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(SFI Publishing 2011)

We have come a long way as a nation since 1770.
We have come even further since 1978 when
Clement Freud, asked to give an opinion about
New Zealand declared: “I find it hard to say
because when I was there it seemed to be shut!”

Looking ahead to next year, one of the most
important legal events will be the firing up

into action, of the New Zealand Constitutional
Review, which was announced back in 2008 and
the Steering Panel for which, was announced in
August this year.

As a profession and as legal academics, we

are frequently presented with mis-statements
and misrepresentations of our history. Some
unimportant, but some regrettable, have
erroneously shaped the thinking of the Nation.
It is therefore imperative that the Constitutional
Review takes place, to the greatest extent
possible, from a common platform and
understanding of key events in our historical
timeline.

Mark Twain visited New Zealand (Dunedin to
be precise), in 1885 and is often quoted as having
said: “History doesn't repeat itself, but it does
rhyme”. The All Blacks glorious Rugby World
Cup (RWC) 2011 Webb Ellis Trophy win, is a
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topical illustration that New Zealand can stop
history repeating itself. The challenge now is
how do we ensure that our constitutional review
is underpinned by a shared sense of, at the

very least, our historical timeline and a robust
discussion about what the historical narrative of
New Zealand is.

That is where this book comes in to its own.
Wendy McGuinness is the founder and CEO of
the Sustainable Future Institute, an independent
think tank based in Wellington. In the preface
Wendy, speaking for herself and her co author
Miriam White says: “We have made this work
available as a record of our nation’s past, with a
view to providing a useful context for shaping
our future”

This book just might be the inexpensive
Christmas gift you were looking for, that will
satisfy young and old, the curious and the
disengaged, the voracious historians and the
casual browsers.

The defining feature of this book is the
identification and capture of historical events,
which when viewed together, form patterns
described as historical threads, “that eventually
give us insights into the possibility of new
models for change and action.” The events are
listed chronologically but each one signals the
next event in the thread, which is not necessarily
the next in the timeline.

The book has a clear logical structure. Part 1 lays
out clearly and concisely, 440 events spanning
from 1769 (with the “claiming” of New Zealand
for Britain by Captain Cook) through to 2011
with the Christchurch Earthquake, the Marine
and Coastal Act and John Key’s address to the
Australian Parliament as first New Zealand
Prime Minister to do so.

In trying to pick examples of dates I was torn
between those relating to lofty issues, sporting
events or those relating to the environment
and oil. I particularly enjoyed the reminder of
Sir Julius Vogel’s futuristic and visionary public
works plan in 1870 but I will leave it to the
readers to choose their favourite threads and
follow their own paths.

Parts 2-7 contain a raft of useful data which
professionals often need but scramble to find, for
example on Royal Commissions.

But the magic is in Part 8 with its 65 identified
historical threads. These range from the more
obvious threads covering the Constitution right
through to school food schemes with school

milk. The thing I like most about this book is its
accessibility.

I see this from three perspectives: The social
media revolution has been such a success
because of the way it has allowed, in dimensions
never seen before, the linking of people, the
creation of shared stories and the threading

of people and events together. This book has
adopted this same principle (intentionally or not)
and it is richer as a result.

Secondly, in a time poor world, information is
presented concisely and well organised, allowing
us to choose if we dig further or not. And, unlike
the ‘web) it provides well-researched and reliable
sources (both in the book and on their website)
for further reading.

Finally, the authors have provided an opportunity
for comments and suggestions for entry into
later editions. My pick for events 441 and 442 are
RWC 1987 and the RWC 2011 win, as a starter.

I first met Wendy back in 2007. I am delighted to
recommend this excellent book the preparation
of which reflects her values around rigour and
independence and which I am sure will be the
first of many books, helping to shape more
informed conversations across the country about
our country and our future direction.

+ Reviewed by Jennie Vickers, Council member
of Auckland District Law Society Inc (ADLSI.)

This book is available from the ADLSI’s Law
Society Store in Chancery Chambers which will
be hosting the Auckland launch of the book on
November 24. An invitation is in this edition of
Law News. The book is also from its own website
http://nationdates.org.nz/ and from Unity Books
Wellington.
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