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This article was originally published at the time of Frank Strahan’s retirement 
in Ex Libris, newsletter of the University of Melbourne Library, Issue 41
October/December 1995. 

Many of you will be aware that the University of Melbourne Archives, so
much Frank Strahan’s creation over 35 phenomenal years, was this year
the subject of a review. It was thought appropriate that the University take

stock of the collection at this most significant moment — the retirement of its creator,
our Founding Archivist. The distinguished reviewer — the University’s first choice,

Vale Frank Strahan
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It was with great sadness last November
that staff at the University of Melbourne
A rchives learned of the passing of Frank
Strahan. As UMA’s foundation arc h i v i s t
between 1960 and 1995 his contribution
was central to our development and 
success. Included in this issue are a 
number of articles both new and 
republished that pay tribute to Frank’s
invaluable contribution to the pre s e rv a t i o n
of A u s t r a l i a ’s heritage.

Michael Piggott
University Archivist

Magnificent Obsession
Dr John Lack 

Frank Strahan at the time of his
retirement in 1995

(University of Melbourne Media and
Publication Services Office)
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incidentally — was Paul Brunton, Manuscripts Librarian at the
Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales. This is
what he had to say, in essence:

This collection of University records, and of business,
trade union and professional associations, and associated
personal papers, constitutes ‘a national asset unrivalled
in Australia’, an asset vital to the documentation of the
national heritage. Indeed, ‘its focus on Victoria, and
especially Melbourne, business and labour [both] so
influential in national life, gives [the collection] a depth
which is without peer in the English-speaking world’.

Those of us who have used the Archives, and whose students and
colleagues, from interstate and overseas, have used them, will
recognise these truths as truisms. But at a time when
governments and institutions are scrutinising their priorities and
expenditure as never before, it is timely to be reminded of them,
and to remind governments and institutions of them.

What are truths to us come as revelations to every scholar who
first sets foot in the University of Melbourne Archives. To quote
a recent letter from an interstate scholar planning a return visit to
Melbourne: 

Since my previous visit I have researched in some of the
best institutions in the world, such as Harvard University
Archives, Cambridge University Archives, [the]
Bodleian Library, Oxford and [the] Harry Ransom
Centre-University of Texas; however they did not 
surpass the pleasure of being a reader at the Melbourne
University Archives. I hope this visit will prove as
rewarding.

The pleasure, as we all well know, at the UMA comes not merely
from the satisfaction of getting our hands upon the sources we
want, but on the climate of support for learning Frank has
fostered there with his small but dedicated staff.

An archive, we must remind ourselves, does not happen; it is
not even developed; an archive, like a great research library, is
created. This Archive has been created — not by a statement of
intent, embodied in University Statute. Important as they are, as
declarations of the University’s will, they yet merely make the
creation possible. An archive such as the UMA — of national
importance, of world standing — can only come into existence
— especially over such a relatively short period — where there
is an archivist-scholar-historian who is not only a person of
vision, inspired by a mission, but one possessed by the
responsibility to conserve the national heritage.

Frank Strahan has not only had the mission, he has
communicated the passion — to business and trade union
leaders, academics, writers, professional firms and organisations
— he has inspired all of us. The Strahan magic has not only
elicited deposits of vital records, but inspired such confidence
and support that many depositors have been ready to contribute
financially to the maintenance of archives, to a degree unrealised
anywhere else in the country, as Paul Brunton says: ‘a truly
innovative practice, unparalleled to [his] knowledge in any
archives in Australia’. Frank Strahan’s archives, then, embody
that much desired partnership of University and community.

We enjoy the marvellous support of CRA, who fund an
archivist. We have also The Western Mining Corporation Ltd
Prize for Archival Research, a substantial annual prize of $1000
for the best written work substantially based on records held at
UMA. And we continue to enjoy trade union support for special
projects and publications.

The result: a collection of such magnitude, depth and
significance that few major works on Australian history —
whatever field you care to name — can be complete without a
visit to UMA, as so many distinguished researcher writers here
this afternoon could so readily testify. Without this collection,
one might reasonably speculate, the entire course of Australian
historiography would be markedly different — and sadly
diminished.

Our reviewer Paul Brunton also observed that ‘through its
contributions to University teaching and its promotion of
research, [the UMA] helps fulfil the highest ideals of a
university. Our publicly declared aims as a University include of
course the preservation, refinement and advancement of
knowledge, and the intellectual, cultural and social development
of the community’. 

What it seems to me this University is saying by creating and
sustaining and extending this Archive is this. We not only
thereby embrace our identity as a research-based institution
dedicated to offering undergraduate and postgraduate education
of the highest quality. And we do not merely see the creation and
maintenance of research collections and facilities of the standard
of the UMA as key ways of achieving those goals. Beyond those
goals, we acknowledge wider responsibilities:

We not only take proper care of our own records as an
institution, but we proclaim by the creation of the wider UMA
that this archives is one of our most important contributions to
the nation. The UMA stands as proof positive of the genuineness
of our publicly proclaimed goal to enrich the community by
taking responsibility for a significant part of the nation’s
heritage. For we know that, apart from the Archives’ sister
institution, the Noel Butlin Archives at the ANU, no other
national or public institution has assumed, or is likely to assume,
responsibility for the records of business, trade unions, and the
professions on the scale necessary to ensure the preservation of
the national heritage.

