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pp. Australians: A Historical Dictionary. Edited by Graeme Aplin, S.G. Foster and 
Michael McKernan. xx, 462pp. Australians: Events and Places. Edited by Graeme Aplin, 
S .G. Foster and Michael McKernan. xvi, 476 pp. Australians: Historical Statistics. Edited 
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Borchardt with Victor Crittenden, xviii, 473 pp. Australians: The Guide and Index, xxviii, 
83 pp. The general editors of these volumes are Frank Crowley and Peter Spearritt, with 
John McQuilton. 

THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY New South Wales Government Printer, Charles Potter, 
wished to make the Centennial history 'not only a literary but also a mechanical success'.1 

He produced handsome volumes in days when there could be a conceived use beyond 
commercial profit. The present history books are of a kind rarely seen in recent years. Fine 
to look at, beautifully bound, the type and illustrations all that could be desired: they are 
a credit to all involved. The illustrations are chosen and placed with obvious care and 
frequently have a sentence or two attached to indicate, in gentle fashion, the iconography. 
There are splendid old photographs and some new ones; even fold-out full-colour 
illustrations, a possibility usually confined to quite other publications. 

This series is unique in the extent of the involvement of Australian historians, both 
academic and public, in the preparation over some ten years. Its making is well 
documented. We know the goals and the discussion about them, we have the volumes, and 
we have already a special issue of AustralianHistoricalStudies, which constitutes almost 
an auto-critique. 

1 Potter to Finance and Trade, 27 October 1887, NSW Government Printing Office, 1/146, 
Archives Office of New South Wales. 
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Particular interest has attached throughout to the slice volumes which supplemented 
the reference works. Graeme Davison explained in 1982 that they would depart 'from 
orthodox narrative history in three ways: they would open a slice or cross-sectional view 
of Australia at arbitrarily chosen moments in time; they would be written collaboratively 
rather than by single volume or chapter authors and they would be written for a popular, 
rather than academic, readership'.2 Success on the last point is manifest: the care taken 
to establish rules for style has produced intelligibility without a sense of the authors' 
writing down to the readers. 

Collaborative history has been long essayed, but its fulfilment has been limited. In 1898 
Langlois and Seignobos talked of dreams of vast workshops of historians 50 years ago, 
and concluded that 'the organisation of scientific labour' was still the order of the day.3 

These volumes have 25 and more contributions each, and some of the group dynamics 
involved have been candidly revealed.4 Not surprisingly, the fusion process is better in 
some volumes than others. 1838 can claim some coherence; other volumes lack a strong 
focus or argument, although they still provide original and valuable chapters. 

The arguments for the cross-sectional approach to history writing integrate with the 
early-1980s debate about the role of narrative. For Lawrence Stone, narrative was 'the 
organisation of material in a chronologically sequential order and the focusing of content 
into a single coherent story, albeit with sub-plots'.5 He argued the case for narrative, 
others argued against. Davison, in speaking of the need for a departure from narrative, saw 
virtues in slicing. Traditional themes in Australian history would be avoided, there would 
not be 'established heroes' and a progression towards a familiar end. Instead, the ordinary 
would be elevated to a new prominence, and new connections made; for example, energy 
could be a theme that would imply material from various spheres in history and outside 
it. 

With the dust settling on the present phase of the narrative debate, it might be possible 
to conclude that it is not the only approach suitable for history. Certainly the more 
pragmatic historians will simply ask of slicing: does it work? The answer lies in the 
particular volumes, but it is plain that it presents certain general problems. First, it is strong 
in the presentation of snapshots of particular sectors of society, industries, or activities in 
the year concerned. This can be very valuable, but the result has been, because of the 
technique or for other reasons, that certain areas are dealt with less successfully. 
Economic developments need a spread of years to develop. Aboriginal history does not 
lend itself to examination through the tunnel of one random year. The information 
available on Aborigines in areas unsettled by Europeans is not always date-specific. 
Second, slicing has yielded volumes strong on detail and specific examples, some very 
telling. It makes use of the diaries of particular people for that year: Fred Coneybeer, a 
harness-maker, provides a link between some of the chapters in the 1888 volume. But this 
is a literary solution to a more fundamental difficulty. The volumes are weak on structures 
and agency. Perhaps Connel and Irving were right to suggest at the outset that slicing, for 

