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FOREWORD
The debate about free and unrestricted access to colonial libraries took many forms and
revealed itself in a number of ways. Seemingly parochial debates that occurred throughout
Victoria in the nineteenth century were triggered by much bigger issues that pervaded society
at the time, including:
•

•
•

the belief that middle class hegemony and all its benefits would be welcomed by the
working classes, whereas middle class values, a skills-based technological revolution
and urbanization, alienated members of the working classes who were conspicuously
absent from colonial libraries,
the commonly held belief that the world would become a better place because of
mankind’s imminent mastery of the economic, technical, scientific and religious world,
the boom in leisure opportunities and the availability of recreational reading materials.

Big issues often presented themselves to library committees as a series of on-going debates
about collections and public access to the library itself. These essays describe the ways in
which the disputes emerged and in which they were resolved.
•
•
•
•
•

The Geelong Free Library was established in 1875 in response to demands for a public
reading room and complaints about the Mechanics’ Institute library.
A decade later, the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute forfeited the government’s annual
grant rather than amend its rules relating to public access to its reading room.
A number of library committees were involved in arguments about opening their
reading rooms on Sundays but on each occasion the issue was defeated because of
the overwhelming power of middle class respectability.
The Chilwell Free Library committee considered, but rejected, a suggestion that the
library provide a football and a cricket bat for the benefit of its members.
The Kensington Free Library tried to curb unruly behavior by persuading two juvenile
delinquents to join its committee of management. The scheme was a short lived failure
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GEELONG FREE LIBRARY
The Geelong Free Library came into existence because local residents claimed that they were
denied access to the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute. This was a long running dispute and the
merits of forming a free library had been debated at public meetings, in the press and in the
Town Council chamber long before the opening ceremony in 1876.
Free libraries were based on a relatively new concept that a municipality would form a library
and offer unrestricted access to its reading room - although it was clearly understood that any
member who wished to borrow a book would pay a fee. In contrast, the Mechanics’ Institute
model was that of a private organization owned by its members and supported by government
grants, membership fees and library subscriptions. Institutes offered a range of services to their
members but it was the provision of books, newspapers and reading facilities that is the focus
of this essay. The Mechanics’ Institute was the dominant model and by 1875 there were
approximately 200 Mechanics’ Institute libraries, and only 20 free libraries, in Victoria.
Before looking at the development of the Geelong Free Library (Geelong FL), it is necessary to
take a brief look at the evolution of its predecessor and rival, the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute1
(Geelong MI) which was created in February 1842, one year before the formation of the
municipality and thirty years before the creation of the free library.2,3 The first meeting to form
an Institute was convened by the Rev. Andrew Love and James Harrison and whilst all present
were enthusiastic, there were a number of difficulties and it took more than a decade for the
Geelong MI to secure a home in Ryrie Street. The goal of the Geelong MI was the
dissemination of literary, scientific and other useful information to ‘the better class of society
and also to the humbler classes’.4 The Geelong MI planned to achieve this goal by developing
an extensive library and reading room, by the provision of informative lectures and by various
other means that promoted the concepts of self-improvement and life-long learning.5 Under the
guidance of its secretary, Benjamin Wilmot Wheatland, and with the generous support of its
benefactors, the Geelong MI achieved solid growth to the extent that by 1870 the committee
claimed (erroneously) that it was the largest Mechanics’ Institute in the colony.6
The fundamental problem facing Mechanics’ Institutes throughout the colony was the
widespread belief that they were elitist organizations that discouraged mechanics and
members of the working classes from joining. The Geelong committee argued that it provided a
high quality service to all members of the community (even women from 1864) and that the
payment of an annual fee of one pound was not a disincentive to anyone who wanted to attend
lectures, gain access to a library consisting of 10,000 books or to peruse the journals and
newspapers in the comfortable reading rooms. However there was a chasm between the
rhetoric and the reality. The Geelong MI’s 700 members were unwilling to share their club-like
facilities and even the founder of the Geelong MI, James Harrison, later accused the Institute of
elitism in the sense that its membership fee was prohibitively high and that its rules
discriminated against working class involvement in managing the Institute, in formulating the
lecture program or in selecting the reading material. On more than one occasion the Geelong
MI stated that ‘it desires emphatically to contradict certain statements to the effect that it
discourages mechanics from using its facilities’7 but it remained totally opposed to the
modification of its rules or a softening of its attitude toward the working classes.
Geelong residents were aware of the operation of comparable-sized libraries in Ballarat and
Bendigo8 and in August 1874 a newspaper correspondent asked the rhetorical question, why
9

hasn’t Geelong got a free library like other provincial centres?’9 Residents were also aware of
the various models of free and institute library service in surrounding townships. There were
free libraries at Steiglitz, Batesford10 and Mt Moriac and the Duck Ponds Free Public Library (at
Lara) offered its residents a ‘choice and readable selection of books’. In contrast, only about
3% of Geelong’s population had access to the Mechanics’ Institute library whereas the other
24,000 residents were effectively denied access to any form of library in urban Geelong. 11 ,12
As early as 1860 a Geelong resident recommended that the nascent town council establish a
free library but was told that such an idea was ‘a long way ahead of its time’.13 Thereafter there
were sporadic calls for the council to establish a free library but these requests failed to
generate any enthusiasm, either because the councilors slavishly adopted the argument that
the Geelong MI was meeting its objectives, because councilors felt that it was not the role of
local government or because of that old standby: ‘It’s not a good year to be funding new
projects’. The Geelong Advertiser said that ‘the people opposed to the establishment of a free
library in the town have won a temporary victory which probably they are proud of, but every
admirer of good faith, public probity and human achievement will cry shame upon them.’ 14 In
spite of this setback, between 1874 and 1876 a number of factors came into play that resulted
in the proposal to form a free library suddenly gaining momentum.
The Local Government Act of 1874 gave municipalities greater autonomy and access to
generous grants for capital works projects including the construction of libraries and galleries
as well as roads, bridges and gutters. Conversely the ad hoc process by which town councils
and other bodies could apply for annual book grants was tightened and henceforth all
applicants had to demonstrate that they managed a bona fide free library.15 On 14 July 1874
Geelong’s Cr Joseph Connor, MLA, recommended that the council ‘establish a Free Library for
the use of the inhabitants of the town of Geelong because the local Mechanics’ Institute library
was used only by the upper crust’. Connor then discussed the more pressing issues of money
and civic rivalry, telling his audience that the Ballarat East Free Library had received
government grants in excess of ₤2,000 since 1861 and that ‘a number of unimportant
townships in the colony have also received substantial government funding’. On 4 January
1875 a group of twenty-five prominent citizens placed a public notice in the Geelong Advertiser
calling on the mayor to convene a public meeting to form a free library. Even though the Local
Government Act had not been gazetted at this time, Connor said that it was imperative that
Geelong take immediate action and he recommended that the town council contribute ₤200
and that local residents raise a further ₤300 to secure a matching grant of ₤500 from the
government. Cr Robert de B. Johnstone supported the motion and whilst there was strident
opposition from Councillors Inglis and Gibson and lukewarm support from Cr Belcher, the
motion passed. Thus the first step was taken toward the formation of the Geelong Free
Library.16 (In the minute book and correspondence, the Geelong FL frequently referred to itself
as ‘the Institution’). The editor of the Geelong Advertiser supported the formation of a free
library and recommended that members of the working classes be encouraged to join the
committee of management and cautioned against the library becoming ‘yet another snuggery
for the well-to-do’. A local landowner offered to donate rock from his quarry for a new building
and residents offered to donate books.17,18
On 6 January 1875, 150 men attended a meeting and voted to establish a library next to the
Geelong MI building. Graham Berry, MLA, drew applause when he urged working class men to
become involved in the daily operation of the free library. James Wallace said that ‘it was no
use the town council or the Mechanics’ Institute shutting their eyes to the fact that the working
classes did not use the Mechanics’ Institute.’19 Connor was anxious to form a committee of