We salute you, Frank, for your pioneering work in the
creation, with your staff, of this extraordinary collection, and for
discharging so brilliantly the brief given you by the University in
one of its most enlightened moments. But above all we assure
you that as admirers of your achievements and as friends of the
Archives, we stand by and champion your achievement, to
ensure the continuing development and enhancement of the
collection whose creation you have orchestrated in 35 years
service to the University and to the community of scholars.

Reproduced with the kind permission of Dr John Lack and the
Information Division. At the time of writing Dr Lack was
Chairman of the Archives Advisory Board.



3

A r c h i v i s t - S c h o l a r - H i s t o r i a n

Dr Cecily Close

to Collections in 1983, Professor Stuart
Macintyre enumerated the qualities
required in an archivist: the instincts of
the magpie, the appetite of a goat,
persuasiveness, the cultivation of a
network of ‘spotters’, the steadfastness
of a zealot in a sea of indifference. These
he found united in this Archivist. It was

established a review of the Archives. It
was no surprise to those closely
associated with them, but gratifying
nevertheless, to learn the reviewer Paul
B r u n t o n ’s opinion that our A r c h i v e s
constituted a collection of great national
significance. How did this come about? 

When the Archives published its Guide

Frank was first pointed out to me
at an end-of-year party in some
terrace house in Carlton as

someone who might have records
pertinent to my thesis. He didn’t, but not
long after I learned of the vacancy in
‘Frank Strahan’s A r c h i v e s ’ which I
occupied from March 1963. 

He had been University Archivist for
nearly three years, and apart from a few
very early records of the University he
already had records of solicitors Blake
and Riggall, including papers of the
Chaffey Brothers; job files and plans of
the well known builder Clements
Langford; early mortgage ledgers and
correspondence of the AMP Society in
Melbourne; the varied collection of E.J.
Semmens relating to the Creswick
district and much else. The archives had
moved twice, if we count a carrel in the
Baillieu Library as its birthplace; and
now occupied 28 and 30 Story Street
except for an upper floor turned into a
flat for the Strahans whose labrador did
duty as a security alarm. A h i g h e r
technology in the form of smoke
detectors connected the buildings to the
Carlton fire station. Many more moves to
buildings which generally incorporated
improved features would be needed to
accommodate the ever growing business
and University related collections and
from 1973 trade union and other labour
history holdings which grew to about 11
kilometres in his time. 

In May 1995, when Frank was due to
retire in six months, the University

The following is a transcript of the talk given by Dr Cecily Close at the memorial gathering for Frank Strahan at the
Carlton Football Social Club rooms on 26 November 2003. Cecily was one of several speakers and was asked to talk
only on Frank’s work for the UMA. Dr Close was University Archivist after Frank Strahan.

Frank Strahan pictured at the launch of the Archives catalogue of the the
Carlton Association Collection, 1993.
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so. He was competitive, combative, and
astute. If he saw a possible threat to the
Archives on the horizon he would
prepare for evasive action or, if
n e c e s s a r y, defence, which whether
successful or not was always fearless.
Fearlessness was one of his salient
characteristics. For the staff he created a
stimulating setting in which to develop.
Though many left to do well in related
fields, few envisaged working in another
archive.

He knew that the introduction of
computers was inevitable and entered
discussions about them in the early
1980s, but never mastered this
innovation. Otherwise, he remained 
up-to-date with archival affairs. Had the
building he had taken a major part in
planning for the Archives in the 1960s
actually been built, its standards would
have stood up quite well against those of
the repositories we have seen established
in the last few years. He urged the
microfilming of major University records
series many years before this was
actually done; he pursued funds to
produce the very successful printed
Guide to Collections, and had everything
to do with its attractive appearance and
attendant publicity; he chaired an early
seminar in Canberra on conservation and
took a prominent part in the discussions
which finally led to the establishment to
the University’s Conservation Centre. He
pressed for the appointment of a records
manager in the University throughout the
1970s. 

The Archives are the major portion
though only a part of Frank’s legacy to
the community. I have mentioned some
of the qualities he brought to its creation,
but in this complex personality there
were others which surfaced in day-to-day
contact and which I shall always
remember: a rich vein of humour, a
strong streak of fatalism and, perhaps
related to it, broad shoulders to carry and
if necessary, shrug off whatever might be
laid on them; his commitment to the
integrity of the record, whatever it might
s a y, even about himself; and much
kindness. Farewell, Franko.

‘a happy conjunction of the right man at
the right time’.

