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Introduction

Want to run through the 150 years of NZ’s Parliament and its consciousness of its own history, and its interest in commemorating a range of anniversaries.  Also to review NZ Parliament’s History & Heritage programme and put it in context.  Will finish by sketching what we are planning to do in the future.

Before presentation - Close connections with Queensland Parliament Library from 1870s.  Correspondence with Denis O’Donovan, eminent Parliamentary Librarian, 1874-1901, Queensland Parliament.

Understand that a O’Donovan Collection is housed in O’Donovan Room for 32,000 volumes of early colonial books. Excellent preservation of heritage of the Parliamentary Library.  Here many of the books were transferred from the 1960s onwards with formation of separate National Library – loss of unity, identity of the historic parliamentary collection.  Perhaps cannot rival O’Donovan in his magisterial catalogue of 1883 but the collection itself was of similar size and perhaps approached it in terms of value.

Ewen McColl in letter dated 6 April 1877, replying to Denis O’Donovan, letter of 13 March 1877.  Has now sent 1876 Hansards and will send Hansards and other parliamentary papers regularly.  Asks for similar arrangement from him and encloses a list of Queensland Hansard, Statistics etc already held.

Outreach and history

‘Outreach’ involves taking Parliament to the people, not just physically but by publications and other means of communication.  Take publications in a broad sense – printed and electronic. Could also suggest that making the precincts themselves more accessible/informative is a form of outreach. Tours and displays, Open Days, use of Grand Hall and Banquet Hall – greater access by public for functions  (Tension with security).

Parliamentary institutions peculiarly interested in their own history – precedents, sedimentation of tradition, custom, conservative and slow process of change but real for all that in the long run.  Exemplified in the ‘mother of Parliaments’ and long, unbroken tradition of stable parliamentary government stretching back to settlement and establishment of constitutional monarchy in 1688.  ‘History’ in a sense demonstrates the ultimate value of the parliamentary institution, by its durability and stability.  Similar in NZ – like to think of as amongst the longest continuous parliamentary government, unbroken by war or revolution.

While such consciousness evident here, not a great deal done to affirm it, cement it in place – a new settler society too busy creating its future/destroying what was there; first half of 20th century a sense of national progress,  modern society separate from the old; only recently has ‘history and heritage’ become mainstream.

NZ Parliament always concerned with its history

True in the past even if not on the scale, say, of the English Parliament with its huge long-term publishing programme, Parliament by Parliament from the earliest days, going back to WW 2.

10th anniversary meeting – Many of those in the House for the tumultuous first session of 1854 held a reunion dinner in Bellamy’s in 1862, ten years after the Constitution Act.  Amid plenty of singing, champagne and punch, there was a toast to ‘Mackay’s umbrella’ and a song was composed for the occasion.  The umbrella was the weapon of assault in 1854 as the two rival factions slogged it out in the chamber.

Parliament moved to Wellington in 1865 and into buildings that soon grew into a rabbit warren.  The original by-then historic Auckland buildings, subsequently used for other government purposes and then by the university, came under threat when Auckland City Council decided to create a new road through the site.  Interestingly, there was consideration of their preservation or re-erection on another site, but this idea was abandoned when their poor condition was established.  A civic ceremony involving the Speaker was held prior to their demolition in 1919 but suggestions for an obelisk or memorial to mark the spot were not carried out.  However a street bounding the site was renamed Parliament Street.

Place of Lobby.   In the 1880s a grand new central Lobby was built that became a space expressing the culture and heritage of Parliament, including exhibitions, cultural events and so much more – wrestling bouts, athletic sports hurdling over couches and fraternising.  It was where the Parliamentary Shields were displayed on the walls.  By the turn of the century the Lobby had become almost like a National Gallery.  This was to change when the fire swept away much of the buildings including the Lobby in 1907.  It was the new library itself that then became the display centre for Parliament including its heritage.

Library under its historian Chief Librarian also began to develop a collection of politicians’ papers, and a comprehensive collection of newspapers from late 19th century.  As well as the precursor of the National Library it was the forerunner of a proper National Archives for the country.  It became one of the country’s foremost libraries and collections for historical research.

