Colonial Government
The Port Phillip District was first settled in 1835 as part of the
Colony of New South Wales. In January 1839, Charles La Trobe
was appointed Superintendent of the District which at that
time had just 400 inhabitants. By 1846 the District had grown
to 12,000 and by 1850 70,000 settlers and pastoralists lived
around Port Phillip and along the coast to Geelong and Port
Fairy. Governed from a distant Sydney, this colonial appendage
was nothing short of dysfunctional. Victoria only had six
representatives in the Legislative Council of New South Wales
and these representatives, who largely resided in Sydney, were
less concerned with the Port Phillip District.
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Pascoe Fawkner, a founding settler of Melbourne and prominent
innkeeper, who published the town’s first newspaper.
The new Legislative Council met at St Patrick’s Hall on Bourke
Street on 11 November 1851. The building, which was at 470
Bourke Street, has long since been demolished and is now
occupied by the Law Institute of Victoria. On that day, Colonial
Secretary William Lonsdale read a commission authorising
himself and Attorney-General William Stawell to swear in the
30 members. James Palmer was appointed Speaker. The first
session of the new Legislative Council was held two days later
on 13 November 1851, amidst great fanfare, accompanied by
cannon fire and trumpets.

The Road to Separation
By the early 1840s, pastoralists and townsfolk of the Port
Phillip District began to agitate for their own representative
government. A public meeting was held in Melbourne, on 5 May
1840, during which a committee was appointed to prepare a
petition to the Queen. The petition requested separation of
the Port Phillip District from the Colony of New South Wales
and the establishment of an independent government and
representative Legislative Council. Influential citizens, such as
Judge Redmond Barry, threw their weight behind the petition,
which finally reached the House of Commons on 28 April 1842.
Although the initial petition failed, it helped generate the
momentum for change. In 1844 the six Victorian representatives
in the New South Wales Legislative Council were again heavily
lobbied by residents of the District to petition the Crown for
separation. The British Parliament finally passed An Act for the
Better Government of Her Majesty’s Australian Colonies, which
received Royal Assent on 5 August 1850. The new Colony of
Victoria, named in honour of Queen Victoria, came into being
on 1 July 1851, heralding a five day public holiday and joyous
celebrations throughout the streets of Melbourne. The tyranny
of Sydney was over!

A New Colony
The new Colony of Victoria had much to celebrate. Apart from
gaining political autonomy from New South Wales, it had also
discovered enormous wealth in the form of vast reserves of
gold. On the back of the gold rush, the population of Victoria
surged from 70,000 in 1850 to over 500,000 in 1860. The
Treasury vaults would soon be filled with an abundance of
revenue, enabling the new Colony to develop and prosper well in
advance of its colonial rival north of the Murray River. The gold
rush had created a booming economy and in 1852 Victoria’s
annual GDP grew to a staggering £16.1 million, outstripping
New South Wales’ GDP of £9.4 million. The following year,
Victoria’s annual government revenue reached £3.2 million
compared to £800,000 in New South Wales.

Legislative Council 1851-56
The Australian Colonies Government Act of 1850 provided
Victoria with its first representative government in a Legislative
Council. Twenty Members would be elected by popular ballot
and ten Members nominated by the Lieutenant-Governor,
Charles La Trobe, in what was called a ‘blended house’. Of
his nominees five would be government officials and five held
no office. The most notable of the elected Members was John

St Patrick’s Hall in Bourke Street, home of the first
Legislative Council of Victoria from 1851 to 1856

New Constitution
Apart from dealing with a raft of legislation on issues such
as tariffs, administration of justice, vagrancy and obscene
language, the Council was also granted the power to draft
a new Constitution for the Colony. On 1 September 1853, a
Constitution Select Committee was appointed to draft a bill.
After presenting its final report and draft bill to the Council, the
bill was introduced on 15 December 1853. The second reading
debate started on 18 January and continued into the committee
stage for three months, during which time the Council met on
27 occasions to make amendments. It was finally passed on
24 March 1854. The Act arrived in England on 31 May 1854
and experienced considerable delays in the British Parliament
due to the Crimean War, after which it was finally granted royal
assent on 16 July 1855 by Queen Victoria.

Responsible Government
The new Constitution provided Victoria with responsible and
representative government. This consisted of the Governor, a
Legislative Council (30 members) and a Legislative Assembly
(60 members), with a ministry responsible through Parliament
to the people. The Constitution also allowed for a radical new
proposal. Westminster had previously only permitted its upper
house to consist of nominated Lords, but Victoria was permitted
to elect its entire upper house. However, property, sex and age
qualifications applied, as Council Members had to be males
at least 30 years of age and possess freehold property worth
£5000, whilst Assembly Members had to be males at least 21
years of age and possess property worth £2000.
The two Houses were elected by the first secret ballot in
British parliamentary history, a process which would eventually
spread throughout the democratic world. Council Members
were elected for a period of ten years and Assembly Members
for a maximum of five years. The new Parliament met for the
first time on 21 November 1856 in the partly built Parliament
House in Spring Street, Melbourne. The President, the Hon.
James Palmer, the Speaker, the Hon. Francis Murphy, and
Members of both Houses were all sworn in at this meeting. The
Parliament formally opened four days later on 25 November 1856.

Key dates:
1 Jul 1851 - Victoria separates from New South Wales to become a
Colony. Writs are issued for the first Victorian election
11 Nov 1851 - Legislative Council’s first meeting
13 Nov 1851 - Lieutenant-Governor opens the first Session of the
Legislative Council
15 Dec 1852 - Britain invites Australian Colonies to frame their
Constitutions
1 Sep 1853 - Constitution Select Committee established
24 Mar 1854 - Legislative Council passes Constitution Act
29 Jun 1855 - House of Commons passes Constitution Act
13 Jul 1855 - House of Lords passes Constitution Act
16 Jul 1855 - Queen Victoria assents to Constitution Act
23 Nov 1855 - Constitution Act proclaimed. Responsible
Government now existed in Victoria and a public holiday is declared
13 Mar 1856 - Electoral Act passed allowing for secret ballot
25 Nov 1856 - Opening of the first Victorian Parliament
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