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Family Historians are a very important part of the research community. Your work is 
significant because the product of your efforts is shared with many. Your boundless 
enthusiasm for your research, and for the collections and resources that institutions like the 
State Library preserve, is a vital force. We hope that you are our advocates, our partners and, 
from time to time, our critics. For the Library, you are also multipliers because through you 
other people can understand the pleasure and passion of research, and they too might be 
tempted to enjoy our collection. At the outset can I say that the State Library aims to continue 
to work with, and to improve our services for you. 

I began work as an archivist, with the Sydney office of the then Commonwealth Archives 
Office in 1978. In those days we were considered to be in training for two years and in the 
course of those two years we worked in every unit of the Archives. In 1978 the office of the 
Commonwealth Archives was in a venerable building called Wembley Chambers on Chifley 
Square. 

You reached the reading room on the 4th floor after a rise in one of those cage lifts with 
manually operated lift doors and then made your way down to the end of a corridor along 
which there were a couple of anonymous green doors. Behind those green doors ASIO 
conducted interviews. One of the first reference enquiries I dealt with in that Reading Room 
is as fresh in my mind as the day it was asked. A man of completely ordinary looks but of 
great intensity approached me and said ' I am the spawn of Harold Holt and the devil and I 
want to trace my family ' . My first thought was that ASIO had lost one of its interviewees. 

Despite this unnerving beginning as a reference archivist, I can promise you that over the 
succeeding twenty-five years I have relished the contact I have had with family historians at 
the Archives, the Australian War Memorial, the National Library and now at the State 
Library. 

This afternoon I would like to tell you a little about the history of the State Library's work 
with family historians, about how we are looking to improve our services to you and some of 
the challenges ahead. 

The history of the State Library's work with family historians. 
The Public Library of Victoria opened its doors on 22 February 1856 with a collection of 
3846 volumes. 1 Today the Genealogy Centre has the capacity to hold on open access 
something like 7,000 books. 

Colin McCallum, the Chief Librarian, wrote the centenary history of the Library. In the 
chapter about the Library's readers he notes an early family history enquiry. 

Requests for the Library's services come from overseas on frequent occasions, and 
many research workers in England, America, Canada and New Zealand have made 
considerable use of the Library's resources. A request of a slightly different nature in 



193 7 led to the finding of an elderly man whose whereabouts had been unknown to his 
family for thirty years. Members of the Library staff were able to trace him to a cheap 
lodging house in Melbourne, where he was living impoverished and in ill health. He 
now found himself to be a beneficiary in an English estate, and heir to a country seat 
and considerable family fortune. It is a matter of some satisfaction that the Library 
was able to assist in bringing this about. 2 

Although it may be unwise to put too much emphasis on Colin McCallum's words he does 
describe this enquiry as being of 'a slightly different nature' . That was 1937. Forty years 
later, in 1979, such enquiries were totally familiar. In 1979, the Library Council reported: 

The most remarkable feature of the appended statistical record of State Library 
activities is the dramatic increase in the number of enquiries handled by the La Trobe 
Library. [The La Trobe Library's enquiries had jumped from 29,582 in 1977-78 to 
40,480 in 1978-79.] Among the factors that have contributed to this growth in 
demand of over 50% are the popularity of family history research ... 3 

Three years later, in the year ended June 1982, the annual report once again commented on 
the growth in family history enquiries and how the library was seeking to serve this 
burgeoning community. The annual report said: 

Use of the State Library's collections, as can be seen from the statistical tables, has 
continued to grow dramatically. [In the year ended June 1982 the La Trobe Library 
handled 64,866 enquiries - a 40% increase over the number it had dealt with three 
years ago.] Two significant causes of this have been changes in the higher school's 
curriculum, which has prompted many schools to encourage their senior students to 
use the State Library for assignments, and the continued growth in interest in 
genealogy and Australian History generally because of the impending Victorian 
Sesquicentenary celebrations and the Australian Bicentenary in 1988 .... The La Trobe 
Library, which holds most material of interest to genealogists, has taken several 
initiatives during the year to guide family researchers and to assist them with their 
studies. This has included the development of further instructional material on use of 
appropriate sources, and the placement of considerably more genealogical source 
material on open access in the ground floor reading room.4 

So, over the preceding seven years the La Trobe Library had witnessed a 100% increase in 
enquiries with family history enquiries being a significant reason for growth. By 1991 the 
Library was reporting that family historians were estimated to account for 15% of the 
Library's annual business. 5 

In October 1994 the Library conducted a survey of readers and one of the questions it asked 
visitors over the week was what was the main purpose of their visit. The survey revealed that 
10.3% of our visitors specified that they were visiting the Library in order to use genealogy 
materials.6 

In 1998 the Library commissioned a piece of market research about the Library to establish 
some benchmark data. I shall return to the results of this survey later when I mention a couple 
of challenges ahead. The information provided by the survey that is useful to us here is that 
when respondents were asked to list the services that they had used 15% said that they had 
used our family history services. 7 



Staff on the Genealogy Team estimate that before the Genealogy Centre was closed for 
refurbishment a couple of months ago between 80 and 100 visits were made to the Centre 
each day (roughly between 29,200 and 36,500 a year). In 200 1 Genealogy Centre staff 
answered around 17,000 enquiries.8 

Over the last 65 years there has been an astonishing increase in the number of people 
researching family history at the Library. What was the Library doing to respond, to support 
and to pre-empt this boom? 

