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OFFICIAL RECORD OF THE DEBATES 

 

OF THE 

 

NATIONAL AUSTRALASIAN CONVENTION. 

 

MONDAY, 2 MARCH, 1891. 

 

Roll of Delegates-President-Secretary-Standing Orders-&c.-Vice President-Adjournment: Western 

Australian Delegates. 

 

The delegates met in the Legislative Assembly Chamber, Sydney, at 11 o'clock a.m. 

 

ROLL OF DELEGATES 

 

Mr. MUNRO: At the Conference held in Melbourne, in 1890, the following resolutions were 

agreed to:- 

 

(1.) That, in the opinion of this Conference, the best interests and the present and future prosperity 

of the Australian colonies will be promoted by an early union under the Crown; and, while fully 

recognising the valuable services of the members of the Convention of 1883 in founding the Federal 

Council, it declares its opinion that the seven years which have since elapsed have developed the 

national life of Australia in population, in wealth, in the discovery of resources, and in self-governing 

capacity to an extent which justifies the higher act, at all times contemplated, of the union of these 

colonies, under one legislative and executive Government, on principles just to the several colonies. 

 

(2.) That to the union of the Australian colonies contemplated by the foregoing resolution, the 

remoter Australasian colonies shall be entitled to admission at such times and on such conditions as 

may be hereafter agreed upon. 

 

(3) That the members of the Conference should take such steps as may be necessary to induce the 

legislatures of their respective colonies to appoint, during the present year, delegates to a National 

Australasian Convention, empowered to consider and report upon an adequate scheme for a federal 

constitution. 

 

(4.) That the Convention should consist of not more than seven members from each of the self-

governing colonies, and not more than four members from each of the Crown colonies. 

 

(5.) That the Premier of Victoria be requested to act as convener of the National Australasian 

Convention of delegates to be appointed by the several legislatures of the Australasian colonies, and 

to arrange, upon consultation with the premiers of the other colonies, the time and place of the 

meeting of the Convention. 

 

Pursuant to that authority I had the honor to communicate with the premiers of the other colonies, 

and fixed the place of meeting as this Legislative Assembly, Sydney, and the time as the 2nd of 

March, at 11 o'clock a.m. Accordingly, I have issued circulars to the delegates from the several 

colonies, which I have no doubt they have received. I have received letters from the prime ministers 

of the various colonies, informing me of the names of the delegates appointed for each colony, which 

letters I now lay on the table, including one from the Governor of Fiji, announcing that that colony 

would not be represented unless instructions to that effect were received from her Majesty's 



Government. I have had a parchment roll prepared in alphabetical order of the different colonies, the 

names of the delegates of each colony to occupy a page in the roll. The names are printed on one side, 

and each delegate, as his name is called, will be good enough to sign opposite his name. I wish to 

inform the delegates also, that in addition to the roll that is to [start page 2] be kept as a record of the 

proceedings, I have taken the liberty of having had printed a number of other rolls, so that one copy 

may be given to each colony as a record of this important meeting. I shall only request the delegates 

to sign one copy at present; the other copies may be signed at their pleasure. I shall first read over the 

names of the delegates for each colony, and then I will call upon them in rotation to sign the roll. I 

have had the names put in the roll in the order in which they appear in the resolutions of the various 

parliaments:- 

 

New South Wales. 

 

The Honorable Sir HENRY PARKES, G.C.M.G., M.P. 

 

The Honorable WILLIAM MCMILLAN, M.P. 

 

The Honorable JOSEPH PALMER ABBOTT, M.P. 

 

GEORGE RICHARD DIBBS, Esquire, M.P. 

 

The Honorable WILLIAM HENRY SUTTOR, M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable EDMUND BARTON, Q.C., M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable Sir PATRICK ALFRED JENNINGS, K.C.M.G., LL.D., M.L.C. 

 

New Zealand. 

 

Sir GEORGE GREY, K.C.B. 

 

Captain WILLIAM RUSSELL RUSSELL, M.H.R. 

 

The Honorable Sir HARRY ALBERT ATKINSON, K.C.M.G., M.L.C. 

 

Queensland. 

 

The Honorable JOHN MURTAGH MACROSSAN, M.P. 

 

The Honorable JOHN DONALDSON, M.P. 

 

The Honorable Sir SAMUEL WALKER GRIFFITH, K.C.M.G., Q.C., M.P. 

 

The Honorable Sir THOMAS McILWRAITH, K.C.M.G., M.P. 

 

The Honorable ARTHUR RUTLEDGE, M.P. 

 

The Honorable ANDREW JOSEPH THYNNE, M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable THOMAS MACDONALD-PATERSON, M.L.C. 