Twelve years later on Frank’s
retirement, Dr John Lack as Chairman of
the Archives Advisory Board in his
tribute aptly titled ‘Magnificent
Obsession’, spoke of his passion, and the
necessity for the building of such an
archives of an archivist-scholar-historian
with a mission and possessed by a sense
of responsibility to conserve the national
heritage. He observed that Frank not only
had this mission but communicated his
passion to business and trade union
leaders, academics, writers, professional
firms and organisations (and I would add
— to his staff). His persuasiveness, Lack
continued, inspired confidence in many
depositors leading to contributions in
money as well as records to a degree then
unrealised in any other archival
institution. He remarked on the wide
range of historical publications drawing
upon it, and urged me not to forget to
mention Frank’s services to the
Australian Dictionary of Biography as a
long-time contributor and long-serving
member of the D i c t i o n a ry ’s Vi c t o r i a n
committee, and the A r c h i v e s ’
contribution of information to so many
entries. Dr Di Langmore, Editor of the
Dictionary, has conveyed her sadness at
Frank’s passing.

Frank’s work was informed by a great
love of his country and its past, a love as
one-eyed in its way as that for his Carlton
team. The terrace houses he occupied
satisfied his taste as well as convenience,
and he loved good A u s t r a l i a n
craftsmanship. Some 19th and early 20th
century pieces which found their way
into the Archives were used to set off the
numerous objects, usually associated
with archival collections, which adorned
his office in a very uncorporate way to
intrigue the visitor.

Well, impassioned and persuasive he
was; but more was needed to maintain
the growth of the Archives over 35 years.
He began with support within both the
University and the business community,
having worked successfully on a records
survey in 1959 for the Business Archives

Council from within the University, but
the case had always to be made, at the
beginning and thereafter as personnel
and institutional circumstances changed.
He was prone to judge people by the
level of their support for the ‘chives’; and
not a few were found wanting over this
period. Nevertheless, there were always
enough people already predisposed by
their own strong interest in at least some
aspect of the cause which drove him, or
were brought to share a sense of the
importance of his mission, or came to
admire his commitment and
achievement, to ensure that the Archives
would flourish to the end of his active
association with it into the present where
it thrives under his successor. I do not
name any of those who helped him for
fear of omitting someone; but some are
here today whom I thank on my own
account as well as his.

For archives to be valued they must be
known and found useful, and Frank was
a natural publicist. He delighted in
exhibitions. He had organised one as a
final year student in 1955 for the
Historical Society on early Melbourne, in
conjunction with the Centenary Fair in
the University grounds. A p r e s s
photograph shows him with blazer and
straw boater, balancing on a penny-
farthing borrowed for the occasion. With
a growing collection of archives which
included some evocative objects at his
disposal, large exhibitions and smaller
displays became a regular way of
reaching the University and outside
community and reassuring depositors of
the enduring interest of their papers.
Advertising these events was not left to
drift along official channels but taken in
hand personally, with great success. The
University came to look to the Archives
to prepare a display for open days and
other events. There seemed to be no
theme for which we could not find
matching records. He spoke to students
and outside groups, wrote articles and
from the beginning set a high standard of
service. He grasped every opportunity to
promote his Archives, his single-
mindedness on this matter being
recognised by the supportive and the less
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Frank’s early years in his birthplace Wonthaggi gave him
a natural familiarity with mining, though it would not
be coal, but the noble and base metals of fields in other

parts of Victoria, in outback New South Wales, and in the West
that would spark his imagination and lead to the acquisition of
the great Broken Hill and Western Mining collections in UMA.

His blood ties with the Fifeshire men and women who came to
Wonthaggi, and his later knowledge of the financing from
London of so many Australian company operations, bred a
lifelong affinity with both Scotland and his homeland against
their common enemy, the English. It is ironic that in this
formative part of his life, his mother’s strong improving impulse
left Frank — the elocution competitor in local eisteddfods —
with a speaking voice that was more educated English than pit
Scots or working class bush Australian.

The family move to Albury brought some radical changes —
in environment, from working class mining and union town in
the depression to a relatively prosperous river centre servicing a
rich pastoral hinterland (which already supported extensive
infrastructure associated with the Hume Reservoir and would see
even more with the decentralisation of industries associated with
defence and the war effort). After the move there was also a
switch from government school to private school (where he had
later Melbourne academic and education historian Edgar French
as a kind of mentor, but also felt the influence of the pacifist,
expelled-Communist polemicist and historian James
Normington Rawling).

Above all, his father’s abandonment of his family
(absconding from creditors, ostensibly to enlist, though there is
no service record in his name) when Frank was at a critical stage
of his boyhood caused a wound which in the end, despite his best
efforts, proved to be unhealable. (It is tempting to think that
Frank’s professional collecting and preserving impulse was
partly a reparative response to this event.) It must also have
thrust Frank, as the eldest boy, into a more responsible role,
helping his mother and siblings to maintain the functioning of
the family’s corner store and dance hall. This not only deepened
Frank’s admiration for his mother’s Scots resilience; but also
gave him a familiarity with a gamut of business procedures, from

stock control and book-keeping, to serving and selling, both
person-to-person over the counter, and by means of moderately
elaborate and changing window displays. 

