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Hi,

It’s probably true that most Australians don’t think very much
about our national flag.  But I have a feeling that the flag
means more to people than we might think.  One of the best
examples I can think of is at the Olympic Games.  If an
athlete  wins  a  medal,  in  particular  a  gold  medal,  then
suddenly the flag becomes very important.  People feel really
proud when the national flag gets hoisted during the gold
medal ceremony.  That’s when we remember that the flag really
is a symbol of our country.  It’s something that belongs to us
all and represents who we are. In this podcast, I would like
to tell you a little about the Australian National Flag.
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The Australian National Flag – the Blue Ensign

Our national flag is called the Blue Ensign.  The background
of the flag is blue and that is why it’s called the Blue
Ensign.  Besides the blue background, there are three parts to
the flag.  The first part is the Union Jack which is in the
upper left quarter of the flag.  The Union Jack is actually
the national flag of the United Kingdom.   It is there because
of the important role which the United Kingdom played in the
history of European settlement in Australia.  The second part
of the flag is in the lower left quarter and is a large white
seven-pointed star known as the Commonwealth Star. The seven
points on this star remind us of the 6 states of Australia
plus the Territories which together make up the Federation or
Commonwealth of Australia.  The third part of the flag is the
right-hand  side  which  contains  a  representation  of  the
Southern Cross constellation.  A constellation is a group of
stars in the night sky.  This particular group of stars can
only be seen when you are in the southern hemisphere.  It is
made up of five stars in the shape of a cross – hence the name
Southern Cross.  I can remember being shown the Southern Cross
in the night sky when I was young.  Once you have seen it, it
really stands out.  It seems appropriate that our flag should
include the Southern Cross, given our location in the southern
hemisphere.  On the Blue Ensign, the Southern Cross is shown
with four seven-pointed white stars and one smaller five-
pointed star.

There is also another version of the national flag, but with a
red background. This is called the Red Ensign and is used at
sea by ships and boats from Australia.  The Royal Australian
Navy also uses a White Ensign, which has a white background.
 However the Blue Ensign is probably the one you will see more
often.

The flag’s design came from a competition which was organized
in 1901 by the new federal government.  This was the year that



Australia became a nation.   Incredibly, there were around
32,000 entries in this competition.  That seems a lot, even
today,  but  back  in  1901  it  was  massive,  since  the  total
population  of  Australia  at  that  time  was  only  around  3.6
million people.  That means that around 1% of the population
entered the competition – not a bad effort!  There were 5
joint winners, all of whom had come up with the same idea. 
The prize was 200 pounds, which back then was the equivalent
of around a year’s salary.  As there were 5 winners, each one
received 40 pounds, still a handsome sum. The winning design

was revealed on the 3rd of September 1901 by Australia’s first
Prime Minister, Edmund Barton.

The flag received a mixed reception, as some Australians at
the time felt it gave too much emphasis to the Union Jack in
the top left quarter.  It received approval from the King,

King Edward VII at the time, in the United Kingdom, on the 20th

of February 1903.  It’s important to remember that back then,
and also today, the head of our government is actually the
British monarch.   Incredibly, there was no law passed by the
Australian parliament at the time to make it official that
this was our national flag.  As a result, the Union Jack
continued to be flown in Australia in many situations.  At
that  time  in  our  history,  many  Australians  still  saw
themselves as British and were quite happy to see the Union
Jack, although this was changing.  The Red Ensign was meant to
be  used  on  Australian  ships  and  the  Blue  Ensign  was  for
government use only.  From 1903, the new flag started to be
used.  For example, in 1904 the new flag was used by the
Australian Olympic Team at the Olympic Games in St Louis, USA.
 Mind you, the Australian team at those Olympics consisted of
only l person.  The new flag was used officially by the
Australian Army from 1908 and by the Australian Navy from
1911.  In 1941, during the Second World War, the then Prime
Minister, Robert Menzies, issued a press statement that all
Australians should fly the Blue Ensign with pride.  That was



how it became no longer just a government flag, but a people’s
flag  too.   Prior  to  that,  there  had  been  some  confusion
amongst Australians about which flag should be used – the Blue
Ensign, the Red Ensign or the Union Jack.

