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Centennial Parklands�Today





Situated approximately four kilometres east of the central business district of Sydney is a major leisure precinct which incorporates the Sydney Cricket and Football stadiums, Randwick Race Course, the former Sydney Showground or what will soon be the Fox Studios and Family entertainment area and the Centennial Parklands. This paper will focus specifically on the Centennial Parklands.





Centennial Parklands is the collective term applied to three urban parks, namely Centennial Park, Moore Park and Queens Park. The Parklands total approximately 360 hectares, and in 1997, they received some five million visits, making them one of Australia’s busiest parks.





The Parklands contain a range of landscape settings which in turn lend themselves to a diversity of uses. Some of the more popular activities include horse riding, dreaage and stabling, cycling, in-line skating, a range of formal sports such as athletics, tennis, golf, netball, baseball, cricket, football, soccer, hockey, and other recreational pursuits such as dog exercising, jogging, walking, picnics, bird watching, nature appreciation, romancing, and visiting the cafe.





In three years' time they will be the venue for several Olympic and Para-olympic events: the men’s and  women’s road cycling and the marathon.





Examining the history of these parklands provides a unique insight into the changes that have occurred within Australian society.





Origins of the Australian Suburban Park





The creation of public parks in Australia had its genesis in Britain, although the urban ‘park’ can be traced in other places and earlier times. The term park is derived from Old French ‘parc’ which was enclosed land stocked with game and owned by royalty (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:64). The term was in English use in the fourteenth century and referred to the grounds surrounding the royal palaces of England.





In the seventeenth century, the term park included the land enclosed by the gentry around a country house. Its landscape was rural in nature and consisted of lawn, woodland and pasture. The urban counterpart of these was the private square enclosed by town houses and used exclusively by their occupants. Within these squares were formally landscaped gardens where the geometry of contemporary French and Italian styles dictated design. By the early eighteenth century this formal style of garden design had been modified to include the more natural landscapes of the Romantic period.





Increasing urbanisation and the Enclosure Acts of the eighteenth century contributed to a large decrease in public open space, the ‘Commons’. In 1833, Parliamentary Committees were established to investigate the best means of securing open spaces in the vicinity of towns to improve the health and comfort of their inhabitants (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988).





In the early 1800's the transportation of these liberal ideas from England influenced the then Governor of New South Wales to establish in 1811 the second Sydney Common, 1,000 acres of land deemed unsuitable for agriculture.





In 1866, in response to rapid urbanisation and the demand for improved living conditions, part of this Common was set aside as a public recreation ground. In keeping with the political patronage system of the era, the park was named ‘Moore Park’, after the then Mayor of Sydney, Charles Moore.





As Sydney was not so industrialised as British cities, the motivation for the creation of Moore Park was not principally to improve the squalor of working class living conditions. It was set aside as a public recreation ground, primarily to meet the demands for ‘manly’ sports such as cricket, football, athletics, and golf, all activities that were associated with Sydney's more affluent classes.





Progressively Moore Park became the focus for major sporting events and entertainment facilities, and in 1879 a zoological garden was established. Within twenty years, Moore Park became saturated with sports, and the clash between sports and more passive forms of recreation had begun.


In the 1880's, Britain's poor urban amenity had deteriorated further. The Liberals were in power based upon a platform of social reform ‘responding to a very real crisis in working class health, housing and amenity


(Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:38)





The ideological struggles of the day ensured controversy over the role of the state: intervention for providing social welfare versus individualism. This debate was also echoed in New South Wales politics, identified as protectionists versus free traders (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:50).





Both sides of the debate saw opportunities in the provision of open space. Public health was agreed upon, but for different reasons. The Liberals in Britain, mostly wealthy industrialists, sought economic stability through a contented and productive working class (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988). Slogans such as ‘Parks for the people’ drew votes from the working class under the impression the space would be freely available to all, while the middle classes enjoyed their rational recreation and frequently acquired land created from the subdivision of parts of the larger new parks.





The provision of green spaces was seen by both sides as a tool for uplifting the physical and moral health of workers, and the notion of the publicly funded park was born. In New South Wales, the Legislative Assembly resolved that all villages and towns should have places for public recreation. In 1880, Henry Parkes introduced the Land for Public Purposes Acquisition Act for the creation of schools, water supply, and parks (PWD, Volume 1, 1988). 





The year 1884 saw further legislative direction for public parks with the creation of The Public Parks Act and the Crown Lands Act (PWD, Volume 1, 1988:14).