This would stand Frank in good stead: the experience drawn
from this microcosm enabling him later, as survey officer with
the Business Archives Council and then as University of
Melbourne Archivist, to treat with business people in terms that
showed them he knew what he was talking about, just as it gave
him a gift of salesmanship, and a flair for display which he
would employ in UMA exhibitions on varied themes in many a
different venue. Similarly, the pastoral town upbringing, and a
brief spell of casual work at ‘Brocklesby’ (where Tom Roberts
had painted Shearing the Rams), gave him the background to
smooth later dealings with graziers, cockies and stock and
station agents whose records he sought to acquire.

His secondary schooling completed, he was the classic boy
from the bush, ready to prove that he could take on the city — or
the world, if need be. (Indeed, within a few short years, the
young man from Wonthaggi and Noel Butlin from Singleton —
another coal town product — would effectively euchre the wily
and experienced Harold White, and secure the business archives
sector to their universities at the expense of the National
Library.)

Butlin understood the combined clout of Australia’s national
flagship research university and its second oldest-established
state counterpart against the relatively new Commonwealth
body, itself also in the throes of relinquishing its official archives
division to an autonomous existence. 

These two boys from the bush shared several qualities: a
passion for history and a desire to preserve sources which would
enable the documentation of — among other things — the
negative as well as positive aspects of Old World capital
formation and its settler representatives in the New; they were
decided about the demarcation between archives and libraries;
they had a pretty clear idea of what they wanted, and the political
finesse to generally achieve it without prolonged resistance.

So it was that Edgar French enrolled Frank at the private
school teacher training college in Melbourne, whence he would
transfer to the University to pursue a history degree, Edgar

Frank Strahan: Beginnings
Formative influences and early regional collecting trips

Dr Mark Richmond
Archivist (University, G r a p h i c , Architectural collections)
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French again finding him a job to support his studies, this time
in the student records section of the Registrar’s branch at the
University. Thus there is an element of near-symmetry in Frank
Strahan’s more than half-century association with the archives of
the University of Melbourne. His working association with the
University from c.1949 — some decade before the establishment
of the UMA — was in the field of records creation and
management, handling material which would later become an
important element of the archival record.

Having thus acted for the creator of archives, in 1960 he
became custodian, and for the eight years after his retirement in
1995 until his death in 2003 his relationship was that of
researcher or user. He continued to work towards publications
based on material in the Archives, in particular a series of entries
for later volumes of the Australian Dictionary of Biography.* 

When he became University Archivist, Frank set about
seeking collections of non-University records throughout
Melbourne and regional Victoria, both business and ‘private’
(i.e. personal) papers. The ‘Canberra conference’ of November
1960 had divided up Melbourne target companies, (interestingly,
Frank supplied Vice-Chancellor Sir George Paton with a
document showing which companies on the ANU list had
already been approached by UMA, and they comprised 43% of
the total). As well as this target area, Frank’s personal familiarity
with regional areas (including Geelong during a teaching stint
while training at Mercer House, and Gippsland while compiling
a commissioned history with Clive Disher at Strathfieldsaye),
together with his experience in the field with Geoff Serle’s
country record survey parties while a student (themselves based
on earlier work by Max Crawford and Gwyn James), his
awareness of Butlin’s interest in the pastoral industry and his
observation of the ANU Archives’ acquisition of records with
extensive coverage of the Hunter and Riverina regions — all
these things served to send him out and about across country
Victoria.

(Indeed his trip to the ‘Canberra conference’ had included a
third visit for that half-year to Benalla following up leads, and a
five-day stint in the familiar streets of Albury, sorting and
packing for delivery to the UMA the records of Younghusband
Ltd’s oldest and most important branch, attempting to secure the
records of Mate’s department store, and getting an interview in
the Border Morning Mail.)

From the start of his time as University Archivist, he took a
holistic and inclusive view of his role which extended beyond
that of preserving University records to encompass what he saw
as his responsibility as a public historian. While his brief from
the University clearly included an extension of his earlier survey
work for the Business Archives Council of Australia (Victorian
branch), he also saw it as a legitimate part of his role to continue
his National Trust-related activities in identifying and seeking to
preserve buildings and precincts and, a little later, industrial
history and industrial archaeology sites. Moreover, he saw it as
his responsibility to take every opportunity to direct non-archival

material encountered in the field towards appropriate custodial
institutions, so that his early field trips would include seeking
business and private papers for the UMA, research into and
photography of historic fixed structures and sites, talks to local
societies, newspapers and radio stations about preserving
records and buildings, and the channelling of items to the
University of Melbourne Library — whether the Baillieu or an
appropriate branch or department, to Leonhard A d a m ’s
ethnological collection, to the Medical History unit and museum,
or to one of the new universities. 