On December the 2nd, 1953, the Australian parliament finally
passed a law to indicate that the Blue Ensign was Australia’s
official national flag, with the Red Ensign to be officially
used only by Australian ships at sea.

Australia’s National Flag – the Red Ensign

The inclusion of the Union Jack on our flag continues to
create some controversy amongst certain people today.  The
argument is that today’s Australia has people from just about
every country on earth, not just from the United Kingdom.  My
own view is that we should have a flag which represents who we
are today, not who we were 100 years ago.  Notwithstanding
that, I don’t think our flag will be changed any time soon. 
Perhaps if Australia ever becomes a republic, that will be the
time to think about a new flag.

Another flag is also often seen in Australia.  That is the
Aboriginal flag.  It was designed by an aboriginal Australian,
Harold Thomas, in 1971.  He designed it to represent the
Aboriginal people in Australia.  It has a bright gold circle
in  the  centre,  with  the  background  being  split  into  two
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halves.  The top half is black and the bottom half is red. 
The gold circle represents the sun, the giver of life.  The
black background represents the Aboriginal people.  The red
background represents the earth, the red ochre colouring used
in  Aboriginal  ceremonies  and  the  relationship  of  the
Aboriginal  people  with  the  land.   It’s  an  officially
recognized flag but is not the national flag of Australia.  It
is flown in many places including some government buildings,
along with our national flag. I like to see this flag flying
with our national flag, as to me, it shows that Australians
understand and respect the important place which the first
Australians have in our history, culture and in society today.

If you have a question or a comment to make, please leave it
in the comments box at the bottom of this page. Or, you can
send me an email at rob@slowenglish.info.  I would love to
hear from you.  Tell me where you live, a little bit about
yourself and what you think of my Slow English podcast.  I
will write back to you, in English of course.  If you would
like to take a short quiz to see if you have understood this
podcast, you will also find it on my website. Goodbye until
next time.

Rob

Podcast  83  Quiz  -  Did  you
understand the podcast?

You can take the quiz as many times as you like.

 Start quiz 
 

Vocabulary

appropriate = when it is the right thing to do
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argument = a discussion when someone tries to make you believe
something

athlete = a person who plays sport

besides = as well as

ceremony = an event which has a formal set of steps, often a
tradition

confusion = when it is not clear what you should do

consisted = made up of

design = how something looks

emphasis = when you make something stand out, so it can be
easily seen

entered = to go into

equivalent = the same as

European settlement = when people came from Europe to live in
Australia, starting in 1788

handsome sum = a large amount of money

hence = therefore

hoisted = raised, usually up a flag pole

inclusion = when something is put together with something else

incredibly = hard to believe

indicate = to show

joint = together

location = place, where something is found

massive = very, very large



medal = a prize you get when you win a competition, usually
looks like a coin

mind you = take note, be aware that

mixed reception = some people like it and some people don’t
like it

national = when it applies to the whole nation or country

not a bad effort = a very, very good effort

notwithstanding = despite, even though

official = when the people in control give you permission to
do something

particular = when talking about one thing

press statement = when someone writes something important down
and gives it to journalists

proud = when you have something or have done something which
you think is very good.

quarter = 25% of something

recognized = when a person or group accepts something as true
or correct

red ochre = a red powder you get from certain rocks, used to
make a red colour

representation = a picture of something (not a photograph)

republic = a type of government which has no king or queen

respect = to believe that someone has done, or is doing,
something good

revealed = when something is shown, usually for the first time



role = a job or a task

salary = how much money you receive in your job

situation = how things are at a particular time

southern hemisphere = that part of the earth which is below
the equator, the bottom half

split = when one object is cut or divided into two or more
parts

stands out = when something can easily be seen

symbol = something which stands for, or represents, something
else

territory = a region which has a name and under the control of
a higher government.  It may also have its own government

version = when something is done differently but with small
changes

 