Henry Parkes, then Premier of New South Wales, visited Britain in 1882, 1883, and 1884, at the height of the Liberal reformers' government. His exposure to the reformist climate was influential with his 1882 visit to Birmingham which was the political base of the liberal reformer and orator, Joseph Chamberlain (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988). Back in political power as Premier in factional New South Wales, Henry Parkes steered the concept put forward by the Governor Lord Carrington for a grand drive and equestrian track. The upcoming centenary of the colony prompted the discussion and passing of the Centenary Celebration Act in 1887, which included the formation of a large area which could accommodate various agendas, from the egalitarian people's park, to a recreation ground for middle classes.





The birth and formation of Centennial Park





Despite the support for the Act to establish the park, Sir Henry's plans for a State House were not supported and eventually dropped. In his speech at the opening ceremony of Centennial Park on 26th January, 1888, Sir Henry Parkes addressed a crowd of 40,000, the majority of Sydney's population:





‘It will be yours, and so long as the land shall last it will be for you, and it is a great obligation that rests upon you as a free people to see that no power, no combination, invades your rights in the enjoyment of this great boon. It is emphatically the people's park and you must always take as much interest in it as if by your own hands you had planted the flowers ...’ (S.M.H., 1888).





One can note the similarity of Frederick Law Olmstead's concepts in the design of Central Park in New York, to Henry Parkes' vision of Centennial Park's social role:





‘... promoting the noblest type of all education, the education of the soul of citizenship to a high plane of civic duties.’  (Weirick, 1972, in Walker, 1996:35).





Although the notion of the people's park was the uniting force behind the support for the park, 





‘. . . the wealthy people will use this drive and the people will congregate to look at them, and it would have a refining and an elevating effect on the masses.’ (NSWPD 1887, pp. 2325�681 in Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:51).





Using unemployed men through the Casual Labour Board, the Victorian Gardenesque landscape style was quickly stamped upon the park's landscape. Natural topography and vegetation were altered substantially by reshaping the sand, soil and rocks, including blasting the rock outcrops. The landscape was modified to provide rolling slopes and vistas vegetated by imported grasses and trees, and ostentatious displays of colourful flowers. The dissenting voice of James Jones, Head Gardener, to preserve the native flora, was over�ruled (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:77). Avenues of trees and floral displays were installed, sometimes with little success given the poor match of English horticultural practices with the local conditions.





Once established, the design and management of the parks of the era encouraged middle class values. The provision of statues, a walkway for ‘promenading’, a horse and carriage way, and horse riding track enshrined middle class values, while offering working classes role models for spiritual and moral uplift and economic aspirations. The first Director controlled the use of the park by visitors very strictly. The horse ride and carriage ride and walking in small groups were permitted, and in some suitable locations only authorised clubs were permitted to play ‘manly’ games such as rugby union, cricket, polo and golf, to the exclusion of more popular pastimes.





One N. Shiels complained to the Minister for Lands that the park ‘... is held by a few ... therefore the name of Public Park should be done away with.’ (CSLR, 1895). Shiels illustrated the point with a story of how college boys, practicing cricket, were ‘pounced upon by a Ranger who informs them they must not play on private ground’ (CSLR, 1895).





With this and other similar complaints, the cracks in the egalitarian rhetoric were exposed as the subdivision of the park edges was being prepared for sale to wealthy purchasers.





The early horticultural practices of domination over nature were slowly altered with the trend towards planting native species that were more suited to the local climate and conditions. Park Director Maiden approached horticultural management from a more scientific perspective which looked at site specific needs. To�day his period of governance is regarded with admiration for his far sighted practices that accord more with modern environmental and democratic ethics than the mainstream thinking of his day.





However, in keeping with the horticultural theme of colourful displays of the Victorian era came pomp and pageantry to display events of ‘national strength, pride and racial spirit.’ (Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:113). Some of the more notable events include:





* 1879 Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee celebrations;





* 1901 Federation of Australian states was signed in Centennial Park, along with the swearing in of Australia's first Governor General, Lord Hopetoun;





* 1908 a massed military review to celebrate the visit of the American White Fleet;





* 1910 the memorial service for the funeral of King Edward V11;


* 1918 the thanksgiving service for the end of the Great War; and





* 1938 NSW Sesqui�centenary celebrations and Empire Day cycle race.





Decline and Revival





By 1920 economic constraints had adversely impacted upon the park's development and maintenance. Maiden, now in his sixties, became increasing disenchanted with his political masters and subsequently resigned.


His successor Darnell�Smith , then head of the Department of Agriculture, took over as Director of the Botanic Gardens and Centennial Park. Faced with further budget cuts a complete suspension of works was ordered in 1924. Coupled with this, encroachments, such as the construction of a major water reservoir to service the growing needs of Sydney, were also permitted into the park.





