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Editorial
PHANZA’s new president, Neill Atkinson, looks to the year ahead. 

Welcome to a new year and the first issue of  Phanzine for 2008. 

As most of  you will know, a few things have changed since last year. At December’s AGM all of  our 
officeholders – President Malcolm McKinnon, Secretary Rebecca O’Brien and Treasurer Susan Butterworth 
– relinquished their positions after four years of  service. Michael Kelly, who has ably edited Phanzine for 
eight years, has also stepped aside. We are pleased that Rebecca, Susan and Michael remain on the committee 
and will continue to contribute to both the organisation and Phanzine. The new officeholders are Neill 
Atkinson (President), Imelda Bargas (Secretary) and Kirstie Ross (Treasurer). The rest of  the committee 
is Diana Beaglehole, Emma Dewson, Kynan Gentry, Marguerite Hill, Bronwyn Labrum, Michael, Susan 
and Rebecca, who from this issue takes over as Phanzine editor.

What hasn’t changed is PHANZA’s role as an advocate and network for professional historians 
throughout New Zealand, facilitated through Phanzine, our website (www.phanza.org.nz), regular emails 
and events in Wellington and elsewhere. Following on from last year’s highly successful public history 
conference, we are planning to hold a one-day skills workshop later this year. This will be similar in approach 
to the workshop we held in 2004, but it is likely to have a digital focus, exploring both online resources and 
the skills needed to present history in digital and other non-print formats. We would of  course welcome 
any suggestions from members about what practical skills or professional development issues they would 
like to see covered at an event like this.

Other areas of  focus this year include an update of  our suggested rates of  pay, the issue of  ACC levies 
for freelance historians, and greater involvement in the ongoing issue of  teaching New Zealand history 
in schools. Hopefully in the next two months or so we will be launching PHANZA’s brand new website, 
which promises to provide members with exciting new opportunities to promote themselves and their 
work and connect with their colleagues.

As always, the committee would love to hear from you about where PHANZA should be focusing its 
energies and how we can better serve our membership.

Neill Atkinson
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Year 13 History:  God Defend New Zealand or
 Save the Kings and Queens? 
Far from trashing our European Heritage, in today’s schools, New Zealand history still bows down to 
English history. Imelda Bargas reports back on why.

There is a range of  evidence 
to support the conclusion 
that  the status of  New 
Zealand history in wider New 
Zealand society has improved 
in recent decades. However 
,a number of  professional 
historians have observed - 
either with passing curiosity 
or increasing irritation - that 
this improvement hasn’t 

necessarily translated into New Zealand’s classrooms. 
The example frequently cited to demonstrate that 
our schools are somehow behind the times when it 
comes to teaching New Zealand history is that at Year 
13, where one main topic is selected for the year for 
external assessment purposes, teachers are asked to 
select between the topics England 1558-1667 and New 
Zealand in the Nineteenth Century. More significantly the 
New Zealand history topic has consistently remained 
the less popular of  these two topics for a number of  
years. 

While there are countless other issues a professional 
historian might be interested in when it comes to 
history in schools, this was the area that most puzzled 
and interested me. So between 2003 and 2005, for my 
thesis towards my Masters in Museum and Heritage 
Studies at Victoria University, I set out to determine the 
status of  New Zealand history at Year 13 level. Was it 
an accurate reflection of  teacher perceptions about New 
Zealand history, perceptions which had not yet caught 
up with those of  wider New Zealand society or were 
there were more systemic barriers, unique to the school 
environment, which prevented New Zealand history 
from being taught more widely at Year 13?

I surveyed a random sample of  Year 13 history 
teachers asking what factors influence their topic 
selection. Using the findings from this survey as a 
discussion point, I interviewed two Year 13 history 
teachers – one teaching England 1558-1667 and the 
other New Zealand in the Nineteenth Century – about their 
experiences. My results indicated that there are four 
spheres of  influence on teachers’ topic selection.

The first sphere of  influence was teachers’ 
backgrounds. My results suggested that England 1558-
1667 tended to be taught more widely among older, 
more experienced teachers, while New Zealand in the 
Nineteenth Century tended to be taught more widely 
among younger, less experienced teachers. Anecdotal 
evidence and literature supports these results and the 
conclusion that the difference is due to generational 
changes, rather a teacher’s age or experience per se. 
When asked directly what were significant influences 
on their topic selection a large number of  respondents 
to my survey identified their own interest or educational 
background. However, most did not consider this the 
most influential reason for their topic selection.