2 G.Davison, 'Slicing Australian History', New Zealand Journal of History, XVI, 1 (1982), 
p.20. 

3 ch. v, Langlois and Seignobos, Introduction to the Study of History, 1898, p.135. 
4 Ellen McEwen, 'Australians 1888: A Very Personal View', and Tim Rowse, '"Fallen among 

Gentlemen": A Memoir of the Bicentennial History Project', Australian Historical Studies, XXIII, 
91 (1988), pp.114-29. 

5 Lawrence Stone, 'The Revival of Narrative: Reflections on a New Old History', Past and 
Present, 85 (1979), pp.3-24; E.J. Hobsbawm, 'The Revival of Narrative: Some Comments', Past 
and Present, 86 (1980), pp.3-9; Hayden White, 'Narrative in Historical Theory', History and 
Theory, XXIII, 1 (1984), pp.1-33. 
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all its virtues, encouraged empiricism. It may be symptomatic that the following chapter 
proposed by the editors for the 1888 volume never appeared: 

The Social Bases of Authority 
This chapter should raise the issue of how the working classes, as well as the ruling classes, 

shared in the bounty of the country. The big issue here is the question of power. Who controlled the 
destinies of the country? What influence did the contemporary distribution of wealth and status have 
upon the exercise of power at all levels? This chapter brings together issues raised throughout the 
book, and poses the question of how Australia was ruled in class terms.6 

On the other hand, the approach when well used, as it is in the 1838 volume, provides an 
opportunity to examine the texture of everyday life, and to do this in the context of 
ideologies and structures (social, political, and legal), which may not have been important 
sources of historical change, but which gave society its form and stability. Such an 
approach by no means excludes analysis of social instability, but it enables us to put these 
in a wider context, to see why Australia changed so slowly in some ways and in other ways 
did not change at all. Slice history is not superior in principle to analyses of change over 
time but, because it enables us to develop themes which have hitherto been neglected, it 
can enrich our understanding. 

The authors of the first volume, Australians to 1788, were faced with a great problem: 
they had to remain faithful to the slice of history concept and still convey something of 
the immensity of the 50,000 years of history that existed before Europeans settled the last 
continent. They compromised, and devoted the first quarter of the book to a reconstruction 
of environmental and cultural changes that occurred during those 50 millennia. The first 
five chapters thus strive to present an extremely complex, and still only partially 
understood, process in a manner which can be comprehended by the non-archaeological 
community. By and large they succeed. The inclusion of some Aboriginal creation myths 
within the text serve to remind the Eurocentric that there are other ways of seeing the past 

A significant portion of the volume is devoted to presenting different aspects of 
surviving Aboriginal traditional culture from widespread and varying localities. In 
'Words of Juluji's World', Bob Dixon employs a fictional account of daily tribal life to 
convey the complexity of language systems and social rules and conventions which 
formed an integral part of every Aboriginal group, and had to be understood and obeyed 
by all members. R. Tonkinson's 'Mardujarra Kinship', on the other hand, explains 
directly the role of kinship in regulating social relations to maximize access to scarce 
resources. Stephen Wild's 'A Musical Interlude' discusses the role of music and dance 
in Aboriginal life, particularly in the Sydney area in 1788 — a nice counterbalance to 
Geoffrey Blainey's account of the British settlement in the last chapter, 'Sydney 1788'. 
Other chapters discuss the ceremonies and rituals currently practised by Aboriginal 
people of central Australia, providing a glimpse of the diversity and depth of social and 
ceremonial life that once characterized the entire continent. 