 

South Australia. 

 

The Honorable RICHARD CHAFFEY BAKER, C.M.G., M.L.C. 

 



The Honorable JOHN HANNAH GORDON, M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable Sir JOHN COX BRAY, K.C.M.G., M.P. 

 

JOHN ALEXANDER COCKBURN, Esquire, M.D., M.P. 

 

The Honorable Sir JOHN WILLIAM DOWNER, K.C.M.G., Q.C., M.P. 

 

The Honorable CHARLES CAMERON KINGSTON, Q.C., M.P. 

 

The Honorable THOMAS PLAYFORD, M.P. 

 

Tasmania. 

 

The Honorable WILLIAM MOORE, M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable ADYE DOUGLAS, M.L.C. 

 

The Honorable ANDREW INGLIS CLARK, M.H.A. 

 

The Honorable WILLIAM HENRY BURGESS, M.H.A. 

 

The Honorable NICHOLAS JOHN BROWN, M.H.A. 

 

The Honorable BOLTON STAFFORD BIRD, M.H.A. 

 

The Honorable PHILIP OAKLEY FYSH, M.L.C. 

 

Victoria. 

 

The Honorable ALFRED DEAKIN, M.P.  

 

The Honorable JAMES MUNRO, M.P. 

 

The Honorable Lieut.-Colonel WILLIAM COLLARD SMITH, M.P. 

 

The Honorable HENRY JOHN WRIXON, Q.C., M.P. 

 

The Honorable DUNCAN GILLIES, M.P. 

 

The Honorable HENRY CUTHBERT, M.L.C.  

 

The Honorable NICHOLAS FITZGERALD, M.L.C. 

 

Western Australia. 

 

The Honorable JOHN FORREST, C.M.G., M.P. 

 

The Honorable WILLIAM EDWARD MARMION, M.P. 

 

The Honorable Sir JAMES GEORGE LEE-STEERE, Kt., M.P. 

 

The Honorable JOHN ARTHUR WRIGHT, M.L.C. 
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The Honorable JOHN WINTHROP HACKETT, M.L.C. 

 

ALEXANDER FORREST, Esquire, M.P. 

 

WILLIAM THORLEY LOTON, Esquire, M.P. 

 

The delegates present then signed the roll. 

 

The delegates absent were:-Sir George Grey, K.C.B., New Zealand; the Honorable Sir Thomas 

McIlwraith, K.C.M.G., LL.D., M.P., Queensland; the Honorable Henry John Wrixon, Q.C., M.P., 

Victoria; and the delegates representing Western Australia. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: I find that the absentees are Sir George Grey, K.C.B., the Honorable Sir Thomas 

McIlwraith, K.C.M.G., M.P., and the Honorable H.J. Wrixon, Q.C., M.P. In this connection I desire to 

intimate that a resolution was passed by the Parliament of Victoria-and I believe a similar one has 

been passed by the Parliament of New South Wales-empowering the Governor-in-Council to appoint 

a member of the Legislative Council, or of the Legislative Assembly, as the case may be, to be a 

representative of the colony at the Convention should a vacancy occur. The resolution to which I refer 

is in these terms:- 

 

That during the absence of any representative of this colony on the National Convention to be held 

in Sydney in March, 1891, or in the event of any vacancy by death, resignation, or otherwise on such 

representation, the Governor, with the advice of the Executive Council, is hereby empowered to 

appoint a member of the Legislative Council or the Legislative Assembly, as the case may be, to act 

as representative of this colony on such Convention, or to fill such vacancy. 

 

In the absence of the Honorable H.J. Wrixon, one of the representatives of Victoria, the Honorable 

W. Shiels, Attorney-General, has received a commission under the seal of the colony, issued by the 

Governor, authorising him to take a seat in the Convention during the absence of any member. I was 

requested to bring this matter before the Convention, as the Honorable H.J. Wrixon is now absent. 

 

The Honorable W. Shiels entered the Chamber subsequently, and subscribed the roll on behalf of 

the Honorable H.J. Wrixon. 

 

PRESIDENT. 

 

Mr. MUNRO rose to move: 

 

That the Honorable Sir Henry Parkes, G.C.M.G., Premier of New South Wales, do take the chair 

as President of this National Australian Federation Convention. 