It was the next area, the relevance and interest 
of  the topic to students, that greater numbers of  
respondents indicated was the most influential reason 
for their topic selection. The relevance of  the topic 
was mentioned by 80% of  participants teaching New 
Zealand in the Nineteenth Century as a significant reason 
for their topic selection, with 60% indicating this was 
the most influential reason. Student interest in the 
topic was mentioned by 48% of  participants teaching 
England 1558-1667 as a significant reason for their 
topic selection, with 39% indicating that this was the 
most influential reason. Interestingly, though these 
factors have been mentioned anecdotally, this area has 
been afforded little attention in the literature.

The results relating to school tradition and resources 
indicated that the circumstances at a teacher’s school 
appeared more likely to influence the selection of  
England 1558-1667 over New Zealand in the Nineteenth 
Century .  Resources were mentioned by 74% of  
participants teaching the England 1558-1667 as a 
significant reason for their topic selection (compared to 
35% teaching New Zealand in the Nineteenth Century), 
with 29% indicating that this was the most influential 
reason (compared to only 5% teaching New Zealand in 
the Nineteenth Century). However, interestingly this 
did not appear in most cases to be a promulgated nor 
even a conscious effort on behalf  of  the school. Very 
few teachers said that they had not been able to select 
the topic they teach for themselves, but many indicated 
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that they were influenced by the environment at their 
school. They felt they could have selected another topic 
but that the resources available made it sensible for 
them to select this option. In their written comments, 
teachers clarified that it wasn’t just the hard copies 
of  books or videos available but the accumulated 
knowledge on a topic they would find when entering a 
school that influenced their topic selection.

Finally, there is the area that garnered so much 
attention in the literature – the influence of  the 
education system – and by this I mean the policies 
and documents that are there to guide teachers. A 
little background on the focus of  the history syllabus 
seems necessary here. There is no clear guidance in 
the syllabus on what teachers should base their topic 
selection on – it is not prescriptive and allows for 
flexibility which can also be seen as allowing for ad hoc 
and inconsistent decision making. 

In addition to this, skills are emphasised throughout 
the history syllabus document, while content is 
mentioned briefly. At Year 13 level the emphasis of  the 
syllabus appears firmly planted on the skills a student 
should acquire. The craft of  the historian, rather than 
the importance of  any topic, is emphasised. Teachers 
certainly appear to be influenced by this message, the 
majority of  my respondents agreed that skills were 
more important than content. 

Both these factors essentially allow for decisions 
based on any criteria regarding content to be justified. 
It is in this environment that while most respondents 
agreed that students had a poor understanding of  New 
Zealand history prior to Year 13, that New Zealand in 
the Nineteenth Century was the more relevant of  the 
two topics and that students should learn about New 
Zealand history in school – the majority still selected 
the England 1558-1667 for their students. 

Based on the available literature and my own findings 
the view advanced in my thesis was that the majority 
of  Year 13 history teachers who select England 1558-
1667 had not been making a conscious decision against 
New Zealand history. They recognised the value in the 
New Zealand in the Nineteenth Century topic and in New 
Zealand history more generally but were pragmatic 
with factors such as student interest and resourcing 
shedding a more favourable light on England 1558-
1667. A lack of  guidance for teachers on what factors 
they should consider, combined with ambiguity in 
the syllabus on what status New Zealand history 
and content more generally should hold, allows this 
situation to persist even in the face of  improvements 
in the status of  New Zealand history in wider New 
Zealand society. 
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Love Letter to New Zealand? 
Michael Kelly considers Fallowell’s allegations of the trashing of European heritage. 

The name Duncan Fallowell, 59 year-old English 
author, was all over the country a couple of  months 
ago as New Zealanders reacted to his provocative 
travel book on this country. Fallowell claims his book 
was a love letter to New Zealand. It wasn’t taken like 
that by many. 

I haven’t read Going as far as I can, but it sounds like 
an entertaining read, given that Fallowell has a good 
turn of  phrase and is given to throwing in all manner 
of  experiences, intimate or otherwise. However, it’s not 
the salacious stuff  that caught the public eye; it was 
his insistence that the country had thrown away its 
European heritage in favour of  becoming part of  the 
Pacific rim that stirred the pot. In an interview with 
The Listener, Fallowell described the demolition of  New 
Zealand’s Victorian architecture as the biggest travesty 
of  them all. (For ‘Victorian’ read any old European-
derived style.) 

