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On 1 January 1901, South Australians celebrated with other Australians as a new century and 

a new nation began. South Australia was no longer a colony, but a State of the newly formed 

Commonwealth of Australia. It would not be until 1 January 1911, a decade after Federation, 

that the Northern Territory would separate from South Australia and become a Territory under 

the control of the Commonwealth. As such, the people of the Northern Territory celebrated 

Federation with South Australia in 1901.

An English nobleman, Lord Tennyson, had been appointed the Governor of South Australia. 

He was a popular leader and believed it was very important for the new States to focus on their 

own celebrations. He decided to remain in Adelaide for the festivities, rather than travel to 

Sydney for the main ceremony. Among the general population there was much excitement on 

the day, both in Adelaide and in the country towns and regional centres.

Many people were looking forward to the visit of the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York 

later in the year, which promised to be an even bigger event. Their visit was very special to the 

Australians, some of whom still called Britain ‘home’. The Duke and Duchess would be coming 

to Australia to open the first Commonwealth Parliament in Melbourne on 9 May 1901.

Celebrations and Futures

Investigations
 1. How was Federation celebrated in Adelaide?

 2. How did South Australians outside Adelaide celebrate 

Federation?

 3. How was the spirit of Federation captured in South Australia?

 4. How should South Australians commemorate Federation now 

and into the future? 
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InvestIgatIon 1

activities
1. In small groups, use a mind map to brainstorm 

what you would have expected to see in the celebrations 

in Adelaide on 1 January 1901. What aspects of 

Federation would have been celebrated? Imagine 

what the city would have looked like, the things you 

would have seen, the sounds you would have heard 

and the events that might have taken place. 

2. As a class, read through the newspaper reports 

about Adelaide’s Federation celebrations and 

examine the photograph and flyer. Compare the 

information on the celebrations with the mind 

maps you created and add to them, if necessary.

3. The Register newspaper reported that the 

Government would be awarding a prize of £25 for 

its decorated and illuminated bicycle competition. 

Working in your groups again, and using the 

information on your mind map, create a set of 

general criteria that would have helped the judges 

make their decisions. What should the decorations 

on the bicycles include? How should they show 

what was special about South Australia becoming 

part of Australia? 

4. Share your group’s criteria with the rest of 

the class, and combine ideas to create one set of 

criteria that the judges could have used. Agree 

on the number of points you would award each 

criterion.

5. Make a drawing of how a decorated and 

illuminated bicycle might have looked. Alternatively, 

someone in your group could bring a bicycle to 

school for your group to decorate. 

6. Display the finished drawings or bicycles and 

judge the results, referring to the set of class criteria.

Discover how Federation was celebrated in Adelaide.
Your 
task

How was Federation 
celebrated in Adelaide? 
On 1 January 1901, Adelaide’s newspaper The 

Register printed messages and greetings from 

eminent local and world leaders to the people 

of the now united Australia. The newspaper’s 

editor told South Australians that they could look 

forward to a day filled with flags, roaring cannons, 

music and singing.  

Thousands of people flocked to the Adelaide Town 

Hall to see the swearing in of His Excellency the 

Right Honourable Lord Tennyson as Governor of the State of South Australia. The South Australian 

Government also organised a people’s concert for Adelaide’s celebrations. A concert highlight was the 

procession of decorated and illuminated bicycles. 

Imagine the atmosphere in Adelaide on Commonwealth Day – the sights, the sounds! Imagine how the 

people of Adelaide were feeling on this long-awaited day.
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You will need
Resource sheet 1

 extracts: newspaper, about 

Adelaide’s Federation celebrations

 photograph: swearing in of Lord 

Tennyson

 poster: Commonwealth concert



 

InvestIgatIon 2

How did South 
Australians outside 
Adelaide celebrate 
Federation?
From Yorketown in the south, to Palmerston 

(renamed Darwin in 1911) in the north, 

the people outside Adelaide held their own 

celebrations to commemorate the inauguration 

of the Commonwealth of Australia on 1 January 

1901. Although South Australia’s principal 

celebrations were held in Adelaide, the State’s 

rural communities ensured the historic day 

would long be remembered.

Country towns and regional centres celebrated 

Federation in their own ways. Flags were flown, 

banners and festoons erected, bands played and 

choirs sang. Local dignitaries and church leaders 

addressed those who had gathered together to 

celebrate. Sporting events, such as races and 

cricket matches, were popular activities at the 

local celebrations. Federation, it seemed, was 

popular everywhere!