10

management that night and the enthusiastic crowd obliged by nominating fifty leading citizens
to the interim committee.20 The list seems to have included all local members of parliament,
justices of the peace and a number of men who were active in civic affairs but it is hard to
determine how many met Berry’s definition of ‘working class’. Mr G. Hitchcock pointed out that
this number was ‘absurdly large’ and as a result forty names were shelved, leaving a
committee of ten men, namely Charles Andrews, William Brady, Robert Johnstone, Vincent
Sadler, Alexander Allen, E.J. Jones, J.H. Connor, E.R. Lennon, G.F. Link and James. W.
Wallace.21 This group comprised Wesleyan schoolteachers, retailers, merchants, an estate
agent, business and community leaders, and politicians – the exact group of self-improvers
who would normally be attracted to a Mechanics’ Institute.
With considerable prompting from the Geelong FL committee, the town council considered
three sites: the Market Square and Johnstone park precincts and the Chamber of Commerce
building, before deciding that the ideal location for the library was a portion of Market Square.
Within a month the Geelong FL committee had petitioned the colonial government for a grant of
₤1,000, invited Messrs Davidson and Henderson to prepare architectural drawings for a library
(not to exceed ₤3,000 in cost), canvassed local subscribers and asked a printer to produce 250
lithographs of the façade of the building for promotional purposes. His Excellency the Acting
Governor of Victoria, Sir William Stawell, ‘allowed himself to be identified as Patron’ and the
Mayor of Geelong, Cr William Upton, agreed to become president of the free library committee.
Whilst all this activity was taking place, the town council was behaving in the time-honoured
way of local government: it was giving in to pressure from lobbyists. The decision to allocate a
part of the Market Square site for a public library was denounced in a petition initiated by five
former mayors and signed by 200 angry businessmen with the result that the town council’s
motion to allocate land for the new library was rescinded in April 1875, even though it could not
recommend an alternative site22. The upshot was that Geelong FL committee no longer had a
site, it was embarrassed because it had already solicited 840 pounds from subscribers and
benefactors, and it was being lobbied to rent a part of the underutilized Chamber of Commerce
building. The printing order was hastily changed to that of a list of office bearers and committee
members (for canvassing purposes). Funds kept coming in and, in the midst of this confusion,
the Geelong FL committee again approached the Chief Secretary who offered more support in
1876. The role of Cr William Upton, who was both the mayor and chairman of the library
committee, in these discussions is difficult to determine.
The Geelong FL committee met the town council throughout June 1875 but to no avail so it
arranged a protest meeting on 18 July 1875. The purpose was to force the town council to
provide the library committee with ‘the best site in town’ for the free library. The meeting was
chaired by the mayor and attended by 100 angry residents. Messrs Purdue and Andrews gave
progress reports and tabled a petition with 500 signatures.
Graham Berry addressed the crowd and reminded the audience that the original site was
approved by universal consent, it was supported by the wealthy class and had the sympathy of
all (cheers). The committee now faced several distinct sources of opposition, including those
who wanted the money already promised to the free library to be diverted to the Geelong MI
and those ‘false supporters’ who wanted the free library to be a tenant in the Chamber of
Commerce building. He then attacked the poor behavior of the town council, saying that ‘it was
a disgrace to be associated with a body that first endorsed and then rescinded decisions’ and
that he knew of ‘no other case in which public honour had been more grossly violated’. Berry
expressed concern that the Geelong FL committee was ‘treated almost like criminals and that
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many of those men who were originally on the free library committee were not true friends’.
Finally, he predicted that at the next council election residents would show ‘no sympathy with
truckling and trifling and repudiation and the new town councilors would force the council to
convert the Market Square to its useful and practical purpose’.(Loud cheers). 23
Thomas Peters said that there were free libraries in Linton, Colac and Winchelsea and that it
was a shame that Geelong had no such institution. He then described the town councilors as
‘miserable, mean, carping spirits’, a view supported by Alex Dick who said that the town council
was ‘a parcel of obstructives who bowed down to mammon and regarded public opinion with
contempt’ when they gave in to ‘200 monied residents over 500 petitioners’. Rev. A.J Campbell
made a ‘vigorous speech’ in which he deplored the council’s behavior and said that the socalled town market was currently occupied by only a butcher and a tinware merchant.24 In spite
of the above, the town council resolved that it would not debate the Market Square site issue
again. 25
Notwithstanding some unflattering remarks about it in the press, the Geelong MI initially offered
its support to the Free Library committee. For example, the Institute hosted a series of lectures
with all proceeds going to the Geelong FL. Later it was suggested that the Institute assume
control of the Free Library and operate it as a separate but publicly accessible ‘department’ of
the Institute library. Minute books refer to a number of conciliatory gestures on the part of both
committees but the proposal to co-operate was short-lived because the Geelong FL and the
Geelong MI were determined to retain their independence.26 Members of the Geelong FL
committee felt that the Geelong MI had undermined their efforts and that the businessmen who
were members of the Institute had vetoed the Market Square proposal in the council chamber.
The Geelong MI was also accused of courting the free library simply to gain access to its bank
account which now contained ₤1,050. The Geelong MI had problems of its own and
committees representing the bigger Institute libraries in Geelong, Ballarat, Bendigo and
Melbourne all claimed that the government should give them more money rather than allocating
scarce funds to the creation of scores of new and miniscule libraries. 27 Additionally, there was
the renewed threat that the government might withhold the Geelong MI’s annual book grant of
₤190, unless the Institute could demonstrate that it was a bona fide free library.
The impasse was finally resolved in two ways. The Geelong FL agreed that it would no longer
discuss a joint library proposal and the Geelong MI retaliated along the lines that ‘workers won’t
use the public library anyway’. The issue was brought to a close when the Geelong MI resolved
to neither help nor hinder the free library committee in the future.28 Secondly, a prominent
businessman, Charles Ibbotson, purchased the Chamber of Commerce building in Moorabool
Street, Geelong and resold it to the town council on generous terms, and on the clear
understanding that the building would be used as a free library. In October 1875 the Geelong
FL appointed five trustees, Messrs Berry, Connor, Andrews, Upton and Humble, and this legal
status enabled the committee to again lobby the colonial government for more funds.
The role of Graham Berry in the development of libraries in Victoria in the 1870s requires
detailed analysis but in this context it is simply noted that Berry had a particular dislike of
committees of management of Mechanics’ Institutes. Berry exasperated friends and foes alike
because he was ‘annoying, frustrating, charismatic and calculating’ and a politician who
believed that anyone who disagreed with him was ‘an enemy of the people’. 29 As a local
politician, minister of the government and eventual three-time premier of Victoria, Berry had the
means to make life very uncomfortable for Mechanics’ Institutes. He was also a person who
never let by-gones be by-gones and a year later, when reviewing the role of the Geelong MI in
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the debate about the site of the new library in Geelong, Berry said that the actions of the
Geelong MI were ‘a sham, a delusion and a snare’ and ‘a swindle’.30,31
The lavish ceremony to open the ‘Geelong Free Public Library’ took place on Friday, 15
September 1876 and the Geelong Advertiser printed a lengthy report the following day. A gas
illuminated sign was temporarily mounted on the front of the building and was to have been lit
prior to the opening ceremony at 7.30 pm but the weather was so bad that the gas failed to
ignite. In spite of the inclement weather a crowd of 400 people, including a number of women,
attended. The function was presided over by the Mayor of Geelong, (the Hon. G.F. Belcher,
MLC), and the other gentlemen on the platform were Geelong’s three MLA’s, (Graham Berry,
J. H. Connor, Charles Kernot), and Messrs W. Upton, Charles Andrews, S.V. Buckland, G.F.
Link, W.J. Thomas, J.W. Wallace32 and W.A. Ryan. The guest of honour was Robert Ramsay
MLA, Minister for Public Instruction.
The mayor admitted that when the idea was first mooted he had not supported the
establishment of a free library and had taken little interest in the Geelong MI’s library other than
pay the subscription because he was the patron. However Cr Belcher said that he had lived
long enough to know when he had made a mistake in holding an unfavorable opinion and he
was now a convert. He promised to do all in his power to support the free library and said that
all credit for bringing the Geelong FL to fruition must go to Mr Connor. In conclusion, Cr Belcher
donated one of his personal treasures, a bound set of the first year of the Geelong Advertiser.
The secretary, Mr Wallace, then read a report which indicated that the differing philosophies of
the Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library was still a major issue:
It is now a little more than 18 months since the former mayor (W. Upton) and Mr
Connor, MLA, had, with the support of a group of prominent citizens, taken the initial
steps to form the free library…The want of such an institution had long been felt for,
though Geelong possesses a Mechanics’ Institute second to none in the colony, yet it
had been proved by experience that the great majority of the inhabitants failed to take
advantage of its benefits, and it was seen that unless some more popular institution
was founded, the very classes whom it was most desirable to attract would be
unreached and the generosity of the government in bestowing liberal subsidies would
prove fruitless to a very great degree.
The state government made a grant of ₤500 and has since given another ₤500 to
assist with the purchase of the former Chamber of Commerce building. The
government had ‘agreed’ to provide another ₤800 as a cash grant in lieu of a land
grant. When the Free Library [is fully operational] it was anticipated that it may justly
aspire to rank second only to the Melbourne Public Library [i.e. State Library].33
The financial report indicated that receipts to date were as follows: ₤1,000 from the
government, ₤100 from the town council, and ₤175 via the government book grant scheme,
₤655 from donations and subscriptions, ₤31 in bank interest, ₤175 from rental of office space
and ₤42 from hall rental – making a total of ₤2,162.34 Expenditure was as follows: ₤1,300 for
the purchase of the building,₤289 spent on repairs and alterations, ₤88 on interest, ₤80 spent
on books and periodicals, ₤34 on rates and insurance, ₤13 on advertising,₤40 as salary and
commission for the librarian, ₤19 for stationery and ₤9 for gas, The result was a cash balance
of ₤156 but a debt of ₤2,050 on the building.
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The guest, Robert Ramsay, MLA, said that it was a great honour to be invited to open the
library and congratulated the committee for all their work, and the public who attended the
function on such a bleak night. He said that libraries represented a sound moral influence on
children and that it was found throughout England that most children of the humblest origins
had availed themselves of the opportunities afforded to them.
Graham Berry said the opening of the Geelong FL was a great achievement and would benefit
all Geelong residents because libraries increased lawful behaviour in the community and
because the noble literature of the English language increased patriotism. In conclusion, Berry
emphasized that the colonial government had played its role by donating ₤1,000 and now it
was up to the Geelong council and local residents to ensure the prosperity of the library. He
predicted that Geelong would no longer be known as ‘sleepy hollow’.
Cr Connor said much the same: in spite of its humble origins, the public would soon value the
free library’s generous terms of access, as opposed to the situation at the Institute where ‘a
visitor had to hunt up the Secretary before getting permission to go into the reading room for an
hour of so’. Cr Connor was acknowledged as the founder and champion of the library and in his
brief reply he displayed a droll sense of humour when reminiscing about the library’s humble
origins. He said that, as a result of much hard work, the Geelong Free Library consisted of ‘700
books, a good reading room and a splendid lavatory’.35
*
The committee advertised the permanent position of librarian/secretary in January 1876. Thirty
men applied and the job was awarded to Edward Purdue (the temporary secretary/librarian)
who duly signed a contract indicating his willingness to manage the library from 8.30am until
10.00pm on a daily basis in return for a wage of ₤2 per week. A year later the committee
moved a vote of thanks to Purdue, saying:
Your committee desires to leave on record its appreciation of the ability and zeal
displayed by your librarian, to whom much of the success over the previous year must
be attributed. The committee also wishes to express its regret at its inability to pay him
a salary proportionate to the duties he so satisfactorily performs, but the committee
hopes that when the means of the Institution may allow, his services will be recognised
as they deserve.36
The librarian was again thanked for his services in February 1878 but later that year the
committee was shocked to discover that its librarian was missing and that his office was in
disarray. Purdue left a note with his wife saying that he had stolen a small amount of money
from the library and sold their household furniture before leaving the colony. He advised his
wife to approach the Geelong FL committee for his unpaid wages (about ₤6). Worse was to
follow when it was discovered that Purdue had cashed cheques made out to local businessmen
to the value of ₤100 before his sudden disappearance. In his absence, the librarian’s contract
was terminated (with no payment to his wife) and the police investigated the defalcation of the
committee’s money. To assist their enquiries the committee provided the police with twelve
photographs of Edward Purdue and asked the government to offer a reward of ₤50 for his
capture and arrest. (The Chief Secretary refused this request.) On 23 October 1878 the
committee meeting briefly degenerated to name-calling when it debated the authorisation of the
payments and the willingness of local banks to cash cheques made out to other people, before
concluding that the fault was not with them because Purdue had ‘devised an ingenious method
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to deceive the committee’ and had relied on ‘the premeditated artful villianry of an
accomplished rogue’ to achieve his ends.37 Within a week Purdue was traced to Sydney where
he had assumed the name, Charles Benson. He was arrested and brought back to Geelong by
sea. On 25 November 1878, the committee briefed Mr Harwood to prepare the legal case
against Purdue who faced the courts in February 1879 where he was sentenced to eight years
imprisonment for embezzlement. 38
Following the dismissal of Purdue, the library committee set about appointing a new librarian. It
was proposed that a salary of ₤75 per annum plus commissions, free rent, fuel and power
would attract a ‘civil and obliging man’. Mr Davy thought that the salary was too low to induce a
man to work 13.5 hour days whereas Mr Ryan thought that plenty of men would be prepared to
work for ₤52 per annum. The original motion was adopted and John Gardiner was appointed in
November 1878.
In the midst of this discussion the committee noted that few new subscribers were joining the
library and one brave soul suggested that more people would join if they were allowed to
borrow books but Mr Link disagreed, saying that the library did not have enough stock and, if
loaned, the books would be destroyed.
Over the next decade the library benefited from community support in a number of ways. Mrs
Carl Fischer donated 27 volumes on 12 September 1876. In August 1879 local retailers Messrs
Bright and Hitchcock arranged a benefit for the library, in May 1880 Mr George Hague donated
₤5 and was made a life member, in August 1883 Captain J. Airey was also made a life
member, and on 12 October 1883 Geelong’s Amateur Ethiopian Troupe held a benefit for the
Geelong FL.
The committee cast a wide net when soliciting donations of cash, books and journals. In
December 1878 the secretary wrote to a dozen municipal councils asking for support and in
April 1880 he wrote to individuals in Barrabool, Ceres, Meredith, Corio, Colac, Lara and
Wyndham inviting them to become subscribers. Mr Ibbotson donated 88 books and other items
were obtained from local residents and colonial luminaries such as Baron Ferdinand von
Mueller. In 1883 the committee used its book grant to purchase 74 books (45 novels, 4
reference books, 4 natural history books, 4 books on religion, 6 books on science, 6 books on
history and travel and 5 miscellaneous).
Members and correspondents were always willing to offer their opinions on the collection. In
June 1978 a request was made for the Library to subscribe to the Catholic ‘Advocate’ and the
president said that, if agreed to, the Library would be obliged to subscribe to other religious
newspapers ‘for balance’. ‘A Casual visitor’ noted that the Library already subscribed to two
Church of England newspapers.39 ‘Frozen Out’ called on ‘charitable, humane and wealthy
inhabitants’ to do something about the cold library and said ‘if it is beyond the committee, they40
should give the task to the Ladies Benevolent Committee to solve’.
Earlier, in 1879 the committee took steps to form a museum and in May 1885, when the rules
were altered the organization became known as the Geelong Free Library and Museum. 41 The
committee received a grant of ₤100 from the Hon. Francis Ormond and the money was used to
improve facilities and buy more stock but the chairman was already complaining about a lack of
support by local residents.42 The committee received annual grants of about ₤160 in the early
1880s but these fell to ₤82 in 1885 before going up again for the remainder of the decade43 making it very difficult for the committee to formulate budgets. On 7 July 1890 the Geelong
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Advertiser published an interesting letter from G. G. Baldwin, a gentleman who described
himself as a ‘visitor to Geelong who is here for his health and pleasure’. Baldwin agreed that
the free library was architecturally pleasing but complained that the collection was sadly
deficient in terms of education, history, science, travel and reference works. He also berated
the town council for donating only ₤20 per annum to the library whereas its counterparts in
Ballarat, Collingwood, Prahran and Sandhurst each gave between ₤50-100 to their libraries.44
The annual meeting in January 1891 attracted severe criticism from the Geelong Advertiser
when it was reported that the meeting to adopt the annual report and plan the next year’s
activities attracted only seven committeemen and only achieved a quorum when the minute
secretary paid his subscription that night. The meeting failed to attract a single trustee, life
member or subscriber and the editor denounced them all, saying that ‘it was the duty of each
council nominee to attend such important meetings’.45 The committee didn’t see the library’s
financial plight as their fault because there was a feeling; ‘something approaching resentment’,
that members of the public should put more money in the donations box. Annual income from
subscribers had fallen from ₤500 in the mid 1870s to ₤41 in 1892.
Throughout the 1890s, steps were taken to reduce costs. In 1894 the Library had two gas and
twelve kerosene lamps but half were extinguished to save money. The Library’s annual
expenditure had fallen to only ₤11 and a few years late the committee tried to persuade the
town council to waive its rates. The Library committee’s chairman during these lean times was
Mr Shaw.46
The historian David Wild observed that the Geelong Free Library had ‘lived the parsimonious
life of the town’s poor relation’ since its opening in 1876 47 but let us not forget the founders of
1874-76. The three men who transformed the Geelong Free Library from a long-held dream to
a reality were Cr Joseph Connor, MLA, the councillor who persuaded his colleagues to partlyfund a free library, Charles Ibbotson, who provided the building to house the library, and (Sir)
Graham Berry, a local politician who was committed to reshaping society by reformist
government action.

(Some of these themes were discussed in a paper presented at the 2004 conference:
‘Mechanics’ Worldwide: Books, Buildings and Beyond’.)
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QUEENSCLIFFE FREE LIBRARY

The actual date of the formation of a public library in Queenscliffe48 is a mystery although a
number of sources indicate that a library was formed in 1856. The clues are as follows. A report
in the Geelong Advertiser on 6 August 1856 states that ‘a public library will shortly be
established under favorable auspices...[and this] will be a great desideratum to visitors during
the summer months as well as to local inhabitants’. Secondly, the minute book of the
Queenscliffe library refers to the transfer of the library collection from one site to another in
1857. Thirdly, a plan of the Church of England School, dated 1858, shows a room identified as
the ‘public library’. Although not definitive these clues suggest that a library existed in
Queenscliffe in 1856.
The years 1858 and 1859 saw two more milestones. On 13 September 1858 the colonial
government set aside Allotment 18 of Section 2 of the township as the site for a public library
and in 1859 a residents’ committee formed a Mechanics’ Institute. A report in the Melbourne
Argus said that the library was opened by His Honor, Justice Pohlman and the Reverend
Vance gave a brief history of the library and a lecture on ‘Heroes of our time’. 49 William T.
Priddle was appointed librarian 50,51,52 and continued to manage the Mechanics’ Institute library
until the establishment of the Queenscliffe Free Library in 1888.53
Terminology
Some of the terms used - free library, Mechanics’ Institute Library, Subscription Library,
Lending Library, Athenaeum - have meanings that changed throughout the second half of the
nineteenth century. A Mechanics’ Institute was established to provide a range of opportunities
for self-improvement and entertainment to the artisan classes and there is a large body of
research that debates the effectiveness of Institutes in meeting these needs. However this
research specifically focuses on the operation of one component of the Mechanics’ Institute, its
library service which generally included a book and newspaper collection and a reading room
for the benefit of subscribing members. In contrast, free libraries were established by a
municipal council or a local committee acting on its behalf. Its primary focus was the provision
of a reading room and the lending of books, and whilst access to the collections was far more
liberal than was the case at an Institute library, patrons were still obliged to pay a fee in order to
borrow books.
By the 1880s the Victorian colonial government stated that it would only allocate cash grants to
those committees that provided free access to their collections and to those Mechanics’
Institutes which adopted a name that included the term ‘...and Free Library’. The gradual
enforcement of this policy resulted in many committees renaming their library in order to
guarantee the continued receipt of a government grant, although the new name did not
necessarily result in a liberalisation of the institute’s conditions of public access. On several
occasions the Chief Secretary of Victoria attempted to define a public library but the broad
heading used in the Year-Book indicates that the matter was still unresolved at the end of the
nineteenth century. As late as 1894 the Victorian Year-Book used the generic heading: ‘free
libraries, athenaeums, or scientific, literary or mechanics’ institutes’ to describe all public
libraries in the colony.
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Queenscliffe library, 1859-63
The first minute book of the Queenscliffe library records the activities of the committee between
October 1859 and May 1863 and provides a wealth of information about the daily operation of
the library.
The library committee consisted of an eclectic group of educated men who held positions of
responsibility in the township and who were already committed to the long term development of
their little community of 600 residents. Dr Robertson,54 the Health Officer and founder of the
library, was the chairman of the nine-man committee and the individuals who served on the
committee at some time between 1859 and 1863 were:
….Brown
James Dean
Henry Draper
H. Goodenough
Robert Jordan
Samuel Joy
Henry Kermode
W. Foy
….Miller
‘Captain’ Nicol
W. Nixon
J. Nicolson
J. Peatie
W. Pagan
Dr A. Robertson
Edw’d Singleton
Wm. Sheehan
S. C.Vivian
John Walpole
Dr D. Williams
….Wood
E. B. Wright

