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Hopes and fears in private and 
public records
In 1988, Australia celebrated the bicentenary of British colonisation. Some of you were not 
even born – but, being a high school student in the suburbs of Melbourne, I can tell you that it 
was a very grand affair. The bicentennial celebrations purposely raised questions for all about 
citizenship. Whether those questions were satisfactorily answered is another issue.

It is important to understand the concepts of hopes and fears, of what it means to be a citizen 
of a nation when investigating this topic. As a group, discuss the following questions:

 • How do we celebrate national holidays today? What makes them important (or 
unimportant) to us?

 • What sort of visions do we have for the nation today? How do we articulate these visions? 
(How do we show them?)

 • As a nation, what sort of ideas and values do we want to protect? How do we demonstrate 
this ‘protection’?

Often, we assume that the 
values and ideas of those 
who have lived before us 
are vastly different from 
ours. Sometimes, we even 
assume that ‘we learn 
from the mistakes made 
in the past’ and naturally 
accept that history never 
repeats. What makes this 
topic so engaging as a part 
of Australian history is 
that it inevitably helps us 
understand who we are as 
citizens of a nation.  

There is no doubt that 
the centenary of British 
settlement was a ‘big thing.’ 
If you look through any 
newspaper – national or 
local – on 26 January 1888, 
you will find that almost 
every lead editorial deals 
with reflections of one 
hundred years of settlement. But for whom was it a day of significance? The urban factory 
worker, labouring in conditions that were often abominable? The settlers in rural areas who 
were beginning to feel the onset of an economic down-turn? The ‘Natives’ who had been 
dispossessed of their land one hundred years earlier? What about those who were living in the 
less populated western regions of the country? Indeed, for the ordinary person, the centennial 
celebrations meant very little. One historian notes this of the festivities surrounding the 
centenary:

Source 1: From G. Davison,  J.W. McCarty and Ailsa McLeary (eds.) Australians 1888 
(Fairfax: Syme & Weldon Associates, 1987) pp. 1–2.

Beyond the coastal cities, however, 26 January 1888 might have been as uneventful 
as any other hot summer day. If they noticed it at all, many Australians were aware of 

Australian Aborigines, 1901–1906. 
By permission of the National Library of Australia.
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the centenary only as a momentary distraction from the routine of seasonal or daily 
labour. It commemorated events they did not know about, or preferred to forget. It 
presumed a feeling of national pride among people whose loyalties were still largely 
parochial. It celebrated ideas of progress that were foreign to the experience of many 
Australians who found life a constant struggle rather than a steady upward climb.

Questions
1. What does this extract suggest about any hopes that those living in Australia might have 

had?
2. What does the author mean by the phrase that the people’s ‘loyalties were still largely 

parochial?’

When you are investigating this topic, consider the difference between what historians refer 
to as ‘private’ and ‘public’ records – the former being ones recorded by the individual in less 
public forums such as journals or letters as opposed to the latter, which are usually those 
associated with the official, public record of events such as those published by governments 
or newspapers. In reality, it is going to be unlikely that one will stumble over a recollection of 
thoughts of national life in a shearer’s letter ‘home’ – yet the concerns or thoughts expressed 
there may reveal something about them as individuals and their hopes for the future.

It is interesting to compare the view of Davison et al., shown above, with the major daily 
newspapers at the time from which we might glean an entirely different view. Included in the 
documents below are excerpts of the editorials of the major city newspapers in Australia. The 
final document, though, is an extract from a small country town in western Victoria – the region 
where the pastoral industry in that colony had its genesis. 

Source 2: Sydney Morning Herald, 25 January 1888. 
In addition to the meticulous reporting of the eight days’ celebration for the centenary, 
the Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) published a supplement two days earlier for the 
celebrations, which ran for several pages. The following documents are extracts from the 
reportage on each day’s events:

THE CENTENARY OF AUSTRALIA

THE FIRST CELEBRATIONS

UNVEILING OF THE QUEEN’S STATUE

IMPOSING CEREMONY

Chancery Square, as the open space at the top of King Street has now been 
denominated, yesterday presented a scene in like of which has been rarely witnessed 
in the Australian Colonies. It was there that the first of the ceremonies in connection 
with the celebration of the Centenary of Australia took place and the demonstration 
which was witnessed by fully 50 000 persons, was in every way worthy of the 
occasion. There was nothing about it suggestive of the lingering remnants of old 
world pageants, but it illustrated the fact that at the close of the first hundred years 
of Australian settlement there can be produced a spectacle as striking to the eye 
and suggestive to the mind, as any of the old time “shows” which are clothed with 
the dignity of ancient custom and the traditions of centuries. It was fitting that 
Australians should at such a period of their history begin their rejoicings with the 
unveiling of the statue of the Queen, upon the pedestal which has waited for it for 
something like seven years. 