Indeed this assumption of a roving brief had begun with his
experiences while travelling with Serle’s survey party in the
Western District while a student, when he would bring back for
Leonhard Adam an Aboriginal axe head found in a paddock, and
alert John Mulvaney to the existence in Hamilton of the score
book from the 1868 Aboriginal cricket tour of England (or
Cricket Walkabout, as Mulvaney would title his book on the
subject). Frank recollected this as ‘generative of what would
develop as my addiction to archival research, and ultimately the
development of the UMA’.

The Anderson mill at Smeaton exemplified Frank's modus
operandi. An initial tip-off from Geoffrey Blainey reinforced by
contact with Councillor Ted Semmens (himself an earlier contact
of Crawford and Serle's) in Creswick, pointed Frank to an
impressive bluestone structure with a massive Ballarat-made
water wheel (and prime candidate for National Trust and, later,
Heritage Victoria attention), plus a collection of business records
from a concern which flourished during and beyond the gold
rush. The records would be collected by Frank the following
month (November 1962) while he was in Ballarat for a
conference which he helped organise in his Business Archives
Council persona.

A typical trip illustrating the multi-strung bow approach was
through the Western District in February 1961 with ‘John’
O’Brien of the University’s History department; they visited
several properties such as Titanga and Gnarpurt, where Frank
would examine any surviving records and argue for their transfer
while O’Brien photographed the homesteads and outbuildings,
for his own research and for the National Trust. Frank would
often take photographs as well. There were preliminary visits
also to Dennys Lascelles, Strachan’s, Bright and Hitchcocks and
the Geelong Permanent Building Society in Geelong. A t
Purrumbete they inspected and borrowed a superb 1858 von
Guérard oil painting of the homestead and lake which had been
suggested as an illustration for the Kiddle’s Men of Yesterday;
this was cleaned and duly appeared as the jacket and
frontispiece. He also returned with boxes of books from Titanga
which were given to the Baillieu Library, with the agreement that
they would pass on any not wanted to the new Monash
University.

Later that year they visited the Maryborough area, securing for
the UMA the Joyce and Bucknall papers and the Kuff e r
photographs (including one of a 203 kilogram procuress at the
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Chinese camp named Wy Fook or
‘Fat Mag’, whose casket, when
she was buried at Chewton, the
undertakers were unable to fit into
the hearse), books for the Baillieu,
Medical, Architecture and Law
libraries, pharmacy items for the
Medical Museum;  they took
photographs of many buildings
for the National Trust, and Frank
also listed the records of several
local councils which had been
dumped in the Carisbrook Town
Hall.

Another important trip in this
period was that which he made to
the north-east in May 1962 with
Meanjin editor Clem Christesen,
‘his interest being the Kelly
country’. The trip yielded a
number of collections (Foord,
Chateau Tahbilk, Tr e n e r r y
Brown) and objects (a slab from
the Kelly homestead at Greta
West, and photographs of alleged
Kelly fortifications, and a number
of objects from a Wa n g a r a t t a
pharmacy for the Medical History
Museum). It also reinforced
Frank’s fondness for the north-
east, and led to a range of ongoing
National Trust projects,
particularly the restoration of the
granite Beechworth powder magazine and the industrial history
investigation of the old Wallaby gold mine site at the Nine Mile
Creek near Stanley. From it would also come the purchase and
gradual restoration, with fellow syndicate members, of the first
brick hotel building in Beechworth. Frank was at this time
already pursuing the question of securing the Meanjin archive,
which eventually did come to the UMA after his retirement,
having been initially acquired by the University Library because
it had a budget for purchasing collections, which the UMA has
never had.

A particularly fruitful and extensive foray in January 1963
involved Frank and a companion from the history department at
Monash in an 1800 kilometre swing through Warrnambool,
Portland (‘the most disappointing place I have yet seen — our
earliest settlement but due to burnings now one of our worst
documented’), Hamilton, Horsham, Hopetoun and Ararat and
back through Warrnambool, securing several new collections as
well as material for the Baillieu Library and Medical Museum.
Several newspaper interviews and two broadcast talks later, they
returned, laden, ‘with upturned snout and a liberal coating of
dust and insect carcasses’. 

There were many such regional trips in those early years (one
also being his honeymoon!) and later acquisitions of Melbourne-
based records would entail visits to Broken Hill, Sydney, Hobart
and Western Australia. Accompanying Frank was an exhilarating
experience: a good-humoured and persuasive diplomat, who
could be quite direct and assertive where need be, his passion for
history was infectious.

These endeavours are well documented in a series of letters to
Vice-Chancellor Paton (to whom he reported directly in those
days), a liberal and enlightened boss with first-hand experience
of library and archives matters at state, commonwealth and
university level — a truly felicitous conjunction of personalities
in a common purpose.

*Until shortly before his death Frank had been finishing an
Australian Dictionary of Biography e n t ry on the biscuit
m a n u f a c t u rer T.B. Guest, and chapters on the Carlton
Association (a resident action group of which he had been a
founder and leader) and on the burning of Wilson Hall for a
book, Carlton: a history, edited by Peter Yule. Both pieces will
now appear posthumously.