 

He said: I think this is a fitting honor to confer upon the author of the movement on the part of 

these Australian colonies, which resulted in the Conference held in Melbourne last year. The hon. 

gentleman has taken a deep interest in the subject of federation for a great number of years, and we, 

moreover, meet in the colony of which he has the honor to be the Premier. I have no doubt that in the 

position of President he will aid us with his counsel and advice, and that his occupancy of the chair 

will reflect credit upon our proceedings. Under these circumstances I do not think we can do better 

than elect him to the position. Of course it is distinctly understood that as President of this Convention 

he will occupy a position different from that of the Speaker of a legislative assembly or the President 

of a legislative council; that he will be at liberty to take part in our debates as he may think proper, 

and that he will also be free to vote. These matters, however will, I have no doubt, be dealt with in our 

standing orders, which, I believe, will be passed at a subsequent sitting of the Convention. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: I have much pleasure in rising to second the motion made by Mr. 

Munro. If the circumstances were altogether equal, there is no doubt that Sir Henry Parkes would be 



designated, in accordance with universal custom, as well as official courtesy, as the [start page 4] 

proper person to preside over this Convention, seeing that it is held in New South Wales, of which 

colony he is the Prime Minister. But the circumstances are not equal. No gentleman here, I think, will 

feel himself disparaged when I remind the Convention that Sir Henry Parkes is, in point of years and 

experience, more eminently qualified than any of us for the position. He has had, I believe, a larger 

official experience than has any other man in Australia; he has been at the head of the Government of 

New South Wales longer than any other man in the colony; and he has taken a great interest in the 

subject of federation for many years. He is the immediate author of the present movement. All 

possible argument conduces to show that he is the proper person to fill the chair of this Convention. I 

am sure, however, that the hon. gentleman would hesitate to accept the position if he were debarred 

from speaking, and that we, also, should hesitate to place him in the chair if that step were to have the 

effect of closing his mouth. This being understood, we shall be glad to look to him for advice and 

assistance, and to see him adorning the chair. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: I am glad to support the proposal that Sir Henry Parkes do take the chair on the 

present occasion; but I trust that his election to that position will in no way prevent him from taking 

an active part in the discussions that will follow, and that it will not prevent him from moving 

resolutions, because we are looking forward to his initiating the proceedings, and bringing before us 

certain proposals. The hon. gentleman was the originator of the Conference that was held in 

Melbourne last year, and I am certain that we delegates, representing the various Australian colonies, 

look to him to bring before us resolutions for our discussion. I trust, therefore, that the hon. 

gentleman's occupancy of the chair will not prevent him from taking that active part in the 

proceedings which we have all anticipated. I agree with Sir Samuel Griffith that there is no gentleman 

in the Australian colonies more deserving of the honor of occupying the position of President on this 

important occasion. I have much pleasure in supporting the proposal. 

 

Mr. FYSH: I desire, on the part of Tasmania, to congratulate Sir Henry Parkes upon the arrival of 

to-day, and trust that he will be unanimously chosen President of this great Convention, and that to the 

very many important acts of his life there will be added that which, I believe, will prove to be the 

most important arising out of duties devolving upon him at this Convention. I trust that the hon. 

gentleman will be preserved in exceedingly good health, and that all the faculties of which he is 

possessed will be exerted in the course of this Convention with the hon. gentleman's accustomed 

energy and vivacity; and that we shall have in him, as our President, that which we fully expect-an 

able mind for the conduct of these important proceedings. I congratulate the hon. gentleman upon his 

accession to the chair, and have great pleasure in supporting the resolution. 

 

Mr. DIBBS: In view of the unanimous expression of opinion from the premiers of the 

neighbouring colonies that Sir Henry Parkes should take the chair of this Convention, I, as one of the 

delegates of New South Wales, cannot refrain from expressing the pleasure we feel in finding that 

unanimity to prevail; and our pride in the fact of our Premier being invited to fill so high a position. 

We look to Sir Henry Parkes as, to a certain extent, the architect of the structure we are about to build, 

and we, like other gentlemen present, look to our Premier for advice and explanation, and hope that he 

will in due time place before us such a programme as will enable us to proceed with the great work 

before us. I can assure hon. gentle- [start page 5] men that we appreciate the compliment paid to the 

colony through our Premier, and, personally, I have great pleasure in supporting the proposition which 

has been made. 