He reserves particular bile for Christchurch’s 
Cathedral Square, describing it as ‘a visual disaster 
zone’. It’s been said many times before but perhaps 
it takes someone from overseas to state the obvious 
and get public notice. Cathedral Square is charmless 
– there’s no getting away from it. Look at pictures from 
40, 50 or more years ago and it’s easy to see why the 
Square was the premier public space in the country. 
Now it’s an embarrassment. 

Mr Fallowell’s assertion that the destruction of  
the country’s built heritage is part of  a conscious 
repudiation of  its European past is, to my mind, probably 
wide of  the mark. Commentators generally look upon 
other factors, such as the country’s immaturity, cultural 
uncertainty, a slack regulatory environment and a 
strong sense of  private property rights, as having a 
greater influence over the loss of  our built heritage. It 
was careless rather than calculated. 

This turn towards the Pacific is a relatively recent 
phenomenon. It certainly came later than the demolition 
bonanza of  the 1970s that paralleled (and encouraged) 
an interest in conserving our past. In fact, the stripping 
from our cities of  their architectural treasures raised 
New Zealanders’ awareness of  the value of  their 
heritage, but too late sadly, for Auckland, Wellington 
and Christchurch. The odd outcome of  all that is 
that we are now in the business of  protecting older 
buildings that are not a patch on some of  those that 
came down in past decades. 
Duncan Fallowell’s analysis might be a bit wide of  the 
mark but it focussed attention again on where we have 
gone wrong as a country. It doesn’t hurt to be reminded 
of  these things now and then. 

Cathedral Square, Christchurch today. 
(Virtual New Zealand; www.vnz.co.nz)) 

Thanksgiving for One Hundred Years of Progress, the Canterbury Centennial 
Service in Cathedral Square, 17 Dec 1950. 
Christchurch City Libraries; CCL PhotoCD 17, IMG0023
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When it comes to standing on my legs and singing for 
my supper, I’ll take cruise ship guest lecturing over 
talking to U3A or Probus Club members in a draughty 
community hall any day.

So far I have sailed on Holland America Line’s 
stately Statendam and Princess Cruises’ mega mall 
Sapphire Princess. The ships follow the sun around 
the Pacific and typically ‘do’ NZ/Australia between 
October and late March. Itineraries vary, but most 
shuttle between Auckland and Sydney on 12 or 14 
day cruises. Statendam called at Mount Maunganui, 
Napier, Wellington, Picton, Lyttelton, Port Chalmers, 
the Fiordland Sounds, Burnie (Tasmania), Melbourne; 
the Sapphire Princess omitted Napier, Wellington and 
Picton, but replaced Burnie with the more interesting 
port of  Hobart. Undoubtedly, though, cruising through 
Doubtful, Thompson and Milford Sounds is the voyage 
highpoint.

It’s history, Jim, but not as we know it. Holland 
America Line’s new name for it is ‘onboard enrichment’ 
and it is dispensed in small doses through Princess’s 
‘Scholarship@sea’ programme by the ‘local content 
lecturer’. The New York agency guidelines stress 
that it’s light, fluffy stuff. No contentious politics, no 
historiographical discourses and leave the po mo jargon 
on land, please. 50-60 Power Point slides (thank you, 
Timeframes and Picture Australia!) for each of  the 5 
or so 45-minute presentations in the onboard glitzy 

That’s the Way to Do It: Lecturing on a Luxury Liner 
Gavin McLean reports back on stints as a cruise-ship history lecturer…

Sapphire Princess in Milford Sound on a crystal-clear day. That thing at the back 
is allegedly a funnel. (Gavin McLean, 26 March 2008)

theatres. You usually get to them by walking through 
the casino, where the lines make so much money from 
grim-faced widows.

The audiences vary. At any hour of  the day there may 
be 6-10 activities competing for passengers’ attention, 
though troughing it at the ever-open restaurants and 
lazing by the pools always wins hands-down. Eating’s 
serious business, as the waistlines testify – all-you-can 
eat breakfasts, 5-course lunches and 5-course dinners, 
with pizzerias and burger stands if  you feel faint in 
between.

Those who do turn up are likely to be a pretty 
smart bunch and I’ve had some great conversations 
with people. New Zealand is such a niche destination 
(costly in terms of  both time and money for the Brits, 
Yanks and Canadians who make up over half  the 20-
30-nations guest list) that people with an interest in 
the world and a loathing of  Dubya predominate. The 
rednecks simply get on a ship at Florida and booze and 
eat themselves silly on any one of  hundreds of  cheap 
Caribbean cruises.

