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Discovering France in the National Archives of Australia 

 

Anne-Marie Condé 

Introduction 

French people have been exploring, visiting and settling in Australia since the earliest days 
of white settlement. While the numbers of French people in Australia are generally small, 
their influence can be great. In Australia, our shared histories are documented in libraries 
and archives around the country. The holdings of the National Archives of Australia relate 
mainly to the 20th century relationship because the Archives acquires and preserves records 
of the Commonwealth government, which was created by the federation of the Australian 
colonies in 1901.  

The Archives’ holdings relate especially to the mass movement of French and Australian 
people generated by war and migration in the 20th century, but our records demonstrate that 
there are many other ways in which our people have met, interacted, shared experiences 
and gained insight into our cultures and histories. This paper offers a brief overview.  

International expositions 

Records in the Archives’ collection document Australia’s involvement in a number of 
international expositions in France. These significant events offered an opportunity for 
Australia to promote its culture, manufacturing and primary produce. In 1924 Australia was 
invited to participate in the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels 
Modernes. This image is from a brochure published to promote the exposition to countries 
considering their involvement.  

 
NAA: A595, BT1924/319 
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Australia was urged to join by the French Consul-General in Australia and the matter was 
passed around various agencies of government until eventually it was decided that the 
invitation would be declined. Australia was then heavily committed to the British Empire 
Exhibition at Wembley in 1924–25, and supporting both was thought to be too much.1 

Ultimately this was unfortunate because Australia missed the event that made ‘Art Deco’ so 
famous as a beacon of style at that time. And the decision, while pragmatic, does also 
underline Australia’s greater tie with Britain than with France and Europe.  

At the next opportunity however, for the exposition of 1937, Australia did join in. France’s 
representative in Australia this time, MP Suzor, was enthusiastic and observed in 1936 that: 

It is obvious that an Australian exhibit at an international event, which will be attended by 
millions of people, not only from France but from all countries … should be a very effective way 
of promoting internationally a better knowledge of Australia.

2
 

This is the cover of the brochure offered to visitors at the Australian pavilion:  

 
NAA: A601, 666/6/17 

Design for Canberra, Australia’s capital city 

In 1911 an international competition was held to decide the layout and planning for 
Australia’s national capital, Canberra. Entry No. 29 was from the American architect and 
planner, Walter Burley Griffin, and it won the design competition. Second and third places 
were awarded to entrants No. 18 Eliel Saarinen and No. 4 Donat-Alfred Agache. The 
finalists' entries are now held by the National Archives of Australia. 

A French architect–urbanist, Agache (1875–1959) was a graduate from the École des 
Beaux-Arts and is best known for his 1930 master plan of the city of Rio de Janeiro. In his 
plan for Canberra, Agache divides the city into quarters along social and occupational lines. 
Industrial workers are housed next to the gas and power station, with their own ‘people’s 
palace’ and gardens. On low-lying ground by the Molonglo River, the industrial quarter stood 

                                                           
1
 Comptroller-General, Department of Trade and Customs to Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department, 3 December 1924, NAA: 

A595, BT1924/319 
2
 Memorandum, M.P. Suzor (Consul General of France) to Right Hon. J.A. Lyons, Prime Minister of Australia, 25 August 1936, 

NAA: A981, EXH8 
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at substantial risk if the river flooded, which, as Canberra residents know today, it does. He 
recognised the relationships between the culture of a society and its physical surrounds. His 
goal was to transform social ideals into good urban form.  

However, Agache’s entry was not successful and Canberra therefore was developed along 
the principles of American design, not French. Still, the records of Agache’s entry allow us to 
imagine how Canberra may once have distinctly had a French air to it.  

 
NAA: A710, 9 

World War I 

Perhaps the most significant exchange at a personal level between the French and 
Australian people has been in the context of war, especially World War I. During their time in 
France, members of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) would have travelled extensively in 
France and discovered French places, culture, food, and language. Tens of thousands of 
young Australians are buried and commemorated in France. In addition to this, about 150 
French-born people enlisted in the AIF in Australia. 