Regrettably, the art of the first Australians receives no special chapter. This is a grave 
omission. Engravings on rock surfaces occur throughout the continent and are amongst 
the earliest in the world. They appear to express a cultural continuity measured in 
millennia, not centuries. The natural painted art galleries of the Arnhem Land escarpment 
are as brilliant in their colour, and execution, as Lascaux. A number of excellent plates 
portray some of the colour and variety of Aboriginal artistic achievement, but textural 

6 G. Davison and J. McCarty, 'Book Plan: Themes and Content', Australia 1888, No. l l , May 
1983, p.20; T. Irving and R.W. Connell, 'Class in 1888: Theme or Theory', Australia 1888, No.6, 
November 1980, pp.71-79. 
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explanation is absent. 
Economic archaeology provides the basis of several accounts illustrating Aboriginal 

adaptations to diverse environments. For example, Josephine Flood describes how sparse 
populations lived and prospered high in the Southern Alps, with large numbers congre-
gating in early summer to feast on the nutritious Bogong moths. In contrast, Harry 
Lourandos describes how inhabitants of semi-permanent camps on the plains of south-
western Victoria managed water levels in the swamps to ensure a regular supply of eels 
for months at a time. These accounts of such varied life-styles are a triumph of careful 
archaeological reconstruction. Equally fascinating is Isabel McBryde's presentation of 
the complexity of the trading and ritual exchange networks established by the desert 
peoples of the Lake Eyre Basin. These and the other economic reconstructions demon-
strate the creativity of the Aboriginal response to a varied, and often harsh, environment 
and, incidentally, of the growing knowledge and appreciation of these adaptations. 

The closing chapters of the volume deal with European discovery of Australia and the 
first settlement at Sydney Cove. A concession to the Aboriginal view is made in entitling 
the section 'The Invasion', but there is no attempt to explore its consequences in this 
volume. Only W.C. Ferguson's earlier chapter on 'Mokare's Domain' explores the 
problems of contact which faced the two peoples of such opposing world views, perhaps 
foreshadowing issues to be treated in subsequent volumes. 

This volume, written by the most authoritative worker in each area treated, has 
achieved a balance between accurate scientific data and the need for readable articles for 
the non-specialist. An attempt has been made to present an Aboriginal perspective by the 
inclusion of myths and vocabularies and to demonstrate the richness and diversity of 
Aboriginal ceremonial life, perceptions, and material culture. This achievement is 
supported by the wealth of superb illustrations and clear maps, which not only enhance 
the text but bring to life the Australian environment and the Aboriginal achievement 
within it. 

The slice which Australians 1838 cuts is satisfyingly comprehensive, covering race 
relations, work, economic life, convict society families, social relationships, government, 
justice, education, and religion. Indeed, it is an attempt at 'total history' in at least three 
different senses. First, the years of discussion and strong editorial direction have ensured 
that the authors all see society as a 'totality' — that no aspect of society listed above is 
treated in isolation from the rest. The excellent sections by Atkinson and Foster on the 
institutions of government and the administration of justice, for instance, place their 
subject matter squarely in the context of ideologies, social conflicts, and economic and 
social structures. 

Second, the book does not just deal with êlites. It is also an attempt to write 'history from 
below'. We learn of the experiences and outlook of the rich, the powerful, and the literate, 
but we also learn something of how the world looked to Aborigines, convicts, and the 
illiterate poor. 

Third, the book brings together the three different' levels' into which historians of the 
Annales school divide the historical totality: the ephemeral happenings which members 
of that school rather scornfully label 'the history of events'; the longer-term trends 
covering several decades which are called conjonctures; and the relatively unchanging 
geographical, economic, social, or ideological structures of the longue durie. Quite 
deliberately, the authors of Australia 1838 make most of their general points through 
microcosmic 'history of events'. They never speak purely in abstractions or generalities, 
but always give concrete examples drawn from the year 1838 or thereabouts. This makes 
the book easy to read, widens its popular appeal, but by no means diminishes its academic 
value. The detail is always significant, for it is invariably related to medium-term 
conjonctures or long-term' structures'. Indeed, the authors have succeeded in meeting the 
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Annales school's ideal of total history more completely than many members of the school 
itself. It is perhaps because they are less impatient with 'mere events' that they are better 
able to elucidate their connections with underlying trends and 'structures'. 