There’s no fee, but on the other hand, you get a 
double outer cabin (or better), all food and discounted 
booze, the chance to visit friends and go shopping, all 
without having to unpack and repack as you would if  
you were flying. A damn sight better than a mumbled 
vote of  thanks and a $10 petrol voucher!

Felt pen moko ‘greeters’ hunt prey on Mount Maunganui Wharf. (Gavin McLean, 
26 March 2008)
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Phanzine hasn’t paid Papers Past that much attention 
until now. The National Library’s digitised newspaper 
collection has grown dramatically from its modest start, 
but with little fanfare. The concept of  digitising many 
of  the country’s newspapers seemed a pipedream not 
that long ago and even the first flush of  Papers Past did 
not immediately indicate what lay ahead. Several years 
later, we can now see what the future offers historians, 
and it’s all good.

Your correspondent is old enough to have ‘enjoyed’ 
wading through hard copies of  several 19th century 
newspapers at the Turnbull Library before they were 
finally put on microfiche. But, let’s be honest, whether 
it’s paper or microfiche, it’s a drudge. Anyone who has 
done that for weeks or months on end deserves total 
sympathy. And why do we research in this fashion, like 
miners searching for nuggets? Because newspapers 
really are treasure troves; you just have to get lucky. 

Of  course, if  you are armed with a date, a newspaper 
is a pretty simple and effective means of  acquiring 
information. The difficulty comes when the date range 
is a bit vague and even more so if  the subject matter is 
a bit loose too. Concentration becomes a premium. 

So the benefit of  sitting at a desktop and throwing a 
few subject headings into a search engine is a big step 
forward for researchers. Currently, the newspapers 
digitised are only available up to 1915 and not all 
newspapers are searchable, but the National Library 
has made it clear that their ‘aim is to make all the 
newspapers in Papers Past searchable over time’. 
New papers are being added every year, with a good 

Papers Past
Michael Kelly takes at look at why Papers Past might turn out to be the country’s best digital source 
for historians. 

geographical spread. When it is finally finished, what 
will it mean?

Firstly, it means that researchers will be able to 
conduct more meaningful work while staying at their 
desk. This is particularly important for those who live 
in remote areas or find it difficult to get to a major 
repository. 

Secondly, it means that the days of  wading through 
issue after issue of  a newspaper will be over. There will 
still be a place for that kind of  research when a small 
date range is involved, but it turns newspaper searching 
into a thematic exercise rather than a time consuming 
mass search.  Of  course, Papers Past still allows the 
user to browse rather than undertaking a specific 
search; again, all from the comfort of  your desk. 

Thirdly, it will bring newspapers to the forefront 
of  research. The tedium of  newspaper searching puts 
many people off  and relegates newspapers to near the 
back of  the queue when it comes to research priorities. 
Papers Past will rehabilitate the newspaper as a key 
source of  historical information. 

Of  course, all this is some way off  and Papers 
Past will never be the total answer.  Search engines 
can’t pick up everything, the computer-generated text 
can be a bit iffy, users don’t always employ the right 
subject headings, key information might be sitting in 
an ostensibly unrelated article, and a lot of  irrelevant 
material can still be dredged up in a general search. But 
for all that, it has the potential to be one of  the great 
fillips to researching in this country. 

Check it out at: http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz
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Bannerman’s Island – a modern ruin
Michael Kelly looks at the various web resources on one of the most remarkable ruins in the New World. 
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Bannerman’s Island, a piece of  rock about 80 kilometres 
up the Hudson River from New York, is one of  
America’s more extraordinary pieces of  real estate. 
Also known as Pollepel Island (pollepel is Dutch for 
wooden spoon), the island is the stuff  of  Hollywood…
if  it wasn’t real. It is festooned with ruins, all the legacy 
of  the stupendous wealth and ambition of  one man, 
Francis Bannerman, arms merchant. 

Bannerman (1851-1918) was a child of  three when 
the family emigrated from Scotland and settled in 
Brooklyn, New York. His father made a living buying 
surplus government equipment at the nearby Brooklyn 
Navy Yard and on-sold it. When the Civil War broke 
out, his father joined the Union navy, and 10-year-old 

black powder. Francis’ son David saw Pollepel Island 
and it was purchased in 1900.