(First cited in the minute book: Jan. 1860)
(Jan. 1860)
(Jan. 1860) Trustee, - to 1861. Sea Captain / Pilot
(Jan. 1860) Council officer in the 1860s
(Jan. 1861) Secretary from Jan. 1862. Schoolteacher in
1859 and town clerk from 1864.
(Jan. 1860)
(Oct. 1859) Lighthouse officer
(Jan. 1862) Superintendent of the lighthouse at Shortland’s
Bluff in the 1850s, built one of the first houses in
Queenscliffe, Sergeant of the Queenscliffe Artillery
(Jan. 1860) Former Secretary, replaced by Jordan
(Jan. 1860) Mariner, and early land owner
(Oct. 1859) Contractor
(Feb. 1860) Pilot
(Jan. 1860) Builder
(Oct. 1859) Builder
(Oct. 1859) Chairman from Jan. 1860, Commander of
the Queenscliffe Artillery and Rifle Corps, Police
Magistrate
(Jan. 1859) Clerk of the Court
(Jan. 1861) Publican, Councillor in the 1860s
(Oct. 1859) Auditor in Feb. 1860, Treasurer from
December 1861. Telegraph Master
(Oct. 1859) Farmer?
(1859) Treasurer until Feb.1860 when he took several months
leave to travel to England. Quarantine Officer
(Dec. 1862)
(Dec. 1862) Melbourne shipping agent in 1862

Annual meetings took place each January and as early as 1861 it was recommended that a
‘retirement by rotation’ policy be adopted but nothing came of the proposal and a year later the
entire committee was reappointed unopposed. In January 1863 the committee consisted of Dr
Robertson (chairman), S. C. Vivian (treasurer), Robert Jordan (secretary) and Messrs Brown,
Goodenough, Kermode, Pagan, Singleton, and Dr Williams.
The minute book provides little information about the election of office bearers, the adoption of
rules, the appointment of trustees, or any detailed financial reporting. It does however suggest
that the committee devoted close attention to the setting of annual subscriptions, room hire and
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room supervision, and consultation with subscribers with regard to the selection of new
magazines. The decisions of the committee are accurately recorded and a few examples show
the range of business transacted. In March and April 1861 the committee debated the need for
a larger building which in turn generated discussion about the feasibility of applying for an
alternative Crown Land grant (subsequently rejected by the Chief Secretary’s Department). The
books, furniture and contents of the Reading Room were insured to the value of ₤50, Nicolson
was authorized to spend 30/- on a new clock when next in Melbourne and Mrs Priddle was
reimbursed 5/- for installing curtains in the Reading Room.
In only one instance did the committee refer to itself as the ‘Queenscliffe Mechanics’ Institute’
and that was when it applied for a government grant. On all other occasions the committee
called itself the ‘Queenscliffe Institute’ or ‘The Reading Room’. There was no ‘mission
statement’ containing that obligatory phase ‘the library will disseminate useful information to the
entire community’, rather, records show that the library was a private reading room for the
exclusive benefit of subscribers. In spite of this, the committee had already obtained a Crown
Land grant for a public library in September 1858, and, when applying for book grants the
president signed the form indicating that the library was supported by subscribers. The
Municipal Directory of 1861 referred to it as the ‘Public Library and Reading Room’.
Although the trustees were not identified, one achieved notoriety by failing to pay his
membership subscription and by refusing to resign. The committee was concerned that Mr
Draper was non-financial and had left the district in 1860 whilst, at the same time, indicating an
unwillingness to relinquish his trusteeship. (Trustees were community representatives who
oversaw the committee’s use of its Crown Land grant. See: Kensington Free Library). Draper
was formally asked to resign in June 1861, did so in September and was subsequently
replaced by James Dean in January 1862. The other trustees are not named.
The cost of an annual subscription to the Reading Room actually fell between 1859 and 1863.
At the annual meeting in January 1860 the following fees were adopted: annual subscription 30
shillings, half-yearly subscription 17/6, quarterly subscription 10/-. Non-resident visitors could
pay 1/6 per week. One year later the fees were substantially reduced: annual subscription 20
shillings, half yearly 12/6, quarterly 7/-, and non-resident weekly 1/-. Members were entitled to
read newspapers and journals and borrow one book at a time. The payment of an additional 5
shillings per annum entitled annual members to borrow two books at a time.
The minute book does not list the subscribers and makes oblique references to ‘two new
subscribers’ or ’19 shillings received from 12 weekly (non-resident) subscribers’ but no other
detail. In January 1862 the committee waited on hoteliers and businessmen to extol the
benefits of joining the Institute and a month later it was reported that several (unnamed)
residents had become subscribers. The committee devoted considerable energy to recruiting
more Life Members but once again the minute book is silent as to the names of these men.
One of the first entries in the minute book, in December 1859, recommended that any
subscriber could become a Life Member upon the payment of ₤3.15.0 by the end of the year. In
January 1862 the question of life membership came up again and this time it was agreed that a
person may become a life member provided that he paid ₤5 and had been a subscriber since
the formation of the Institute. W. Craig, a storekeeper, took up this option but it is not possible
to determine who else belonged to this illustrious group.
In October 1859 the committee resolved that ‘the treasurer make upon the members of the
committee a call of one pound each if he finds it necessary’ in order to meet the operating costs
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of the library. Perhaps as a related issue, the treasurer was authorized to repay the sum of ₤25
to debenture holders as soon as possible and to repay the balance of the loan or debenture at
8% interest. In April 1860 George Hitchcock donated ₤1one and there were occasional
references to the receipt of one pound from subscribers and about 5 shillings per month in
overdue fines but the overall picture seemed bleak because few individuals were taking annual
or life subscriptions.
The secretary placed written notices in hotels, the telegraph station and other public places
indicating that the Reading Room could be leased for religious purposes on Sundays. The
committee determined that the minimum tender would be four pounds per quarter and, rather
coincidently, Walter Adamson ‘obtained use of the Reading Room on each and every Sabbath
for the next 13 weeks for the sum of ₤4’.55 The minute book contains a number of references to
the calling of tenders, setting fees and charges and ensuring that all tenants paid in advance.
Adamson continued to lease the Reading Room for periods of three and six months but by late
1861 the Presbyterians had their own small church so they no longer required the room.
Thereafter Messrs Grey and Hause, on behalf of the Wesleyans, ‘won’ tenders at the minimum
rate. The room was occasionally let on single occasions and the librarian, Priddle, was paid a
fee of 2/6 per Sunday to prepare the room.
The committee organized lectures and readings, usually by medical people, and usually at a
cost of 6 pence. Ticket sales suggest that about 20-35 people attended the lectures.
In spite of the relatively low income generated by subscriptions and room hire, the committee
was not shy in making big claims when applying for government grants. In June 1860 the
committee resolved to make an application for a share of ‘the ₤2,000 to be allocated to libraries
in the interior’ by the Chief Secretary. The application form required an indication of the amount
of money raised by subscriptions in the previous year and consequently the president wrote to
the government stating that the amount of subscriptions and donations received on behalf of
the Library was ₤300’.56 In November 1860 the committee expressed its dissatisfaction that it
had not received a reply from the government and asked the Hon. Thomas Fellows to interview
the Chief Secretary on the matter. But where did the figure of ₤300 come from? Meeting room
hire probably generated ₤20 per annum, 50-70 subscribers57 each contributed an average of
one pound, and a small amount of income came via lectures and donations, suggesting that
the Institute’s total income could not have exceeded ₤100 per annum. There was no municipal
funding because all this activity took place before the creation of the borough. Founding
members of the committee may have bought debentures but this could not have exceeded
₤100 and, based on the income of other institutes in the same period, claimed income and
donations from Queenscliffe subscribers of ₤300 per annum seems incredibly high. 58
The library committee spent ₤4 per annum on magazines and newspapers. The magazines
were purchased from a literary agent in London who was paid in advance and instructed to
supply about 16-20 magazine and newspaper titles to the library. In January 1862 the library
subscribed to:
Dublin Warden
Dublin Weekly Freeman
Daily Telegraph
Edinburgh News
Glasgow Citizen
Mitchell’s Maritime Register
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London Punch
Bell’s Life in London
Illustrated London News
Home News
Naval and Military Gazette
Cornhill Magazine
All the Year Round
Chamber’s Journal
Once a Week
Mechanics’ Magazine
Earlier, in October 1860, the committee asked its Irish subscribers for their opinion regarding
the merits of the Dublin Warden and the Dublin Freeman but the committee then agreed to
subscribe to both journals and, as a compromise, resolved to purchase two journals from
Scotland as well. The London agent received a steady stream of letters of complaint from the
committee about the non-supply of pre-paid newspapers and journals and when Dr Williams
was in Britain in 1861 he called on the agent seeking an explanation for the interruptions to the
service. The committee was grateful for Williams’ efforts but the problem was not solved.
Queenscliffe residents often donated back copies of magazines and in each case they were
thanked profusely because, in Queenscliffe and throughout the colony, magazine collections
were regarded as the jewel in a library’s crown. Adamson donated twenty copies of the
Edinburgh Review for 1859-60 in March 1861 which suggests that his supplier was more
reliable that the library’s. The Edinburgh Review was one of the most influential journals of its
day and maintained the highest standards of scholarship. For example, the edition published in
mid-1859 was in Queenscliffe by January 1860, and contained a review of Charles Darwin’s On
the Origins of Species. The 30-page article by Richard Owen is written in a style that presumes
that its readers – including the burghers of Queenscliffe – were conversant with the enormity of
the debate surrounding Darwin’s theories.
It is impossible to overstate the importance of the newspaper and magazine collection to any
colonial library and the above list indicates that the Queenscliffe library committee subscribed
to the very best. By looking at just three titles it is possible to guess the frustration of colonial
readers as they waited for the next delivery of magazines that were filled with social comment
and quality fiction in serial form. Punch was popular because of its regular swipes at politicians,
pomposity of all sorts and the behavior of Royal Family hangers-on. Readers throughout the
empire eagerly awaited new copies of two other magazines that were the flagships of the
Charles Dickens’ literary industry: Household Words (published between 1850-1859) and All
the Year Round (from 1860). Household Words was aimed at Britain’s burgeoning middle class
and prided itself on its wholesome, entertaining material written with a distinctly Dickensian
social edge. Dickens sold out in 185959 and started an even more successful magazine, All the
Year Round, the year later. In a fiercely competitive market, this magazine had sales in excess
of 100,000 and was popular because Dickens placed greater emphasis on serializing his own
and other authors’ fiction. Readers enjoyed weekly installments of Tale of Two Cities from April
1859, Great Expectations from December 1859 until August 1860 and Wilkie Collins’ The
Woman in White from November 1859 until August 1860. Dickens main rival was The Cornhill
magazine which also burst upon the literary scene on 1860 and contained a lot of material by
William Thackeray. It too had regular sales in excess of 100,000 copies in Britain alone.
Equally popular at the other end of the spectrum was Bell’s Life in London with its
concentration on sport, politics and macabre crime.
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The committee also solicited colonial newspapers – usually on the basis of a free copy from the
editor provided that the library paid postage. Steps were taken to offset the cost of postage by
persuading ships captains to carry newspapers and magazines free of charge. In return pilots
and captains were offered free access to the Reading Room. There were several debates
about taking the Geelong Chronicle and the Collingwood Observer but no references to the
Geelong Advertiser.
Supervision of the books, magazines and newspapers preoccupied the library committee. In
November 1860 it was brought to the committee’s attention that some people who were not
library subscribers were entering the Reading Room to read the magazines. The committee
authorized Mr Priddle to ‘make a small window between his apartment and the Reading Room
to enable him to see all such visitors and inform them of the rules’.60 In March 1862 a resolution
was passed ‘limiting the time that a person could read a newspaper to 10 minutes after the said
newspaper had been demanded by another reader’.
In February 1860, (soon after the removal of the library from Robert Jordan’s school to the new
site in Hesse Street) a sub-committee undertook a stocktake of the collection and reported that
it consisted of:
292 bound volumes
102 paper covers
52 in ‘B’ series [single and multivolume fiction]
3 books of Reference
449 total books in the collection61
There are 22 missing items.
Of the 292 bound volumes, many are in a very dilapidated condition and some are
useless due to missing pages. All of the books in the ‘B’ series are at present sound.
We regret to inform the committee that some of the books bear evidence of careless
and rough usage and other volumes which were sound when given to the library are
now in pieces. To remedy this we would suggest that a special law be passed and the
attention of the Librarian be directed to the necessity for seeing that all books are
returned in as good condition as when issued by him. The bindings of 20 volumes
require to be repaired and we would suggest that those which are incomplete through
loss of leaves be at once removed from the catalogue and replaced by others as soon
as practicable.
Amongst the 102 volumes in paper covers there are about 20 with defective bindings
and of some many leaves are missing: these we think should be removed from the
catalogue and measures be taken to secure the bindings of the others.
Since the removal of the library from the school house to this building we find that only
one volume has been lost, whilst one which was then missing has since been located
by Mr Brown.
There are several duplicate volumes but of them we have not taken the exact number.

