
From an Alien to a subject: Assyrian naturalisation in Australia

The scanned images listed in this brief article are from the National Archives of
Australia, Melbourne office collection. These documents are from the B741/3 series that
contain some 11956 items.
This series was under the control of the Commonwealth Investigation Branch (CIB)who
investigated matters such as application for naturalisation for resident aliens, tracing the
whereabouts of aliens/or foreigners, arrivals and departures of aliens and the registration
of alien immigrants.
The focus of this piece will be on two Assyrians – George Saleeba and Rosie Soma –
both of whom arrived in Melbourne in the colony of Victoria in 1892 and 1894. Prior to
1901 Australia consisted of 6 self-governing colonies each responsible for their own
internal affairs and who ceded some of their powers to the newly established Federal
Government. As an “ independent” nation, the Australian Federal Government was
responsible for internal affairs covering immigration, defence, and the issuing of currency
whereas foreign and strategic policy was the responsibility of Great Britain.

George Saleeba and Rosie Soma applied to become naturalised British subjects
and the Investigation Branch was required to conduct background checks on the
applicants to ensure their suitability as British subjects. Documents 1 and 5 show Precis
of Form 40 (Statutory Declaration) which required the candidates application to be
certified by three persons who knew them. This form also listed current and previous
addresses in Australia, occupation, date of birth and parent’s nationality and marital
status of the applicant.

Once this information was collected from Form40, the Investigation Branch then
prepared a “Report on Application for Naturalisation ” which permitted them to complete
their background checks on the applicant in question. In the general remarks section of
the “Report on Application for Naturalisation ” document, the investigating officer would
recommend to the Department of Home and Territories that the applicant was either
suitable or unsuitable in becoming a British Subject. (Documents 2 and 6).

In George Saleeba’s “Report on Application for Naturalisation ” form, question
16 states that “ [he] has become almost entirely Australian in outlook and sentiment. He
married an Australian lady and his family all born here ” and general remarks section “
This applicant is a business man of long standing in Melbourne and is well known in
Flinders Lane (see Document 2)
Rosie Soma’s “Report on Application for Naturalisation ” form indicates that she was “ a
very respectable lady.” She wanted to apply “ for an old age pension.” Such positive
statements would have greatly enhanced Saleeba’s and Soma’s application for
naturalisation. (Document 6).
Both were granted British naturalisation on October 9, 1925 and February 18, 1927
respectively. (Documents 7 and 8)

During the First World War all aliens residing in Australia were required to
register under the War Precautions Regulations of 1916. This document was known as “



Form A The War Precautions (Aliens Registration) regulation 1916. Form of Application
for Registration” which required aliens to register with Australian authorities. Failure to
register was regarded as a breach of the regulations meaning that the alien could be fined
and imprisoned. It should be noted that Saleeba’s wife, though English by birth, was
required to register under wartime regulations because she was married an alien.
(Documents 3 and 4)
In Rosie Soma’s file, Form A was not included but her Report on Application for
Naturalisation shows that she registered as an alien possibly in 1916. It is more than
likely that her Form A might be located in some other file in the National Archives of
Australia. (See Document 6, Question.9)

Another wartime document not included in Saleeba’s and Soma’s file was “ War
Precautions (Alien registration) regulation 1916 Form E notice of change of Abode”
document. This meant whenever an alien changed their address, they were required to
report to the nearest police station by completing a new Form E. Furthermore if an alien
wished to visit a friend or relative outside of Melbourne, they required the permission of
the local police.
Such measures allowed Australian authorities to keep aliens under close surveillance who
were domiciled in Australia during the 1914-1918 war. Again failure to notify the police
was regarded as a breach of the wartime regulations meaning that the alien could be fined
and imprisoned. The war precaution regulations were discontinued in 1922.

In conclusion, this article has outlined the procedures that Assyrians were
required to undertake in order to become naturalised British subjects. The documents also
show that the term Syrian and Assyrian are used interchangeably.

(Source National Archives of Australia, Melbourne Office Documents 1-4, B741/3
V/1507; Documents 5-6, B741/3 V/3193)
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