GENOA TO SYDNEY — GUGLIELMO MARCONI AND THE
ILLUMINATION OF SYDNEY TOWN HALL IN 1930

by Francesca A. Musico

Francesca A. Musico is a second year PhD student and tutor in the Department of
History, University of Sydney. She is currently writing a chapter on secular Italian
welfare associations in NSW between 1881 and 1950, which comprises part of her the-
sis on the history of Italian community welfare in NSW.

On the 26" March, 1930, in Genoa Harbour from
his yacht, Elettra, Guglielmo Marconi relayed
through beam wireless a switch that turned on
the 2800 lights of the Sydney Town Hall. An
audience of 3000 people, in total darkness, were
awestruck when the Town Hall was illuminated
around them. The event was hailed as a technological
marvel, even though an impetuous Marconi had
relayed the switch several minutes earlier than
anticipated.” Over 14,000 miles were covered,
with the signal being relayed through several
stations across the world, from Europe to
Dorchester, to Grimsby then to Australia where
it was received at Rockbank (Victoria) then from
Melbourne to Sydney. Previous to the experiment,
the longest distance covered by wireless transmission
was 2000 miles over the Atlantic.” The triumph
over time seemed to fascinate so many observers.
The fact that 14,000 miles were covered in one
seventh of a second seemed magical. The Sydney
Mail reported ‘Here was magic! Arabian nights
recede into remoteness; their magic was nothing
compared to this".’ Even more miraculous was
the fact that only half a kilowatt of power was
used for the entire experiment. For many, it
seemed that operating radio without wires was
surreal and unimaginable.

Four days later on the 29" March, Marconi again
made history by transmitting an address from the
Elettra which was amplified to a large audience
in the Sydney Town Hall. In addition, thousands
of others were listening to the address at home
on their own wireless sets. Marconi's message to
Australians celebrated the success of the experiments:

Hello, Australia: Marconi speaking on board
the yacht, Elettra, at Genoa, Italy. 1 am
delighted to speak to you in your great cities
and wide spaces. I am glad that the experiment
of switching on the lights of the Town Hall was
a success. I hope to meet you all in your
wonderful country soon. Meanwhile, I send love
from all the world to all your people’.*
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In addition, Marconi congratulated Australia on its
advancements in the history of wireless transmis-
sions. Newspapers, such as The Sydney Morning
Herald, claimed that Marconi’s message was an
even greater feat than lighting the Town Hall.
This was because the power needed to transmit
the message was less than that needed to boil an
electric kettle.’

The press claimed that Marconi had chosen
Australia as the site of his great experiment
because of the rapid progress of electro-technical
science that occurred in the country.” In essence,
Australia was the perfect country for Marconi to
use his inventions to their full capacity. After all,
Australia was a remote country whose primary
need was communication to bridge its inland and
overseas isolation.

The lighting of Sydney Town Hall was not
Marconi’s first encounter with Australia. As early
as 1902, the Marconi Company had submitted an
unsuccessful wireless proposal to the Australian
Government to connect Australia and New
Zealand. This was the first of many proposals
submitted by the Marconi Company.” The
Marconi Company also began the first of its
struggles to convince the Australian Government
to adopt wireless in various states. Interestingly,
in 1912, the English Marconi company sued the
Australian Government over their patent rights.”
However, it was not until the permanent arrival
of Ernest Thomas Fisk in 1911, resident engineer
for the English Marconi Company, that Marconi’s
public relationship with Australia began.” Apart
from having the task of selling Marconi’s technology
to Australia, Fisk was instrumental in arranging
the first direct wireless message from England to
Australia in 1918. The message was received at
Wahroonga on the 22nd September, 1918." This
event was given much international acclaim due to
the large distance overcome by Marconi’s technique.
It showed promise that Australia would no longer
have to rely solely on underwater cables as a
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means of international communication.” Not only
had Marconi linked Australia to the ‘mother-country’,
but also Prime Minister Billy Hughes was able to
send Defence Minister, Sir Joseph Cook, a message
from the battlefields of Europe. In 1919, Fisk
conducted the first public demonstration of
music transmitted by radio in Sydney.” In 1924
Fisk and Marconi conducted experiments which
led to a direct beam service being developed
between Australia and Britain. Throughout the
1920s, both Fisk and Marconi collaborated on
several wireless experiments from Europe to
Australia.” In essence, Fisk was Australia’s
answer to ‘Marconi’.