Over the next 17 years, Francis Bannerman himself  
set about designing and supervising the construction 
of  the island’s buildings, docks, walls and moat – all in 
the style of  an old Scottish castle and all elaborately 
decorated. He also built a smaller castle as a residence. 
He did almost all of  it without professional help. The 
most striking building was the main castle, with the 
name Bannerman’s Island Arsenal across the riverside 
façade. 
Bannerman died in 1918. The family business operated 
from a warehouse in Blue Point, Long Island until 
the 1970s. In 1967, the family sold Bannerman Castle 
to New York State, which took possession after 
the military merchandise was removed. The State 
government planned to open it as a park and did run 
tours for a short time but a huge fire on 8 August 1969 
put paid to that. It was made off-limits to visitors and 
that is still largely the case today, although hard-hat 
tours of  the island do take place. The island’s relics 
remain a familiar landmark to travellers on the riverside 
railway. 
Photographer Shaun O’Boyle has put together an on-
line photo essay on Bannerman’s Island as part of  a 
website he set up called Modern Ruins. The black and 
white images are striking.
See the Bannerman’s Island images and a whole lot 
more on modern American ruins at: www.oboylephoto.
com/ruins/index.htm
Also check out the Bannerman Castle Trust at: www.
bannermancastle.org
More on Bannerman Island can be found at: www.
hudsonriver.com/bannerman.htm

Frank left school to help support the family. By the end 
of  the war he’d taken up his father’s business. 

Bannerman soon found that surplus weapons were 
valuable commodities. By the age of  20 he had become 
a full fledged munitions merchant and was soon 
wealthy. He married an Irish woman he met on a trip 
abroad and had three sons, two of  whom joined him 
in business. Bannerman’s became the world’s largest 
buyer of  surplus military equipment. The firm could 
outfit whole nations for war and their storeroom and 
showroom took up a full block. 

At the close of  the Spanish American War in 1898, 
Frank Bannerman purchased 90 percent of  the US 
Army surplus and captured goods – guns, ammunition 
and other equipment – in a sealed bid. He also bought 
weapons directly from the Spanish government before it 
evacuated Cuba. The inventory was colossal and vastly 
exceeded the firm’s capacity at its store in Manhattan. 
It eventually filled three huge Brooklyn warehouses. 
It became necessary for Bannerman’s to find a new 
arsenal and to store their large quantity of  volatile 
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Describe what you do.
I work at Te Ara - an online encyclopaedia of  New 

Zealand. It’s rolled out in books around themes, not 
A-Z like your average encyclopedia.

I am part of  a team of  about 20, including editors, 
writers, designers, a copyright administrator and 
resource researchers. The staff  has varied backgrounds 
in science and history, fine arts, design, Maori and 
Pacific studies, law and writing.

My job involves researching images, audio and 
videos to illuminate and illustrate the text of  the Te 
Ara entries. This involves a great deal of  archival 
research, as well as working with other institutions to 
find appropriate material.

I help create graphs, interactives and diagrams. 
The job entails juggling a great deal of  information 
and ideas. I also do archival research and general 
research.

Why did you choose this line of  work?
I grew up hearing our family history. I’ve always 

been interested in the way people lived and how outside 
events affect everyday life.

I studied history all through secondary school. At 
university, I particularly enjoyed resource interpretation 
and research projects on social history. As I progressed, 
I became interested in gender history and masculinity 
and femininity in different contexts.

Your background?
I graduated with a BA in history and English in 

2002 and a BA (Hons) in history in 2003. I then did 
a masters in museum and heritage studies, which I 
finished in 2005. When I finished university, I was lucky 
to get contract work. I worked as an assistant collection 

Profi le: Marguerite Hill 
By Angela McCarthy, reprinted courtesy of the Dominion Post, 5 March 2008

Name: Marguerite Hill

Age: 27

Role: Researcher, resources Te Ara - The Encyclo-
pedia of New Zealand, Ministry for Culture and 
Heritage (www.teara.govt.nz)

Working hours: 40 hours

Average salary: $45,000-$60,000

Qualifi cations: BA in history and English and BA 
(Hons) in history from University of Waikato. Masters in 
museum and heritage studies from Victoria University.
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manager at Te Papa from 2005 to 2007, and started at 
Te Ara in July 2007.

What was the attraction of  doing museum studies?
I had always wanted to be a museum curator, 

specialising in social history, so I was delighted to find a 
course available at Victoria University. One of  the best 
aspects of  the course is that it includes a large practical 
component, so we got to work in heritage institutions 
such as museums, galleries, Historic Places Trust and 
government departments.

