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Between the end of the Second World War and 1970, it is estimated that some
160,000 persons bom in the Netherlands migrated to Australia. Some returned and
some have died, but today there are still some 95,000 residents of Australia who were
bom in the Netherlands and a further 140,000 Australians claim to have at least one
Dutch parent. Despite having been, until quite recently, one of the largest ethnic
groups in this country, the story of the Dutch migrant experience m Australia has not
yet been fully explored.

The social, political and economic significance of post-war immigration to Australia is
now widely appreciated, but the significance of emigration from Europe in the years
just after the War is not well understood. For the Netherlands the emigration wave of
the 1950°s was a unique episode: about five percent of the population of a country
without any history of emigration to speak of, decided to leave their country for good
and settle elsewhere. It is striking that scant attention has been paid to this aberrant
phenomenon in The Netherlands. The largest group of those migrants settled m
Australia.

But why of all the ethnic communities in Australia choose to write about the Dutch and
why now? ‘

In some respects the Dutch Australian community provides an ideal subject for study.
The Dutch were heralded as model migrants of their day - moderately successful and
well assimilated. In fact they were seen to be so well assimilated that they became
known as the “invisible migrants.” However, it 1s becoming increasingly clear that this

~ picture of the Dutch is seriously flawed. Rather than well assimilated, the Dutch only

appeared so in public. In their private and personal lives, the lives they lived beyond the
front door, they remained very Dutch. This has led some researchers to speak of the
Dutch as retaining the Dutch culture as a “closet culture.” This phenomenon also
makes us look much more critically at the achievements of the assimilation policies in
place at the time of the Dutch migration and at what exactly we mean when we speak
about assimilation.

Of all the ethnic communities, the Dutch were the most ready to give up their language
and speak English. As this group has become older there is significant evidence that
Dutch Australians are again beginning to speak their mother tongue in preference to
English. There is even the suggestion that they are losing their ability to speak English.
This phenomenon has also been noticed in other ethnic communities. The practical
implications of this for the provision of all sorts of services are enormous. Much of the




- research on language shift, loss and reversal in this country has been done on the Dutch
community. As the community is planning to develop services for its older members,
now is an ideal time to bring together the results of this research.

Migrants have brought various religious traditions and churches to Australia. The
Dutch brought the Reformed Christian churches. These churches, however, had to
adapt to the new environment, just as the existing churches have had to adapt to the
influx of immigrants. The Dutch, with their religious diversity and their religious
seriousness provide an excellent case study of these various processes

The Dutch are one of the first immigrant communities in Australia to grow old in this
country. Together with the Italians, Greeks and Poles they are pioneering aged care
services for their community. The services the Dutch Australians are now developing
provide models for other ethnic communities.

These are but some of the reasons why the Dutch, rather than another ethnic
community make an excellent subject for a book. But why write a book now? First, as
the Dutch community gets older there is a growing interest to make sense of their
migration experience. There is some regret that their story hasn’t been told and that
there is little on the public record to pass on to their children. In the meantime The
Netherlands has also become a land of immigrants. (Paradoxically a process which
began at just that time when the Dutch Government was encouraging its own citizens
to make a new life for themselves away from their home country.) There are signs of a
growing interest in The Netherlands about their own ex-patriot communities. As the
Dutch struggle with immigration issues in The Netherlands, they look at the experience
of other countries and in particular at how they have handled the issues raised by
Dutch immigration.

We propose a book consisting of a collection of essays, incorporating original
research, on all the major aspects of the Dutch Australian community. We hope to
commission recognised authorities to write about 5,000 words about that aspect of the
Dutch Australian community within their field of expertise (See attached proposed
table of contents.) The approach of the book is not just to illuminate some aspect of
Dutch Australian society but also to say something of a general nature about the
migrant experience and the issues facing the established ethnic commmunities today.

The book is aimed not just at the educated lay reader n the Dutch Australian
community and in The Netherlands, but also at members of other ethnic communities
and students of Australian studies, mmiticulturalism and migration studies. Our
experience is that there is an interest in this sort of work and that it would be well
received by these various groups.
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