Centenary, 1954

As Parliament came up for its centenary in the 1950s, and aware of the rejuvenated British history of parliament, there was considerable interest in observing the milestone and in producing a series of volumes fully covering the history of the NZ Parliament.
A parliamentary historian was appointed in 1952 to produce ‘a number of authoritative studies’. The first volume was intended to cover 1840-1876 but McLintock became captivated by the early constitutional aspects and the first volume became Crown Colony Government in New Zealand, 1840 to 1852.  This was supposed to be merely a short introductory section to the first volume.

McLintock then became sidetracked into other very worthwhile projects of national importance (Encyclopedia, Descriptive Atlas)  that meant that the history of parliament was largely neglected.  All that was subsequently produced was some draft chapters concerning the Legislative Council.

McLintock resigned in early 1968 shortly before dying of cancer, advising the government that an appointment of a replacement for himself was not justified given the extent of work into New Zealand’s political history now taking place in universities!  Time has demonstrated that this expectation would not be fulfilled.  Eventually a revised version of the history of the Legislative Council in the 19th century was published.

This first foray into serious commemorative publications was not a great success.  The position was a prestigious and well-paid one but the historian fitted awkwardly into the structure of the Legislative Department and seemed not to take a great deal of notice of any brief or schedule as to what he should do.  He was not actively involved in broader history and heritage functions that might have been productive of a foundation of continued endeavour.

100th commemoration of Parliament in 1954-6 – However, McLintock did provide some assistance for the centenary celebrations of 1954-6.  Part of the site identified as the location of the building was made a reserve in 1956 and gardens and a memorial plaque were created to commemorate the centenary of parliament in New Zealand.  Two old pohutukawa trees at the back of the reserve and adjacent to the Supreme Court buildings were identified as marking where the entrance to the General Assembly building had been.

Parliament travelled to Auckland in 1854 for ceremonies on the site and in Auckland.   The Executive Council and cabinet symbolically met in Auckland, followed by a state luncheon. Auckland’s mayor had agitated for a full meeting of parliament in the city, but this was probably too expensive and moreover raised issues of the loss of the capital 90 years before.

The Parliamentary Ball in the evening involved a ‘specially arranged dance formation and tableau’ entitled the ‘Centenary Presentation’ enacted for the guests.  This rather contrived exercise was performed by twelve couples.  ‘The girls wore frocks of blue nylon net over orchid pink and, with their partners, they made an entrance to the strains of “Land of Hope and Glory”.  They then formed the letters “N.Z.”.  Following the playing of “God Defend New Zealand” the couples reformed into the figure “100” and later danced the Queen Elizabeth Waltz.’

There was some publicity and a commemorative date stamp was issued, but the media traded on the traditional city rivalry in their presentation of the events.  Auckland took the opportunity to give MPs a promotional tour around their rapidly developing city.  

Parliament headed north again two years later when the memorial gardens had been prepared for a formal opening.

At the time of the centenary there were a number of excellent, well informed radio programmes that recreated interesting episodes from the history of Parliament or offered comment on historical themes. 

Moving on

Ten years later, the one hundred years of parliamentary government in Wellington was celebrated in 1965 on the steps of parliament with the unveiling of a plaque and a special luncheon.  A special postage stamp was issued, TV documentaries made, giving a potted history of the early years and the move to Wellington, and of the workings of Parliament in the mid 1960s, and a school bulletin prepared on the institution of parliament.  The Wellington Founders Society also presented a costumed re-enactment of the opening ceremony of 1865.

Then long gap with little thought given to historical dimension – prospect of knocking down buildings gave a kickstart.  Were a serious earthquake risk.

Early 1990s refurbishment – extremely helpful in raising heritage and historical consciousness, represents the beginnings of movement, image of library foyer and reading room as heritage areas. Following refurbishment, Parliament became ‘Open House’ with tours, Open Days, displays.  Also travelling exhibition around the country.  Much had historical theme.  Library commemorated its 100 years in 1998.

Events associated with 2004

Decided to fund jointly (Parliamentary Service  and Office of the Clerk) a history of House of Representatives in late 1990s, in time for 150th anniversary in 2004.