22

For the future presentation of the books we would suggest that after the payment of the
debt to Dr Robertson, all fines and other monies appertaining to the library should be
devoted to its maintenance, i.e. to the binding of such works as may be necessary and
the binding of magazines, illustrated, and other newspapers as may be decided on by
the Committee. In conclusion we would direct your attention to the importance and
desirability of immediate steps being taken to secure for the Institution a fair proportion
of the sum of ₤2000 recently voted by the Legislative Assembly in aid of free and other
libraries in the interior.62
Between 1860 and 1863 a number of resolutions were passed relating to the operation of the
Reading Room. In 1860 the committee spent 11 pounds on books and extended the lending
period from 10 to 14 days. In April 1860 it decided that the Reading Room would remain open
until 9 pm during the winter months and that ‘books of a religious and controversial nature’
would be kept on a separate shelf.
Walter Adamson donated a three-volume set of encyclopedias and a number of individuals
donated small quantities of books on a regular basis. Messrs White, Stevenson and Adamson
were frequent donors of magazines and the March 1862 the Honorable J.P. Fawkner was
made an honorary member of the library in consideration of his liberal donation of books. The
Geelong Mechanics’ Institute donated books in 1862. Also in 1862 the committee spent the
considerable sum of ₤27 on books and agreed that, because ‘light literature forms such a small
proportion of the library, subscribers are entitled to borrow these books immediately’. (In many
libraries new stock could not be borrowed until after it had been perused by committee
members or until the new items had been used in the library and replaced by more new stock.)
The committee initially appointed a sub-committee to supervise the Reading Room but it then
adopted a policy whereby each committee member was rostered to manage of the Reading
Room on a monthly basis. There was obviously some overlap between the responsibilities of
the manager and the librarian, Mr Priddle, but there was no misunderstanding their duties. The
person in charge collected fines, supervised the draughts and chess sets and advised the
committee that the chimney had to be extended because there was too much smoke in the
Reading Room. Another important task was detecting and banning non-members from using
the Reading Room. Vandalism of books was treated very seriously and in April 1863 the
committee prosecuted Jamieson for damaging David Copperfield. Unfortunately for Jamieson,
Dr Robertson was both the chairman of the library committee and the Police Magistrate.
Based solely on information contained in minute books of this and other libraries, there is a
perception that the librarian played a very negative role but this is probably far from the truth.
Colonial librarians were often regarded as guides and friends of the great army of readers and
at the annual meeting in January 1862 it was unanimously agreed that ‘Mr. Priddle be reappointed librarian for the ensuing year, he having fulfilled his duties hitherto to the entire
satisfaction of the committee.’63
Queenscliffe Library 1863-1870
The second minute book refers to the period from 1863 until 1870 and once again the minutes
of monthly meetings tend to be a more accurate chronicle of the problems, rather than the
achievements of the committee because the ‘good news stories’ were probably aired at the
annual general meetings but not recorded in the minutes. In spite of this evidential
shortcoming, the information contained in the minute book provides scores of invaluable
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references to the daily trials and tribulations of the library committee.
On 4 August 1864 the secretary was instructed to write to three residents: Messrs Nixon,
Evans and Caught, inviting them to renew their lapsed memberships in light of their continued
use of the Reading Room. On 3 September 1864, the secretary wrote to these gentlemen as
follows:
I am directed by the Committee to request that you have the kindness to pay over to
the Treasurer of the Institute, (Mr H Brown), a subscription for the year ending 31
December 1864 in consideration of you having made use of the Reading Room on
several occasions, and also to entitle you to the privilege of membership for the
remainder of the year. The Committee trusts that you will see the necessity of
complying with this reasonable offer as it is in the interest of all parties to support an
Institution which confers a common benefit and which cannot be efficiently maintained
without liberal support.64
We don’t know the reaction of Messrs Nixon and Evans but Caught replied as follows:
In reply to your demand for a half year’s subscription I beg leave to inform you that I
look upon your communication as a piece of great impertinence and further to state
that on the three occasions I took a seat in the room it was in company with a member
and I was simply waiting for him to read the newspapers. I shall at once make the
contents of your letter known to the different gentlemen who asked me to take a seat
and perhaps they will take the trouble and expense of settling with you. It is not my
intention to become a member of any institute of which its committee authorizes its
secretary to write insulting notes. Your obedient servant, James Caught.65
Several years later, on 19 February 1867, the librarian reported that a book had been defaced
and the consensus was that Captain Caught was the culprit. The president ‘interviewed Caught
and asked for an apology’ which he received a few days later. James Caught was a pilot in the
early 1850s and ‘a notorious drunk’ in the 1960’s.66
The above exchange highlights another interesting feature, the tone and wording of the
correspondence in the 1860s. (Copies of correspondence were retained at the rear of the
Minute Book.) Letters to the Chief Secretary and other government official always commenced
with, ‘Sir, I have the honour…’, and concluded with ‘Your obedient servant’. In response to his
request to use the Reading Room on Sundays in 1867, the Rev. McKane, the Wesleyan
minister from Drysdale, received the following letter; ‘…will you have the goodness to write to
me as soon as convenient, notifying your acceptance or otherwise of the following offer’. When
the proprietor of the Melbourne Argus agreed to send two copies for the price of one, the
secretary expressed ‘…sincere thanks for this liberality and boon which I assure you is highly
appreciated’. Complaints about poor service, such as the late delivery of stock, also had their
own phraseology. When asking Dawson and Sons, the London agent, to supply magazines the
secretary said that ‘the committee desires me to request that you will have the goodness to
forward the magazines as soon as possible…’ but a few weeks later it was: ‘I am directed to
remind you…’. In January 1868 the secretary wrote to Dawson ‘bringing to your notice the
frequent mistakes that are made in making up our parcel, as scarcely a mail brings us the
complete number of journals that we subscribe to…’. George Robertson, the Melbourne
bookseller, received a similarly worded letter: ‘Sir, the magazines for the last month, not having
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arrived, the committee desire to inform you that they wish to have them posted to us
immediately after their arrival at your office’.
The committee continued to spend about 10-15 pounds per annum on new books for its
permanent collection. Mr Wright donated 36 volumes of literature and the Geelong Mechanics’
Institute offered to sell old stock but most new titles were acquired from Melbourne bookshops.
In October 1865 the committee resolved to buy Wood’s Explorations, a two volume set at the
hefty price of 28 shillings. When ordering new novels the committee stipulated that they must
be sturdy ‘Routledge’ editions at a cost of 3 shillings per volume,67 In 1864 the committee
agreed to print a catalogue of its holdings.
The minute book also records fines imposed for overdue and lost books. John Arkins paid 2
shillings when he lost a novel called ‘Lewis Arundel’ and W. Nixon paid a similar amount when
he lost ‘Lorenzi Benoni’. Charles Sievwright, the son of the late Protector of Aborigines, lost
part of Scott’s ‘Waverley’ series and was fined 5/-. He was subsequently banned from the
Reading Room because of his non-payment of the fine.
The committee sold old newspapers and journals, sometimes by weight and sometimes by the
number of copies. In 1864 the sale of newspapers generated ₤4.6.0 in income which was about
half the value of new subscriptions. It appears that the need for Geelong and Ballarat
newspapers caused much tension within the committee because orders to subscribe or delete
were altered with confusing regularity. In spite of the sporadic complaints about the delivery of
British publications, the committee continued to deal with the same agent in London although
the number of titles was less ambitious. By 1865 the committee only subscribed to nine titles,
viz,
Daily Telegraph
London Punch
Mitchell’s Maritime Register
Illustrated London News
Weekly Scotchman
Saunders’ Newsletter
in lieu of Dublin Warden
Inverness Courier
London Journal
Family Herald
For some time Cornhill Magazine was supplied by a Melbourne agent and Bell’s Life in London
was replaced by Bell’s Life in Victoria but the latter was cancelled in 1865. The cost of the
overseas newspapers was still high – about 5 pounds per annum – so when the London agent
failed to deliver two copies of the Illustrated London News, the secretary was instructed to write
a stern letter of complaint and a demand for a refund of 2 shillings. 68 In 1870 the committee
offered a reward of two pounds for information regarding damage to magazines but there is no
recorded outcome.
In 1867 the committee investigated the feasibility of subscribing to a commercial lending library
and eventually shortlisted Samuel Mullen, whose company offered a book rental service from
his Melbourne bookshop.69 For months the Queenscliffe library committee debated the merits
of subscribing to Mullen’s circulating library at a rate of eight guineas per annum for 20 volumes
per month. Life Members were invited to support this ‘special project’ and in spite of any firm
evidence it appears that support was forthcoming because, in September 1867, the committee
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selected its first consignment of 20 books (half fiction and half general literature) from lists
provided by Mullen. There were a number of problems associated with subscription libraries at
this time and these included the actual selection of the books (choosing specific titles from
published lists or giving Mullen advice but leaving the final selection to his staff) in addition to
delivery times, freight charges, and finally, the methods by which a library could generate
sufficient income to pay for the service. On 23 September 1867 the committee forwarded its
payment in full and was obviously looking forward to speedy deliver of the first consignment
because a week later Jordan wrote to Mullen as follows: ‘I beg to inform you that the books
have not yet come to hand as advised in your letter. The driver of the mail coach had called for
them day after day at the railway station without effect. Yesterday, the first of the month, we
thought they would come but were disappointed’.70 Two months later (30 November 1867)
Jordan again wrote to Mullen, saying: ‘Please select and send an additional twenty volumes as
soon as possible. The last lot was not so much liked as could be desired. We shall therefore
feel obliged by you making a judicious selection of interesting books and not too many two and
three volume sets’. Initially the books were conveyed from Melbourne to Queenscliffe and back
to Melbourne by coach but this proved too slow and it was proposed that the box of books be
transported by steamer. In January 1869 the secretary advised Mullen that ‘only eleven books
came down in the last parcel instead of the twenty we subscribed for [and also] they did not
come down in the box provided by us’. On several occasions the committee considered but
rejected motions to discontinue the subscription service but it seems that the problems of
ordering new stock and freight delays were overcome because thereafter there was little
debate about the Institute’s on-going membership of Mullen’s circulating library.
The 1868-69 statutory report to the Chief Secretary’s department71 shows that the Queenscliffe
Mechanics’ Institute’s financial and business position was as follows:
Cost of the library
Amount of aid from government
Prior to the past year
During the past year
Amount of private contributions
Prior to the past year
During the past year
Expenditure on books
Prior to the past year
During the past year
Total number of volumes
Number of visits per annum
Subscribers (reported elsewhere)

₤
245
154
11
600
37
470
0
907 volumes
2017 visits
110 subscribers

The committee was reduced in size from 9 to 6 but most of the founders continued to attend
general meetings, lectures and readings. The only other significant change was the
appointment of several clergymen (Wilkinson, Brunton and Clarkson) and the retirement of two
doctors (Robertson and Williams). Dr Robertson retired from the committee in October 1868
and as trustee in January 1869. The committee recognized his role as a founding member and
in its letter of thanks the secretary said that, ‘it is felt that the success of the Institute is due in
great measure to your judicious and lasting care and in inciting others with a desire to promote
its prosperity’. Robertson’s place as a trustee was taken by the Hon. F. H. Fellows with effect
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from 22 January 1869. Pagan retired as treasurer and from the committee on 13 January 1869
and, quite correctly, refused to sign any more correspondence. But it appears that he had
previously neglected to make an application for a share of the government’s annual book grant
because, on 25 January 1869, the president was forced to write to the Chief Secretary asking
for the previous year’s grant of ₤12.17.11. [This explains why there was no expenditure on
books in 1868-69. See above.] The president was instructed to collect the amount from the
treasury in Geelong and this enabled the committee to spend ten pounds on new books. Pagan
was replaced by H. Reed on the committee and by Edward Singleton as Treasurer. After
several attempts to retire because of his duties as Town Clerk of the Borough, Robert Jordan
reluctantly achieved his goal in May 1869.
At the annual meeting held on 8 January 1870 the following were elected to the committee,
Rev. H Wilkinson (president), A. Keen (secretary), C. Singleton, Dr Clarkson, C. Simpson
(treasurer) and Rev. Brunton. Mr Priddle continued to serve as librarian.
In the late 1870s the colonial government announced that it would not subsidize any
Mechanics’ Institute that restricted public access to its reading room but, because of the
turbulent nature of colonial politics, successive governments were unable to enforce the
legislation with the result that institutes continued to apply for, and receive, annual government
grants whilst making no attempt to broaden their membership base or to provide free access to
the reading room. The terms ‘public access’ or ‘free access’ referred to the right of an individual
to peruse the books and journals in the reading room. It did not refer to the free borrowing of
books or journals.72 A few institutes, including the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute, resisted
government pressure but most small communities were heavily dependent on government
support and the residents of Queenscliffe required little persuasion to form a free library.
In February 1884 a public meeting discussed the formation of such a library 73 and in 1885 the
Queenscliffe Free Library committee won the support of borough councillors and the editor of
the Sentinel. The committee reported that it had a block of land, ₤200 in the bank and
architectural plans for a ‘handsome’ building worth ₤1,000. More importantly, it had a
commitment from the colonial government of a grant of ₤100 per annum over the next five
years. This information is contained in a letter dated 22 February 1886 from Andrew Hodge,
editor of the Queenscliff Sentinel, to the secretary of the Ballarat East Free Library.
Hodge failed to mention that the committee had the money and the plans but no site. Many
years earlier in 1858 and again in 1872, a crown land grant had been permanently reserved for
a library but it was deemed unsuitable and the trustees were allowed to sell it. The borough
council then tried to sell a portion of its Market Reserve to the trustees but was prevented from
doing so by the government and the present site, now 55 Hesse Street, was settled upon.74
The borough council was reminded that ‘it had never spent a penny on the former library’ and
Cr Sheehan recommended that ‘as a show of confidence’ the council contribute ₤50 toward the
cost of the new library. The motion was adopted in principle but there was a lengthy debate
about the timing of the payment. Some councilors favored making the payment in advance,
others suggested spreading the payment over three years and a few doubters recommended
that the payment be made when, and if ever, the library opened.
In spite of such concerns the library committee made rapid progress. Dr David Williams, a
founding member since 1859, laid the foundation stone on 23 June 1887 and the library was
opened in April 1888.75,76 Thereafter the Free Library committee was chaired by the mayor of
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the day and consisted of eight representatives from the council and the community. The new
librarian was Mr Mouchemore but six months after the opening of the library, a person
complained that no one was in charge of the library and it was claimed that the library was
‘managed by a young girl’ [a daughter?].77
Over the next four months a sub-committee spent 35 pounds on books which enabled the
library to acquire 160-180 new titles. In addition the library spent 16 pounds on newspapers
and journals. By December 1888 the committee had reduced its debt to ₤300 but appealed to
residents to make further donations. It was noted with regret that ‘the working men of the
borough who will reap the most benefit from the library’ had been reluctant to make donations.
This is not surprising when we look at the demographic profile of the borough. The 1890
Municipal Directory indicated that it had a total population of 1,700 but that there were only 180
names (i.e. adults who owned property) on the roll. Further analysis indicates that the local
population consisted of 50 tradesmen, 10 craftsmen, 60 fishermen or port workers, 15
professionals, 10 farmers and 10 ‘other’. This suggests that there was unlikely to be many
working men with spare books to donate to the library.
The turn of the century – 1897-1905
The minute book provides little information about the operation of the library but there are a few
glimpses of daily activity. In 1897 Mrs Fox, the librarian, was paid a salary of ₤12 per annum
but she resigned in March 1898 due to her leaving Queenscliffe. After an ‘exhaustive ballot’,
Miss Grant was appointed to the position and thereafter her appointment was renewed at each
annual meeting. Miss Grant’s wage was ₤13 and she was provided with residential
accommodation in the building. The committee joined the Library Association of Victoria in
1901 and paid a fee of 10 shillings per annum. Due to the popularity of the Wednesday half-day
holiday throughout the community, the committee decided to close the library that day and
open it on Saturday evenings from 7-8 pm.
The government continued to provide book grants that averaged ₤10 per annum. In April 1899
the committee decided to keep new books and illustrated newspapers in its own meeting room
for one week prior to making them available in the Reading Room but three weeks later the
Chief Secretary was alerted to this scheme and wrote a stern letter saying this practice was
unacceptable.
The committee purchased new stock from Mullen’s and asked the State Library of Victoria for a
bulk loan via its country lending scheme. By 1899 the library had a collection of 2,700 books 78
and a catalogue was produced although it could only be inspected by request to the librarian.
The committee received a rude shock in January 1900 when the Geelong Advertiser submitted
an invoice for 6 pounds and claimed that its account had not been paid since 1895. No action
was taken and one year later the invoice had increased to more than ₤7. This time the
committee cancelled its ‘subscription’ and advised the manager of the Advertiser that the
receipt of the newspaper was a donation, not a subscription.79 The dispute lingered for another
year and was finally settled in the committee’s favor but the uncertainty took its toll because the
committee cancelled a number of newspaper and journal subscriptions as a cautionary
measure.
The committee leased a front room of the library to Doyle, a Geelong solicitor, at a cost of 6
pounds per quarter and another room was leased by Geelong dentists, Messrs Mathews and
Harrison who offered ‘high class dentistry and painless extractions’, on a one day per week
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basis at a rate of ₤6 per annum. When not used by the dentist, other groups including the
Ladies Auxiliary were allowed free or cheap use of the room. On two occasions (1899 and
1901) the Borough Council sought to lease the rooms on an on-going basis but after heated
discussions, the committee turned down both requests. This must have caused some distress
because the Mayor was always the president of the library committee and two councillors were
members of the committee.
The need to arrange fundraising events to generate income was a perennial topic and some of
the suggestions adopted by the committee included a public lecture by Mr Mortimer on the
topic: ‘The events leading up to the present war in the Transvaal’, a lecture and demonstration
of the mysteries of acetylene gas, and concerts by the Geelong Mopokes.
In order to recruit more members, Mr Batchelor was offered a fee to collect new subscriptions.
In July 1898 Mr Hodge recommended that the committee offer a 50% reduction in the annual
fee to all the ‘youths and maidens of Queenscliffe under the age of 17’. A year later the
committee agreed to reduce fees for ‘youths under the age of 17’ but there is no evidence of
the committee’s ability to attract youths or find maidens.
The financial reports indicate the importance of the treasurer paying attention to all income and
expenditure. The report for the year 1899-1900 (Appendix 2) shows that most income was
derived from four sources: subscriptions (₤29), library receipts (₤11), government grant (₤11)
and council grant (₤10). The annual donation by the Borough Council represented a very
generous level of support from local government when compared with other colonial libraries.
The main sources of expenditure were the librarian’s salary (₤13), and commission (₤2),
newspapers and magazines from a local supplier (16 pounds) and books from Mullen’s (₤5).
The committee purchased a set of encyclopedias for ₤10 which probably explains the low level
of spending on new books in this particular year. Expenditure of ₤8 on gas lighting and ₤2 on
firewood and a few other items left the committee with an end of year balance of 3 shillings.
The committee consisted of a mix of long-serving members and temporary supporters. The
Mayor of the Borough was the President although the daily management of the library devolved
to the vice-president. Dr Williams retired in March 1900, due to ‘advancing years’, and died in
190280 having been a committee member since 1859.81 Other long-serving members included
Messrs Joy, Nicholson and Sheehan who maintained a four-decade association with the
library. The most common reason for resignation from the committee, by men such as Lingford,
Sayle, Wilkinson and Beattie, was leaving Queenscliffe because of work commitments.
Williams, Joy, Nicholson and Sheehan were long serving members but for the others, the
typical term on the library committee was about three or four years. It was noted above that
when the Queenscliffe Free Library was formed in the late-1850s its committee of management
consisted of an eclectic group of educated men who held most of the positions of responsibility
in the township. There were several changes of personnel over fifty years but the socioeconomic composition was largely unaltered: there were more merchants from Hesse Street,
more ministers of religion and more hoteliers and a reduction in the number of men who held
government appointments, but the overall composition was still middle-class, middle-age and
male and therefore ‘respectable’.
Conclusion
In the absence of detailed records or interior photographs it is difficult to visualize the library in
terms of its patronage or its collections but, based on the experience of other colonial libraries,
we can speculate what the Queenscliffe Free Library looked like at the end of the nineteenth
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century. The library would have had about 80-90 regular members with an equal number of
males and females but no children. Most of the non-fiction books were donated or purchased
secondhand from other libraries. The most popular topics were British history, travel, biography
and what today we would call the ‘para-sciences’; covering topics such as phrenology and
health cures associated with electricity and magnetism. There were probably 300 non-fiction
books on the shelves. There would have been a similar number of novels and a surprisingly
high number of titles were written by women for women. The most popular genre was
‘sensation’ fiction (as opposed to gothic, heroic or romantic fiction) and tales of illicit love,
household secrets and the scandalous behavior of the ruling classes were the norm.
The library still subscribed to a number of colonial and British newspapers and magazines many of which would have been one week to three months old before they reached
Queenscliffe. The newspaper reading room was open to all residents but access to the shelved
book collection was strictly regulated. Normally a patron would have to check the catalogue
and then ask the librarian to retrieve the specific book because unrestricted access to the
shelves was not a universal right in the 1900. Finally, and in spite of Queenscliffe’s plentiful
supply of ozone, the odours from gas lights, wood fires, smokey cigars and humans who smelt
a lot like their horses, would have added a certain ambience to the Queenscliffe Free Library
soon after the doors opened to the public.

