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YEAR 5 HISTORY: SIKH AND INDIAN AUSTRALIANS 
Learning sequence 2: Those spaces in between: ethnic 
diversity in the colonial Australia 
General terms such as Afghan, coolie, Asiatic, and Alien reflect British attitudes in the nineteenth century toward non-European 
people living in the British colonies. A range of terms were also given to Indigenous Australians, such as savages and primitives, labels 
which weakened the humanity and worth of non-European Australians. These terms also diminished the economic, social and cultural 
significance of the many ethnic groups who migrated to, or were contracted to work in the Australian colonies. Historian Anna Clark 
reminds us that written histories are “selective, subjective and incomplete”. The written history of Australia is certainly incomplete.  It 
has traditionally been presented from a deeply British perspective. As with Aboriginal Australians up to the 1970s, the contributions 
made by non-European people have been edited out of the national story. Yet colonial society was not just British, and the selective 
British version of Australian history is now changing. Aboriginal histories are being written. The Chinese, Pacific Islander and Japanese 
Australians have found their voices; and the contribution of Sikhs, and Indians of varied religious and cultural backgrounds, to the 
Australian colonies is being recognised. The stereotyped and politically marginalised “Aliens” living in colonial Australia have rich 
stories which add to our understanding of Australian identity. This series of activities will focus on non-Europeans living in the Swan 
River Colony, and other Australian colonies, during the nineteenth century. It also encourages students to develop questions about their 
actions which contributed to the development of the colonies.

This learning sequence will cover the following Year 5 History skills and concepts: 

• identify current understandings and possible misconceptions
• develop a range of questions to plan an inquiry
• interpret and build understanding from information and data collected
• identification of cause and effect, use of evidence, perspectives
• analysing the accuracy of information
• use of subject based terminology
• draw and justify conclusions based on evidence.

Activity 1: Who were the non-European colonists and how did they shape colonial Australia? 
According to the traditional history books the development of the Australian colonies was dependent upon the hard work of convicts 
in some colonies and the free colonists in others. They were mainly of British and European origin. The stories of Australian explorers, 
“squatters”, pastoralists, farmers, inventors and politicians were provided in many films, books, historical guides, statues and in local 
museum collections. However, their work was supported by the labour of Indigenous, Asian and Pacific Islander peoples. Over 62,000 
Kanakas or South Sea Islanders laboured on the sugar plantations on the tropical Queensland and New South Wales coast. Like the 
Kanakas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were forced to work under harsh conditions for little pay in the early years of 
the pastoral and pearling industries in northern Australia. In 1871 the Western Australian Government legislated to protect Aboriginal 
people in the pearling industry by banning women divers and limiting the depth men could dive for pearl shells (Mother of pearl). 
As a consequence, during the 1870s Malay, and then Japanese, divers were employed by European owners of the pearl luggers. The 
significant contribution of Chinese, Indian and Sikh indentured workers, camel drivers and hawkers also developed the colonies, yet 
has only recently been acknowledged. 

This activity uses statistics to identify the number of Asian born people living in the colony of Western Australia (Table I) and Australia 
as a whole (Table II) at the end of the colonial era, in 1901. The two tables can be used to introduce the concept of minority groups 
in the colonial era. Note, Aboriginal Australians were not included in Australian censuses until 1971, after they were recognised as 
Australian citizens in 1967.

Front cover photo: Portrait of Bejah Dervish: Was the man who went up North-West, and discovered the bodies of Jones and Wells, the 
lost explorers. Photographer: Duryea, Townsend. State Library of South Australia, SLSA: B 11209
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TABLE I  Place of birth of the Western Australian Population 1901 

Place of birth
Percentage of  

WA Population 
Population  

1901

Australia 69 126,952

United Kingdom 22.6 41,551

European  
(other than UK)

3.2 6,076

Asia 2.6 4,810

New Zealand 1.4 2,704

Other 242

TOTAL 100 184,124

http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3110124.nsf/24e5997b9bf2ef35c
a2567fb00299c59/c4abd1fac53e3df5ca256bd8001883ec!opendocum
ent

      TABLE II  Place of birth of the Australian Population 1901 

Place of birth

Percentage of the  
Australian 

Population in 1901
Population  

1901

Australia 77.2 2,908,303

United Kingdom 18 679,159

European  
(other than UK)

2 74,673

Asia 1.3 47,014

Other (New 
Zealand, USA, 
Canada, Middle 
East) 

1.5 64,652

TOTAL 100 3,773,801

http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3110124.NSF/24e5997b9bf2
ef35ca2567fb00299c59/c4abd1fac53e3df5ca256bd8001883ec!Ope
nDocument#Birthplace

1.1. These statistics identify the place of birth of the population in WA and Australia.  
How useful are they in understanding the composition of the Australian population at the end of the colonial era? Discuss with your 
students the reliability of Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) information and what can be learned from these statistics. 