Marconi’s Sydney Town Hall experiment was
organised for the opening of The Electrical and

Radio Exhibition held at the Town Hall. The
experiment complemented the Exhibition as it
essentially was an exposé of modernity showcasing
the most technologically advanced electrical
appliances. The exhibition was to demonstrate
‘the wonderful scientific developments in the
application of electricity’,” not only to industry,
but also to household technology. The exhibition
began in 1922 and each year more and more
technological treats were on display. Now,
modernity had infiltrated into the homes and lives
of everyone. It seemed that modernity was now a
way of life. The humble toaster, cooker, vacuum
cleaner and electric kettle were compulsory
items for the ‘modern’ person. The exhibition was
also to prove ‘an interesting study by housewives’
as there was on display the latest advancements
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in domestic equipment of 150 items. Newspapers
reported with excitement the new conveniences,
including a bathroom tap which could instantly
dispense hot water or the house that could be run
without the need for matches — electricity was to
be the servant of the new ‘modern’.”

Several of the press optimistically saw the
experiment as one in a continuing age of technical
marvels. The chairman of the Electrical and
Radio Exhibition, Mr. P.H. Pettyfer, spoke of the
experiment as the first milestone in the ‘new
electrical era’.'’ The Queenslander echoed that
more ‘wonderful things’ were yet to come in the
forthcoming decades."” The Daily Pictorial reported
from London that it would be possible in the
future, to start and stop trains, trams and factories
using wireless.” Fisk startled reporters by stating
that in the future it would be possible to run ships
and aeroplanes by electric motors without the need
for fuel." Even the Prime Minister of Australia,
Mr. J.H. Scullin celebrating the experiment,
echoed this:

Senatore Marconi’s feat in turning on the
lights at the Sydney Town Hall should bring
home picturesquely to every one the marvels
of modern wireless, of which Senatore
Marconi himself is one of the great pioneers’.*

Fisk, in a message to Marconi, acknowledged that
the experiment had brought Australia ‘prominently’
before the eyes of the world.” In Fisk’s eyes, the
experiment made outsiders view Australia as
‘thoroughly up-to-date’ and ‘possessing initiative’.*
The Daily Guardian referred to the event as the
biggest individual event in Australian wireless
history.® The paper went on to say that the
event ‘advertised” Australia in 14,000 different
newspapers around the world.” Newspaper
headlines referred to Marconi’s experiment as
the “World Watches Marconi’ and, therefore, the
world watched Australia.”

The news of the experiment was widely reported
in the international press. The Times of London
reported as early as the 24" March, Marconi’s
intention to light Sydney Town Hall.* The High
Commissioner for Australia reported to the
British press that Marconi had successfully
illuminated the Town Hall in the presence of over
three thousand people.” In addition to this, The
Times continued to keep its readers updated on
Marconi’s further advances. After communicating
with wireless phone to Australia, Marconi further
carried out similar tests with Cape Town, South
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Africa.® The New York Times also recorded
Marconi’s achievement in Sydney.” A large article
titled ‘Radio Lights Lamps 11,000 Miles Away’
maintained that this was ‘a notable event in the
history of wireless communication’.* The Elettra
had been besieged by Italian journalists. When
the experiment was successfully conducted, the
news was amplified via loud speakers throughout
Italy.”” The Italian press on board the Elettra
sent a beam message to Australia congratulating
the country on its recent success. Even Mussolini
showed interest and organised to inspect
Marconi’s equipment on the Elettra.

Even though most of the press referred to the
magnificence of the experiment, some were rather
nervous about the potential of such powerful
technology placed in the wrong hands. The press
seemed to be very conscious of the dangerous
effects of wireless in war. Wireless had been
successfully used by the navy as well as other
ocean vessels. The Queenslander’s editorial addressed
the issue ‘A battleship even now can be directed
by wireless. Imagine some combatant destroying
cities with the touch of a button thousands of
miles away. The death ray beloved of imaginative
novelists has come’.” Another editorial said that
such technologies could lead to ‘wholesale destruction’
at the touch of a button.” The Italo-Australian
was concerned by the realistic possibility of
aggressors releasing buttons of electric waves
and annihilating entire armies.”