 

Captain RUSSELL: Perhaps, as a representative of the most remote of the Australasian colonies, 

I may be permitted in the name of New Zealand to say with what pleasure I have heard Sir Henry 

Parkes proposed as chairman of this great Convention. It has been said that there is no man more 

suitable than is Sir Henry Parkes for the position to which I hope we shall shortly unanimously elect 

him; but I go further, and say that there is no man one-half so suitable. Whether we view him as Prime 

Minister of the mother colony of Australia, or in his private capacity as the most venerable member of 

this Convention, or whether, on the other hand, one reflects that his experience in political life is 

perhaps greater than that of many of us put together, we must all agree that there is no man so fitted 



for the position. This is the mother colony of Australia, and from the great figure presented to the 

more remote colonies of Australasia in Sir Henry Parkes, we are, perhaps, able to judge him more 

dispassionately than are the Australian colonies proper. I feel that, having regard to the position which 

the hon. gentleman has occupied in Australia, he will fittingly crown this, the summit of his life, in 

becoming, the President of a convention which must be celebrated in the world's history for all time to 

come. I have pleasure, on behalf of New Zealand, in saying that we look forward with pleasure to the 

hon. gentleman occupying the position of President of this Convention. 

 

Question resolved in the affirmative. 

 

The PRESIDENT ELECT, being conducted to the chair by the Honorable James Munro and the 

Honorable Sir Samuel Griffith, said: Mr. Munro, Sir Samuel Griffith, and hon. gentlemen, I could not 

under any circumstances do other than yield to your unanimous choice. I am very conscious indeed of 

my many disqualifications for the office of President. It is hardly in my nature to observe that studied 

decorum which is so shining a quality in the Chair. I have not been fitted for that situation in life. I 

therefore feel how great the honor is to be placed in that position on this great occasion and by this 

great body. I shall trust to that generous unanimity which has prevailed in carrying this motion to 

support me in discharging in the Chair duties which may become onerous, and I am quite sure I shall 

not trust in vain. I am certain the feeling which has been exercised in placing me here will be further 

exercised, if need be, to pardon my inefficiency, and that it will give me all the moral support that can 

be shown to the high position I am called to occupy. Having said this much, it becomes my duty to 

give this assurance, that so far as I know myself, I will command myself to do the duties of this Chair 

so that there shall be no cause of complaint. I will try to so conduct the business as to offend none, 

and, if possible, secure the good opinion which appears to have been formed today. I thank hon. 

gentlemen for the great distinction you have conferred upon me, and I trust none of you will see cause 

to regret the vote you have given. 

 

SECRETARY. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: I think the motion I have now the honor to submit will conclude my business at 

this stage of the proceedings. I have the honor to move: 

 

That Frederick William Webb, Esq., be appointed Secretary to the Convention. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: I second the motion. 

 

Question resolved in the affirmative. 
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STANDING ORDERS, &c. 

 

Mr. MCMILLAN: It will be necessary, for the orderly conduct of business during the sittings of 

the Convention, to give notice of certain formal motion for to-morrow. That I now do. 

 

VICE-PRESIDENT. 

 

Mr. PLAYFORD: I beg to move: 

 

That Sir Samuel Walker Griffith, K.C.M.G., be appointed Vice-President of the Convention. 

 

Mr. FYSH: I have exceeding pleasure in seconding the proposal of Mr. Playford, in recognition of 

the services I am pleased to know will already be recognised as having been rendered to the cause of 

federation by Sir Samuel Griffith in connection with his Vice-Presidency of the Federal Council. I am 

pleased to witness his accession to a similar position in conjunction with yourself, sir, or when, on any 

special occasion you may not be prepared to take the chair. I am glad that there is a prospect of the 



hon. gentleman being called to the Vice-Presidency of this Convention as a fitting recognition of the 

work which he has already done in the cause of federation, and as a recognition of the work which we 

feel him to be well able to do in connection with the important duty upon which we are now engaged. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: I have great pleasure in supporting the motion. It is necessary that we should have 

a Vice-President to assist the President, and to act on occasions on which the President may find it 

inconvenient to attend the Convention. I have already had some experience of Sir Samuel Griffith as 

President on other occasions, and he then discharged his duties in so admirable a manner that I shall 

be glad to see him occupying the chair in the unavoidable absence of the President. 

 

Question resolved in the affirmative. 

 

Sir SAMUEL GRIFFITH: I was not aware until a minute or two ago that it was proposed to 

confer this honor upon me. I am deeply grateful to the hon. gentlemen who have proposed to appoint 

me Vice-President of the Convention, and to those who supported the proposal to do me this great 

honor. I shall be very glad to relieve you, sir, when you are unable to continue in the chair; but I hope 

that, for the greater part at least of the sittings of the Convention, you will be able to occupy it. I 

should certainly hesitate to occupy it myself, even in your absence, if I were debarred from taking part 

in the deliberations of the Convention. There is much work to be done, and although I hope there may 

be no occasion for long speeches, there will be times when many of us will think it necessary to say 

something. I thank hon. gentlemen again for the honor they have done me. 

 

ADJOURNMENT. 

 

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN DELEGATES.  