What sort of  training or experience do you need?
A background in history prepared me well for things 

like archival research and understanding sources; the 
pros and cons of  using different sources, where they 
came from and the purpose behind them.

Research methodology helped me with constructing 
graphs and using historical statistics. Papers on 
historical theory opened my eyes to different ways of  
doing history.

Another useful paper was a public history paper, 
which looked at museums, books and websites.

Do you need a postgraduate qualification to do this 
work?
I do think a postgraduate qualification (honours 

or masters) is almost essential, whatever you do with 
history.

It shows that you can do more than write essays 
- that you can do independent research and think 
critically.

What skills or qualities do you need?
The ability to research a wide variety of  topics and 

sources in a methodical way.
You need creativity and the ability to think laterally.
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You need good organisation and time management 
skills. And you need to be able to use primary sources 
to express and explain complicated ideas.

Best part of  the job?
So far, it’s been seeing the finished entries up on 

the staging site and looking like a “real” website with 
images, completed videos, sounds and diagrams.

Most challenging part?
Learning quickly. Each week can be quite a different 

topic to get your head around.
One week, I’ll be researching rural recreation and 

watching videos of  axe-men carnivals and, the next 
week, I’ll be looking at water resources and figuring 
out how to show how aquifers work.

How easy was it to get a job when you first left 
university?

I worked as a student and as a volunteer at Te Papa 
as part of  my masters degree.

In the museum industry, you often need to volunteer 
until a paid position comes up.

How would you define success in this job?
The sense of  contributing to a successful project, 

which helps make New Zealand culture and heritage 
accessible and available to a wider audience.

Advice to someone interested in heritage work?
Gain well-grounded research skills and learn about 

New Zealand history, culture and heritage.
Where would you like to be in five years?
Working in a heritage organisation in a curatorial 

role.

Auckland City Online
Auckland City Council launches over 150 years 
of archives onto the net.

Searching the Auckland City Council archives is now 
at your fingertips thanks to the launch of  Auckland 
City Council’s new online archives service. Containing 
descriptions of  over 170,000 council records dating 
back to 1852, the new online database enables people to 
search a selection of  the council’s archives quickly and 
easily. The online indexes include valuation, rates rolls, 
registers of  employees, publicans and other licenses 
and cemetery burial registers. Auckland City Council 
archives contain information from within the council 
and former local authorities within the Auckland 
isthmus.
People can access this new service by visiting http://
www.aucklandcity.govt.nz/auckland/introduction/
archives/default.asp or to view the records visit the 
research room at the Central City Library, 44-46 Lorne 
Street, CBD. 

University of 
Canterbury Online
Over 100 years of images launched onto the net.

The University of  Canterbury Library is pleased to 
announce that thousands of  historic photographs from 
our archival collections are now available online. 

Covering over a hundred years, users can browse this 
fantastic collection via the Library’s unique resources 
page (http://library.canterbury.ac.nz/home/unique.
shtml). 

The collections currently available include the A. C. 
Graham collection of  West Coast photographs dating 
from the 1800s, a photograph collection that records 
over 100 years of  the history of  the Canterbury Frozen 
Meat Company and Pacific photographs gathered by 
John Macmillan Brown in the early 20th century. These 
collections are just the beginning. The Library has 
plans to digitize many thousands of  additional images 
which will be available via digital library as soon as 
they are ready.

E-mail macbrown@libr.canterbury.ac.nz if  you have 
any queries or comments.
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To the audience, the feats of  acrobats on stage always 
look effortless. From here in New Zealand, Australia’s 
approach to heritage identification had a similar appeal. 
Its careful division of  heritage into national, state and 
local heritage – with national being the most important 
– is easy to explain and seemed simple to apply. So much 
so, that people had started to wonder why we hadn’t 
adopted it here. 

So, in December last year, I went to Australia to 
talk to the people who used what is now known as 
the ‘New National Heritage System’ on a daily basis. 
What I found was a system that actually gets more 
complicated the further you delve in – but it is one that, 
in the end, provides about the same guidance to heritage 
professionals determining what should – and shouldn’t 
- be included on a heritage register. 