(This paper was presented as part of the State Library of Victoria’s ‘Travelling Treasures’
program in Queenscliffe on 6 April 2006)
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Appendix 1: Men who served on the committee at some time during 1897-1905
Name

First mentioned in Minute Book, 1897-1905

Atkins, T
Bailleau, G.F. (Mayor)
Beattie, Rev. J
Campbell, Captain L
Cazaly, O
Claridge
Crow,
Cuzens, E
Dickinson, R
Entwistle
Henley, J
Hodge, A
Houghton
Joy, S
Lingford , P
MacBain, Rev. S
Macdougall
Mortimer, W
Nicholson, H
Nugent
Overend, Rev. H
Quinn Father T
Robson
Sheehan
(Mayor)
Stephens, W
Sayle, C
Scott, Dr
Tobias,T. E. (Mayor)
Tune, H
Vance, Rev.
Wallace, Capt R
Wilkinson, Rev. H
Williams, Dr D

1897
1897
1897
1904
1901
1905
1898
1901
1900
1899
1897
1897
1900
1903
1897
1902
1898
1900
1898
1900
1903
1902
1900
1901
1905
1989
1901
1903
1897
1904
1897
1898
1897

butcher
licensed victualler, Ozone Hotel
Minister of religion
Pilot
Town Clerk and Licensed Surveyor
Bank manager
Merchant / grocer
Land and insurance agent
*
Merchant
Printer of ‘Sentinel’
*
*
*
Minister of religion
*
Grand Hotel
Pilot
Queenscliff Hotel
Minister of religion
Minister of religion
Plumber
*
Agent
Chemist
Surgeon
Fish buyer
Telegraph operator
Minister of religion
Military officer
Minister of religion
Doctor

** Not listed in Queenscliffe municipal directories of either 1897 or 1906
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Appendix 2: Financial Report, 1899-1900
Income

₤
Subscriptions
29.11. 8
Library receipts
11.14. 0
Sale of old newspapers 0. 11.0
Refund on lost books
0.16. 0
Rent on room
4. 0. 0
Government grant
11 .0 7
Council grant
10. 0. 0
E. Robson and Son
2.10.0
Qu. Flower Show
1. 1. 0
71. 4. 3

Expenditure
Debit balance
1.11. 9
Insurance
2. 8. 9
Hodge and Joy, printing 2.12. 8
Encyclopedia Britannica 9. 9. 0
Sayle, Newspapers
16. 6.0
Melville, Mullen & Slade,
Books
4.19. 5
Librarian’s salary
13. 0. 0
Commission
2.16. 0
Donation
1. 0. 0
E. Robson, painting
4.10.0
J. Golightly, repairs
0. 4. 0
K. Cuzens, goods
0.10. 3
A. Henley, goods
0. 3. 0
Qu. Gas Company
8. 3. 9
J. Duff, wood
1.19. 3
Cheque book
0. 4 .2
Postage
0.11. 6
Interest on o’draft
0.10. 0
Balance
0. 3. 9
71. 4. 3

32

MANAGEMENT of LIBRARIES in BALLARAT
1851-1900
The development of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, the Ballarat East Free Library and
the City of Ballaarat Free Library between 1851 and 1900 can best be described as a period of
rapid growth in the 1860s-70s, followed by a much longer period of stagnation that commenced
in the mid-1880s and continued well into the twentieth century.82 The changing fortunes of
these libraries can be demonstrated in two ways - by providing an overview of the two
developmental phases and by examining the changing role of the committees of management
of these libraries. This essay looks at a number of factors; including the availability of cheap,
alternative forms of reading material and changing funding arrangements, before concluding
that the most critical element in the stagnation of public libraries from the early 1880s was the
behaviour and attitude of the library committees themselves.83 In this paper I show that the
behaviour of the small group of men who managed the Ballarat libraries changed from that of
‘disseminators of useful information’ to that of ‘custodians of collections’. This shift - from
generous provider to stern custodian - had a disastrous effect on library participation levels and
on the long term viability of these libraries.
An analysis of the development of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library (BMIL) and the
Ballarat East Free Library (BEFL) and the City of Ballaarat Free Library and Reading Room
(CBFL) indicates that, in the first phase of library development between 1850s-1870s, rapid
growth was the norm and a number of common characteristics were evident:
• as early as the mid 1840s, the colonial government provided generous financial support to
voluntary committees and municipal councils that sought assistance to form libraries
• the men who founded the BMIL and the BEFL had few difficulties in attracting the support
and sponsorship of the civic elite of Ballarat
• the wealth of the goldfields was such that scores of significant buildings - including libraries were constructed in Ballarat
• newspaper editors championed the establishment of libraries and said that opponents were
‘wilful obstructionists’84
• the intense rivalry between the neighbouring municipalities within Ballarat was a significant
element in both the delivery and duplication of services
• many of the pioneers who settled on the Ballarat goldfields and remained as long term
residents were firmly committed to the view that the provision of library services would
educate and uplift adults of all classes
• Ballarat’s library committees believed that they could provide a service that would offer a
wide range of useful information to all classes of society, while at the same time, ensuring
that the library was regarded as a respectable organisation.
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In terms of library development, the results achieved by the BMIL and the BEFL were nothing
short of spectacular. Within two decades of its formation, the BMIL had acquired a collection of
11,000 books, magazines, journals and newspapers that were housed in a palatial building in
the main street of Ballarat. Its rival, the BEFL, had managed to increase its collection from 300
books to 10,000 items85 and this large collection was also housed in a significant building in the
Ballarat East civic precinct. Based on the size of their collections, these two libraries were
amongst the largest libraries in Australia.86 There were another eight institute libraries in the
‘suburbs’ and goldfield settlements surrounding Ballarat and plans were afoot to build yet
another library in the commercial centre of Ballarat.
In spite of this rapid growth, a number of indicators show that by the early 1880s the BMIL and
the BEFL had ceased to grow and had entered a second phase that was characterised by
introspection, public dispute and, eventually, stagnation. Once again, a number of common
characteristics are identifiable:
• the BMIL and the BEFL were unable to generate sufficient revenue from government grants
or subscriptions to undertake further capital works or to develop their collections
• both committees objected to the government’s policy of allocating a large number of small
grants to hundreds of parochial committees seeking to form new libraries throughout the
colony. The Ballarat committees argued that the bulk of the funding should have been
allocated to them
• library committees were reluctant to replace old, non-fiction titles and retained an
ambivalent attitude to the popularity of ‘sensation fiction’
• all libraries faced increased competition in the form of cheaper books and the serialisation of
fiction by newspapers.
Externally, colonial libraries appeared to be adhering to their initial goals and a number of
reports, such as Holgate’s assessment of Australian libraries, Victorian Year Books, and the
annual reports of various colonial libraries,87 implied that constant growth was a normal
characteristic of colonial libraries. However, a more detailed analysis of the data pertaining to
the major libraries in Ballarat suggests that the public perception of these libraries varied
considerably from that of each library’s committee of management. Drawing on a range of
statistical indicators, it is obvious that community support for libraries began to wane in the
early 1880s. For example, casual usage of the Ballarat libraries could not be converted into
paid subscriptions and the number of subscribers to these libraries was never greater than
about 3% of the total population. This placed enormous pressure on library committees,
especially when income from subscriptions was falling as fast as bank overdrafts were rising.
Furthermore, there was clear evidence that bookstock circulation and daily visitor numbers
were falling at a time when expenditure on libraries was increasing. The following table clearly
shows that total expenditure on colonial libraries peaked in 1890 whereas circulation and visitor
numbers at the Ballarat libraries had already begun to fall by 1885.
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Table 1.