It would have been intriguing had the editors tried to elaborate more precisely the 
theoretical perspective which informs the book. But, since good historians are seldom 
good theoreticians, it may be just as well that they have avoided the attempt. More 
disappointing is their failure to write a conclusion that clarifies the total picture of society 
which is partially visible in their analysis. How, in general terms, did that society work? 
How did its parts interrelate? How did they clash? What were the sources of stability and 
the seeds of change? Partial answers to these questions occur in every chapter, and a clever 
and determined reader may be able to bring them all together and elaborate them to arrive 
at a satisfactory and explicit overall assessment. It is a pity that the editors of the book have 
not made the attempt. No one is better qualified. 

The 1888 slice has a particular interest because the historians are looking into a mirror 
at perhaps the nearest image to the bicentennial. In recognition of that, the first chapter 
provides a description of the centennial celebrations by Graeme Davison. Its strengths are 
typical of those of the volume as a whole. It is elegant and original, using small details and 
examples, touches of colour, to bring a satisfying picture to the reader. It is not 
antiquarianism or a simple search for local authenticity that leads him to include the 
seamen in the Sydney trade union march 'bearing allegorical figures of Neptune, 
Britannia and Commerce', or the Victorian premier, 'unused to so much sun and 
champagne', getting sunstroke. Comedy and irony are present in his account, and he 
leaves a sense of the ambiguity, even conflict, which lay behind the celebrations. The 
illustrations are carefully chosen and annotated, although elements of the iconography 
might have been made more explicit. The familiar Bulletin cartoons of the convict dancing 
to the tune of the gaoler (1788), and New South Wales dancing (1888), conceal the British 
money-lender's providing the music in the second case. Again, the conflict between the 
words at each end of the Exhibition Hall for the banquet, 'Welcome Home' and 
'Australian unity', could be pointed out to the readers. The banquet, after all, had to be 
seen as the Mother Colony marking the occasion of its centennial rather than a federal 
gathering. 

One strength of the slice approach to history is that it gives the opportunity to include 
chapters presenting the everyday details of Australian life a century ago, matters which 
are sometimes assumed as knowledge by the specialists. A splendid chapter on 'Land' by 
R.L. Heathcote brings the late nineteenth-century pastoral industry to life. A centrepiece 
is a fine description of stockman R.B. Pitt's journey from Silverton, near Broken Hill, to 
Windorah in Western Queensland, some 1200kilometres, to convey a large flock of sheep 
suffering under the drought. This is multilayered history: a good story, an autobiographi-
cal fragment illustrative of a larger whole, but an insight as well into the impact of drought 
and the operations of pastoralism. The chapter has maps and illustrations on such matters 
as the destruction of wildlife, the lyrebird as export, and the rabbit as pest. Other chapters 
on farming and pastoral life again provide concise, readable, and sometimes fascinating 
perspectives on life in these sectors. Each is a sound reference on matters such as wages, 
work practices, structures of the industry, all exemplified from particular people. 

The volume adopts the distinction, which would have been very familiar to contempo-
raries, between public and private domains. In the latter there are very valuable and fresh 
essays on childhood, youth, marriage, and old age. In the public sphere, the essay on 
community by Ellen McEwen deserves particular mention. It brings out clearly the 
middle-class dominance in the leadership of small towns. Alan Martin and Paul Bourke 
attempt the daunting task of covering the politics of the colonies in seven pages. Such 
constraints concentrate the mind wonderfully and the outcome is eminently satisfying. 
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Here, as frequently elsewhere, there is an acknowledged expert dealing with her or his 
own specialization, but there is much that is new and a striking appropriateness in the 
examples. On the civil service, they quote Patterson to the effect that 'a Minister of 
Railways must look under his bed each night to see if an applicant for a place is not 
concealed there'. D.M. Schreuder concludes the volume with a chapter on the imperial 
connection, an important element for the centennial year and admirably presented in this 
chapter. 

Henry Reynolds' essay on late nineteenth-century Aborigines would be difficult to 
better as a synthesis, and neatly ties the elements together by looking at the frontier, the 
missions, the fringe camps, and concluding with the question 'Are they dying out?' 
Reviewing the interests of anthropologists and others, he affirms: 'As they looked back 
over a hundred years, most Australians were pleased with the result. They saw the 
destruction of Aboriginal society as reassuring evidence of their own success.' 