Frank and one of the many tre a s u res he acquired for the UMA. (M Napier Wa l l e r
cover design for Commercial Travelers Association publication Australia To - D a y )
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the Orr Case; and records from many
Melbourne and regional Victorian law
firms. Current initiatives involve Liberty
Victoria and the Australian and New
Zealand Society of Criminology.

Our second speaker Kathy Laster, the
Director of the Victoria Law Foundation,
will announce new funding initiatives
aimed at preserving current records and
making the A r c h i v e s ’ c o l l e c t i o n s
available to our research community.
These include the University Archives’
new partnership with Liberty Victoria
and the Legal Resource Centre Library’s
‘Law Archives Online’ project.

A selection of law archival documents
and objects — including Redmond

On Tuesday 11 May 2004,  the
Melbourne Law School’s
fourth Rare Books Lecture

will ‘lift the lid’ on the University’s
unique and historic law archives.

At this exciting partnership event, the
University Archivist, Michael Piggott,
will introduce the legal component of the
UMA, which comprises 14 kilometres of
records relating to business, trade union,
university and related aspects of
Victoria’s history. The legal collections
include papers of prominent law
academics and judges; records of bodies
such as the Melbourne Law Students’
Society and the Law Institute of Victoria;
papers of royal commissions and royal
commissioners; documents relating to

The University of Melbourne has been acquiring
cultural material since its foundation in the 1850s and
now owns 18 identified cultural collections (of which

the UMA is one). These holdings link the history, scholarship
and identity of the University with active research, teaching and
public programs. A report presented to the Vice-Chancellor last
year indicated that many are of high cultural significance.

Some of these collections are usually open to the general 
public in the University’s museums: the Medical History
Museum, the Ian Potter Museum of Art and the Grainger
Museum. Several have permanent displays around campus, such
as the Surveying and Geomatics collection, Physics, Electrical
and Electronic Engineering, and Earth Sciences. Others, such as
the Herbarium, the UMA, Anatomy and Pathology collections,
Law Rare Books, Zoology, and Library Special Collections, are
used primarily for research and teaching.

Managers of these collections have been collaborating to 
identify the collections’ key needs: physical preservation;

Cultural collections of the University

Preserving Legal History: 
University of Melbourne Law Archives

improved access through cataloguing, internet presence, 
exhibitions and publications; and raising the profile of the
University’s highly significant cultural holdings. In 2004 this
work continues with the recent establishment of a Cultural
Collections Committee chaired by Mr David Percival, Vice-
Principal and Chief Financial Officer of the University, and
including Michael Piggott, University Archivist, and Robyn
Sloggett, Director of the Centre for Cultural Materials
Conservation. A Cultural Collections officer has been appointed
to manage the project,  which will involve cataloguing; 
development of collection policies and procedures; seeking
funds for projects such as exhibitions, conservation and research;
and promotional activities. Students undertaking the 
newly-established postgraduate programs at the University’s
Centre for Cultural Materials Conservation will work on 
collection items as part of their course requirements.

For further information on the Cultural Collections Project,
contact Belinda Nemec, Cultural Collections Off i c e r, 
bnemec@unimelb.edu.au

B a r r y ’s deed box and Sir Robert
Menzies’ student notebooks from law
lectures — will be on display at this free
event, and light refreshments will be
served. Interested friends and colleagues
are also welcome to attend. 

Date: Tuesday 11 May 2004
Time: 5.45 pm–7.45 pm
Venue: Melbourne Law School 

185 Pelham Street, Carlton

For further information, or to book a
place, please contact Dr Caitlin Stone,
Special Projects Officer Legal Resource
Centre, telephone (03) 8344 8500, email
c.stone@unimelb.edu.au. 

P resented by the Legal Resourc e
Centre, Melbourne Law School
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The French Connection 

Carine Renoux
A r c h i v i s t , Archives Departementales de l’Ain 

in Bourg-en-Bresse, Fr a n c e

Carine Renoux at the UMA’s repository in Brunswick West. (Photograph by Lindsay Howe)

At the end of 2003, French archivist,
Carine Renoux, from the Archives

Departementales de l’Ain in 
Bourg-en-Bresse, in France’s north-east,

spent five weeks working at the UMA
and the University’s Records Services. 

Here she describes how this came about.

My partnership with the UMA results from a shared interest and a stroke of
luck. In February 1998, my passion for the history of the French
revolution of 1848 led me to an international seminar marking its

sesquincentenary in Paris. There I met Professor Peter McPhee, who was familiar with
my home region, the Department of Ain, through the work of his fellow University of
Melbourne history professor, Charles Sowerwine. In fact the University’s Department
of History has had a long association with Ain and with the Ain Archives starting with
Alison Patrick’s visit to Bourg-en-Bresse during the 1960s to work on the French
Revolution of 1789. More recently, Megan Utter worked for three months in the Ain
Archives in 2001 on a research project of Peter McPhee’s, concerning the French
Revolution. 