Discover how Federation 
was celebrated throughout 
South Australia.

Your 
task

activities
1. In groups of four, read aloud the newspaper 

reports of celebrations in the towns around 

South Australia. 

2. As you read each report, make a list of the 

kinds of people and community groups involved 

in organising the Federation celebrations. Why 

do you think they would want to be part of the 

celebrations?

3. Make a list of the activities and events 

that took place in each town. Speculate on 

the reasons why some celebrations may have 

been more enjoyable and better attended than 

others. Look for clues in the newspaper reports. 

Compare your findings to those of other groups.

4. In Yorketown, Rev. EH Bleby gave a speech, 

and in Petersburg it was Mayor GW Halcombe. 

Imagine you are one of these men. What would 

you say in your speech to commemorate 

Federation, the new year, and the beginning  

of a new century?

Write your speech and share it with your 

classmates.You will need
Resource sheet 2

 extracts: newspaper, about 

Federation celebrations around 

South Australia
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How was the spirit of 
Federation captured 
in South Australia?
‘The Song of Australia’ had been frequently used as an 

unofficial national anthem at federal gatherings since 1861. 

It was also sung at many of the celebrations for Federation 

that were held in South Australia. The song was created for a competition by the Gawler 

Institute in 1859 to celebrate its second anniversary. The lyrics were written by English-born poet, 

Caroline Carleton, who settled in South Australia in 1839. German-born composer, Carl Linger,  

who settled in South Australia some 10 years later, put Carleton’s words to music. Then Premier  

of South Australia, Charles Cameron Kingston, was so impressed by the song that he requested all 

public school teachers teach it to their students.

 

 

InvestIgatIon 3

You will need
Resource sheet 3

 lyrics: ‘The Song 

of Australia’

activities
1. As a class, read ‘The Song of Australia’. Use 

a dictionary to find the meaning of any words you  

do not know.

2. Discuss the following questions.

 Why might ‘The Song of Australia’ have been 

sung at federal gatherings and at celebrations  

for Federation?

 Which aspects of the song refer to Australia in 

general and South Australia specifically? 

 Which qualities of the people or nation does the 

song promote?

 Why might Carleton have referred to Australia 

as the ‘fairest of Britain’s daughters’?

 Do the words of ‘The Song of Australia’ reflect 

a modern Australia? Would you recommend  

the song to be sung at a State or national 

celebration today? 

3. Work in pairs to visually represent a verse of 

the song. Different pairs could take responsibility 

for different verses. You may want to present  

your work as a piece of art, a performance or  

as a digital presentation.

4. Create a classroom display of ‘The Song 

of Australia’.

Examine why ‘The Song of Australia’ captured the spirit 
of Federation and South Australia.

Your 
task
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InvestIgatIon 4

How should  
South Australians 
commemorate Federation 
now and into the future?
Federation was an important milestone in 

Australia’s and South Australia’s history. Its 

significance has been commemorated in various 

ways over the years. In 2001, to mark the 

Commonwealth’s one hundredth anniversary, the 

Australian Government issued special Centenary 

of Federation coins and stamps. However, we do 

not have a national Federation monument, nor do 

we celebrate Federation as a special day. 

Use your knowledge and imagination to think 

of ways in which South Australians could 

commemorate Federation – now and into the 

future. You might feel that celebrations should 

have something in common with the celebrations 

that took place in 1901. Or, when you consider 

how South Australia has changed and developed 

over more than a century, you might decide that 

celebrations should reflect new and different 

elements of the State’s identity, and its place  

in the Australian nation. 

You will need
internet access

library access

activities
1. Imagine your classroom has been put in 

charge of organising Federation Day, an event 

to be celebrated in every State and Territory of 

Australia on 1 January. You will be celebrating 

the creation of the nation and also what is special 

about each place in the nation. 

As a class, brainstorm and write down your  

ideas about:

 how Australia has changed in the last 

hundred years – think about transportation, 

immigration, communication, music, food,  

the environment, population and achievements;

 how South Australia has changed in the last 

hundred years;

 what is special about Australia;

 what is special about South Australia; and

 how Federation changed Australia.