The difficulty with this volume is in its total impact: the linkages are a little weak, the 
argument insufficiently strong. There is no conclusion in the sense of a drawing together 
of the themes, and some of the middle-order generalizations (People, Land, Energy, 
Distance) are metaphors rather than tightly woven concepts. It remains, however, a 
collection of excellent essays. 

The Australia 1938 volume, on the other hand, achieves a good balance between 
seeking authenticity in the episodes that make up its parts and providing an overall 
structure. The immediacy stems from liberal use of personal recollection, the result of the 
labours of the 600 interviewers who comprised the 1938 Oral History project. Reminis-
cence reverberates throughout the volume. It is at its best in the 80 or so pages recounting 
the experiences of a number of Aboriginal men and women. Collectively these statements 
are salutary reminders of how life looked to people outside the dominant group in 
Australian society. Individually, many of the testimonies offer moving and poignant 
snapshots of a world few Australians comprehended in the 1930s. The voices of Alfie 
Gerrard of Moola Bulla settlement in Western Australia and Merle Jackomas of 
Cummeroogunja reserve on the Murray River have that ring of directness and authenticity 
which brings a gleam to the eye of the oral historian. Personal memories do not history 
make — as many critics of oral history are fond of asserting — but they often provide 
insight, provoke thought, and stimulate a desire to know more. The oral history 
components of Australia 1938 achieve this and more. 

The coherence and momentum of the volume are maintained, in large part, by skilful 
selection of the bridging chapters. The reader is taken smoothly through a description of 
how Australians saw themselves in 1938 to a discussion of how the nation celebrated its 
150th anniversary. The narrative then recounts the day of mourning and protest organized 
by New South Wales Aborigines and discusses Xavier Herbert's Capricornia, before 
moving on to a substantial section on Aborigines. The momentum achieved in this early 
section is maintained with scarcely a falter. We follow the flow of life from cradle to 
grave, look at the variety of ways people experienced work and leisure. And, fittingly for 
a volume which ends as it were on the brink of war, the final section introduces us to ways 
Australians experienced and perceived the world. 

The achievements of the 1938 slice are clearly substantial. What it does, it does 
brilliantly. We might ask, of course, whether or not this glimpse of the past is 'compre-
hensive', or 'typical', or likely to offer a 'balanced' view of that space in history which 
1938 has been called upon to represent. At one level at least, 1938 does seem a pretty 
normal sort of year. A New Zealand horse, Catalogue, won the Melbourne Cup (and at 
long odds too). The Aussies retained the ashes, with Don Bradman averaging more than 
100 runs in the test matches. Yet Australians who can recall the 1930s might think first 
of Phar Lap, Larwood, Jardine, and bodyline. Some might look also for the political 
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figures who, like Jack Lang, seemed larger than life. They might also look for more 
evidence of the conflicts that stretched the fabric of society in the 'hungry' years. To be 
fair, the 1938 slice does not shy away from these things. There is, for example, a fine 
selection on the unemployed, who remained a visible feature of Australian life until the 
outbreak of war. There are numerous other areas where contestation rather than celebra-
tion takes centre stage. And, overall, one might conclude that the trade-offs involved in 
the slice approach have been amply rewarded. 

Unlike its three predecessor volumes, Australiansfrom 1939 is not concerned with 'the 
slice approach' to history utilized in the previous volumes, but rather with an era. From 
the onset, the volume adopts a personalized view of history, which is defended by Alan 
Gilbert, one of the overall editors of the series, because the volume 'covers a period partly 
or wholly within the memory of its writers and readers'. As a result, says Gilbert, 'for the 
writers, reminiscence has accompanied research'. The other overall editor, K.S. Inglis, 
typifies the personal approach used in the fifth volume when he begins the first chapter 
(entitled 'At War') with the words: 'On the Evening of Friday 1 September 1939, my 
mother took me to the Planet Theatre, Preston, to see Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson 
Eddy as Sweethearts.' 