Leon Elie Turbé was one of these French volunteers. He was accepted into the AIF in 
November 1916, aged 33. Until then he had been working in a Sydney abattoir. He was born 
on Île d’Yeu, off the Vendée coast of western France. It is not known why Turbé was in 
Australia but he stated that he had served two years in the French army and three and a half 
years in the French navy.  

Assigned to the 34th Battalion, Private Turbé left Sydney on 25 November 2016 and, after 
training in England, arrived in France in June 1917. He would have been with his unit for 
some of the most significant engagements on the Western Front in early 1918. His battalion 
was part of the force deployed to defend the approach to the city of Amiens. On 30 March it 
took part in a counter-attack at Hangard Wood, and on 4 April helped to defeat a major drive 
on the village of Villers-Bretonneux by German forces. 

Private Turbé was reported missing on 9–10 May. No remains were ever found, but 
eventually a court of inquiry found that Turbé was last seen on 5–6 May by fellow soldiers 
while they were defending a trench near the road between Corbie and Bray-sur-Somme, 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=4185399&S=1&N=1&R=0
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north-east of Villers-Bretonneux. His official date of death was eventually recorded as 5 May 
1918.  

Private Turbé is commemorated at the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial, and he is remembered 
at home on Île d’Yeu where his name is listed as Elie Turbé on an honour roll in the Catholic 
church of Eglise Notre-Dame-du-Port. His sacrifice for Australia is documented on his 
personal service record, held at the National Archives of Australia.  

 
NAA: B2455, Turbe Leon Elie 

 

 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=8395380&S=1&N=51&R=0
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Immigration 

French immigration to Australia may have been small by comparison with other nationalities 
but it is a longstanding phenomenon, with the first French settlers arriving soon after 
European colonisation in the late 18th century. After World War II, Australia was keen to 
attract skilled European migrants and offered France several assisted migration schemes. 
Despite various limitations and constraints, including the lack of a formal migration 
agreement between the two countries, more than 10,000 French people settled in Australia 
in the 30-year period following the end of the war.  

The National Archives of Australia holds records documenting these initiatives, including 
policy documents, draft agreements and promotional literature. At an individual level there 
are personal case files of French immigrants, passports, alien registration, and shipping lists.  

An unusual story is that of Eugene Landa, his wife Emmanuele and daughter Ruth. The 
family’s arrived in Melbourne in August 1960 is recorded in their ‘alien’ application 
registrations (‘alien’ simply meaning ‘non-British’). Eugene was a Seventh Day Adventist 
missionary who had been working in a number of countries, including France, Algeria, Israel 
and Tahiti. Like many French migrants, the family had contacts in Australia who helped them 
find their feet, and Pastor Landa had a successful career in the church in Melbourne and 
Brisbane. Many of the worshippers at his churches were new immigrants like himself.  
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NAA: BP25/1, LANDA E J FRENCH 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=4388566&S=8&N=12&R=0
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Australian government photographers looked to demonstrate how happily the new arrivals 
from France had settled into good jobs, and had established homes for families in sunny 
Australia.  

 
Charly Vollerin arriving at his business in Adelaide. 
NAA: A12111, 1/1968/16/132 

 
French composer-conductor, Jaques Berlinski, settled 
in Melbourne. 
NAA: A12111, 1/1964/6/23 

 
French waitress Yvette Orioli at the French restaurant in 
Sydney where she worked. 
NAA: A12111, 1/1971/16/76 

 
Jacques Vasseur, an importer of French cosmetics, 
pictured with some of his stock. 
1/1970/16/305 

 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7456636
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7502012
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7422172
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7422002
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An unnamed French family settling into their new home in 
Sydney.NAA: A12111, 1/1969/21/56 

 
Marie and Thomas Escribano and family. Marie was a 
French dressmaker specialising in formal wear. 
NAA: A12111, 1/1968/16/433 

 

Performing arts 

French cinema, music and fine arts continue to be highly popular and influential in Australia. 
The French Film Festival, visiting artists, musicians and exhibitions have drawn large 
audiences in Australia for over a century. The French cultural experience in Australia 
included tours of the Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo in the 1930s, a concert tour by Maurice 
Chevalier in 1960, a visit by the Grand Ballet Classique De France in 1965, several tours by 
the Philippe Genty theatre company and Marcel Marceau.  

