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Ann Curthoys opens Freedom Ride with the story of a student demonstration in support of the 
civil rights movement in the USA that took place in the “neo-Oxfordian quadrangle” of the 
University of Sydney in May 1964. This demonstration become the inspiration for a smaller 
group of students – the majority of whom were aged between 18 to 21 – to focus their 
energies on an issue closer to home: Australian attitudes towards Aboriginal people and the 
bureaucratic structures fostering racism and segregation. The beliefs in developing equality, 
social justice and human rights for indigenous Australians inspired this group to plan and 
undertake what become known as Australia's first freedom ride.  
 
Written from the perspective of an original 'freedom rider', the book could be classified as a 
personal memoir, yet from one woman's remembering emerges a powerful historical and 
cultural document. Curthoys (who currently holds the chair of Manning Clark Professor of 
History at the Australian National University) shares the experience of the freedom riders by 
drawing on entries from her own diary, media clippings, audio and visual recordings and the 
comments of other freedom riders. She problematises the notion that Australia has a 
'naturally' ordered structure of racial hierarchy and belonging, and questions the dominant 
narrative of the 'Australian nation' that reproduces a centralised and shared 'white' history. 
Curthoys gently reminds the reader of Australia's obsession with its international reputation as 
a 'fair go' society, whilst indicating that a 'fair go' exists only for the privileged few. It is in this 
context that Freedom Ride identifies race—and its signifier, skin colour—as the dominant 
marker of status and power in the nation, and in which 'being black' becomes a discursive 
experience of exclusion and violence.  
 
The freedom riders formed Student Action for Aborigines (SAFA) and made contact with 
Aboriginal organisations in preparation for their trip. The intention of the students was to 
identify the towns in the northwest corner of NSW where structural and racial inequalities 
existed. The students planned their 'ride' not only as a protest against racial discrimination, 
but as a means to conduct research and interview the Aboriginal members of these towns. 
Keen to break down the stereotypes of the 'long-haired', 'hippie', 'rich kid' radical often 
associated with subversive student movements, Curthoys details each participant in the 
freedom ride, their various political, religious and cultural backgrounds, and the diversity of 
reasons each participant had for joining the ride. Charles Perkins was one of the riders who 
subsequently worked tirelessly as an activist and public servant to bring about change in the 
broader Australian society for Aboriginal people. The naivety and idealism of the students as 
they embarked on their journey is captured eloquently by Curthoys: many of the riders have 
since acknowledged that they had no idea what to expect from the towns they visited, nor the 
impact this experience would have on their lives.  
 
Motivated by the values and ideals of social justice, the students acknowledged they needed 
media support to ensure the message of the freedom ride was conveyed to a broader 
audience. Recognising that many Australians negotiate identity and minority cultures through 
the media, the students' objectives included shifting public perception away from Aboriginal 
people as a 'problematic race', to identifying the broader social and cultural issues that faced 
indigenous populations in everyday life. They informed the media of their plans to survey the 
indigenous populations of the towns they visited, and the media threw their weight behind the 
freedom riders.  
 
In the town of Walgett the riders found their first opportunity to stage a full protest. They came 
across the local RSL that had banned Aboriginal ex-servicemen from drinking in its club. The 
town also kept indigenous people out of its public baths due to a widespread belief in the 
community that Aborigines would 'contaminate' the water. As the students protested outside 
the RSL, the locals arrived to voice their anger: the protest had unsettled the town's dominant 
belief that only whites had a right to access these social and cultural spaces. Infuriated by the 
protest the locals demanded the students be locked in a room with the Aborigines to prove 
that the bans they had placed on indigenous people were justified. As the freedom riders left 



 

 

the town a group of locals ran their bus off the road, and on their return to Walgett the 
tensions in the town reached their peak, but also demonstrated the competing narratives that 
compromised the self-image that the whites of the town claimed. As non-indigenous people 
shouted racist abuse at the students, one outspoken Aboriginal woman took the opportunity 
to openly express the sexual nature of the relationships many of the white men in the town 
had had with her. She proudly told the crowd that she was not ashamed of her race, her 
history or her relations with these men, and claimed that many of the white locals were 
disconcerted by the idea that 'other white folks' could stand up in defence of Aboriginal people 
and their rights, and initiate a dialogue that forced members of the town to 'speak of the 
unspeakable'.  
 
It was this dialogue between 'white folks' and 'blackfellas', students and religious leaders, 
politicians and the media that the freedom riders facilitated that day in Walgett; a dialogue that 
many of the participants in the ride continued to have. Curthoys identifies that the freedom 
ride 'was a brief episode in the long history of Aboriginal people fighting for their rights, and 
there are many profound issues it did not address…this retelling reminds us of their longevity, 
persistence and depth'. The freedom ride also reminds us of the power of belief in democratic 
and human rights, the strength of protest, and the effects of recognition – how a confrontation 
with our historical and colonial legacy can impact both in the immediate and in the future.  
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