Inglis's first chapter illustrates the strengths and weaknesses of this personalized 
approach to history. The chapter is—as one would expect—very well written. It presents 
a useful social perspective that is carefully integrated with the dramatic events that 
occurred on the world's stage during the Second World War, and it is lavishly illustrated 
(Inglis was obviously an incipient historian at an early age — two of the pictures in his 
chapter are of his own identity card, mailed to him on his 14th birthday!). But the chapter 
does not, and cannot, give readers a comprehensive or detailed history of Australians at 
war. This difficulty appears to have been recognized by the editors of Australians from 
1939, for Inglis's essay is immediately followed by five brief notes, three of which have 
been written by A.W. Martin, one of the editors of the volume. Far from filling holes left 
by Inglis, the postscripts of the first chapter accentuate the problem: dealing with the 
contribution of Aborigines to the war effort in only half a page, and of women in less than 
two pages, is obviously inadequate — if not insulting. 

The personalized view of history probably reaches a peak in this volume in Peter 
Spearritt's chapter on 'Cars for the People', which is illustrated with the then nine-year 
old Spearritt's father's holiday photographs of the family Holden. Here is history being 
created, not by 'great men', but by little boys . . . . 

However, not all the chapters in Australians from 1939 utilize what Alan Gilbert refers 
to as 'autobiographical undertones'. P.G. Edwards's chapter on 'Foreign Policies', John 
Warhurst's chapter on politics, Inglis's on the mass media, and Sylvia Lawson's on the 
film industry are all examples of more conventional, straightforward accounts of their 
topics. But by the time readers reach Sylvia Lawson's chapter, many may justifiably feel 
that a combination of her chronological-descriptive approach with that of, say, Inglis, 
would have enlivened the volume and given it an overall coherence. 

Indeed, the collection of articles in Australians from 1939 is deficient insofar as the 
volume opens with an expressed philosophy of using 'personal memories', and yet crucial 
sections on Aboriginal Australians and on women are written by white males. The editors 
are obviously aware of this contradiction between their intent and their overall product, 
for the final section of the book is entitled 'Taking Stock' and consists of ten recollections 
by Australians who were alive in 1939. Five of the essays are by men, five by women — 
one of whom, Kath Walker, is a well-known Aboriginal activist and artist. Here, at last, 
there is a balanced 'context for taking stock', which the introduction claims is the overall 
aim of the volume. But Ann Carthoys' concluding essay, 'Into History', almost immedi-
ately casts doubt on the value of the personal recollections that infuse this volume when 
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she repeats — and does not refute — Patrick O'Farrell's criticism of the oral history 
movement and of the contents of collections such as Loh and Lowenstein's book, The 
Immigrants, as 'statements of memory, not of what actually happened'. 

Where then does this leave Australians from 1939? The answer is a positive one. It is 
a valuable work of reference (it has detailed notes about the illustrations in the book, 
useful endnotes, and a substantial index). Many of the essays are lucid and worthwhile 
introductions to the topics at hand, and the illustrations are simply superb. 

The editors distinguished the History volumes from the Reference volumes. Ken Inglis 
spoke of the latter in the context of 'jobs left undone (which) are especially fit for the 
commemorative occasion, such as cleaning up Botany Bay'.7 There is no call for such 
self-deprecation, for these books maintain the standards of scholarship and presentation 
while filling important gaps in the Australian historical armoury. 

For an historical atlas the raison d'etre lies ultimately in the medium rather than in the 
message. Though the ideas and information it contains may well be found in other 
accessible sources, it is the mode of presentation which illuminates. Such is the case with 
Australians : a Historical Atlas. Much of its information will be found in the other 
reference works, but not to such effect. A great range of cartographic techniques, 
photographs, and reproductions of earlier maps has been employed in attractively 
portraying special relations (for example, the patterns of settlement), historical processes 
(such as the spread of influenza in New South Wales in 1919), as well as comparisons of 
a great variety of historical experience within and among the states. As a source of quick 
reference, the Atlas will readily engage the browser, and be plundered by the teacher. 