2. In groups of four, choose a place in 

South Australia (ensure each group picks  

a different place). Make plans for a Federation 

Day celebration. Give each team member a 

job according to their skills. You will need 

researchers, writers, illustrators and a 

spokesperson. Think about the following things.

 What will your community celebrate about 

Australia’s Federation?

 What symbols will you be using?

 Will there be a Federation monument?

 What important guests will be invited?

 Where will the celebration be held? 

 What events will take place?

 What equipment will be needed?

 What decorations will be used for the occasion?

 What music and other performances will 

there be?

3. Present your plan to the rest of the class. 

You can do this in a number of ways, for instance:

 an illustrated program/brochure inviting 

the public to the celebrations;

 a report on how the celebrations will be 

organised and carried out; or

 a digital presentation of your plan 

for the celebration.

Imagine how Federation could 
be commemorated every year 
in South Australia.

Your 
task
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What 
are you 

thinking 
now?

Now that you have completed the investigations in Celebrations and Futures, use your 

knowledge to explore connections to your life today. Do the following activity.

The Federation movement grew out of a desire to build the best possible future for 

Australia. Many people felt that aspects of Australian social and political life needed to be 

strengthened or changed for ‘the interests of the whole country’. Every new generation 

of Australians continues to look ahead, and we can identify issues now that need to be 

addressed to build the best possible future for Australia in the 21st century. 

1. Brainstorm issues that are important to you. Think about:

 water and the environment

 Indigenous peoples

 health and education

 multiculturalism and immigration

2. Use the following questions to help you reflect upon the kind of Australia you would like 

to see in the future.

 What decisions have recently been made regarding the issues?

 How do you feel about the decisions that have been made about the issues?

 What positive decisions have been made about the issues? Why are they positive? 

 What negative decisions have been made about the issues? Why are they negative?

  What could you, personally, do to help overcome negative decisions about the issues

now or in the future?

 How can you summarise your ideas?

3. Present your ideas for ‘Australia in the Future’ as either:

 as a song or rap;  as a poster or digital presentation; or

 as a play or news report;  in some other way.

 the economy

 national security, defence and peacekeeping

 caring for the disadvantaged

 Australian identity and values
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Reports on the celebrations in adelaide

The arrangements made locally to mark the inauguration of the Commonwealth are 
nothing like on so gigantic a scale as in Sydney, or Melbourne, or even in the capitals of 
other states. So far as Adelaide is concerned the principal feature will be the swearing in 
of His Excellency the Right Honourable Lord Tennyson as Governor of the State of South 
Australia … The active and reserve military forces will … form a guard of honour to his 
Excellency, the Governor. On the entrance of Lord Tennyson to the Town Hall the ‘National 
Anthem’ will be played on the organ … The Government have given instructions for the 
lighting of fixtures at Government House, Parliament House and the Queen’s Statue, while 
the bank authorities have undertaken to see that those which have been provided outside 
their buildings shall be lighted. The city therefore shall be a blaze with light …

The Register, 1 January 1901.

The ceremony, which was an imposing one, took place in the Adelaide Town-hall. The 
building was crowded, and considerable enthusiasm was evinced in the proceedings ... 
His Excellency addressed the gathering, and after referring to the dispatch of troops and 
their return said that the Imperial federation was no longer a mere vision; it was an actual 
reality … He held that the closer and more intimate the union between the different states 
of the Commonwealth was, the better it would be ...

The Argus, 2 January 1901.

In order to meet the desire for some celebration of the inauguration of the Commonwealth 
the Government arranged for a Continental concert on the Jubilee Oval and offered £25 
for a competition and procession of decorated and illuminated bicycles. Mr. P. A. Howells 
arranged the musical programme and Mr. A. F. Pearson made all the arrangements for the 
bicycle demonstration … The Adelaide Choral Society, with Mr. C. J. Stevens conducting, 
sang the ‘Song of Australia’, ‘Hands all round’, and brought the programme to an end with 
a splendid rendering of Handel’s ‘Hallelujah chorus’ … The crowd numbered about 4000 … 

The Advertiser, 2 January 1901.