Total Expenditure / Bookstock Circulation / Library Visits (p.a)88

Year

1880

1885

1890

1895

1900

Total Exp.
on Colonial
Libraries

26,800

38,500

55,000

44,000

30,000

BMIL
Bookstock
Circulation

30,900

52,000

33,000

25,000

9,000

120,000

100,000

-

50,000

6,200

BEFL
Library
Visits

The role of the committees of management of Ballarat’s libraries.
A number of factors had a negative impact on the long-term viability of libraries in Ballarat in
the latter decades of the nineteenth century. These included the reliability of government grants
and council subsidies, and the challenges facing libraries from newspapers, literary institutes,
theatres, sporting clubs, etc. These factors caused real anguish but I argue that some factors
were symptomatic of a more obvious problem - namely, that the men who served on these
library committees became more conservative, failed to recruit younger colleagues and failed to
respond to changing social expectations. By examining the generosity of spirit displayed by the
founders of libraries in the 1860s, the acrimony between the various committees and the public
in the 1870s and, finally, the increasing conservatism of the committees in the 1880s, it is
possible to show that members of all the library committees in Ballarat had alienated a
generation of supporters.
The visionary attitudes of the pioneers of the 1850s
Throughout the 1850s the Ballarat libraries attracted the support of a number of confident
young men who espoused visionary dreams about the role of libraries. Like their British
counterparts, those colonists who advocated the formation of Mechanics’ Institutes in Victoria
were confident that they would realise their goals. This confidence was underscored by the fact
that they were determined to acquire a wide range of reading material and that there was no
suggestion that a person would be excluded from an Institute because of race, religion or skill
level. Thus in 1856, Thomas Wanliss, the editor of the Ballarat Star, supported the formation of
a library that ‘contained polite literature and works of a higher scientific and intelligent
character’ because:
the working classes must have access to this library so that their minds may be
elevated and ennobled by the search [for] emancipating knowledge. The diffusion of
information amongst the people [and] the spread of education will do so much towards
raising the masses in the estimation of mankind and will daily teach them respect and
self reliance.89
In 1859 Wanliss called for closer co-operation between the eastern and western municipalities
in order to construct ‘one central library with a number of satellitic libraries...to carry the lamps
of literacy and scientific light to the very outskirts of the district’. The formation of a central
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library failed to eventuate but did not discourage Wanliss from arguing that Ballarat’s libraries
should be accessible to all residents.90 Similarly, when laying the foundation stone of the
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Sir Henry Cuthbert alluded to the vital role played by the GMI in
‘taming the wilderness of this isolated goldfield city’ and Cuthbert echoed the view of a number
of his peers when he claimed that the Institute provided ‘clear evidence of the advancement of
civilisation’ in Ballarat.91
Sir Redmond Barry was a keen supporter of free libraries and claimed that the Ballarat East
Free Library would ‘provide a springboard to knowledge which would allow the working classes
to mix freely with the upper classes’.92 Several years later, Barry, now the patron of the BEFL,
said that the liberal terms of access to this library and to the Melbourne Public Library were
regarded with ‘envy and astonishment’ by his colleagues in the northern hemisphere.93
More recently Weston Bate claimed that the pioneers who settled in Ballarat in the 1850s were
men who ‘embraced the liberal-democratic ideal of equality of opportunity’. Bate’s general
comment has specific application to the founders of both the BMIL and BEFL. 94
The BEFL initially provided free access to all residents of the township of Ballarat East and
McCallum argues that, as such, it was the first free library in Australia.95 Due to escalating
building costs and low levels of expenditure on new bookstock, the committee was soon forced
to introduce a nominal charge for the borrowing of books but neither the committee of the
BEFL, or the rival BMIL, believed that the imposition of such fees would be a barrier to public
access. The BEFL was able to show that hundreds of men visited its library on a daily basis in
order to use the extensive newspaper and journal collection. Similarly the BMIL was untroubled
by the imposition of fees because its membership base was growing steadily. The number of
financial members of the BMIL increased from 1,095 subscribers in May 1876 to 1,592 in May
1880, 96 and even though numbers began to fall slightly after that date, the committee of the
BMIL refused to reduce its fees or to consider the alternative of becoming a bona fide free
library in order to fully comply with government legislation.97
The confidence of the founders was also evident in the robust manner with which they
responded to public criticism. On one occasion, an anonymous member of the public; calling
him/herself ‘Bibliophile’, challenged the committee of the BEFL to explain its book buying
policy. The committee simply refused to enter into the public debate other than to say that all
residents could have complete faith in the probity of the library committee.98 On another
occasion a Ballarat resident had the temerity to suggest that the book collection at the Prahran
Mechanics’ Institute was ‘superior’ to that of the BEFL’s. The local committee was highly
offended by this suggestion and reported that its library was ‘housed in one of the handsomest
structures in Victoria’ and that its annual attendance of 100,000 visitors per annum was three
times greater than that recorded at the Prahran Mechanics’ Institute. The Ballarat committee
then recorded a ‘protracted expression of contempt’ for the anonymous correspondent before
moving on to the next item on the agenda.99
Public tensions on display.
The pioneers who established libraries in Ballarat must have been aware of the widespread
criticism that mechanics’ institutes failed to embrace the working classes or respond to their
needs.100 And yet by 1875 there was a groundswell of resentment against the BMIL’s receipt of
a government grant whilst it continued to enforce its earlier policy of restricting public access to
the collection, A local committee elected as its chairman the city’s mayor and long-serving
colonial politician, Lt. Colonel William Collard Smith. This new committee advocated the
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formation of a freely accessible public library (modelled on that of the Ballarat East Free
Library) and chose a site that was directly opposite the BMIL. The local committee relied on
several strategies to achieve its goal. It organised a petition that contained signatures of a large
number of men who were recent arrivals to Ballarat and the committee launched a public
campaign to highlight the shortcomings of the BMIL, and, as a result, there was a sudden spate
of references to the Institute’s debts, the popularity of billiards and other forms of non-literary
entertainment, and the prevalence of book thefts from the institute.101 Naturally, this negative
publicity campaign did not go unanswered and, at various times, members of the fledgling City
of Ballaarat Free Library committee were said to be ‘political tools’ and ‘lying scoundrels’ and
one unnamed committee man was described as ‘an unmanly backbiter’.102
When it became apparent that the BMIL was not going to change its policies with regard to
public access and the colonial government was not going to enforce its own legislation
regarding the conditions of eligibility for annual grants, 103 the City of Ballaarat Free Library
committee proposed the construction of one huge building that would house the Free Library,
the Trades Hall Council and the YMCA. In addition, the building would provide commercial
space for stockbrokers and businessmen and, as a result, the whole enterprise would be selffunding. Not surprisingly this scheme failed to eventuate so the CBFL committee then
announced its intention to sell part of its Crown Land grant in order to finance the construction
of a building to be used exclusively for library purposes. This proposal to sell public land was
instrumental in the formation of a parliamentary Free Libraries Bill Commission that examined
the costs associated with building single-purpose, free libraries on crown land. The
commissioners travelled to Ballarat to take evidence but the hearings generated such a furore
among the Ballarat delegates that there were calls for an audit of the Free Library, and threats
of legal action for assault and slander.104 By the time the government’s legislation was
amended, the Ballarat Free Library committee had devised yet another scheme.
Serle argues that ‘the post-gold-rush decades were a period of prolonged and painful
adjustment’ for many colonists105 because the process of settling into the more conventional
routines of organised society brought with it a number of clashes between those pioneers who
had enjoyed almost unfettered control over their communities in the 1850s and those of the
current generation who favoured the imposition of more regulations on social behaviour. This
process of ‘painful adjustment’ was particularly evident in Ballarat106 and one outcome of this
transitionary process included the establishment of another library in a city already wellsupplied with large libraries. Of even greater significance was the fact that the BMIL was widely
recognised as a remarkable institution and yet all the arguments put forward to develop the
CBFL were based on the negative perceptions of the BMIL.
Stern custodianship
The acrimony and the public display of the inadequacies of the dominant public library model
represented a turning point in library management. Prior to this crisis the BELF and the BMIL
held a common belief that libraries would appeal to the thousands of adults who sought the
means of self-improvement. By the late 1870s it was apparent that these library committees
were motivated by a number of other, more complex, forces. Both committees now believed
that their libraries were respectable institutions and there was a grudging realisation that the
majority of the population was not prepared to pay the annual membership fee to join these
libraries. Conversely, at least three other local organisations including the Ballarat Ironworkers
and Polytechnic Association, the Ballarat German Association and the Australian Natives
Association, were operating libraries and they experienced few difficulties in attracting the
support of fee-paying adult members.107 Finally, the arguments surrounding the formation of
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the CBFL showed that Ballarat’s library committees were becoming increasingly frustrated with
the behaviour and attitudes of the public.
The transition of the typical committeeman from disseminator to custodian can be
demonstrated by focussing on a number of seemingly unrelated matters that highlight the
increasing conservatism of library committees. These factors include the opening of libraries on
Sundays, the behaviour of women in libraries, the aging of the committeemen and renewed
accusations that institute libraries were little more than private clubs.
The question of operating public libraries on Sundays was a contentious issue that was always
defeated on the basis that a library should be treated with respect and not regarded as a place
of amusement.108 The upshot was that in a city that tolerated bands playing by the lake, hotels
serving beer, and numerous clubs organising activities on Sundays, the doors of the library
remained shut. As early as February 1877 the Town Clerk of Ballarat East was ‘howled down’
when he recommended that the free library open on Sundays. Members of the committee
threatened to resign over the issue and the forcefulness of their resolve put an end to the
debate until the end of the century.109 The situation in other townships was similar. For
example, the question of opening the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute library was raised on at least
three occasions over seventeen years in the 1860s-70s. Each time there were threats of
resignation, accusations of meeting stacking, suggestions of loose morality and lengthy
editorials. On each occasion, the proposal was defeated.110 The BMIL briefly flirted with a
Sunday opening on one occasion but then stated that it had abandoned the idea for financial
reasons.
The BMIL committee appears to have been constantly annoyed by the behaviour of women
patrons and book thieves. (This phrase can be interpreted in a number of ways!) On one
occasion the BMIL was so offended by the behaviour of certain women that the committee
resolved that ‘the pages of the ladies suggestion book be pasted together and [that a notice
written in the front page requesting the] ladies not to allow the book to be made the receptacle
of idle and impertinent remarks.111 A decade later the same committee resolved that Miss Hart,
a noted temperance lecturer and speaker on women’s issues, not be permitted to enter the
building, let alone book the lecture hall.112 On another occasion the BMIL committee recorded
its dismay that women brought (small) dogs into the library.113 On several occasions the BMIL
committee engaged the services of a private detective to scrutinize the behaviour of library
patrons.114 In September 1885 it was reported that a resident had been successfully
prosecuted for stealing seventy books from the library. He was gaoled for one year, with hard
labour.115 On later occasions the committee expressed its disappointment that the private
detective had been unsuccessful in identifying book thieves which suggests that his primary
role was apprehension, not deterrence.
Members of the three Ballarat library committees appear to have aged at a faster rate than that
of the general community. It should not be assumed that Ballarat had a shortage of young men
because the Ballarat branch of the A.N.A. had 1,000 members and was claimed to be the
largest branch in Australia.116 In many instances library committee representatives served in a
voluntary capacity for twenty or even thirty years and, coupled with the fact that there were few
elections, it was not uncommon for individuals to serve on their library committee ‘for life’. This
is most obvious in Ballarat East where the average age of the men (there were no women) on
the committee was thirty-six in 1875 but had increased to sixty-two years of age in 1890.
James Vickery was seventy years old when he joined the committee in 1899 and William
Thompson, who was born in 1791, joined the committee at the age of seventy-nine. In both
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instances, they filled vacancies caused by the death of a colleague. A more extreme example
can be found at the BMIL which was under the careful stewardship of William Henry Batten
from 1859 until 1910 and his son, Henry Cole Batten, from 1910 until 1951.117
The most consistent criticism of nineteenth century institute and free libraries was that they
were merely private clubs for an elite group of men who used government grants to subsidise
their personal reading habits. McCallum118 accused all Ballarat library committees of displaying
the same level of hypocrisy in that they sought government grants - on the basis of providing
generous terms of public access - whilst at the same time ‘paying obsessive attention to the
discouragement of the general public’. All library committees bemoaned the lack of patronage
by local residents but it was evident that none were prepared to make serious changes to the
operation of their libraries. By the 1880s most library committees had made an effort to comply
with the terms of the government grant and, as a result, Ballarat’s larger libraries each
maintained two collections in the same building, one in a public reading room and the other, for
the benefit of subscribers, in a separate room. Not surprisingly these concessions failed to
impress politicians. In the 1850s various library committees had been awarded grants of five
hundred pounds from the colonial government but by the 1880s library committees were
struggling to obtain grants of one-tenth of this amount and even then their requests were
treated with considerable hostility. In 1883 Graham Berry claimed that both control and
patronage of mechanics’ institutes had ‘passed into the hands of the middle classes’ 119 and in
1887 Alexander Peacock claimed that there was no difference between institute and free
libraries because they both discriminated against the bulk of the population.120
In every annual report of the BEFL from 1877 to 1890 there were complaints about the low
levels of patronage, but even the way in which this vital issue was reported changed over time.
Initially, the committee pleaded with residents to join the library but towards the end of the
nineteenth century the tone had changed as the committee criticised the public and said that
local residents were foolish if they did not avail themselves of the treasures of this library.
Finally, the repeated claim that ‘the collection merits greater appreciation from the public than it
receives’,121 suggests that the committee had conceded defeat. This debate was far from onesided. At nearby Smythesdale a lengthy argument took place when ‘Censorious’ claimed that
the library was ‘mismanaged by the committee who enjoyed all the benefits of a private library
whilst continuing to solicit government grants’. Furthermore, ‘Censorious’ claimed that the
institute’s committee treated casual readers like ‘lepers’. The secretary of the Mechanics’
Institute attempted to refute these claims by alluding to the excellent book collection that
included works in Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, German and French. He also stated that, to
him, it seemed fair that subscribers be allowed prior access to the new books, magazines and
journals before this material was made available to the general public. 122 On another occasion
a Ballarat resident said that the public reading room at the BMIL ‘ranked only second to the
Black Hole of Calcutta’ and accused the committee of purchasing books that would be
regarded as offensive to family men, their wives and children.123 Elsewhere there were clear
inferences that the BMIL offered far better facilities to its financial members than it did to the
general public.
Conclusion
The anecdotal information about the changing attitudes of the library committees and the
information contained in Table 1 (above), indicates that all Ballarat libraries were in serious
trouble by the early 1880s and I believe that the argument that libraries only began to stagnate
following the withdrawal of colonial government funding in the early 1890s124 cannot be
sustained in this instance. In this paper, I have argued that Ballarat’s library committees failed
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to capitalise on their earlier successes for a number of reasons. Some were external but I
argue that most of the problems confronting library committees in Ballarat in the 1880s were
largely of their own making. The Ballarat libraries did not enrol enough paying subscribers and
the small group of men who remained on the committees changed their attitudes toward the
public. The committeemen no longer regarded themselves as disseminators of useful
information, rather they adopted more conservative attitudes and regarded themselves as
