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On 1 January 1901, Commonwealth Day, federated Australia came into being. The six separate 

Australian colonies had agreed to federate, and became States in the new nation. The new 

nation remained part of the British Empire, but now had a Federal Parliament to make laws  

for the whole continent. 

In New South Wales, Commonwealth Day was a time of great celebration, both in Sydney and 

in regional centres. Even though Sydney came close to voting ‘no’ at the referendums, it hosted 

the ceremony that marked the ‘official’ inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth. With 

specially designed arches and floats, parades and other events, the celebrations highlighted 

the idea of nationhood – the strengthening of relationships with the other States and shared 

feelings of patriotism. Australians across the nation celebrated the democratic principles that  

had brought them together.  

Today, Australia still celebrates its democratic traditions in many ways. Celebrations encourage 

reflection on the achievements of the past and consideration of the nation’s future. Each 

State also celebrates and reflects on its own identity – its unique history, the changes and 

developments that have shaped it, and how it sees its future. New South Wales has seen many 

changes and developments since 1901. Will these influence the way people of the State celebrate 

Federation today and into the future?

Investigations
  1. How was Federation celebrated in Sydney?

   2. What anthems and ceremonies marked the official beginning 

of the Commonwealth of Australia? 

  3. How was Federation celebrated throughout New South Wales?

  4. What images and symbols represent the spirit and importance 

  of Federation?

  5. How can your community remember and celebrate Federation?

Celebrations and Futures
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How was Federation  
celebrated in Sydney?
Hundreds of thousands of people were in Sydney 

on Commonwealth Day in 1901 to be part of 

the grand celebrations. There was a parade 

of decorated floats, and there were specially 

designed ceremonial arches along the procession 

route. Some of these arches represented 

particular industries, such as wool, wheat 

and coal. Others were designed by different 

cultural groups, including the German, French 

and American. Decorations throughout the city 

included flags, portraits, symbols and words 

chosen to represent elements of Federation and 

the nation’s journey to this historic day. 

Images and records of the celebrations still exist 

today. They can help us to imagine how exciting 

the day must have been and how much thought 

went into planning every aspect of the occasion. 

InvestIgatIon 1

You will need
Resource sheet 1

 photograph: Commonwealth Arch, 

Park Street, Sydney

 map: Federation procession route, 

Sydney, 1901 

film clip: ‘Parade for the Inauguration  

of the Commonwealth’

activities
1. Go to http://australianscreen.com.au and watch 

the film clip ‘Parade for the Inauguration of the 

Commonwealth’, which is a silent film of the 

procession along the streets of Sydney. As a class, 

consider the following questions. 

 How were the floats transported along the 

procession route? 

 Why were they used instead of other forms 

of transport?

 Why might mounted police, shearers and bush 

workers have gone ahead of the dignitaries in  

the procession?

 What other observations can you make?

2. Look at the photograph of the Commonwealth 

Arch, Park Street, Sydney. Go to the Old Parliament 

House catalogue www.flickr.com/photos/old_

parliament_house/sets/72157613034703192 to 

access more photographs of the ceremonial arches. 

3. Make a list of the types of arches that lined the 

procession route in the streets of Sydney. Use the  
map of the procession route to plot the location 

of the arches. You can find information about 

their locations on the National Library of Australia’s 

Picture Catalogue website www.nla.gov.au/apps/

picturescatalogue.

4. Wool, wheat and coal were used as focal points 

for some of the arches. The German, French and 

American communities had their own arches. 

With a partner, brainstorm a list of industries and 

groups that might represent Australia today, in 

particular for New South Wales. Write or draw the 

images, objects and/or symbols you would use to 

represent one of these industries and groups.

5. Design, plan and produce a ceremonial arch or float 

that represents Australia or New South Wales today. Work 

individually, with a partner or in a small group to create 

your arch or float. Record your reasons for including 

particular flags, portraits, symbols and words.

6. Display your designs. 

Discover the arches and floats used  
to celebrate Federation in Sydney,  
and design one for today.

Your 
task
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InvestIgatIon 2

what anthems and 
ceremonies marked 
the official beginning 
of the Commonwealth 
of Australia? 
In Sydney’s Centennial Park on 1 January 1901, 

a special ceremony was held for the official 

inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth 

and the swearing-in of the first Governor-General, 

Lord Hopetoun. This marked the official beginning 

of the new nation. 