In 1986, the annual report noted that 'The establishment of a Genealogy and Local History 
Librarian's position is expected to be completed in the second half of 1986' .9 

Frances Brown, our first Genealogy and Local History Librarian set to work with 
determination establishing a working group within the Library to co-ordinate genealogical 
services, to build the collection and to develop the awareness of staff of the genealogical 
resources available.10 In that first year she also organised two public seminars and prepared 
for publication and sale several copies of directories and electoral rolls. 

Over the 1987-88 year Frances continued to build the family history collection acquiring 
important material about other states as well as from the United Kingdom and the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. She published booklets for family historians and codified 
the Library's procedures.11 

The Library continued to build the collection strongly, for example, in 1991-1992 the Library 
installed the compact disc of the 130 million records compiled by the Genealogical Society of 
Utah and acquired St. Catherine's House indexes to birth, deaths and marriages on 
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1992-1993 saw another significant development in services to genealogists because the 
Library began planning for a separate service bringing together the materials and services 
previously provided in three independent areas of the Library. 13 

Perhaps I could characterise the Library's initial response to the popularity of fami ly history 
as a recognition of it as a defined area of research that required dedicated expertise and staff. 
Hence the appointment of Frances Brown. 

The next phase involved developing the collection and defining gaps in it - this phase never 
ends. The third phase involved consolidating the resources physically so that the Library 
provided family historians with facilities configured in such a way as to best assist your work. 
Again this is a phase without end. 

A look in the rear vision mirror with a focus on technology is also instructive. In July 1987 
the Library' s database went public on Viatel. In the first year of its operation the database 
was accessed 21 ,393 times. Just over 9,000 or 46% of these accesses were to family history 
sections of the database. 14 

In 2001, only 14 years later, the genealogy pages of the Library's website were attracting 
more than 20,000 hits per month. 15 In 1992, largely to provide access to Family Search, two 
dedicated workstations were made available for genealogical research. Today, the Genealogy 
Centre has twenty. 



How are we trying to help. 
So, in 2003 what are we doing to continue to build on the work that I have been describing? 
After a very frustrating false start for our readers, as well as all of us at the Library, I am 
thrilled to tell you that we have reopened the Helen Macpherson Genealogy Centre. The 
Centre has been refurbished and expanded and now occupies the entire courtyard previously 
shared with the La Trobe Collection. While the centre has been closed staff have worked very 
hard to reduce the number of sequences in which we held microfiche so that our material is 
better ordered and easier to access and to amend some of our procedures so that using the 
Centre is more straightforward. 

From two rows of microfilm a couple of decades ago we now have a dedicated space with 35 
microfiche readers, 20 computers, facilities to plug in your laptop, a casual seating area for 
you to read and chat, and an increased number of books on open access. From Frances 
Brown's pioneering solo efforts we have a team of four terrific staff - Jenny Bobbit, Anne 
Burrows, Grant Hamston and Christopher Wade. This team will soon be increased by one 
when we recruit to the position of Genealogy Technician. Anne, Chris and Jenny are assisted 
by some of the most wonderful and dedicated volunteers to whom we are enormously 
grateful. 

The Library has worked very hard, and will continue to work hard, to make the collection and 
our services visible, accessible and known. 

At the broadest level we want all Victorians and an increasing number of Australians to be 
aware of the Library, its work and collection. When this awareness brings them into contact 
with the Library we want to provide quality services to researchers. 

At the first or broadest level the Library raises public awareness through our regular 
advertisements in the Age, through our newsletter, State Library of Victoria News, and 
through publications like the book we will launch later this year called Treasures of the State 
LibrG1y of Victoria. 

Crucial to the awareness and outreach is the participation of the Genealogy team in many 
events in Melbourne and in regional areas of Victoria making contact with local history and 
family history societies and doing local media spots. We are delighted to be invited to 
participate in conferences, and to be a part of family history days. These activities have taken 
members of the Genealogy team to Echuca for the Family History Expo, to Mulwala for a 
family history expo, and to the Maroondah Family History Fair and to the Melbourne 
Convention Centre for the 1 oth Australasian Congress on Genealogy and Heraldry. 

To increase awareness of the collection and to make it easier for people to see links between 
their interests and the State Library we are keen to contribute columns to journals and 
newsletters. Members of the Genealogy Team contribute to a regular column in the Victorian 
journals Ancestor and The Genealogist and to some interstate newsletters, such as Lost in 
Victoria, a Queensland publication. 