 

Mr. MCMILLAN rose to move: That the Convention do now adjourn until half-past 2 o'clock to-

morrow. 

 

He said: There seems to be a general desire that there should be no sitting tomorrow morning, and 

that business of which notice has been given this morning should be disposed of to-morrow afternoon. 

The probability is that little other business will be done to-morrow. In making this motion, I am, I 

presume, acting in a way that will be acceptable to hon. gentlemen of this Convention. If any other 

suggestion can be made I shall be quite willing to fall in with it if a majority desire; but I have 

consulted with a few members of the Convention, and the general opinion, I understand, is that we 

ought to adjourn until half-past 2 o'clock tomorrow. 

 

The PRESIDENT: I think, before a motion of so much importance as that is put, I might intimate 

what I deem is the general wish of hon. gentlemen- [start page 7] that to-morrow morning be used for 

the purpose of an informal meeting of delegates to compare views and to enter into conversation 

before the serious business of the Convention really begins. I think gentlemen will see the advantage 

of that from every point of view, I believe that is the intention, and I imagine that after we have 

adjourned now, I shall be authorised to arrange a meeting of that kind before the Convention enters 

upon the real business it has to undertake. I think it is right to give that intimation, in case any 

gentlemen should feel disposed to dissent from it. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: I second the motion. 

 

Mr. DIBBS: Before the motion is put, I should like to say a few words as to the position in which 

we find ourselves. The Western Australian delegates, through the force of inevitable circumstances, 

not being present, I venture to suggest that no actual business be transacted by this Convention before 

they have an opportunity to be present. We might proceed with the preliminary business, such as the 

formal motions of which notice has been given by Mr. McMillan, and the President might deliver his 

inaugural address; but we should extend the utmost courtesy to the representatives of Western 



Australia to enable them to be here before any actual business results are arrived at. I believe these 

gentlemen can arrive by Friday morning. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: Saturday! 

 

Mr. DIBBS: Well, even if they cannot arrive until Saturday, I think business should be postponed, 

or we shall be placed in a very awkward position, because we should either have to go back upon our 

procedure, or invite the representatives of Western Australia to join in what has been done. The 

President's address will, I presume, foreshadow what should be done, and the manner in which it 

should be done. The whole programme, in fact, will be submitted to us, and probably there will be 

considerable discussion; but I think any definite determination should be deferred until our absent 

friends can be present, especially when we consider that Western Australia has but just become 

possessed of responsible government. I ask hon. gentlemen to give some consideration to this 

question, so that when we meet to-morrow it may be determined whether we proceed to business in 

the absence of the representatives of Western Australia, or whether we shall afford them time to be 

present. 

 

Mr. MUNRO: I might be allowed to offer a word of explanation. As the convener I was in 

communication with all the colonies, and with the consent of the different colonies I postponed the 

holding of the first meeting until the 2nd March, to meet the wishes particularly of the representatives 

of Western Australia. All the other colonies wanted to have the meeting very much earlier. Then when 

it came to within a week of the time for the meeting I received a telegram from the Premier of 

Western Australia, asking that the Convention should be postponed for a fortnight to enable them to 

get their business through and be present. I then put myself in communication with the premiers of the 

other colonies, including New Zealand, and found that it was the almost unanimous wish of the 

delegates that no postponement should take place. I then communicated with the representatives of 

Western Australia, informing them that it was impossible to postpone the meeting of the Convention. 

I venture to suggest to Mr. Dibbs that we are here as delegates from the various colonies at a 

considerable amount of inconvenience to ourselves and the governments we represent. And whilst I 

am exceedingly anxious that every courtesy should be shown to the representatives of Western 

Australia, I do not think it wise, after we have deliberated over the matter and come to the conclusion 

to meet on the 2
nd

 [start page 8] March, to postpone the transaction of business for another week; I am 

afraid we could not afford to do it. I am willing that we should not pass any serious resolutions until 

the delegates from Western Australia arrive; I believe they will be here on Friday or Saturday. If we 

were to postpone our business until their arrival we should be departing from the understanding 

arrived at that we should be here on the 2nd March, and proceed with business as early as possible. I 

have no doubt that the week will be taken up with the consideration of preliminary matters. I do not 

think we ought to formally postpone the business on account of the Western Australian delegates not 

being here, because of the absolute necessity of our proceeding with as much expedition as possible. 

 

Mr. BAKER: I venture to suggest with regard to one difficulty that if we do anything to which the 

Western Australian delegates object, we can easily reconsider the matter when they arrive. In the 

meantime we may do a great many things to which they will not object. 

 

Question resolved in the affirmative. 

 

Convention adjourned at 12.4 p.m. 

 

 