These images from 1963 show an unnamed dance piece by Robert Pomie, a dancer and 
choreographer born in Morocco.  

  
NAA: B6693, 10/005376    NAA: B6693, 10/005376 

Pomie’s work The Surfers was produced in 1961. His idea for the short ballet came when he 
was walking along Sydney's Manly Beach one day and saw a volunteer surf lifesaving team 
rescuing a swimmer in difficulties.  

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7427501
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=7456960
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=32851067&S=1&N=1&R=0
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=32851068&S=1&N=1&R=0
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NAA: A1200, L37543    NAA: A1200, L37537 

Sport 

France and Australia share a love for sport. Tennis, cycling and rugby are common passions 
for both populations, which participate at the highest level of international competition 
including the Olympic Games. Australia’s Minister for Immigration Hubert Opperman was a 
world cycling champion in the 1920s and 1930s, riding the Tour de France twice and 
competing in many competitions in France during his cycling career. Athletes and teams 
from both countries have made regular visits for numerous competitions, as have some 
individuals for personal goals such as French people cycling or running across Australia. 

Opperman is seen here leading the field in the 1931 Paris-Brest-Paris race, which he went 
on to win.  

 
NAA: A12111, 1/1965/25/12 

Antarctica 

France has one of the longest and most involved histories in Antarctica of any country. It is 
one of seven nations (including Australia) that made a claim to land in Antarctica before the 
Antarctic Treaty which came into force in 1961. Along with Australia, France was one of the 
very first signatory nations of the Antarctic Treaty in 1959 and is a consultative party with 
voting rights able to make decisions about Antarctica. A number of French migrants have 
worked on the Australian bases in Antarctica. 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/DetailsReports/PhotoDetail.aspx?Barcode=8110531
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This segment of Antarctica shows Australian and French Territories marked in blue pencil, 
1929. 

 
NAA: AA1964/7, 11 

Other holdings in the National Archives include records which document an Australian 
perspective on French interests in Antarctica; French participation in the International 
Geophysical Year 1957–58; records to relating to French expeditions to Antarctica in the 
1950s and 1970s; and a sound recording of interview with expedition leader Mario Marret in 
1973.  

France has been importing Australian wool for over a century. Wool buyers for French and 
Flemish cloth manufacturers often lived in Australia with their families for long periods and 
became quite prominent, mainly in Sydney and Melbourne. The National Archives’ collection 
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includes records related to French wool appraisers and buyers: personal immigration files, 
customs files, export files, and records relating to some of the more influential families. 

A file for Charles Martel dates from his arrival in Australia in 1939 and shows that while he 
was obliged to register at first as an ‘alien’, he was naturalised (a process investing the 
person with the rights of a citizen) in 1941.  

 
NAA: B6531, NATURALISED/1939-1945/MARTEL CHARLES 

In return, Australians have been eager consumers of French haute couture. In the post–
World War II period French fashion houses showed collections in Australia, such as this one 
by Patou in 1969. The show was jointly organised by the magazine The Australian Women’s 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Gallery151/dist/JGalleryViewer.aspx?B=6544740&S=1&N=2&R=0
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Weekly and the Australian Wool Board, a Commonwealth government agency set up to 
encourage and promote the sale of Australian wool and woollen products. The Melbourne 
department store Georges hosted the show in its Collins Street store, in the heart of 
Australia’s most glamourous shopping precinct at the time.  

  
NAA: A1200, L81594    NAA: A1200, L81597 

By contrast, the Paris–Rome Videowool shows are something of a mystery to us. The 
records held by the Archives are colour transparencies and come from the Australian Wool 
Board. The clothes would have been made from Australian wool and the context of the 
records suggest that they were by French and/or Italian designers. Most of the several 
hundred images are from the studio rather than the catwalk, and seem to have been 
produced for publication in the print media. If the historical detail is elusive, these superbly 
produced images offer much to enjoy for fashion and design addicts. 
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All images NAA: B2549, VIDEOWOOL PARIS ROME SPRING/SUMMER 1970 