Potentially the Atlas could more than merely complement its companion volumes in 
the Historical Library. Those seeking an overview of the Australian past, linking the 
'slices', might be tempted to turn to it first, looking for a readily assimilable survey of 
historical developments. In fact, the logic of the Atlas's organization has been determined 
by geographers rather than historians. 'Place' (the environment, its discovery and 
exploitation) is the organizing theme of the first six chapters. 'People' entitles the second 
section of seven chapters charting changing aspects of social life. Place returns in the final 
section of two photographic essays on city and country landscapes. Thus the Atlas's 
organization effectively underscores the impact of the environment in shaping the 
Australian past. Yet, read sequentially, the chapters fracture a sense of historical process 
in human terms. For example, Aboriginal 'landscapes' are examined (in chapter 2) before 
their arrival is discussed (in chapter 7). Similarly, European immigration and distribution 
are charted after the chapters on economic activity. Maps on the Aboriginal resistance to 
European occupation find their place in the chapter on 'Australians and War' rather than 
being more logically linked to the processes of land settlement. The Atlas remains, then, 
a visually attractive miscellany, a series of slices, rather than presenting an overarching 
sense of linked developments in the human experience of Australians. 

Historical Statistics are supremely an area suitable for a bicentennial reference work. 
For 100 years and more, Australian statistics have been of a high standard. No one 
statistical compilation was, however, available and a book of numbers might be thought 
to be one of the less contentious of the volumes in the Historical Library. The target was 
'students, authors and browsers', the general reader sought by the volumes as a whole. 
The result is a handsome, useful, and comprehensive book: 470 pages running from 
cricket match attendances (1876-1984) to police expenditure (1900-1985), from retail 
bread prices in Sydney (4i/2d. a loaf, 1850, and virtually the same in 1922-23) to gross 
private capital formation. The price of this admirable comprehensiveness is that, first, the 

7 Ken Inglis, 'Planning a Bicentennial History of Australia', in G. Shaw, ed., 1988 and All That, 
Brisbane, 1988, p.104. 
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sections are sometimes idiosyncratic in the statistics they choose. 'War' is exclusively 
twentieth-century, so we learn nothing about the nineteenth-century armed forces and the 
war on the Aborigines, where there are at least estimates of loss of life. Second, while the 
reader is invited to consult the notes in the text and at the end, these are not always 
complete enough to help. The components of the population of New South Wales 1788-
1850 are divided thus: Aborigines, Free Whites, White Convicts, and Military and family. 
The basis of the free/convict distinction is not explained, although it is part of a major 
debate regarding the character of convict society. The fault lies not so much with the 
compilers of the table as with, presumably, the conception of the volume which, by 
sacrificing necessary details, may leave the reader misinformed. Occasionally the notes 
are full enough to help the reader and to make an original contribution in themselves. The 
section on religion has an extended key to the tables of religious affiliations which is very 
informative, but this is an exception. 

Part of the value of the volume will be the convenient gathering of some fundamental 
statistics. For example, estimates of nineteenth-century British investment in Australia by 
Butlin, Wilson, Boehm, and Coghlan are all included. Other figures not easily accessible 
elsewhere are collated: for example, visitors to museums and war memorials, and deaths 
from certain illnesses. These will perhaps be particularly welcome. The results of selected 
public opinion polls are also provided. 

Generally, however, the authors have worked with statistics as officially presented; 
these conceal the contributions of some sectors of society. Aborigines, perhaps, particu-
larly suffer in this way since they were excluded from statistics until the 1967 referendum. 
The reluctance of the Aboriginal community to participate in the preparation of this 
volume is understandable, but more perhaps could have been done to reconstruct the 
Aboriginal presence. N.G. Butlin comments on the need for Aboriginal national income 
statistics, a theme which he has since developed, but other contributors are unable to 
overcome the difficulties. The 'Crime and Justice' statistics have no contribution to make 
to the understanding of the current conflict regarding deaths in prison. A parallel might 
be drawn with the section on labour, where the contribution of women is not considered 
very fully. Again, some imaginative statistical work could have helped correct the 
limitations of the tables. 

Overall, the statistics volume is beautifully presented, not only with striking colour 
diagrams, but with associated reproductions of art works and short quotations, usually 
pertinent and sometimes amusing. 