Publication of book in 2004, with myself as author, acted as a catalyst for this to happen.  Provided a focus for range of events, Free copies to all secondary schools  Excellent reception, reviews even if some media focused on place of alcohol and escapades -  ‘Drinks on the House’, DP, 12 June 2004, and ‘Ministers of ale’, Capital Times, 19 May 2004.  Demonstrates the kind of problem Parliament has today in its reporting – overemphasis on sensational, trivial, digging out the dirt.  Lack of serious reporting of the business of Parliament.

Refurbishment of Auckland site. Parliament had contemplated sitting for a day in Auckland but were legal difficulties in sitting outside of Wellington.  Adverse advance publicity did not help.  Sunday Star Times, 7 September 2003 – ‘It took months of drunken, corruption-rife voting’ to elect the first Parliament.  For some it is a dream, for others a nightmare: parliament is to sit in Auckland next year. … The Auckland session … is set to re-ignite an age-old parochial debate.’

Parliament instead devoted a special sitting day in Wellington to the anniversary, with speeches from  leaders of all parties and a reception in the evening hosted by the Governor-General and involving many retired MPs.

Creation of historical website – spinoff from book and hosted by Ministry for Culture and Heritage. Attractive combination of text, still images, audio and video, more potential in providing in-depth resource on history.

Also National Portrait gallery exhibition, issue of stamps, commemorative items in shop, 150 years of cartooning display.

Flowing out of 2004

History & Heritage programme for Parliament

Parliamentary Service statement of intent, 2005

Broad goal – to foster understanding of the changing role of the NZ Parliament and to promote effective participation in the democratic process (public perception of MPs poor but respect for institution even if understanding poor as distinct from executive government, have high % voting but slipping, good access to politicians but security issues increasing)

Specific programme goal – to encourage and enable present and future generations to understand and learn from the history and heritage of NZ’s Parliament

Key objectives – promote, make accessible

development of collection management policy – currently having this drafted in conjunction with consultants. To establish guidelines for preserving what we have, knowing what there is elsewhere, and for capturing materials in the future

appointment of historian – key element of History & Heritage, range of activities as listed

- historical advice

- development of historical displays

- presentations on historical topics, fact sheets developing out of talks

- radio interviews

- publication on history of library, 150 years old in 2008

- oral history programme

- assistance with tour information, educational programme

- Historical focus in ‘Harmony in the House’ variety show

Parliament has increased awareness of recording significant events and commemoration of events – 140 years since moving to Wellington; 70 years radio broadcasting; 100 years since death of Seddon; 400th anniversary of Gunpowder Plot.  All have given rise to displays in Parliament.

Other aspects of outreach

New parliamentary website conceived – achieve more participation in democracy, inform the public better, improve educational facilities and improve the historical record (2nd triennial review of parliamentary appropriations, November 2004, AJHR, 2004, A-14).  Key aims to provide single integrated website and to shift it from expert to general access website. Will include a substantial historical section, transferred from Ministry for Culture and Heritage.

Annual open days and displays with strengthened historical component

Planned select committee room includes public viewing galleries and historical displays in Bowne House

Televising by Parliament itself has been under consideration in recent years – would include archiving of footage, control over copyright.

Conclusion

Parliament is a crucial focal point for the nation’s heritage, embodying durable democratic tradition, historical precedent, and the congealing of practice over time in an institution that values its own history immensely.  It is a natural site for a range of commemorative activities and these are increasingly being taken advantage of in diverse ways.

The NZ Parliament has always had some consciousness of its own past, and from time to time has celebrated or commemorated landmark anniversaries.  But prior to the refurbishment of the buildings this had not successfully developed into a concerted programme associated with history and heritage activities, despite the attempt in the 1950s associated with Parliament’s centenary.

Since the refurbishment of the buildings and the celebration of the 150 years anniversary in 2004, a history and heritage programme is now being undertaken.  The Parliamentary Library, as the country’s de facto national library for many years, and even now the repository of a host of treasures from the past, is the logical focal point for the development of a concerted programme.

I hope that I have now sketched in some of these developments and indicated the extent of commitment that the NZ Parliament has in promoting the history and heritage of Parliament into the future.