custodians of their libraries. When the government was forced to reduce its funding in the early
1890s none of the Ballarat library committees were able to convince the colonial government,
the local municipalities, or the public, that libraries were ‘invaluable community assets’ 125 that
were patronised or even supported by all members of society.
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GEELONG MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE and its LOSS
of the GOVERNMENT BOOK VOTE IN THE 1887
In 1875 Graham Berry, MLA for Geelong West and Chief Secretary of Victoria, advised library
committees throughout Victoria that, in order to secure government funding in the future, the
library must provide the public with free access to its reading room. Among the 200 recipients
of this letter was the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute. About 195 committees acquiesced and
changed their rules of access but one of the five Institutes that would not budge was the
Geelong Mechanics’ Institute.
An analysis of the minute books of the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute, the Geelong Advertiser
and parliamentary debates shows that there were three outcomes to the Chief Secretary’s
announcement. In the first instance, most Institutes took the hint and added the words ‘…and
Free Library’ to their title. Secondly, the turbulent nature of colonial politics was such that it took
the government a decade to enforce its own legislation. And finally, the Geelong MI was one of
only a handful of Institutes that steadfastly refused to alter its rules or its attitude to the public
with the result that, a decade later, the colonial government slashed its annual grant to the
Geelong MI from 139 pounds per annum to zero.
Government grants to libraries in the 1840s-80s
Successive colonial governments had allocated funds to libraries in Melbourne, Geelong and
Portland since the 1840s and a by-product of the goldrush era was the formation of scores of
new libraries throughout the colony. Every committee asked for government support for
building construction and capital works126 and some requests were nothing if not ambitious. For
example, in February 1855 a group of Geelong residents unsuccessfully applied for a grant of
2,500 pounds to house the re-formed Geelong MI. Gradually a dual system of capital works
grants and annual book purchase grants evolved and it is the latter system, usually referred to
as the ‘book vote’, on which I will concentrate. Before looking at the outcome of this policy shift
it is necessary to briefly analyze the problems that put so much strain on the colonial
government’s arbitrary process of allocating grants.
Between 1867 and 1885 the number of Institute or municipal libraries in Victoria rose from 34 to
256 – a sevenfold increase. In the same period the government’s book vote increased from
3,000 pounds to 15,000 pounds per annum – ‘only’ a fivefold increase. The largest libraries in
regional Victoria received 130-150 pounds each per annum127 and the remainder received an
average of 30-40 pounds per annum.128,129 Many received far less: the Kensington Library
received 8 pounds per annum.
Secondly, there was growing animosity towards Mechanics’ Institutes on the grounds that they
received the bulk of the annual book vote in addition to having a capacity to generate local
income from hall hire, lectures etc. Complaints about the club-like nature of the Geelong
Mechanics’ Institute were a regular occurrence. As early as 1860 James Harrison said that the
Institute was ‘the most notable failure of the age’130 and in 1873 another resident demanded
that Geelong establish a Free Library. In 1874 Cr Connor said that the Geelong MI was ‘only
used by the upper crust’, yet in an effort to show that it was a liberal organization the Institute
boasted that it had recently ‘ceded to members the privilege of browsing the shelves’. Such a
concession was unusual but failed to address the basic fact that the majority of residents were
not members of the Institute or its library.
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Thirdly, there was considerable debate about the commercial viability of library committees who
owned land, premises, retail space and so forth. The Victorian Government’s Free Libraries
Commission heard reports of wonderful commercial ventures that were about to revolutionize
libraries131 because a British expert on public libraries toured Victoria in 1884 and wrote a
glowing report that described colonial libraries as ‘flourishing, a wonder and a surprise’.
Holgate’s report may have massaged the ego of library committeemen in Geelong but it
provided them with little ammunition when lobbying for additional funding.132
Finally, Mechanics’ Institutes imposed severe restrictions on public access to their collections.
It was assumed that Mechanics’ Institutes, Free Libraries, Athenaeums, Lyceums and Schools
of Arts would offer free access to their reading rooms and newspaper collections although it
was clearly understood that the borrowing of a book was a privilege only afforded to members
or subscribers. But this concept of browsing access was short-lived and a ‘Members Only’ sign
in the foyer of every Institute in the colony made it quite clear that the reading room and
newspaper collections were not for public use.
Graham Berry played a powerful and often destructive role in a parliamentary career that
spanned more than thirty years. He held a number of ministries and was the Premier on three
occasions and Chief Secretary six times. Berry was a formidable character whether in
government or in opposition and exasperated friends and foe alike. He particularly disliked
committees of management of Mechanics’ Institutes because of their elitist attitudes and he
was determined to use his political power to determine which libraries would, and would not,
receive government funding.
It was against this background that in 1875/76 Graham Berry announced that henceforth
government funding would only be allocated to bone fide free libraries that offered public
access to their reading rooms. Failure to do so would mean that the organization would not
receive a government grant to purchase books. In spite of Berry’s warning it was soon apparent
that his directive had not been implemented. When the book vote was distributed in 1876 the
bulk of the funding was allocated to hundreds of Mechanics’ Institutes scattered throughout the
colony and free libraries had gained no added benefit. The Geelong MI received 130 pounds –
the same amount as it received in previous years – and a decade later the Geelong MI was still
a recipient of a generous annual book vote. It was not until 1887/88 that the government finally
enforced its own rules.
Why the delay between 1876-88?
The most obvious reason why Berry was unable to enforce his policy was due to the turbulent
nature of Victorian politics. In the four months between his call for applications for grants and
the allocation of the book vote, Berry had been assigned to the opposition benches and was
therefore unable to impose any terms or conditions on grant recipients.133 However Berry’s
actions and, no doubt, the tone of his voice, were a foretaste of things to come and, as a
consequence, nearly every Mechanics’ Institute in the colony took heed of his warning.
Several local municipalities formed free libraries. For example the Geelong Free Library was
first mooted in 1874, the reformed Chilwell Free Library came into existence in 1881, the
Belmont Free Library in 1884/85, the Geelong West Free Library was (re)formed in 1885 and
the Queenscliffe Free Library in 1886. Elsewhere, a number of Mechanics’ Institutes accepted
the inevitability of the situation and simply appended the words ‘…and Free Library’ to their
name and altered their constitution before submitting grant applications. There was often a
degree of cynicism to this move and in spite of the name change, there is no clear evidence
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that these renamed Institutes offered anything more that a begrudging, token service to the
public.
Some committees protested that their collections were too small to cope with the threat of
unrestricted public access and undoubtedly there was some truth to this claim because the
average book collection in libraries throughout Victoria was about 800 volumes. However even
the more belligerent library committees, such as the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute, eventually
capitulated. Conversely, the larger Institutes claimed that it was a waste of precious funds to
allocate book grants to small libraries – arguing instead that an even greater proportion of the
colonial book vote should be allocated to them. The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute and Ballarat
East Free Library were the leaders in this campaign, protesting strongly about book grants
being distributed to ‘up-country, so-called free libraries’ at a time when the Ballarat, Geelong
and Bendigo Mechanics’ Institutes were struggling to update their own collections. No doubt
the Geelong MI committee was frustrated by the fact it received a book vote of ‘only’ 130
pounds in 1884 whereas the miniscule Chilwell Free Library received a grant of about 50
pounds per annum in the same era.
Berry also demanded more accountability from Mechanics’ Institutes; he wanted proof that the
government book vote was used to purchase books, and each year secretaries had to sign
forms to this effect. Deputations that lobbied for more funding and less accountability were met
with a very hostile response. In June 1880 there were concerns about the Chief Secretary’s
‘duplicity’ and in August 1881 it was noted that the Chief Secretary had ‘most unwillingly’
agreed to provide another grant to the Geelong MI. In July 1885, Mr R. Race Lewis, the acting
secretary of the Geelong MI134 agreed to join a colony-wide deputation to lobby the colonial
government for more funds and for the continued allocation of funds to all Mechanics’
Institutes. Other local members of the deputation included Mr G. M Hitchcock, Esq, Mr G.
Cunningham, Mr R. R. Lewis and rather ironically, Mr J. Connor, MLA, the champion of the
Geelong Free Library. On this occasion the deputation was indirectly successful in that the
government’s total allocation to Victorian libraries increased to 15,800 pounds in 1886 although
the Geelong MI’s allocation remained unchanged.
Another tactic adopted by library committees in Geelong and Ballarat was to flatter the more
conservative governments [i.e. Berry’s opponents], arguing that ‘the true policy of the
government should be to direct state aid to those institutes that helped themselves’ by renting
facilities, organizing social and literary functions and generating income. However the
immediate effect of this argument was to further antagonize everyone who felt that Mechanics’
Institutes were already elitist organizations. Of course there were many kinds of flattery and it is
interesting to note that in 1884 Graham Berry accepted a life membership of the rival Geelong
Free Library.
Berry finally wins
Graham Berry finally imposed his will on the handful of Mechanics’ Institutes that stubbornly
refused to allow public access to their reading rooms. Ironically, by the time that the Ballarat
and Geelong MI’s discovered their fate, Berry had left the colony in order to take up the position
of Agent General in London. In 1887 the colonial government made its usual call for
applications from bone fide public libraries for a share of the greatly increased annual book
vote. On 11 March 1887, Solomon Mendoza, the librarian at the Ballarat East Free Library
wrote to his counterpart at the Geelong MI asking for his support in lobbying the government
but the Geelong MI’s committee resolved that it would neither change its rules nor take part in
any protest action. A week later, on 18 March 1887, Mendoza informed the Geelong MI that he
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had arranged an appointment for a deputation to wait on the new Chief Secretary (Duncan
Gillies) to discuss the book vote. Again the Geelong MI was invited to participate but the
committee resolved that ‘it is quite prepared to act when the time arrives but at present [this
committee] is of the opinion that the movement is premature…’135 On 2 September 1887
representatives of the Geelong MI agreed to join a second deputation to lobby the Chief
Secretary but by then it was too late; the book vote to the hundreds of libraries throughout the
colony had already been determined and the Geelong MI had been totally excluded. A month
later, on 7 October 1887, Geelong’s MLAs promised ‘to watch the book vote so that when
further debate about the same came before the House, action would be taken with the view to
reinstating the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute to the funding vote’. But this turned out to be an
empty promise because the matter never came before the parliament.136,137 The Geelong MI
continued to operate in its own surreal world. In January 1888, those members who attended
the Institute’s annual general meeting were advised that ‘in rendering a digest of their
proceedings for the past year, the committee congratulates itself on the fact that notwithstanding the withdrawal of the government subsidy which is apportioned to free libraries
alone – its income has met its expenditure’.
Consequences
It has been claimed that the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute was ‘surprised’ by the government’s
decision to withdraw funds138 but this seems very unlikely because the committee had been
aware of, and resistant to, the government’s directives for more than a decade. The Geelong
MI’s determination to remain a private institution for its members was a long held commitment
that came at a huge cost. In a financial sense the withdrawal of the government’s annual book
vote had an immediate impact on the Geelong MI’s overall book budget. Total expenditure on
books fell from ₤260 to ₤130 per annum and dozens of newspaper and magazine subscriptions
were cancelled. Entries in the minute book in the 1890s make reference to the secondary
effects on the Geelong MI’s budget. For example the committee resolved to turn off the gas
lights when no one was in the library, it imposed annual fees on life members, it reduced the
secretary’s salary, it resolved to rebind old books in lieu of buying new stock and it adopted a
number of other cost-cutting measures. The only sign of improvement was the committee’s
decision to mail out supplementary catalogues – at a fee of one penny every six months – to
interested readers. 139
The cultural impact was equally apparent although less definable and we are left with one
imponderable. What did the public think of a fifty-year old organization that was willing to forfeit
such a large sum of money rather than allow the public to enter one room of the Mechanics’
Institute in order to read the books and the newspapers?
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THE BALLARAT GERMAN ASSOCIATION’S
FREE LIBRARY
Throughout the 1870-80s debate raged about the funding of public libraries. The colonial
government had a long history of providing capital works grants and ‘book vote’ grants to
hundreds of applicants but there were on-going disputes about the definition of a bona fide free
library and the eligibility criteria for grant applications. In addition there was considerable rivalry
between municipalities and committees of management and there was active discrimination in
favor of libraries on the goldfields and against the formation of libraries in Melbourne’s innercity suburbs.
The good news was that the total amount of funds made available by the Chief Secretary’s
department increased from ₤3,000 to ₤15,000 per annum, of which ₤3,000 to ₤8,000 was for
book purchases. In 1870 the six biggest libraries in the colony each received an average of
₤130-150 per annum and six medium sized libraries received an average of ₤40. The
remaining 150-170 colonial libraries received an average grant of ₤30 per annum.140 The bad
news was that, in the 1880s, the number of libraries in the colony doubled so there was
extreme competition for the grants141 and the minute books of the big libraries in Ballarat,
Bendigo and Geelong are replete with complaints about the government’s inadequate funding
and overly generous allocation to miniscule libraries. Whilst there can be no doubt that selfinterest was a major factor, the following example supports their argument.
In June 1874 Ballarat’s German Association made an application for a share of the
government’s annual book vote on the basis that it had recently spent 53 pounds on new books
and ‘would be pleased to receive a grant that matched the full cost of its book purchases’.
Furthermore the Ballarat GA stated that it was a bona fide free library and therefore the
committee was eligible for a share of the book vote in future years. Several months later the
committee received a grant of 25 pounds. How did this situation arise?
About 1,200 native-born Germans142 lived in Ballarat in the 1870s143 and when the Ballarat GA
formed a library it attracted the support of 128 subscribers who paid ₤43 (or 6 shillings per
person per annum) in library subscriptions. The committee claimed that its recent expenditure
on library books formed the basis of its application for a government grant. The Chief
Secretary’s initial response was to ask the local police to investigate the validity and legality of
the application and on 20 June 1874 Superintendent Henry Hill of the Ballarat police station
submitted a report in which he stated that the German Association’s library was,
organized for social purposes and in the general interests of members of the German
nationality resident in Ballarat. According to the rules each member contributes to the
library fund, a portion of the annual subscription being devoted to this purpose. The
library is kept in the back room of the ‘Dutch Harry’ hotel, Ballarat East, less than a
quarter of a mile from the public library in Ballarat East.144 The librarian is Mr Heinrich
Schnedding who is also the landlord of the hotel. Over the entrance I saw in German
letters a notification that a free library existed and although it alleged that the library is
open to all nationalities, there is no notice to this effect in the English language or in
any part of the premises as far as I can see. Indeed I am strongly under the impression
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that the library is principally, if not entirely, frequented by Germans as there are but a
small number of English works, principally novels and light literature, the remainder
consisting of works in the German language. I have no doubt but it is a very convenient
and respectfully conducted reading room and lending library for the Germans of this
place, but not available to anyone else.145
In spite of this assessment, the German Association received a grant of ₤25 and thereafter
made application for a share of the government’s annual book vote. As late as 1886 it received
a grant of ₤31146 which, by any measure, was a very generous allocation. In the same year, the
Ballarat East Free Library, with its collection of 10,000 items and its reputation as the best free
library in the colony, received only ₤44 (down from ₤70 a decade earlier); the miniscule Chilwell
Free Library received ₤15 per annum; the Portarlington Free Library received ₤16 per annum;
and the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute was about to commit financial suicide with the result that
its book vote was slashed from ₤130 to zero. It remains a mystery as to how the Ballarat
German Association managed to persuade successive governments that it was a bona fide
free library.
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CHILWELL FREE LIBRARY’S SUGGESTION BOOK, 1881-1896
