and it won’t be long before you hear... 
Sydney Opera House, Great Barrier Reef, Sydney Harbour Bridge,  

Uluru / Ayers Rock, Red Kangaroo, Koala, Emu, and Platypus.   
These iconic images are all there—but there’s so much more to the story.  

Left: Aerial of Great Barrier Reef, 

a 2,300km-long ecosystem

Top: Uluru / Ayers Rock is more 

than 860 metres above sea level
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but it’s also the third 
least densely populated 
country after Namibia 
and Mongolia.  While 
305 million live in the 
48 contiguous states, 
23 million live in 
Australia.  Only five 
cities claim more than 
one million inhabi-
tants—with Sydney 
and Melbourne each 

clocking in at 4 million plus, Brisbane at 2 
million, Perth at 1.8, and Adelaide at 1.2.  
Eighty nine percent of the population live in 
urban areas.

 One quarter of Australians are Roman 
Catholic, the largest percentage for all reli-
gious groups, but many agree with the critic 
Robert Hughes who called sports “the real 
religion” of the country.  Aussies will concede 
the rugby crown to New Zealand and the All-
Blacks, but they are the masters of cricket—
and competitive in everything, from Australian 
Rules Football (also called Aussie Rules), 
swimming, tennis, and horse-racing.

Bondi Beach in Sydney claims to be the 
world’s first surf life-saving club.  Founded 
in 1907, the club has devised numerous icons 
of lifesaving, holds annual R&R (rescue and 
resuscitation) competitions, and can boast the 
most gold medals in those competitions.  In 
pool swimming, the Australian crawl domi-
nates—replacing the ubiquitous breaststroke 
in western Europe.

The Great Barrier Reef—stretching for 
1,600 miles—is the world’s largest.  It’s made 
up of at least 600 islands and perhaps 3,000 
separate reefs.

 
 
  
  

A u s s i e  F a c t o i d s 

Voting is compulsory, with fines levied against the stay-at-homes on Election Day.

Aussies love to gamble: Why, they’ll bet on two flies walking up a wall.”

The koala sleeps 20 hours a day.

The Tasmanian devil is aptly named, with its bright red ears, vicious face and teeth.

From a host of rejected entries, Eero Saarinen chose the design of Jorn Utzon,  
a 38-year-old Danish architect, for the Sydney Opera House.

Melbourne, pronounced “Mel-bun”, emphasis on the first syllable, is known as the 
City of Four Seasons—that is, all four can occur in 24 hours.

They really do say “G’day, mate” many, many times each day.

Unmarried ladies are called “Sheilas”
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Sydney Opera House

In the “eye” of the wave


