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Peter J. Tyler

New South Wales government administration increased four-fold

during the first six decades of the twentieth century with

population growth and greater community expectations. Ministerial

Departments proliferated to manage and regulate various forms of

social welfare that had been unthinkable in the previous century.

Employment of staff for this burgeoning administrative corps and

teaching service became the responsibility of the Public Service

Board, which exerted rigid centralised control over every aspect 

of administration.

Peter Tyler’s history draws on the treasure trove of original material

in the NSW State archives collection and other sources to show

how the bureaucracy coped, and sometimes stumbled, during sixty

years of massive social change.

Humble and Obedient Servants was commisioned by the State

Records Authority of New South Wales, and is the second volume

of The Administration of New South Wales.

About the Author

Peter J. Tyler is a professional historian based in Sydney.

Following an early career in local government administration, he

worked as the chief executive for organisations in adult education,

rehabilitation, environmental health, and the building industry. His

postgraduate research at the University of New England examined

the development of public health services in New South Wales.

Dr Tyler is immediate Past President of the NSW Society of 

the History of Medicine. He has written histories of the 

Anti-Tuberculosis Associaion of NSW and the Australian 

Institute of Building.

Politics, Patronage and Public Works
The Administration of New South Wales
Volume 1, 1842–1900

Hilary Golder

The early 1840s saw the campaign for colonial self-government gain

momentum driven by massive social and political change. Pressures

such as the growth and dispersal of the population; the government’s

direct responsibility for expensive infrastructure; and the democratic,

disorganised nature of colonial politics necessitated administrative

innovation and improvisation.

Government was responsible for an exponential growth in the number

of colonial public servants, including armies of railway workers and

teachers. By 1895 this expansion had become unaffordable and the

Public Service Board was set up to retrench and regulate

government employment and priorities – reformers condemning the

previous arrangements as extravagant, inefficient and even corrupt.

Hilary Golder’s history locates administrative developments in their

social and political context, showing how the administration of New

South Wales developed in response to a set of distinctively Australian

problems and solutions. She has drawn on parliamentary papers,

politicians’ private correspondence and the rich resource of surviving

government records to attempt a more sympathetic reading of

administrative challenges in a growing colony.

About the Author
Hilary Golder is a public historian with a particular interest in legal

and administrative subjects. She has worked as a research officer

attached to the Select Committee of the Legislative Assembly upon

Prostitution and as a research fellow in the School of History, La

Trobe University (investigating married women’s property laws). She

has been commissioned by such organisations as the Magistrates’

Institute of New South Wales, the Land Titles Office of New South

Wales and the City of Sydney, to research and write a wide range of

historical monographs.
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Humble and Obedient
Servants takes up the story
of the administration of New
South Wales from where
Hilary Golder’s book Politics,
Patronage and Public
Works left off.

In taking on the daunting
task of bringing the history of
the administration of New
South Wales into the
twentieth century, Peter Tyler
has produced a readable
and accessible book that
provides many insights into
the running of the State. 

While the stereotypical
public servant may be, as
the poem reproduced in
chapter 4 suggests, “flotsam
and jetsam of obscurity”.,
many have left indelible
marks on the body politic,
and in the doing of it have
been far from humble and
obedient servants.

”Shirley Fitzgerald, 
Chairperson of the Board,
State Records Authority of 

New South Wales
”Terry Irving

University of Sydney

“
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Hilary Golder has approached the
history of colonial government
administration in New South
Wales with a broad
understanding of administration.
She writes with verve and
authority about its standard
components – the structure,
functions, and personnel of
government – but all the time she
is concerned to make a more
challenging point, to remind us 
of the effects of the reach of
government in the colony. The
controlling idea of the book is 
that of a system of power, 
rooted in and branching out from 
central government.

In recent years, historians have
neglected ‘high politics’,
especially as a way of
synthesising historical knowledge.
Golder, however, has brought
together state power and politics.
Instead of a narrow study of the
public service she has written a
political history of colonial New
South Wales from the perspective
of government. In this sense her
book is a very significant and
welcome achievement.
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