Here in New Zealand, we have one national list which 
is managed by the crown entity the New Zealand Historic 
Places Trust (NZHPT). The somewhat lengthily-named 
Register of  Historic Places, Historic Areas, Wahi Tapu 
and Wahi Tapu Areas currently includes around 5,500 
sites of  this country’s cultural and historical heritage. In 
addition to this, each local authority is required to keep 
its own register, list or schedule of  heritage, while the 

Assessing Heritage Signifi cance in Australia and 
New Zealand 
Rebecca O’Brien, in her capacity as Registrar of the New Zealand Historic Places Trust (NZHPT), 
compares the guidance given to heritage professionals assessing signifi cance in Australia with 

Australian Heritage System

World

National

State

Local

2 places

77 places

@ 1500–2000 
places

Universally 
signifi cant places

Outstandingly 
signifi cant places

Places of 
special 

signifi cance

Places of 
signifi -

cance

Australian places can be included on several heritage lists. The Sydney Opera House, for instance, is included on the world, national, state and local 
heritage lists – albeit for different reasons each time.

New Zealand’s natural heritage is largely taken care of  
by the Department of  Conservation. 

From the outside, determining whether something 
should be included on the Register might look fairly 
straight-forward. We certainly seem to have plenty of  
guidance. Two whole sections of  the Historic Places 
Act 1993 are specifically dedicated to spelling out the 
criteria against which candidates must be assessed 
– including historic, architectural, archaeological and 
other significances, together with helpful phrases such 
as ‘The extent to which the place provides knowledge 
of  New Zealand history’. 
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What the HPA tells us is, if  we can prove that a 
candidate has sufficient significance under any one 
of  the relevant criteria, then that candidate is in. For 
historic places, the HPA goes a step further and specifies 
that places of  special or outstanding significance should 
be given Category I status. 

Where it all starts to get complicated is when, as 
a heritage professional, you start to ask how much 
historic significance is enough for inclusion on the 
Register? Or, what really is the difference between 
heritage significance, and special or outstanding 
heritage significance? In New Zealand, we haven’t yet 
found a fool-proof  answer – it always comes down to 
careful case-by-case assessments. And there is nothing 
wrong with that. But in the interests of  efficiency, we 
were tempted across the Tasman to find out if  the 
Australians had found an easier way. 

Prior to 1999, Australia’s primary heritage Register 
was the Register of  the National Estate – a national 
list of  Australian heritage of  over 13,000 places. This 
Register, which will be formally disestablished in 2012, 
has been replaced by a new National Heritage System, 
established under the Environmental Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

This new system now ties heritage tightly to the 
management of  Australian government. To make the 
system work, heritage is divided first into four types of  
heritage: world, national, state and local heritage. The 
federal government, which is responsible for national 
affairs, manages Australia’s world and national heritage. 
State governments manage state heritage and the local 
governments manage local heritage. It is governmental 
autonomy – not the convenience of  the public or 
heritage professional – that is the primary driver behind 
this division of  heritage into types. 

And so, it is not these management-driven divisions 
that set the threshold (or the extent of  significance) for 
inclusion on the lists and registers. At each division, 
there are different thresholds for inclusion. As you 
move up the government levels, the threshold for 
inclusion gets progressively higher and the numbers 
included get lower. At the Federal level, heritage must 
have outstanding universal value to be included on the 
world heritage list or outstanding value to the nation 
to be included on the national list. Today, the list has 
just 77 places identified. At the state level, places must 
demonstrate that they are special significance to the 
state or territory to be included on the state registers. 
State registers are more inclusive and tend to average 

at around 1500-2000 entries. To be included on local 
environmental plans at the local level, places must 
demonstrate significance. 

The effect of  all this is that the divisions are easily – 
and mistakenly - equated with significance. What makes 
the places on the national list so important is not the fact 
that they are of  significance to the Australian nation 
– it is that they must be of  outstanding significance to 
the nation to qualify. It also means that places of  merely 
‘special’ significance to the Australian nation have no 
place in this or any other official government register. 
Similarly, with state heritage, it is not because they 
are of  significant to the state (rather than just a local 
community) but because they are of  special significance 
to the state that they are included. And, once again, 
places that are simply ‘of  significance’ to the state are 
left without anywhere to go. In practice, of  course, but 
not automatically, such places are often picked up at the 
next division of  government down. 

When you look at it this way, you start to notice that, 
in fact, the thresholds applied in Australia and in New 
Zealand are in fact, very much the same – we even use 
pretty much the same words and phrases – outstanding, 
special and ‘of  significance’. The crucial difference 
is the division of  heritage into types – and then the 
application of  the different thresholds at each level. 