The city itself was dressed in festive attire. It was not a general holiday, it is true, 
but that gave effectiveness to the pageant rather than militated against its success. 
Closed shops and deserted thoroughfares have a dismal and depressing influence, 
but open doors and well-stocked windows look cheerful, and inviting. Flags of 
almost every pattern, and ensigns of every hue, decorated the principal streets. The 
city, in fact, was gay with colour. The parks and pleasure grounds were in their glory, 
and their wealth of fresh foliage and flowers was a lovely sight. The streets, from an 
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early hour in the morning, were crowded. Visitors form the country came, throng 
upon throng, in trim holiday garb – the healthiest, happiest, heartiest looking folk 
that the eye could wish to rest upon. Hundreds had arrived by the early trains and 
hundreds had been in the city for days, as the crowded hotels and cafés can testify. 
The cheap excursion trains provided by the Railway Department have been well 
patronised and the carrying capacity of the intercolonial steamers has been strained 
to its utmost limits. The representative men of the sister colonies had not all 
arrived in time to take part in the ceremonies of the day but sufficient were here to 
do honour to the occasion – glad to assist in forging another link in the chain which 
binds together England and Australia. 

Source 3: Sydney Morning Herald, 27 January 1888.
This article followed two days later – the second day’s celebrations were marked with the 
opening of an agricultural exhibition. The document notes that the day was a holiday, in 
which all of the colonies, except Adelaide, engaged.

THE CENTENARY OF AUSTRALIA

THE THIRD DAY

OPENING OF THE CENTENNIAL PARK.

THE DEDICATION

The second great event in the programme of the centennial commission, the 
opening of what the premier happily described as the People’s Park, took place 
yesterday and the ceremony of dedication, witnessed by nearly 50 000 people, 
formed a feature in the week’s celebrations at once unique and splendid. … The town 
itself was gay with the varied tints of many-coloured flags, and its streets, clean and 
attractive, were enriched by the tender green of scores of triumphal arches. The 
business people enjoyed a day of rest. It was the first of the Centennial holidays, 
although the third of the celebrations, and they rejoiced in the fresh air and glorious 
sunshine. ... All sorts and conditions of men were congregated on the grassy slopes 
hours before the ceremony, and made up an assemblage almost as multifarious as 
the army of Hannibal, but eminently respectable and conducted. 

It is hardly probable that the colonists who many years ago established the scheme 
for the supply of water from the Botany Dams ever anticipated the manner in 
which the Centenary of the colony would be celebrated on the site of their labours. 
No one in those days could have foreseen that in the year 1888 a gathering, equal 
perhaps to the entire population of Sydney in those days, would have met together 
to inaugurate the conversion of the Lachlan Swamps and the adjoining heights into 
a grand Centennial Park, well fitted, from the natural beauty of its surroundings, 
to remain for ever as a memorial unto the people of the colony of their 100th 
anniversary. 

Source 4: Sydney Morning Herald, 27 January 1888.
In the same edition of the SMH in which Source 3 appeared, the following letter to the 
editor was published. In this small extract, the writer is defending some of his arguments 
(which had been attacked by a fellow reader) regarding capital and labour in Australia. 

THE DEPRESSION AND ITS CAUSE

TO THE EDITOR OF THE HERALD

When speaking of “fair wages” I never hinted that they should be fixed by legislation. 
When protection becomes the law of this land, and the whole of the present surplus 
labour will be quickly absorbed, and wages will rise until they attract labour from 
the other colonies. Our resources are so large that we could employ all that our 
neighbours can spare at fair wages, namely, not less than 8s a day for an adult; but 
should the supply ever greatly exceed the demand, then trades unions will have to 
settle the question, and I believe that the time will yet come when the state will have 
to regulate the price as well as the hours of labour ...
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