It was a huge event involving speeches, official 

ceremonies and a reading of Queen Victoria’s 

Proclamation of the Commonwealth songs, which 

included the national anthem at that time, ‘God 

Save the Queen’, as well as ‘Advance Australia 

Fair’. More than 7,000 seats had been arranged 

for dignitaries and invited guests. Space was set 

aside for a choir of more than 1,000 singers, and 

special areas were allocated for the hundreds of 

photographers and reporters who had gathered 

to document the occasion. Tens of thousands of 

school children also attended, along with huge 

crowds of people from all walks of life. 

Examine the words, 
symbols and ceremonies 
that were used to  
celebrate the new 
nation of Australia.

Your 
task

activities
1. As a class, read the lyrics of ‘God Save the 

Queen’, and the version of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ 

that was sung on Commonwealth Day. Find the 

meaning of any words or phrases that you do not 

understand. Discuss the following questions.

 What hopes are expressed in ‘God Save

the Queen’? 

 What hopes are expressed in ‘Advance 

Australia Fair’? 

 What words and images are used 

to describe Australia?

2. Go to http://australianscreen.com.au and 

watch the ‘Signing oath of allegiance’, which is a 

silent film clip of the ceremony that took place at 

Centennial Park on 1 January 1901. As a class, 

consider the following questions.

 What do you think the people are doing?

 What do the clothes of the people tell you about 

the people’s roles in this historic event?

 Who might the people be who are involved 

in the signing the oath of allegiance?

3. Write a newsreader’s script to accompany the 

clip of this historic occasion. The script can be 

completed individually, with a partner or in a 

small group.

You might like to include the lyrics of ‘God Save 

the Queen’, Australia’s national anthem until 

1984, or those of ‘Advance Australia Fair’, which 

was also sung at the inauguration. 

4. Perform your script as the film clip ‘Signing 

oath of allegiance’ is replayed to the class.

You will need
Resource sheet 2

 lyrics: ‘God Save the Queen’

 lyrics: ‘Advance Australia Fair’ 

(version sung 1 January 1901) 

film clip: ‘Signing oath of allegiance’ 

from ‘Inauguration of the Commonwealth’
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How was Federation 
celebrated throughout  
new South wales?
Sydney hosted the main ceremonies and 

celebrations in New South Wales – and perhaps  

in the nation. However, many smaller 

communities also held celebrations to welcome 

the beginning of the Commonwealth of Australia. 

Whether these celebrations were large or small, 

they showed that Federation was for the country 

as a whole, and that its significance was 

recognised far and wide. 

InvestIgatIon 3

You will need
Resource sheet 3

 extracts: newspaper, celebrations 

in Sydney

 extracts: newspaper, celebrations 

in New South Wales 

 map: New South Wales

atlas

activities
1. As a class, read the accounts of how the people 

in Sydney and country New South Wales celebrated 

Federation. Underline any of the words that you  

do not know. Use a dictionary to find out what  

they mean. 

2. Working in small groups use an atlas to locate 

the towns. Record the names of the towns on the 

map of New South Wales. Make a list of the ways 

that people celebrated Federation. 

Use different shades of one colour to show the level 

of celebrations at the various locations: lighter 

shades to show smaller celebrations, and darker 

shades to show bigger celebrations. Consider 

what constitutes a bigger celebration, and what 

constitutes a smaller celebration. Your group  

may be called upon to justify its decisions.

3. Why might some celebrations have been more 

enjoyable and better attended than others?  

Which celebration would you have liked to attend? 

Compare and discuss with other groups.

Discover how people living throughout New South Wales 
celebrated Federation.

Your 
task
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InvestIgatIon 4

Interpret images and symbols 
to create your own ‘Australian 
nation’ artwork.

Your 
task

what images and 
symbols represent the 
spirit and importance  
of Federation?
Federation wasn’t only celebrated through  

special events and ceremonies. People also 

created special pieces of writing, objects and 

images to symbolise nationhood and their 

feelings about the colonies uniting. Some of 

these were created before the inauguration of 

the new nation, but they still helped to ‘capture’ 

Federation’s significance. 

You will need
Resource sheet 4

 drawing: ‘Federated 

Australia’, 1900

activities
1. As you examine the ‘Federated Australia’ 

drawing, consider the following questions.

 Who might this man be? Why do you think 

he was included in this drawing?

 What does the curtain symbolise? What is 

he revealing behind the curtain?

 Why is the Southern Cross used in the drawing? 

In which parts of the world can the Southern 

Cross be seen?

 What does a new dawn symbolise? What might 

this be the beginning of?

 Why might the illustrator have chosen 

to represent Australia as a young woman?  

Why might the woman be holding the 

Federation flag?

