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WATTLE . SYMBOL OF A NATION
Claire Hall

In I 988 Australia celebrated
its bicentennial year and one of
the many events that occurred
was the official proclamation
of Australia's national floral
emblem, the Golden Wattle
(Acacia pycnantha).

It may seem surprising that
it had taken 200 years to decide
which ofournative flora should
be elevated to this loftyposition.
The reasons can be traced back to
ourso-called'newworld' settler
societies, which struggled to
master an alien environment
and placed little value on its
intrinsic beauty. The decision
was influenced by patriotism,
political and social power-
plays, economic imperatives,
and inter-colonial rivalry.

By the late 19th century the first generations of
native bom Australians were developing a "sense of
place" and beginning to acknowledge their comection
with the land and its flora and fauna. The Australian
Natives Association (ANA) was established in 1871
as a mutual benefit or friendly society with birlh in an
Australian colony being a pre-requisite for membership.
Its members, predominantly children of the gold-rush
immigrants in Victoria, wanted to gain political and
social power by challenging the misconceptions aboutthe
Australian-bom being lazy, sport-loving, foul-mouthed
and lacking respect for authority.

By the l880stheANAwas pushing hard for a federated
Australia and looking for symbols to reflect theirnational
pride. The ladies' committee of the ANA inaugurated
the Wattle Blossom League in 1890 to promote a sense
ofpatriotism among Australi an women and the younger
generatlon.

Inspired by Canada's adoption of the maple leaf as
its floral emblem the ANA campaigned for the wattle to
be nominated as Australia's national flower. The Silver
Wattle (1. dealbata), Black Wattle (A. mearnsii) and,
Golden Wattle (1. pycnantha) were suggested as being
suitable species. In its favour, the wattle was present in
all Australian colonies, it was important in the tanning
industry and it had a beautiful flower.

Not everyone agreed, and there was strong support for
theW ar atah (k lop ea s pe ci o s is s ima),a more spectacular

Wattle used as an omamental accessory to the
shield on the Commonwealth Coat ofArms granted
by Royal Warrant in 1912. Permission to reproduce
granted by the Department of the Prime Minister
and Cabinet.

Forh.rnately, interest in all things Australian continued
to gow. Wattle enthusiast Archibald James Campbell
was an omithologist, newspaper columnist, and founder
of a Wattle Club in Victoria in 1899. He promoted
appreciation of acacias through visits to wattle-rich
places in Victoria, usually around the 1st of September.
Campbell took up the cause of promoting wattle as a
national symbol and in 1908 he presented a lecture to the
Photographic Clubs of the Melboume Technical College
entitled 'Wattle time; orYellow-haired September'. He
stated that'bynumbers, the Wattle is almost exclusively
Australian, and should undoubtedly be our National
Flower'.

A Wattle Day League was formed in Sydney in
1909 and subsequently branches were formed in South
Australia, Victoria and Queensland. In i 912 in a move
which appears to be the first call for A. pycnantha
exclusively to be the Australian national flower, the
Adelaide branch of the Wattle Day League formally
adopted as one of its aims: '/o establish golden wattle
(Acacia pycnantha) as the national fower and emblem
ofAustralia'.

In 19ll the belief by rnany Australians in their
exclusive right to use the wattle as a national slmbol
was challenged. Readers ofthe Eyening News inSoulh
Australia were upset by a report of South Africa's
proposal to use the wattle for patdotic purposes. When
South Africa elected to have wattle embroidered on

but geographically restricted
species, to be namedAustralia's
national fl ower Ultimately, the
ANA with the support of the
Wattle League won the day
and the Golden Wattle was
chosen as Australia's national
floral emblem. Despite this
decision, offi cial proclamation
for a national floral emblem
was not forthcoming.

In 1901 Australiansymbols
were largely absent from
federation celebrations in
S y d n e y  a n d  M e l b o u r n e
as they were thought to be
irrelevant to international
tuade. Interestingly, it was the
Victorian German community
who displayed an arch featuring
the local lyrebird.

continued on page 13
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