Interestingly, there seems to be just as little (or as 
much) guidance in Australia for the heritage professional 
as to the meaning of  these threshold words, as there 
is here. However, Australia has streaked ahead of  New 
Zealand in the use and development of  tools that help 
heritage professionals applying these thresholds to 
particular cases. Applying the term ‘outstanding’ for 
instance, suggests a place must be something out of  
the ordinary group of  its type to qualify for the term. 
And in such cases, sound comparative assessments are 
often crucial. Australia has provided the basis for such 
assessments through a particularly solid collection of  
regional and thematic surveys carried out at state level 
in most, if  not all, states. Also useful was New South 
Wales’ historic themes – a collection of  themes used to 
help professionals apply the term ‘historic significance’ 
more confidently. 

So what does the ‘national / state / local’ division add 
– other than a guarantee of  autonomous government 
at each level in the political system? Does it help 
clarify things, or does it just add a further classification 
headache for those trying to pigeonhole and then the 
heritage candidates? 



12

Since 1994, the NZHPT has maintained that New 
Zealand’s national Register should contain entries of  
national, regional and local importance – and to avoid 
making these divisions into thresholds. In New Zealand, 
if  we divided our Register into national, regional and 
local heritage then, in theory, the list of  places of  
importance to the nation might well include places 
of  significance as well as national places of  special 
or outstanding significance (that is, both Category I 
and II places). I think this is something to celebrate. 
We don’t need these divisions in the same way that 
Australia now does – we have no such requirements in 
our political make-up. And our current system gives us 

the freedom to embrace the diversity of  our heritage 
– which doesn’t always fit neatly into such divisions - 
and to avoid any suggestion that one group’s heritage 
is automatically more important than another’s. 

 When it comes to assessing significance there is no 
quick fix. Both Australian and New Zealand heritage 
professionals alike are left with unpacking the threshold 
words ‘special’, ‘outstanding’ and ‘significant’ and 
finding a way of  guiding their usage. While Australia 
has developed useful tools for applying these words, the 
divisions of  nation, state and heritage are not among 
them – and they are not tools that would add much to 
the analysis of  New Zealand’s heritage today.  

While there is an avid and increasing audience for 
history in a range of  media now – on television, in 
books, at the movies, and especially through websites 
and blogs - it is also making a grand entrance on the 
stage. Historical subjects and themes were key to a 
range of  productions at the New Zealand International 
Festival of  the Arts in Wellington earlier this year. 
If  you had the money and the time it was difficult to 
choose among them. You might plump for the highly 
anticipated new opera, The Trial of  the Cannibal Dog, 
based on Anne Salmond’s best selling book. Taki 
Rua’s production of  Te Karakia, a love story set during 
the 1981 Springbok Tour written by up and coming 
playwright Albert Belz, drew high praise. While Dave 
Armstrong’s adaption of  Where We Once Belonged, 
Sia Fiegel’s award-winning novel set in 1970s Samoa 
received rave reviews. Tama Tu Tama Ora, a celebration 
of  Maori popular music from the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, 
linked by a clear narrative of  Maori protest and pride 
was staged at the temporary tent at Frank Kitts Park. 

History and the Culture Vultures
Bronwyn Labrum comments on history on the New Zealand stage. 

And this was without considering the Writers and 
Readers week where Anne Salmond enthralled her 
audience, and other historically-minded writers such as 
novelist Fiona Farrell provided acute insight into using 
historical material and the importance of  personal 
histories in their writing.

Naturally, audience responses varied greatly. The 
opera was judged harshly for being under rehearsed 
and for needing a good edit, but the choice of  that 
historical incident was inspired. I hope that both stage 
plays will come back. My pick was Tama Tu Tama Ora, 
and not only because I knew all the songs! Despite 
being one of  the few non-Maori in the audience the 
night I went, it was a dazzling and inspiring illustration 
of  how music not only conveys a period or an era but 
also how it can be used as a central historical source. 
Many in the audience didn’t need this history lesson 
but for those who were unfamiliar with the theme and 
topics, it was a multi-sensory, highly interactive and 
immensely enjoyable introduction. I don’t think it is a 
coincidence that the majority of  productions dealt with 
our recent history; there is clearly a need to recreate 
and understand it in a way that is perhaps not being 
dealt with in more conventional media.

Phanzine is published three times a year by the Professional Historians Association of New Zealand/Aotearoa 
and edited by Rebecca O’Brien. 

You can contact us by mail: The Editor, Phanzine, PO Box 1904, Thorndon, Wellington or at 
editor@phanza.org.nz

Photos/illustrations are credited where applicable.
©PHANZA 2005
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