After studying history in the University of Lyon and doing research on the Second
Republic in the Ain, I have worked since November 2002 in the Departmental Archives
(Archives Departementales de l’Ain) in Bourg-en-Bresse. As part of my continued page 10
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training, I needed to undertake some external experience and I
was honoured that Peter McPhee and Michael Piggott enabled
me to work in the UMA. 

My experience in the UMA offered me a way to learn about
Australian archives and about Australian history. Processing
French public records is quite different to processing the UMA
collections! In France, we use different classifications for
national, departmental or municipal archives, using letters of the
alphabet to denote each period. Nevertheless archiving is an
international profession, especially with the current development
of international standards for archival description, and both the
UMA and the Archives Departementales de l’Ain collect the
private papers of individuals. 

My work consisted of processing a collection of private
papers, the Percival Deane collection. The Deane papers were
given to the UMA in 1976 and 1997 by Deane’s daughter,
Shirley Deane Horsley. She was a travel writer who had
previously taught at the University of Melbourne and
coincidentally spent the last five years of her life in the south of
France, until her death in January 2003. 

Percival Edgar Deane (1890–1946) was briefly a clerk at the
University of Melbourne and, after a posting with the AIF to the
First Australian General Hospital in Egypt, he became private
secretary and confidant to Prime Minister William Morris
Hughes in 1916. In 1921 he became secretary of the Prime
Minister’s Department.

This collection was very interesting and enriching for me, both
historically and technically. First I learnt some A u s t r a l i a n
history; I then processed and listed the collection using the UMA
standards with the help and experience of Jane Ellen. Along the
way I found that Deane had had some links with France. With
Hughes, he had attended the Versailles peace conference in 1919
as secretary to the Australian delegation. Associate Professor
Neville Meaney from the University of Sydney, who came to
consult the Deane papers, explained to me the important role of
Hughes during the First World War. Hughes visited France
several times between 1916 and 1921 and his views were very
close to the French ones, notably that of French Prime Minister,
Georges Clemenceau. I came to understand Percy Deane’s
significance as an influential public servant through the
numerous press cuttings about his work and his close
relationships with Billy Hughes and others. These records could
be used for research about political and diplomatic history using
the correspondence between Deane and Hughes or Deane and
his wife.

After my work in the UMA, I enjoyed visiting the University’s
Records Services department. I was impressed by their record
management program, the web archiving project and their online
databases. Moreover it was an honour for me to visit the
National Archives in Burwood and the the Public Record Office
of Victoria in North Melbourne. I was given a tour of the storage
areas which amazed me with their high security. Other visits, to
the State Library of Victoria, particularly the manuscripts

section, to the Australian Science and Technology Heritage
Centre and the Geelong Heritage Centre, were very interesting
too and I thank all the people who showed me their work. 
My training in the UMA was an unforgettable experience of
opening a window on the world, Australian archiving and
history. I would like to thank the University of Melbourne for
welcoming me during my training experience, particularly Peter
McPhee for introducing me, Michael Piggott for accepting me
and Jane Ellen for being so helpful to me in the Archives. I give
my thanks again to all the UMA staff and the Records Services
staff. I hope that the links we have been forging between 
the University of Melbourne and the ADA can continue into 
the future.

Archivist Jane Ellen and Carine Renoux working on the
Percival Deane papers. (Photograph by Lindsay Howe)
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Stored alongside the kilometres
of company and trade union
records in the specially

conditioned repository of the UMA is a
lesser known dimension of records that
document community activism.
Reflecting the less formal nature of
community activity than occurs within
company and trade union structures,
documents relating to community
activism have generally been filed less
systematically, probably with a current
campaign in mind, rather than providing
for long term reference, let alone the
curiosity of posterity. (Possibly some
thought could be given to off e r i n g
guidelines to community groups similar
to the Guide and Schedule recently
developed for trade unions.) 

This, however, is not to diminish the
worth of community activism
collections. These archival records are a
valuable resource for reflection on the
nature and challenges of community
activism that can be helpful in pursuing
contemporary causes. We find over the
years that these challenges have not
changed all that much. 

A number of valuable collections of
groups and individuals, who have been
active in peace and anti-war movements,
have been donated to the UMA. Among
the groups are: United Peace Council,
Victorian Peace Council, A u s t r a l i a n
Peace Pledge Union, Movement Against
Uranium Mining and Congress for
International Cooperation and
Disarmament. Among individual peace
activists are: Vivienne Abraham, Frank
Coaldrake, Kenneth Rivett, Dorothy
Gibson and the ‘peace parsons’ A l f
Dickie, Frank Hartley and Victor James.
The John Ellis collection of photographs
holds records of anti-war and anti-

nuclear weapons protest by some of
these, and other, community groups.

Together these community collections
reveal some of the diverse influences
which interact within the movement.
This is no more evident than in the
contributions to world peace of two
prominent peace activists, the Reverend
Frank Coaldrake and the Reverend Alf
Dickie. Coaldrake was inspired by the
pacifism of Gandhi and his doctrine of
non-violent disobedience. Dickie was
much influenced by Christian radicals
like the Dean of Canterbury, the
Reverend Hewlett Johnson, who
preached social justice through radical
political change in the social order.