The Historical Dictionary covers both subjects and people, chiefly since 178 8, in some 
1200 entries. It may be thought of as a cheerfully idiosyncratic historical encyclopaedia. 
It has no reservations about the inclusion of the living and the recent; 'Bottom of the 
harbour' tax frauds are explained, and Alan Bond's career described. Vegemite is here, 
although not Pavlova. There are longer entries by experts contributing admirable pieces 
of condensation, with one or two references attached for further reading. The 'Racism' 
entry (Andrew Markus) and 'Contraception' (Phillipa Mein Smith) might catch the eye. 
The shorter entries are sometimes less helpful. A real attempt appears to have been made, 
however, to redress the imbalance present in older reference works regarding women and 
Aborigines, although the item on the Torres Strait Islanders is perfunctory. The distribu-
tion of space has its puzzles — James McAuley has an extended assessment, Joseph 
Furphy a very brief one — but overall this remains a volume which is easily readable and 
inviting to the browser. 

The volume Events and Places is both a chronology and a gazetteer. The 'Events' 
section gives an accurate year-by-year catalogue of events, some trivial and others im-
portant, since 178 8. It may be intended to compensate for the lack of extended chronology 
in the 'slice' volumes, but it cannot do this because the format makes it impossible to 
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develop themes or even tell a story. It is also of limited use as a reference, for only those 
who already know approximately when an event occurred can easily find it. 

The 'Places' section gives summary histories of over 700 towns, cities, and geographi-
cal features. There are also 32 regional essays, which put the local histories in a wider 
context. Historians, travellers, and the general public will find this section a mine of 
interesting and accessible information. 

The rationale behind A Guide to Sources is made abundantly clear in Stuart Macintyre's 
lucid and stimulating opening essay on the writing of Australian history. Macintyre 
concludes his survey by noting that the professionalism of the historical discipline inside 
the universities in the twentieth century has not been wholly beneficial. Specialization has 
produced, he argues, an introspection bordering upon pessimism amongst the current 
practitioners. They now use the past, not as offering a source of inspiration or guidance, 
but as yielding little more than a succession of cautionary examples. The retreat into the 
archives has had other baleful consequences. The most alarming has been a dramatic 
widening of the gulf between the pursuits of the historical profession and the preoccupa-
tions and interests of the 'intelligent man and woman in the street'. As Macintyre sees it, 
the 'popular' and the 'dominant' memory have moved so far apart that a serious and 
deliberate effort is needed to bring them back into alignment. 

The volumes which make up The Australians might be seen as a sustained effort to 
bring 'popular' and 'dominant' memory back into focus. A Guide to Sources makes a 
sustained effort to achieve this end. The conventional and thematic organization em-
ployed offers a counterpoint to the less orthodox slice volumes. It brings together 
bibliographies ofmaterial produced before 1985, organized under 55 categories, andmust 
surely cover every conceivable element of the Australian experience. The emphasis 
throughout is undoubtedly upon utility. General readers, appetites whetted by juicy slices, 
should have little trouble satisfying their curiosity. Moreover, readers who know little of 
where and how the record of the past has been preserved are offered an informative tour 
through the maze of archives, museums, libraries, and galleries which between them 
provide a variety of ways of unlocking the past. Like the other volumes in the series, A 
Guide to Sources is handsomely produced and a delight to read. One hopes that the end 
product will narrow the gap between Stuart Macintyre's 'dominant' and 'popular' 
memory. It certainly deserves to. 

Commemorative history poses particular difficulties for the historian. Despite attempts 
to shake free of the nationalist embrace, it is difficult to do so between endpapers carrying 
stylized slouch hats. This was a bicentennial project, whatever the source of the funding, 
and it carries within it the conflicts of 1988. We should not be surprised if the project is 
flawed; we should be surprised that it was carried through at all. It is monumental, costly, 
and beautiful. Yet it escapes pomposity, has quiet jokes with its readers (Don Bradman 
bowling at the nets illustrates his biographical entry), and makes its points with some 
restraint. In this genre, these are no small virtues. At the same time, readers should be clear 
that they are being offered 11 fine reference volumes rather than a history of Australia. 

VALERIE CAMPBELL 
CHRIS CONNOLLY 

GRAEME DUNSTALL 
LEN RICHARDSON 

LUKE TRAINOR 
with ALICE WATT 

University of Canterbury 
NIGEL S. ROBERTS 

Victoria University of Wellington 