Unlike much of the mainstream press, the wireless
and radio fraternity did not view the experiment
as a technological marvel. The London based
Wireless World and Radio Review wrote of the
experiment with technical disdain. In essence,
they claimed that Marconi had misled the public.
The technical journal argued that there was no
connection between Marconi’s experiment and
transmitting power without wires.” The fact that
an electric switch was activated on the arrival of
Marconi’s wireless message bore no relation to
transmitting power without wires. The review
chastised the press for referring to the experiment
as a demonstration of the transmission of power,
when in reality it was a normal wireless signal.
According to the Review, the press was responsible
for blowing this simple wireless signal out of
proportion ‘there was no novelty in the method of
performing this operation, and certainly no
invention connected with it, yet it was an interesting
enough demonstration in its ways had it been left
at that".” In conclusion, the Review did note that
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the experiment did have one positive — it pointed
the way to a future where electricity could be
transmitted ‘directly through the air in any
direction and quantity desired’.”

Throughout the newspaper reports, there were
undertones of the commonality of such technological
marvels. Several papers insinuated that they were
living in an ‘age of marvels’ one which brought
the advent of the car, aviation and other scientific
discoveries. The people of this ‘age of marvels’
were so accustomed to new discoveries that they
were no longer novelties. The Italo-Australian
remarked that it was ‘truly difficult to stir us with
the remarkable’.™ Yet, for some reason Marconi’s
experiment was extraordinary and it did ‘stir’ the
public.

Throughout the media reports, Marconi was hailed
as a hero. According to the editor of the Daily
Pictorial, the world as a whole was indebted to the
genius of Marconi.” Sydney’s Italian community
viewed the event somewhat differently. Firstly,
they marvelled at the genius of Marconi which is
suggested by an editorial by Franco Battistessa
in the Sydney Italian-language newspaper, the
Italo-Australian.” Secondly, the Italian community
saw the event as a symbol of the Italian contribution
to Australia, as well as Italians and Australians
being able to work together harmoniously." In the
1930s, there was a plethora of anti-Italian feeling
in Australia, particularly in Northern Queensland.
Just a month prior to the event, the murder of
Italian Domenico Belle at Newtown Station,
Sydney, was alleged to have been the workings of
the Italian ‘Black Hand’ or the Camorra. The
‘Black Hand’ was again alleged responsible for
the spate of murders by Italians throughout
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Northern Queensland in the 1930s. The press
were particularly racist in their coverage of the
‘Black Hand’ murders, insinuating the evil of the
Italian influence in Australia. Also, the Depression
aggravated prevailing racial tensions. For the
Italian community, Marconi represented a ‘positive’
image of Italians. The fact that it was an Italian
who brought world-wide attention to Sydney gave
the Italian community legitimacy. The Italian
community was particularly touched when the
probability of Benito Mussolini speaking to
Australians from the Elettra became a real
possibility. The Italo-Australian, a pro-Fascist
paper, reported that wireless provided the avenue
for a better understanding between the races, as
Mussolini was a man whose ‘motives and aims’
were more ‘completely misunderstood than those
of any other statesman in the world.”*

The Italian community’s efforts to commemorate
the event testifies to the view that the experiments
were landmarks in Italo-Australian history. Even
as late as 1963, the Sydney Italian language
newspaper, La Fiamma, was still featuring
commemorative articles on the lighting of the
Town Hall.* When Marconi died in 1937, a
commemorative mass in St Mary’s Cathedral
was held by Sydney’s Italian community." In
Bossley Park, south-west of Sydney, an Italian
club founded in 1958 was named ‘Club Marconi’.
This Club is located in a concentrated area of
Italian residency and is the largest Italian Club
in NSW, having over 32,000 members. Again, in
1974, members of Sydney’s Italian community
formed a Marconi Memorial Fund for the provision
of a sculpture to honour the centenary of Marconi’s
birth. The sculpture was executed by Michael
Kitching in the grounds of the Sydney Town Hall




and was unveiled in 1976 by Marconi’s daughter,
Princess Elettra."

Marconi’s link with Australia still continues today.
Marconi’s daughter, Princess Elettra Marconi
Giovanelli, frequently travels to Australia to
make official visits to Club Marconi and to unveil
new monuments to her father. Club Marconi
have even called their restaurant the ‘Elettra
Room’. Sydney Town Hall also has a room named
the ‘Marconi Room’. Although he never visited
Australia, the existence of our very radio system
is the greatest testimony to the genius of
Marconi.

All images are reproduced courtesy of the
State Library of NSW.
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