 How does the quote from Parkes support 

the picture? 

2. Use think-pair-share to brainstorm ways you 

could symbolise:

 the people responsible for Federation;

 Australia as a new nation;

 the joining together of the six colonies;

 one people; and

 one destiny.

Share your ideas with your classmates to create  

a ‘bank’ of ideas.

3. Create a painting or collage that represents 

Australia becoming a nation. Give your work a 

title and write a short description to display with 

it – like in a museum or art gallery.

4. Display the artworks. As a class, participate 

in a guided tour of the exhibition, allowing each 

artist to explain the symbols and images they 

have used in their work.
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How can your community 
remember and celebrate 
Federation? 
Federation was an important milestone in the 

history of Australia and New South Wales. Its 

significance has been commemorated in various 

ways over the years. Some landmarks include 

‘Federal’ or ‘Federation’ in their name in honour 

of the forming of the Commonwealth of Australia: 

for example, Federation Pavilion in Centennial 

Park, Sydney or the Federation Star monument 

in Murrumburrah. However, we do not have a 

Federation monument or celebrate Federation  

with a special national day.

Use your knowledge and imagination to think 

of ways in which your community could 

commemorate Federation. 

You might feel that celebrations should have some  

things in common with the celebrations that 

took place in New South Wales in 1901. Or, you 

might decide that they should also reflect how 

our society has changed and developed since 

the Commonwealth of Australia began. You will 

definitely want to consider how you would like 

your celebrations to be remembered … even  

many years from now.

InvestIgatIon 5

Imagine and organise 
how Federation could be 
celebrated at your school 
and/or in your local 
community.

Your 
task

activities
1. Days of national importance commemorate 

people and events that are significant to our 

historical and cultural heritage. As a class, 

brainstorm a list of national and New South Wales 

celebrations. Who or what do they commemorate?

In groups, use what you have learnt about 

Federation to outline why this event is important 

to our historical and cultural heritage in New South 

Wales, and therefore, worthy of being recognised 

and celebrated. Present your ideas to the rest  

of the class as: 

 an advertisement or poster;

 oral storytelling or speech;

 storyboard or comic strip; or

 other.

2. Your group is in charge of organising a school 

or local celebration to recognise the importance 

of Federation. Answer the following questions.

 What date will you choose for the celebration? 

 What are the important aspects of Federation 

to be celebrated?

 Who will you invite to the celebration? 

Why are you inviting them? 

 What activities, words, images and music 

could you use to represent Federation?

 How will the celebration be promoted? 

How could you use technology to promote  

the celebration and invite your guests?

 How would you like the celebrations to be 

remembered five years from now?  

 What other questions need to be considered?

3. Share your ideas with the rest of the class. 

Combine the best ideas to come up with a final 

plan for your celebration of Federation. Invite your 

principal, a member of the parents’ club, a school 

council representative, or a community leader to 

hear your class’s plans to celebrate Federation.  

Find out what kind of support they can offer.

4. In the coming days or weeks, hold your 

celebration. You might like to invite the local 

media to cover your event. Write an article for 

the school newsletter about your celebration. 

Remember to include the reasons why the 

celebration took place.

GETTING IT TOGETHER  new south wales – CeleBRatIons anD FutuRes  © CoMMonwealth oF austRalIa6 GETTING IT TOGETHER  new south wales – CeleBRatIons anD FutuRes  © CoMMonwealth oF austRalIa



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. We can identify issues now that  

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

Brainstorm issues that are important to you. Think about:

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 do about the issues now or in the future?

 How can you summarise your ideas?

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

 water and the environment

 Indigenous peoples

 health and education

 multiculturalism and immigration 

 the economy

 a song or rap;

 a play, news report or film clip;

 a poster or digital presentation; or

 a declaration written to the federal government.

 national security and defence 

 culture and the arts

 caring for the disadvantaged

 Australian identity and values

 Australia’s role in the world
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RESOURCE SHEET 1

Commonwealth 
arch, Park street, 
sydney
Government Printing Office,  
State Library of New South  
Wales.

The Argus, 2 January 1901.

the Federation procession route through sydney
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god save the Queen 
(Australian national anthem on 1 January 1901)

God save our gracious Queen!  
Long live our noble Queen!  

God save the Queen!  
Send her victorious,  
Happy and glorious,  

Long to reign over us,  
God save the Queen.

Thy choicest gifts in store  
On her be pleased to pour,  

Long may she reign.  
May she defend our laws,  
And ever give us cause,  

To sing with heart and voice,  
God save the Queen.