Whilst various parts of the park remained neglected and vandalised, areas set aside for sport flourished.


Throughout the 1920's the shortage of parks and playing fields aroused concern among some sections of the community and in 1930, the Parks and Playground Movement was established. Their claims that organised sport would eliminate delinquency, crime and poor health led to a proliferation of playing fields being established within the City


(Ashton and Blackmore, 1988:122).





Within a relatively short period of time, increased interest, or what the Playground Movement termed as an awakening conscience with regard to parks, gave way to the use of relief workers being used to carry out various development works within the parklands. With this increased interest, pressure for such facilities saw private elite institutions gaining exclusive use to sections of the parklands for sport purposes.





Whilst some of the work carried out by relief workers was welcomed, some projects were not, as evidenced by a proposal to extend York Street through Queens Park. After being delayed for seven years due to legal difficulties, objections to the project soon disappeared when it was pointed out the project would bring much employment. Since then, other inappropriate projects and proposals for the parklands have met even greater difficulty and public opposition. Slogans such as ‘Hands off the Parks' and ‘Centennial Park should be sacrosanct for all time’ were widely promulgated throughout the 1930s to the 1960s. Proposals which were successfully resisted by public outcry included the following:





* 1930s proposal for a private company to occupy 100 acres of Centennial Park for a trade exhibition;





* 1950: sporting stadium;





* 1960: proposal by Sydney's Lord Mayor, Ald. Jenson for a rustic fairyland comprising canoeing lakes, restaurant and open air theatre;





* 1963: State Labor Premier R J Heffron endorsed a proposal by NSW Amateur Athletics Association to build a major sports centre. The decision was rescinded in 1964;





1972: the '1988 Olympic Games Organising Committee’ proposed a 40 hectare sporting complex in Moore Park.





In the wake of these proposals, local vigilantes turned their attention to deeper seated problems in the day-to- day management of Centennial Park fuelled by an emerging environmental awareness. Increasing demands for public participation in the decision making process of what was considered to be the country's premier park led to calls for an advisory committee and a Public Trust.





In 1976, with the defeat of the then Liberal government, Neville Wran, as Premier and a resident of neighbouring Woollahra, was to take a special interest in the park, initiating a number of developments. Finally, in 1979 the Park came under the direct administration of the Premiers Department. Steps were then taken to establish an independent Trust with its own Director to manage the parklands. In 1983 the Centennial Park Trust, now known as the Centennial Park and Moore Park Trust, was established.





Throughout the 1980's the parklands were managed as a consolidation of the independent Trust, with models of community participation being introduced with the selection of Trustees.





Since the late 1980's, economic factors have had a significant influence on the management of public resources, including the management of open space such as the Parklands. In 1992, this culminated in the State Government leasing some 36 hectares of former public land and infrastructure for the development of a film studio and family entertainment complex, rather than redeveloping the site from the former Showground to parkland and other related leisure facilities. The argument put forward was that this development would provide employment and business opportunities for local industry, and international kudos for the State. This instance highlighted the difficulties park agencies have in countering pure economic arguments as the benefits afforded by parks are not always quantifiable.





Despite the public outcry, the State Government appropriated in 1992 a further two hectares of parkland for the Eastern distributor roadway, on the basis of the road's economic value to the community. Whilst the Parklands' administrator, the Centennial Park and Moore Park Trust, was unable to prevent either of these developments occurring, it successfully countered some of the economic arguments, thereby achieving major benefits for the Parklands, e.g., the funds to facilitate improvement of Moore Park, which is in a highly degraded state.





Whilst developers freely cast their attention to open space as a resource ripe for the picking, harnessing appropriate developments in a manner which adds value to open space and to the experiences sought by the public, is a key challenge. For example, developers of large former industrial sites on the Parkland boundary, converting to residential use and wishing to build a pedestrian bridge across a busy boundary road into the public golf course, could be persuaded to build other similar bridges in other parts of the Parklands unrelated to their site, for the benefit of unrelated communities.





Centennial Parklands demonstrate that they have reflected and weathered the socio�political constructs of the era. The Parklands have been and continue to be a site for social reform. However, some of the reforms must be questioned as to whether they are genuine and for the greater public good. The Parklands' future, and possibly that of other parks, lies primarily in the recognition of the notion of a park as a social resource for the wider community.





Community input into the management of a public park is one way of balancing the forces of the free market and of socialism, and has been instrumental in ensuring the integrity of the Parklands. Threats to the integrity of the Parklands are often treated with strong community interest. However, sometimes when development will result in a value adding role, strong local community resistance has tended to negate the opportunity to improve the parklands for the good of the wider community.