Although Coaldrake and Dickie came
from such different understandings of
their Christian mission each in their own
way dedicated themselves to work for
world peace. Each suffered hostility for
their actions not only among the public

Archiving Community Activism

Les Dalton
UMA Vo l u n t e e r

but within their own churches. By their
integrity and principled stand on what
they truly believed both won the respect
of their Christian brethren. Both were
elected to high office within their
churches. 

In 1942 Frank Coaldrake was ordained
a minister of the Anglican Church. He
played a leading role in pacifist and
social justice campaigns. He helped
establish the Brotherhood of St.
Laurence and played an active role in its
mission to provide welfare and social
justice for the poor. During World War
Two he campaigned for more
enlightened legislation to protect the
rights of conscientious objectors to
refuse military service. In this campaign,
as his correspondence files show, he
involved himself personally in assisting
individuals brought before the court. In
the face of the bitter feelings of
Australians against the Japanese he

Hiroshima Day, Melbourne 1962. L to R: Rev. Norman Anderson, 
Rev. Alf Dickie, Sam Goldbloom.
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persisted throughout the war with the call
for reconciliation with the Japanese
people. 

In 1939 he founded the pacifist journal
The Peacemaker. Published monthly, the
journal served to keep the various
pacifist bodies in touch nationally at a
time when their cause was unpopular.
The journal later became the off i c i a l
organ of the Federal Pacifist Council and
was published until 1958 (the UMA
holds a complete set). As the censor’s
stamp on the journal’s copy and
C o a l d r a k e ’s correspondence with the
censor’s office show, The Peacemaker
was kept under close scrutiny.

In 1944, following the non-violent
civil disobedience principles of Gandhi,
Coaldrake took part in ‘sit-in’ protests
with other members of the Brotherhood
of St. Laurence to highlight the
unfairness to tenants of the Landlord and
Tenant Regulations. Under these
regulations a widowed tenant was
threatened with eviction. Coaldrake sat
on the veranda of the widow’s house for
over 30 days. The action was featured in
the tabloid press. 

In 1947 he fulfilled his desire to enter
Japan to serve with the Japanese
Anglican Church and to pursue a mission
of reconciliation between the Australian
and Japanese people. To this end he and
his wife Maida published a newsletter to
further reconciliation between the
Australian and Japanese people. T h e
UMA hold an incomplete set of this
newsletter, Nippon Seiko Kwai.

Returning to Australia in 1957
Coaldrake took up the post of chief
executive officer of the Anglican Board
of Missions to guide the work of the
church among the people of the Pacific
and the Aborigines in the Northern
Territory. Sadly, just 12 days after he was
appointed Archbishop of Brisbane, he
died of a heart attack. 

Alf Dickie worked as an engineering
tradesman until he reached the age of 30
years, when he answered the call to join
the ministry of the Presbyterian Church.
Notebooks reveal a deep interest in
biblical studies from a young age. After
ordination he served in several parishes
before coming, in 1943, to the Parish of
North Essendon. It is not evident as to the
influences that moved him towards a
radical political viewpoint. In 1947, he
took part in a May Day march with a
group of clergy led by the A n g l i c a n
Dean, Henry Langley. The following
May Day he addressed a Yarra Bank
gathering identifying himself with trade
union calls for a more equitable
economic system.

In 1949 the Australian Peace Council
was formed and Dickie became its first
chairperson. This was at an early stage of
the Cold War. The council’s policy came
under the influence of communists and
Dickie was publicly vilified as a ‘fellow
t r a v e l l e r’ of the Communist Party.
However, it would seem from the records
that while Dickie encouraged dialogue
with Marxists he sought his own
directions, in the light of his Christian
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beliefs, on how to create a more peaceful
and just world. His special concern was
the nuclear arms race. He saw his
mission as mobilising ordinary people
against the war-like policies of
governments. He believed that if
governments were to exercise the
immense power opened up to them by
nuclear science ‘they will bring doom on
God’s creation’. 

In 1951 Dickie was among a group of
clergy who set up the Peace Quest Forum
to ‘provide an opportunity for conflicting
views upon politics that made for war
and peace’ to be heard. 

It was not only in the media and
parliament that Dickie was accused of
communist leanings and being disloyal
to his country. His parishioners were
disturbed by not only what they read in
the media but heard personally in his
weekly sermons. He faced his
parishioners with a willingness to
discuss their concerns, setting down his
beliefs in a tract, Should Such a Faith
Offend, in order that his parishioners
‘may judge the truth or error of the
rumours’. He was not, he said, a
communist by affiliation or philosophy
but one who believed ‘Christians should
be working to change the present order
of society’. 

Like Coaldrake, Dickie slowly won
the respect of his Christian brethren. He
was elected to serve as Moderator of the
Presbyterian Church, from 1965 to 1966,
and he held the post of Executive Officer
of the Presbytery of Melbourne, from
1968 to 1972.


