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Your Worship, Madam Vice President, Members of Berry & District Historical Society, and the 
broader Berry community, thank you for your kind invitation to share this day with you. 
 
I arrived last night by train and walked from the Berry Station (green plaque site) up Alexandra 
Street (past some green plaque sites) to the Berry Hotel (green plaque site) where I stayed, 
and while eating dinner in the bar could see the Berry Museum (green plaque site) across the 
street. 
 
From what I could see and feel in the evening gloom, it looked like you have made a great job.  
Today, after breakfast in the Hedgehog Coffee Shop (not a green plaque site, as far as I could 
tell!), I walked around town on my own green plaque itinerary, and confirmed in the cool 
clear light of the morning that your program is indeed an excellent program.  Possibly I am 
Berry’s first out-of-town green plaque rambling tourist! 
 
I began working on public plaque projects back in 2013, when the Royal Australian Historical 
Society and Sydney City Council decided to revive the Sydney green plaques program from 
1988.  I learnt a lot then about the history of plaques, and it is instructive to look back to the 
original plaque program – the mother of plaque programs, if you will – the London blue 
plaques program that commenced in 1869, almost 150 years ago. 
 
It took some time for that program to evolve, and the standard blue roundel plaque with 
white lettering that you may have seen either in London or in photographs only really became 
the standard during the 1930s.  After experimenting with different colours, materials, shapes, 
numbers of words and so on, eventually a set of principles was arrived at that have informed 
the program ever since.  Five of these principles are especially relevant. 
 

1. The ‘all who run’ principle – the words on the plaque have to be concise and distinct 
to “enable all who run to read them”, or in other words, to allow people hurrying past 
the plaque on a busy city street to take in something – a name, a date, a detail – to 
provoke their interest.  Although they couldn’t stop and linger at the time, that detail 
would be in their mind, prodding them to know more. 

2. All terms of praise or derision are omitted – just the “verifiable facts” are to be 
included.  We live in an age when too much hyperbole is rarely enough in public 
debates and media, but the Victorians were also familiar with extravagant language 
and quickly came to a view that for the plaques, honest simplicity was preferable to 
long-winded superlatives. 

3. These two principles helped them to arrive at a third principle, that the number of 
words on a plaque should be about 19, maybe up to 30, but rarely more than that.  
This was the age of the self-made woman or man, who consciously wanted to better 
themselves through education, especially in places such as mechanic’s institutes and 
schools of arts, later in municipal libraries, and then through historical society libraries 



and museums.  The word limit was intended to provoke and encourage those who 
wanted to know more to go and look and find out for themselves.  There was no 
Google then!  I will be interested to hear if in the future you have more people come 
to you, or perhaps different people who might not have otherwise come to the 
museum or the Society, asking about a plaque. 

4. The next principle is the ‘test of time’ principle.  This was essentially about making 
sure the person or place or event being commemorated was of historical significance, 
and not just a passing fad or something popular today and forgotten tomorrow.  Given 
that a plaque program involves investing a lot of time and effort in research and 
getting funding and owners’ permission, the subject of the plaque should be of 
enduring importance, and the test generally applied is that 30 to 50 years needs to 
have passed before a place can be eligible for a plaque. 

5. The final principle is that the place should still exist.  That may seem obvious, but 
putting up a plaque saying something like “Queen Elizabeth slept here” when the 
‘here’ was a building that had been destroyed many years before and replaced once 
or even more times by other buildings can be misleading.  And, of course, the 
Victorians were just as aware as we are today that developers would (and did) argue 
that demolishing an old building was acceptable because they would ‘put up a plaque’.  
The plaques need to be attached to the ‘real thing’. 

 
From what I can see of my perambulations around Berry, your Berry green plaques are “best-
practice”, they are consistent with these principles.  You can claim for them a lineage, a story, 
that connects them with the Sydney green plaques of 1988, the RAHS ceramic plaques of 1919 
to 1962 (possible some of the most beautiful plaques made), and right back to the London 
blue plaques since 1869.  That is a venerable story, so don’t be afraid to tell it. 
 
People were not exactly ‘running’ down Queen Street this morning, but they were still 
‘hurrying’ in their 21st century ways, jogging, or talking on their phones, or trying to park the 
car, or otherwise just busy, busy.  They still don’t have time to dawdle and ponder, to take 
the time to stop and read a large sign.  It’s different in a park or hall, but with so many 
historically important places on high streets and in CBDs, the green plaque based on the 
principles outlined before is a better option (in my personal view). 
 
The principles of the original London blue plaques, and now evident in the Berry green 
plaques, are tried and true – they have stood their own ‘test of time’ despite changing 
technologies, changing townscapes, wars, natural disasters and so on.  You have produced 
beautiful jewel-like plaques that, I am sure, will endure and grace Berry long after we are all 
long gone and forgotten.  That is something of which you can be proud, and I am honoured 
that you invited me to share this special day with you.  Thank you. 

 

 
Dr Bruce Baskerville 

Independent Public Historian 
and RAHS Councillor 

 