Parks are primarily socio�political creations (Stankey, 1988), and debate over the use of public land relies on a social maturity and freedom.





‘Freedom is, first of all, the chance to formulate the available choices, to argue over them � and then, the opportunity to choose’ (Mills, 1970:193).





Balancing the needs of local residents and other influential stake holders with those of the wider community will be one of the significant social challenges to be addressed by park agencies in the years ahead. Other significant social challenges that confront the Parklands are:





* maintaining the opportunity for both structured and unstructured recreation;





* encouraging greater use of the Parklands by under represented groups, such as women, the aged, and ethnic groups, rather than as is the present ‘men and dogs; and





* preservation of the historic landscape whilst maintaining relevance to present and future recreational needs.





While these challenges are significant, it is already apparent that the greatest challenge to be addressed is sustaining our parks via adequate funding, whether it be from the public or private sectors, so they meet stake holder expectations.





‘A keen sense of history will be one of keys in ensuring the viability of the Parklands into the future. We more readily become aware of larger structures when they are changing, and we are likely to become aware of such changes only when we broaden our view to include a suitable historical span.’


(Mills, 1970:165)





‘Just as we need the horizontal axis of history, so do we need the vertical axis of the individual and the society’


(Clarke and Critcher, 1985:214).





‘Centennial Parklands: reflecting change in Australian society’ by Colin Cheshire and Robin Grimwade
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Appendix : Centennial Parklands time line





1811 	Part of second Sydney Common, the ‘Macquarie Common’. 


1820 	Lachlan Water Reserve 


1827�1837 Construction of ‘Busby's Bore’, Sydney's second water supply. Supply 


	disconnected in 1887. 


1866 	Dedication of 378 acres as Moore Park by Sydney Council, named after 


	Charles Moore, the then Mayor of Sydney. 


1879 	Woollahra Reservoir. 


1879 	Establishment of Zoological Gardens in Moore Park. 


1882 	Establishment in Moore Park of Royal Agricultural Society Showground and 


	of the first course of the Australian Golf Club. 


1885�1893 Construction of perimeter fence, Centennial Park. 


1887 	Charles Moore takes over the Lachlan Reserve. Hundreds of relief workers 


	employed to transform the landscape. 


1888 	Centennial Celebrations Act, creating Centennial Park with 792 acres. 


	Opening of Centennial Park. 


1889 	Centennial Park's first set of regulations. 


1891 	Superintendent's residence built. 


1892 	Kiosk built. Park establishment funds dried up. 


1895 	The Australian Golf Club established 11 hole golf course in Queens Park. 1896 	Broad leaved Paperbarks (Melaleuca quinquenervia) established. 	


1899 	Ranger's residence built. 


1897 	Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee celebration. 


1898 	Paddington water reservoir constructed. 


1901 	Federation monument & bandstand erected, and swearing�in ceremony. 


1904 	Passing of the Centenary Park Sale Act, releases 41 ha of land at the Southern 


	end of the park. 


1908 	Phoenix canariensis Avenue planted. 


	Administration of the park passes from 


	Chief (previously Colonial) Secretary's Office to the politically weak 


	Department of Agriculture. 


	Australian troops & cadets participate in a review to celebrate the visit of the 


	great white American fleet. 


1910 	20th May, memorial service for King Edward VII. 


1914 	Centennial Park closed at night. 


1918 	Thanksgiving service for the end of the Great War. 


1917 	Administration by Agricultural Department. 


1919 	Centennial Park declared a bird & animal sanctuary. 


	Land dedicated for Sydney High School in Moore Park. 


1925 	2nd Paddington reservoir constructed. 


	Permissive occupancy given to the old boy's union of Sydney High School for


	 use of 19 acres of Centennial Park. 


1930 	Fairland Pavilion built. Land given for Eastern Suburbs Hospital. 


1938 	NSW Sesqui�Centenary celebrations. Empire Day cycle race. 


1940 	Kiosk destroyed, parts of the park used for military purposes. 


1951 	Jubilee of Federation celebrated. 


1950 	Sydney Symphonic Orchestra plays in Centennial Park. 


1965 	Royal Easter Show uses Centennial Park. 


1966 	First major tree planting since 1930's. 


1969 	Giant spring festival attracted 60,000 people. 


1970 	Sir Henry Parkes statue irreparably vandalised. 


1979 	Administered by the Premiers Department. 


1984 	Appointment of the Centennial Park & Moore Park Trust. 


1988 	Federation Pavilion opened and Bi�centennial celebrations.
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Athletic Sports, Moore Park 





From Morris, E.E. (ed.), Cassell’s Picturesque Australia, 1889.
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