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The Commonwealth of Australia

For Australians 1901 was the beginning of a new year, a new century and a new country.
In January 1901 Australia became a federation of colonies (states) and the Commonwealth
of Australia was proclaimed. There was a grand procession in Sydney and an inauguration
ceremony was held in Centennial Park.
Melbourne was determined not to be outdone by Sydney. There was a huge surge of
patriotism and nationalistic fervour among the people of Melbourne who were living in
the hub of political progress. They went to great lengths to ensure that the opening of the
Commonwealth Parliament in Melbourne on 9 May 1901 would be an extravagant and
memorable occasion.
The Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, who would one day be crowned King
George V and Queen Mary, voyaged to Australia for the inauguration and travelled from
Sydney to Melbourne in a specially built, luxury train.
The day of the opening dawned with a brilliant blue Australian sky. Frances rose early
and dressed in the fashion of the day: a smart, dark fitted jacket with a high neck, adorned with
a brooch or a ribbon, long skirts and a new boater hat. In her gloved hands, Frances clutched
a handbag containing a notebook and pencil as she entered the Royal Exhibition Building for
the opening of parliament. She seated herself in the press gallery to wait with 12,000 guests
for the ceremony to begin at noon.
Senators and Members of Parliament were seated in front of the stage. The state governors
and British dignitaries in full ceremonial dress walked on to the podium. A hush fell over
the assembly. Lady Tennyson, the wife of the governor of South Australia, stood next to her
husband, Hallam Tennyson, on the dais. She later described the opening in a letter to her
mother:
It was all very dignified, reverent and quiet. The Governor General read the prayers very well
indeed to prevent jealousy among the different sects; then the Duke read the proclamation,
extremely well worded, and everybody was surprised at the strong voice coming from such a
little man. There was profound silence, all the thousands of people being, I think, at least I felt
so, awed at this tremendously important moment for Australasia. When it was finished heavy
guns fired and the Duchess touched an electric button to announce it all over the world.1
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Frances’ invitation to the opening of the Federal Parliament.

The Royal procession and its mounted escorts then returned to Government House passing
through triumphal arches built especially for the occasion. A crowd of 300,000 people watched
the procession through streets festooned with flags and bunting.
That evening Frances took pleasure in preparing for a reception to be presided over
by the Duke and Duchess. She was one of 2,000 guests lucky enough to be invited to the
grand occasion at the Royal Exhibition Building. She carefully put up her dark, wavy hair and
dressed in a pale silk ball gown for the occasion. Frances left for the reception in a rustle of silk
with her mother’s good wishes ringing in her ears. The first motor cars were on the streets of
Melbourne and perhaps Frances rode to the reception in a motor.
Charles and Ethel were also invited to the reception and concert. The hope of the new
century was accentuated for the Chomley family by the birth of their fourth child − a baby girl
called Betty.
On that memorable evening the fine buildings of Melbourne were illuminated and the
dark skies exploded in a brilliant fireworks display. A week of festivities followed the opening.
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The welcome given to the Duke and Duchess was reported in gushing terms in Charles’
newspaper, the Arena.
. . . Melbourne on behalf of United Australia has kept her promise. She has made Australia’s
welcome to the Heir Apparent on his visit to unlock the doors of the first Federal Parliament the
greatest, grandest and most gorgeous demonstration of greetings ever seen, or perhaps possible
in this part of the World . . .2

Federal Parliament met in the Victorian Parliament House until 1927 when the seat of
government moved to Canberra, occupying the gracious white buildings, flanked by tall gum
trees, of Parliament House.
In 1902 Australian women were granted the right to vote in federal elections and the
right to be elected to the national parliament. However, the struggle for women’s suffrage
continued in Victoria where women were not permitted to vote in state elections until 1908.
Across the Tasman, New Zealand women had been able to vote in national elections since
1893.
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