The following questions will be useful to support student data analysis skills. Use the tables to answer these questions.

a.  What is the total percentage of people born in Australia and Europe in Table I compared to Table II? What information does this 
provide about the composition of Australia at this time?

b.  Compare the percentage of Asian born people in WA to the whole nation in 1901? Suggest reasons why the percentage of Asian 
born people was higher in WA at this time. 

c.  What national groups could be included in the Asian born? 
d.  What patterns do you see in these statistics? In what ways could you represent the statistics in Table I to show the patterns more 

effectively? (A visual representation of the data in a bar graph or pie chart could be suggested. Direct instruction on how to 
construct by hand and clearly label this data may be required. Online tools are also available.)

Students could work in pairs to complete these questions and construct a graphic representation of the data. As a formative assessment 
students could be instructed to write a paragraph to explain the information shown in their graph or chart. 

1.2.   Refer to Teacher Resource 1.

Using information on people from a range of Asian nations living in Western Australia during the nineteenth century in Teacher 
Resource 1 instruct students to develop an info graphic or poster to provide insight into ONE of the ethnic groups covered in the 
resource. The pictorial representation of the information should include the following information:

• the nationality of the ethnic group, with a map to show the location of their birth place.
• why they journeyed to the Swan River Colony.
• what work they did to help develop the colony.
• whether most settled with their families in the colony or returned to their homeland.
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Activity 2: Who were the Afghan Cameleers?

Bejah Dervish at Mullewa, WA, leaving for the Calvert Expedition, 1896.  
Image Credit: State Library of South Australia, SLSA B10486

2.1.  Use the image of Bejah Dervish to conduct a “See Think Wonder” activity with the class. Encourage  students to write 
what they “Wonder”, which can become the basis of research questions. Questions could include: 

Why would camels have been used instead of horses on this expedition?

What would the camels be carrying for the expedition (What can be seen in the photograph and what other goods would the camels be 
required to carry?)

Where were they travelling to? 

What role would Bejah Dervish have had in the expedition? 

What did the camels eat and drink? 

Where did they camp? 

What locations in Australia could cameleers be found?  

What were some of the uses of camels in Australia?

Develop a vocabulary list to support student research and ask students to add new words to the list. See Teacher Resource 2: 
Vocabulary for definitions of terms to support research and understanding of the video clip.

Students could be instructed to research answers to at least 3 of their questions, including information about the Calvert Expedition 
and the types of work undertaken by cameleers across the Australian colonies from the 1860s to the 1920s. See Teacher Resource 3: 
Afghan Cameleers for a list of useful websites to support student research. Following their research and viewing the video students 
could write a paragraph or create a series of images describing the activities of cameleers in colonial Australia.

As part of this activity you could show the You tube video (to 24 minutes- The video clip is 27 minutes and 10 seconds in length) 
“Compass History of the Muslim Cameleers in Australia”. 

Type into your search engine: “You Tube History of the Muslim Cameleers in Australia”.
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Afghan Cameleers
in Australia

Places of birth

Rajasthan
Baluchistan

Punjab
Kashmir

Afghanistan

Appearance

Most wore traditional clothing
Turbans  tied in various ways

Religions *

Muslim
Sikh

Hindu

Languages

Pashto
Hindustani

Baluchi
Sind

Persian
Punjabi
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2.2.  Ask your students solve this puzzle: When is an Afghan not from Afghanistan? 

* Detailed information on these religions can be found on the sheet entitled Teacher Resource 4: Muslim, Hindu and Sikh beliefs.

Conduct a class brainstorm on the question: Why were the cameleers usually called Afghans or Afghan cameleers even though they had 
varied birthplaces, languages and followed a range of religions?