It would be counter productive to create an awareness of the Library and the collection if we 
are not simultaneously improving accessibility to it. This brings us to the services we provide 
to researchers. 

The Library has worked to assist family history researchers by preparing information sheets, 
select bibliographies and Genieguides. The information sheets are designed to introduce 
particular resources, such as the civil registration records of the United Kingdom, or they 



provide some orientation, for example, by explaining how to begin researching ancestors 
overseas or how to use microforms. 

Staff have prepared select bibliographies on topics such as beginning genealogy, on 
researching Indigenous Australians and on Chinese genealogical research. These 
bibliographies list online and print resources that are available to pursue research in these 
places. 

Individuals learn how to do things in very different ways. Some of us are happy with trial and 
error, for some reading is the preferred method while others like to participate in face to face 
learning. Soon after Frances Brown began at the Library she initiated seminars, talks and 
tours for people interested in finding out about the Library's genealogical resources and 
services. Over the years these programs have been very popular and in 2001 these offerings 
were reviewed as part of the Library's lifelong learning program. 

As a result of this review the Library decided to concentrate on offering two presentations. 
The fust is a general orientation to the Genealogy Centre with as many hands on opportunities 
as possible. The number of participants is limited so that they can be interactive. Our aim is 
that by the end of a session participants will feel confident about beginning their research in 
the Centre and will know about the many other collections of the Library that might be 
relevant to their research. The second presentation was designed to complement and extend 
the orientation session. This second presentation is a 90-minute talk on how to begin 
genealogical research at the Library. In the calendar year 2002 the Genealogy Team 
conducted 34 training sessions for almost 600 members of the public. 16 

Another initiative to improve our services and to extend their reach beyond 328 Swanston 
Street involved setting up online forums which allow real time discussion and question and 
answer sessions with staff of the Library and invited experts. In 2002 Nick Vine Hall (in 
June) and Jenny Carter (in October) were the Library's guests at these forums. 17 

The Genealogy Team has also been working with the Library' s Education staff to develop a 
program for Year 9 students that would involve them exploring their family tree. A couple of 
groups have piloted the program very successfully. 

Challenges Ahead. 
In closing the formal part of this conversation I would like to leave you with a sense of some 
of the challenges I think we face. 

There are three challenges I would like to mention. 

The first is the continuing challenge of promoting awareness. The 1998 awareness survey 
conducted for the Library by DelBeato Young documented that three quarters of the survey 
respondents knew where the Library was located. 18 When asked to list, without assistance or 
prompting, the services offered by the State Library on 14% of those surveyed knew that the 
Library had services to assist family historians. 19 However, when given a list of the Library's 
services and asked if they were aware of them just under 50% of them said they knew that the 
Library offered services to family historians.20 That survey was done five years ago and we 
would hope that the general awareness of the Library and its location has been maintained if 
not improved so that it is higher than 75%. We hope that the refurbishment of the Library 
building and the popularity of our exhibitions and events program have built the profile of the 
Library and the attitude to it. However, we also know that the Library is seeking to make its 
place in an increasingly competitive market with Federation Square, the Melbourne Museum, 



the Gallery on St. Kilda Road and the internet as only some of the alternatives available to 
people. We need to position the Library and to sharpen the focus on its services in ways that 
are strategic because we have limited resources. 

The second challenge is in the area of developing the collection. The Library anticipates that 
the ethnic diversity of the Victorian community will manifest itself in the areas of research 
that people want to pursue. So, we have seen a trend to resources that go beyond those that 
help to trace Anglo Saxon origins. There is interest in Continental Europe, especially Greece 
and Italy, Vietnam and China. Do we know if there are patterns in how long it takes for 
immigrant communities to demonstrate an interest in family history? Is there consistency 
across cultures in such interest? If there is a consistency of interest across cultures are we 
going to be able to serve them? Different cultures have very different approaches to, and 
place very different values on, recordkeeping. Some immigrants to Australia have come from 
strong recordkeeping cultures that have been devastated by conflict. How all of this will play 
out in our collection development work I don't know, but it will be a fascinating time. 

The last issue I thought I would mention, and by no means the least, is that of continuing our 
work to understand our researchers, their needs and their behaviour so that we can target how 
and where we improve our tools and services. Anne Burrows has been contemplating 
establishing a user group to act as a sounding board and to provide us with feedback - you 
might like to let us know what you think of such an initiative. We know that the Melbourne 
Archives Centre, which is the joint reading room for the Public Record Office and the 
National Archives, will move sometime next year from Casselden Place to North Melbourne. 
We are interested in the impact this move might have on use of the Library and whether there 
is room for collaboration between the three organizations to assist researchers. Increasingly 
family history sources are being made available digitally. There is, I think, a piece of work 
ahead of us to assess whether there are portions of the collection, for example in maps, that 
could be digitised to improve access. 

All of these issues and more will exercise us over the next few years but today we want to 
rejoice in the wonderful resource that is the Helen Macpherson Smith Genealogy Centre and 
to show you around the facilities of the Centre if you can stay with us for a while. 
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