RESOURCE SHEET 1
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

swearing in of Lord tennyson

 Swearing in of Lord Tennyson, State Library of South Australia, Quiz, 3 January 1901, Advance Australia.
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

Flyer for a grand Commonwealth continental concert

Grand Continental Concert flyer, 1901, Advance Australia, State Library of South Australia.
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RESOURCE SHEET 2

Yorketown

The new century was ushered in with guns firing, bells ringing and the band playing the 
‘Song of Australia’. Watchnight services were held in the churches. The Oddfellows and 
the Rechabites combined this year in the annual sports, which were a great success … 
The members of the orders met at 10 o’clock, and were addressed by the Rev. E. H. Bleby. 
Afterwards, headed by the Yorketown Brass Band, they marched to the ground, where a 
programme of sports was gone through … At the time the Governor-General was being  
sworn in in Sydney the crowd joined in singing a thanksgiving hymn and ‘God save the 
Queen’. The band also played the National Anthem and the ‘Song of Australia’. Altogether  
the ceremony was an impressive one. 

Adelaide Observer, 12 January 1901. 

Watervale
In connection with the celebrations we decided to have a pleasant and memorable time  
for the young units of the new nation, and arrange for free distribution prizes, abundance  
of provisions, games of all kinds, and the attraction of a cricket match, played on the local  
oval between married and single men … A procession with flags and banners marched 
through the town to the flagpole.

Adelaide Observer, 12 January 1901.

Petersburg
A large crowd assembled in front of the town hall this morning to celebrate the advent of 
the 20th century and the inauguration of the Commonwealth of Australia. The Union Jack 
was hoisted to the top of the flag-staff, and saluted by members of the local company A.M.R, 
who fired two volleys. The national anthem was then sung, the mayor Mr. G.W. Halcombe 
addressed the assemblage, and called for three cheers for United Australia ... The first verse 
of the ‘Song of Australia’ was sung after which cheers were given for the Queen, Australia and 
the mayor.

The Register, 2 January 1901.

Reports on the celebrations in country south australia
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RESOURCE SHEET 2 continued

Palmerston (Darwin)

Children could be seen coming from all directions, and all wending their way to the one centre 
– the Oval. At three o’clock quite a crowd of youngsters had assembled, and the sports were 
started with a midget handicap for boys under six years old. With foot races for youngsters 
of all ages and both sexes, tugs of war, jumping contests, skipping competitions, wheelbarrow 
and piggy-back races, walking competition and nut scramble, to say nothing of games of 
twos-and-threes, rounders, kiss-in-the-ring, etc., played by the elder children and adults, the 
afternoon passed only too quickly ... at the conclusion of the fun, about six o’clock, the boys 
got together, and gave cheers for Federated Australia and the ladies ... who took so much 
trouble to collect funds for the prizes.

In the evening the part of Smith street from Bennett street to the E. and A. Bank was gaily 
decorated with festoons of all shapes and colours. The Hotel Victoria and Club Hotel were also 
hung with lanterns, with very pleasing effect. A most brilliant display of fireworks also took 
place, and was certainly the best ever witnessed in Palmerston. These latter, and the lanterns 
hung in the street between Bennett street and the bank were provided and erected by the 
Japanese community, who wished to surprise the Europeans, and they succeeded.

Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 4 January 1901.
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RESOURCE SHEET 3

The Song of Australia 
By Caroline Carleton, music by Carl Linger

There is a land where summer skies 

Are gleaming with a thousand dyes,  

Blending in witching harmonies, in harmonies;  

And grassy knoll, and forest height,  

Are flushing in the rosy light,  

And all above in azure bright. 

Australia! Australia! Australia!

There is a land where honey flows,  

Where laughing corn luxuriant grows,  

Land of the myrtle and the rose,  

On hill and plain the clust’ring vine,  

Is gushing out with purple wine,  

And cups are quaffed to thee and thine. 

Australia! Australia! Australia!

There is a land where treasures shine 

Deep in the dark unfathomed mine,  

For worshippers at Mammon’s shrine,  

Where gold lies hid, and rubies gleam,  

And fabled wealth no more doth seem 

The idle fancy of a dream. 

Australia! Australia! Australia!

There is a land where homesteads peep 

From sunny plain and woodland steep, 

And love and joy bright vigils keep, 

Where the glad voice of childish glee 

Is mingling with the melody 

For nature’s hidden minstrelsy. 

Australia! Australia! Australia!

There is a land where, floating free,  

From mountain top to girdling sea,  

A proud flag waves exultingly,  

And freedom’s sons the banner bear,  

No shackled slave can breathe the air,  

Fairest of Britain’s daughters fair. 

Australia! Australia! Australia!

The Register, 3 June 1898.
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