Encourage students to brainstorm their ideas which could include: 

• ignorance of other cultures and people,
• antagonism and propaganda by trade unions, 
• Cameleers lived on the outskirts of towns, did not mix with Europeans so little was known of their backgrounds, 
• an example of stereotypes, which dehumanise, Australians didn’t understand the difference between Afghans and Sikhs,
• During the 19th century there was fighting between Afghanistan and the British in the Indian North West provinces. As many 

cameleers wore the traditional dress of the men from the North West Provinces of India, people associated them with these 
enemies of the British, the Afghans. 

Instruct your students to read the three sources provided below and to individually write responses to the questions which follow. The 
sources analyse the accuracy of the term “Afghan” and also indicate problems associated with using the term.

Source 1. Afghan was a nickname 

“Because of the similarities [Muslim religion, clothes, language] with the people of Afghanistan, Australians saw the cameleers as 
Afghans. It was a nickname given to them: it was not a recognition of their nationality. This is still the case today. For example the 
hawker’s wagon on display at the Stockman’s Hall of Fame (A museum of people and life styles in Outback Australia) located in 
Longreach, Queensland, is advertised as an Afghan Hawker’s Wagon, but the wagon has the name of Singh on both sides. Singh is a 
Sikh [as well as Hindu] name, and Sikhs come mainly from the Punjab.”
Kenna, L (2013) Are Indians an Ethnic Minority? Volume Two: Camels and Trailblazers, Australian Indian Historical Society, Bundoora. pp 117 - 118.

Source 2. Afghan, Sikh or Hindu?

“Ottum Singh was an itinerant hawker who travelled around the South West [of Western Australia] in an oversized four wheel covered 
wagon pulled by two medium draught horses...This wagon was his mobile home and warehouse. Ottum was a tall suntanned beared 
man who wore a turban... He was referred to as an Afghan, but there is strong evidence that he was an Indian either a Sikh or a Hindu...”.
The Nannup Telegraph, July 2015, p18

http://htawa.net.au/sikh_indian_australians/PDF/SH_Yr5_LS2_TR4.pdf
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Source 3. An extract from the 1898 Sikh Petition sent to the Governor of WA and Colonial Secretary

“6. ...believing that British subjects, be they black or white, receive the same justice in every part of Her Imperial Majesty’s dominions 
(Empire), we were induced to visit the colony of Western Australia and that to our dismay and utter confusion we have been treated 
as alien enemies of Her Imperial Majesty, and Afghans, while at the same time, many of us are proud possessors of medals for service 
under General Roberts [for fighting with the British Army against the Afghans in the Second Afghan War 1878 - 1880].7. We... are 
denied miners’ rights and hawkers’ licenses, that our entry into the colony is [threatened] by local enactments (laws), and that our life 
is made a burden to us by the action of the colonists.”
Kalgoorlie Miner Monday 24 January 1898, page 7 

i.  Use information from Source 1 to explain why many Indians were also called “Afghans” in colonial Australia.
ii.  According to Sources 3 why would many Sikhs be upset or insulted when called “Afghans” by officials or the public?
iii.  What do these sources tell you about some of the occupations undertaken by Sikhs in the colonies?
iv.  Why do you think that even in Australia today people give a general name to a group of people who are different in ethnic 

backgrounds and life experiences? (Such as Asylum Seekers) 
v.  What is your answer to the puzzle: When is an Afghan not from Afghanistan? (and no, the answer is not a biscuit!) At this stage 

you may choose to discuss ways these ethnic groups can be showcased to others.

Learning Sequence 3 will provide a portal into the daily lives of one community often described as “Afghans”. They were members of 
the British Empire, most were born in the Punjab province of India and followed the Sikh religion. Although much smaller in number 
than many other communities their participation and contribution to sports, military and economic progress in the colonies was 
considerable. Even in 1888 members of the Sikh community made a request to raise an Australian Sikh Regiment to support British 
troops against Tibet, while in 1898 they used the power of the pen and through democratic means forwarded their petition to the 
colonial government.  They were entwined in the Australian social fabric even before Federation  - an unread page of Australian social 
and cultural heritage. This community is of growing significance in Australia today and have had a long history of involvement in this 
country.

Nahel Singh, a Sikh hawker from the Manjimup region in WA  
Courtesy of Australian Sikh Heritage Association.
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