RESOURCE SHEET 2

advance australia Fair
by Peter Dodds McCormick

Version sung 1 January 1901 at the inauguration of the 

Commonwealth by a choir of 10,000 people in Sydney.

Australia’s sons let us rejoice, 
For we are young and free; 

We’ve golden soil and wealth for toil, 
Our home is girt by sea; 

Our land abounds in Nature’s gifts 
Of beauty rich and rare; 

In hist’ry’s page, let ev’ry stage 
Advance Australia fair. 

In joyful strains then let us sing, 
Advance Australia fair. 

When gallant Cook from Albion sailed, 
To trace wide oceans o’er, 

True British courage bore him on, 
Til he landed on our shore. 

Then here he raised Old England’s flag, 
The standard of the brave; 

“With all her faults we love her still” 
“Britannia rules the wave.” 

In joyful strains then let us sing 
Advance Australia fair. 

Beneath our radiant Southern Cross, 
We’ll toil with hearts and hands; 

To make our youthful Commonwealth 
Renowned of all the lands; 

For loyal sons beyond the seas 
We’ve boundless plains to share; 
With courage let us all combine 

To advance Australia fair. 
In joyful strains then let us sing 

Advance Australia fair!

Should foreign foe e’er sight our coast, 
Or dare a foot to land, 

We’ll rouse to arms like sires of yore, 
To guard our native strand; 

Britannia then shall surely know, 
Though oceans roll between, 

Her sons in fair Australia’s land 
Still keep their courage green. 

In joyful strains then let us sing 
Advance Australia fair.
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RESOURCE SHEET 3

sydney celebrations

Sydney yesterday rose to the high occasion as only the capital of a great and 
noble country can rise ...

From early morning trams and trains and ferry boats carried hundreds of 
passengers to the great city, which itself teemed with thousands who were 
inclined to miss no chance of seeing what was to be seen. At an hour when 
citizens are generally engaging in the consumption of the meal which equips 
them for the labours of the forenoon, these same citizens were hurrying 
to the city in the quest of the spots from which they had chosen to view 
the procession. The note of preparation was still in the air. Awnings and 
extempore balconies were being erected, or the last finishing touch was  
being put to them …

Entirely a people’s festival, it was not so much that the heart of the people 
was enthusiastically with the federal movement as that Sydney recognised 
the high duty—pleasant as it was pressing—to welcome visitors and to 
acclaim the inauguration of the Commonwealth. In all parts of the city arose 
as if by magic triumphal arches and other tributes to the cause which has 
made yesterday memorable in the history of Australia. The crowded streets 
of Sydney proper had magnificent arches erected by citizens of native birth 
or by those other citizens not less valued, who hail from lands outside the 
seas encircling the Commonwealth, or by the fellow Australians who are 
brought closer to us by the consummation of the longed-for federation …

Slowly the great procession wended its way through the thronged streets, 
cheer after cheer arising as this or that popular person or body was 
presented to the public view. 

The Sydney Morning Herald, 2 January 1901.
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albury
Festivities in connection with the inauguration of the Commonwealth were 
somewhat marred by the wholesale exodus of leading citizens to Sydney. The 
town, however, was gay with flags and greenery, the principal decoration being the 
triumphal arch … The children, headed by a band, marched to the sports grounds, 
the procession being the longest ever witnessed in Albury.

Collarenebri
The town has been very quiet during the holidays. A great many residents have 
gone to Sydney to see the Commonwealth celebrations.

Deniliquin
A monster picnic was held at the cricket ground to-day. Children were presented 
with Mafeking medals.

glen Innes
After the clock struck 12 the federal flag was unfurled by the Mayor’s daughter, 
Miss Whyte, amidst cheers. Then following a tableau of Britannia and the 
Commonwealth. Mr. W. E. Vincent recited a federal ode. The National Anthem  
was sung. Mr. Priest was musical director and Miss Priest organist.

Marulan
The town was decorated florally with bunting to commemorate the Commonwealth. 
The post office and the railway station were especially noticeable.

Queanbeyan
Heavy rain, accompanied by thunder and lightening, fell during the night and 
till midday. The afternoon was fine. The Commonwealth picnic and sports were, 
however, very successful.

RESOURCE SHEET 3 continued

The Sydney Morning Herald, 2 January 1901.

Celebrations throughout new south Wales
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Map of new South wales

RESOURCE SHEET 3 continued
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RESOURCE SHEET 4

Federated australia, 1900

Daily Telegraph, 9 July 1900, H Cotton, National Library of Australia, nla.pic-an6222063.
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