On 28 November 1880 Sir Charles Sladen chaired a public meeting that had as its purpose the
formation of a free library in Chilwell. The borough council and generous patrons supported the
project with the result that the fledgling committee raised ₤300 and used it to buy a one-acre
block of land between Russell and Sharp Streets, Chilwell, and to erect a small wooden
building on the site. The land cost ₤65 and the building ₤200. The committee subsequently
received a government grant of ₤45 to offset building costs and another grant of ₤11 for the
purchase of books.
Deputising for Sir Charles Sladen, Cr S. V. Buckland, the Mayor of the Borough of Newtown
and Chilwell, opened the Chilwell Reading Room on 2 June 1881. Buckland thanked the
donors and said that the library had 90 members and that he expected this figure to increase to
500 and thereby ‘scotch the rumor that civilization stopped south of Noble Street’. It was also
reported that the library would open from 8 until 10 am every morning and 6 until 9pm every
evening except Sundays. The first secretary of the library committee was Thomas Powell and
early secretaries included George Holdsworth, S. Webber, A. Herd and J. Cairns. In 1888 the
committee erected a cottage for the use of the person who held the combined positions of
librarian, caretaker and collector of subscriptions.
The library was originally known as the Chilwell Reading Room but as the building and service
grew the name eventually changed to Chilwell Free Library. We can speculate at length as to
why a library was formed at this time but possible reasons include the following:
• The borough had been in existence since March 1858, and its efforts to support a
Mechanics’ Institute in the rival suburb of Newtown had been parsimonious147
• The existence of another Mechanics’ Institute in the borough reduced the council’s
ability to secure grants to build a second institute in another ward
• There was a boom in the formation of new libraries in the 1870-80s. The municipalities
of Geelong and Geelong West formed libraries in this decade and no doubt the
councillors who represented Chilwell’s 2,000 residents were reminded of their
tardiness
• Graham Berry, a local member of parliament, three-times premier of Victoria and
avowed hater of elitist Mechanics’ Institutes, made no secret of his belief that libraries
should be free, provide generous terms of public access, and be supported by
municipal rates and local benefactors
• The generous patronage of Sir Charles Sladen, prior to his death in Chilwell in 1884.
In February 1886 the committee consisted of Messrs Oke (President), Pittock, Bennison, Brunt,
J. Brown, G. Brown, Holdsworth, Jones and Cotton. The annual meeting held on 26 January
1888 was poorly attended but the president, Cr W. Miles, was able to report a successful year.
Library visits had increased from 5,700 to 10,100 per annum, the committee spent ₤25 on new
books and 41 members had each paid the annual fee of five shillings. In addition, 20 individuals
each paid ₤3 in order to become life members.148 At the eighth annual meeting on 30 January
1889, the president reported a general downturn in visits, to 8,300, but an increase in the
government book grant to ₤29. The annual fee was reduced to three shillings; which also
entitled a person to vote at general meetings, but there were only 36 members, more than half
of whom were life members. The newest life member was the Hon. James Munro, MLA for
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Geelong. The library’s financial situation was sound because the Borough council of Newtown
and Chilwell had donated ₤20 toward the cost of building Sladen Hall.149
The term ‘Chilwell Reading Room’ seems self-explanatory but the contents of its Suggestion
Book indicate that some residents assumed that the new facility would provide a remarkably
wide range of services to its members and casual visitors. The leather bound Suggestion Book
was in use between 1881 and 1895 and in most instances two or more users would record their
suggestion, the matter would be considered by the committee of management and the
Secretary would then write a response in the margin. The suggestions can be broadly grouped
in three categories: requests for new books and newspapers to be added to the collection,
requests for improved facilities, and finally, comments about the personal (mis)behavior of
users.
The committee agreed that the Argus, Geelong Advertiser, Australasian Sketcher, Illustrated
London News, Jack Harkaway’s Adventures, a dictionary, and a book called Enquire within for
Everything be added to the collection. However the committee rejected the Bulletin (even
though it was claimed to be ‘a journal which is moral, instructive and comical’), the Salvation
Army’s War Cry, the Evening Herald, the Sportsman, a scandalous book called The Awful
Disclosures of Maria Monk, and Gould’s Birds of Australia. Two members put forward an
extensive list of recommended titles and were advised that the Book Committee would consider
their request in due course. Most of the titles related to British military history, travel and
adventure in foreign lands. But after another spate of suggestions that more newspapers be
purchased, the Secretary replied: ‘Before any other newspapers are ordered it is as well for
those attending the Reading Room to bear in mind that members’ subscriptions do not equal
expenditure. Increase the subscriptions first, newspapers after’.
There were suggestions that the Reading Room remain open until 10.00pm in the evening, that
the windows be cleaned on a regular basis and that the room be properly ventilated. In most
instances the response was that the caretaker could only achieve so much in a day. Members
expected the Reading Room to provide cultural amenities such as games (draughts, dominoes
and quoits) and ‘lotto’. In 1884 there were requests for ‘a full set of cricketing tools’ so that the
young men could form a club and on another occasion twenty people suggested that the
Chilwell Reading Room ‘purchase a football for the young juveniles as there is plenty of room
on the Library reserve’. The requests for cricketing tools met with the terse response, ‘cannot
comply with this at present’, and the request for a football was rejected because the committee
intended to plant trees in the Reserve.
The behavior of library patrons caused the most anxiety and local residents were clearly of the
opinion that the committee’s role included considerable regulation and self-regulation.150 One
group of petitioners suggested that committee members attend the Reading Room on a roster
basis to supervise readers and it was recommended that the failure of committee members to
attend monthly meetings be noted in the annual report. ‘Post’ suggested that ‘A. McDonald be
kept away from the library because he is always stealing newspapers’ and the following
message, from a painter in Saffron Street, appeared in the Suggestion Book on 16 June 1895.
To the Committee,
Gentlemen,
I feel sorry to again have to draw your attention to that Dirty, Lousy, Stinking, Motheaten, Ignorant, Uneducated Individual, Donald Shaw junior who although young in
years is thick with dirt. I think this is the fourth time this has been brought under your
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notice and it is to be hoped that something will be done as the cry has been raised
against this most abominable object. If you read God’s Holy Book the passage reads
‘Whatsoever Thy hand find to do, do it with Thy might.’ As the Reading Room is a free
institution the rules read ‘Cleanliness must be observed’. Why Gentlemen is it not
observed in this case. Hoping you will keep this ‘Freak of nature’ out of the building,
I am, Gentlemen, G. Spendlove, (Sufferer).
This suggestion did not receive a reply and it was the last item ever recorded in the Chilwell
Reading Room’s Suggestion Book.
*
Library Annual Reports suggest that the fate of the Chilwell Free Library was not dissimilar to
that of other libraries in Geelong. In 1901 its 67 subscribers were using the ‘only public
institution in the suburb’. In 1901 membership had fallen to 64 and the government grant was
₤15. The mayor was the chairman and the committee included Messrs Pescott, Oke, Young,
Turnbull, Cairns, Henry, Russell, Spendlove and Francis. In December 1903 the borough
council agreed to give a special grant of ₤15 for the purchase of new books. In 1912, the
Library had a budget of ₤83 and spent most of its income on wages for the librarian / caretaker
(₤27), books (₤19) and repairs (₤4). Cr Cairns had just completed twenty-five as honorary
secretary.
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NEVER ON SUNDAY
or
How the hegemony of middle class respectability and
sabbatarianism kept libraries closed on Sundays
Any suggestion that a library open its reading room to the public on Sundays was guaranteed
to create a furore in the local community. Whenever the matter was discussed, regardless of
the decade or the location, civic leaders condemned the idea as an affront to their religious
sensibilities. The proposal to open the Ballarat East Free Library on Sundays was ‘howled
down’ on the grounds that ‘no worthy member of society would go to a library instead of the
church’ and the threat of mass resignation by members of the library committee ensured that
the issue was never raised again.151 At the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library the
matter was raised on four occasions between 1863 and 1877 but, after lengthy debates, the
proposal was rejected each time on the basis that it was a totally inappropriate use of the
Sabbath. In July 1880 the committee of the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute said that the matter
would be formally debated at the next meeting but the motion lapsed for want of a seconder
and the topic was never discussed again.152 In December 1883 Mrs Kerwick asked that the
Geelong Free Library open on Sundays but her request was declined. 153 There was one
notable exception in 1877 when members of the Ballaarat Mechanics’ Institute forced its
committee to open the reading room on Sundays. In the 1883 annual report the president
thought ‘it well to mention that the results of the Sunday opening are in every respect most
satisfactory’ but this was a short term victory.154
It is important to note that whenever it was suggested that a library open its doors on Sunday
afternoons, it was on the clear understanding that only reading room facilities would be
available to enable residents to read books or browse newspapers and magazines. There was
no suggestion that a library would lend books or provide recreational services such as chess or
public lectures on Sundays. Before looking at the debates generated by supporters and
opponents of Sunday opening, it is necessary to review some of the cultural forces at work in
the mid- and late-nineteenth century.
Library committees were extremely proud of their libraries and availed themselves of every
opportunity to promote their resources and their social standing. Mechanics’ Institutes were a
focal point of the community and there are a number of instances of a library being formed
before the municipal council came into existence. By 1880 there were 300 Mechanics’
Institutes and 20 Free Libraries in the colony. This dramatic growth was due to generous
government grants, council support, the benevolence of hundreds of residents and the
perseverance of local committees. The most respectable members of the community controlled
libraries even though committees made much of their egalitarian membership and
management structures. Their sense of pride and self-confidence received frequent boosts
when commentators, such as Britain’s C.W. Holgate, reported that public libraries in Victoria
were more popular than their counterparts in Britain.155 Years of voluntary service was another
common trait of library committees and there are many instances of a few men controlling the
fate of their local library for decades.
In spite of the palatial appearance of colonial libraries, most faced serious financial problems
with the result that every library committee was heavily reliant on members’ subscriptions and
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donations. Appealing for more subscribers and raising funds via art union raffles, fetes, and
meeting room hire were integral parts of colonial librarianship.
All committees took immense pride in the civilising influence of their reading room facilities and
the book and newspaper collections. There was no sense of hyperbole intended when one
committee claimed that ‘the fact is demonstrable that the aggregate intelligence of the
community has been enlarged by the library’s existence’.156 The small township of Scarsdale
was proud of its ‘2,500 carefully selected books that included works in Hebrew, Greek, Italian,
German and French’.157 Library committees invariably referred to the quality of their non-fiction
collections but minute books and annual reports indicate that they were also proud of their
newspaper and magazine collections because this material was the lifeblood that connected
colonists with their counterparts in Britain. In many instances, library committees spent almost
as much on newspapers and journals as they did on books.
However it can be shown that, whilst colonial libraries were regarded as a universal good and
that their committees were encouraged to further extend the range of services to the public,
there were equally powerful forces operating in the community that determined some clear
limits in terms of the delivery of library services. Geoffrey Blainey’s whimsical comment, which
links church attendance and entertainment, provides a vivid image of the overwhelming
influence of the Sabbath in this era. He said that ‘Sunday was church day [and it is] estimated
that in Victoria at least two in every three adults attended church regularly and half the children
between the ages of 5 and 14 regularly went to Sunday school. Churches virtually had a
monopoly on Sunday entertainment’.158
Another powerful force at work in the late nineteenth century was the all-pervasive notion of
middle class respectability. By the 1870s all the goldfield and seaport townships were
desperate to shake off their colourful past and cloak themselves with respectability. Many of
our ancestors may have been proud of their pioneering days and ways but along with middle
age came respectability and middle class hegemony. Respectability meant that a model of
public behaviour was imposed on society in general and the working classes were either
intimidated or dominated by the process.159 Civic leaders, clergymen and newspaper editors
encountered little formal opposition when they promoted parks and gardens 160, literary
endeavour and genteel living. The same civic leaders bemoaned late night drinking and
gambling, wanton vandalism and gangs roaming the streets, and, collectively, they adopted a
‘zero-tolerance’ attitude to such behaviour. Speeches celebrating the opening of a library
invariably linked books, civilized living and a reduction in crime. For example, when opening the
Geelong Free Library in 1875 Graham Berry said that Geelong residents should study British
literature and history in order to become better citizens of the British Empire. The same civic
leaders were ever vigilant to outbreaks of inappropriate behaviour and the combination of
public vigilance and the enforcement of middle class respectability had a direct influence on
what was perceived to be an individual’s proper use of his (or her) leisure.
The development of towns and cities meant that more people worked relatively normal
hours.161 As early as 1856 the Melbourne Argus162 warned that an excess of leisure would lead
to social chaos and the behaviour of those revellers who came to Melbourne to enjoy the high
life (as depicted by S.T. Gill) seemed to support this concern. Two decades later ‘too much
leisure’ was still a concern to civic leaders although it was a relative term in the sense that the
typical mine, shop and factory worker laboured away for about 60 hours per week and
domestic servants still worked at least 80 hours per week. In spite of these long hours of work,
there was a belief that the lower and middle classes were wasting their leisure opportunities.
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The meaningful use of leisure was often at the heart of the push for library openings on
Sundays. The men who controlled Victoria’s libraries were convinced that their book and
newspaper collections were an essential element in the promotion of civilization but when a few
residents suggested that opportunities for reading be extended to include Sunday afternoons
they invariably met stiff resistance.
Ararat Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library
The first annual meeting of the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library was held on 30
November 1860 at which it was formally moved that the Reading Room open to the public
between the hours of 2pm and 6pm on Sundays. The newly elected president, the secretary
and several other members of the committee threatened to resign if the resolution was passed
and, after a long and animated discussion the motion was narrowly defeated by 18 to 16
votes.163 At the time the Ararat MI committee consisted of a brewer, chemist, surgeon, painter,
newspaper editor, farmer and butcher.
Three years later, in November 1863, the matter resurfaced and again generated considerable
debate. The Ararat Advertiser allocated 4,000 words to one report on the debate that was
initiated by the president when he allowed discussion on the seemingly innocuous motion that
‘the rule relating to the opening hours of the Library be reviewed’. For some time the debate
meandered around the topic as various speakers asked whether a single rule of the
constitution could be amended, how many votes were required to amend the constitution and
whether proxy voting would be permitted. Eventually the philosophical and religious
ramifications of the motion were debated at length but the meeting threatened to collapse in
disarray until:
At last, hoarse with impressing on the meeting the dignity of the chair, Mr McAlpine
took up his coat and declared his intention of adjourning the discussion. This in some
degree restored order.164
Not put off by this little performance, several speakers claimed that quiet reading was a
harmless pursuit and ‘if we only enjoy on a Sunday that which we enjoy with propriety on every
other day, then no harm could come of it’. Another speaker said that the motion in favour of
Sunday opening had been discussed on previous occasions and recommended that the library
open on a trial basis because:
I would not be surprised if four-fifths of all those who voted against Sunday opening
read the papers in their own homes on Sundays. The reading room’s opening hours
would not interfere with the hours of worship at the respective churches and it would
answer the good end of keeping the miners out of the public houses. If it kept one man
out of the public house it conferred more advantage on him than any other thing. 165
This argument was echoed by Mr Payne who said that:
The aim of the Institute is to assist the poor man in gaining information by reading the
various journals and it was towards this end that the annual grant from the government
was allocated. Many committeemen had ample time to read the newspapers [in their
own homes] but this was not the case with the miners and workers who needed access
to the library on Sundays.166
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More points of view were expressed with most parties relying on an assortment of Biblical
quotes to persuade or intimidate their audience. However the motion to amend the Library’s
rule did not attract the required two-thirds majority and, in spite of the heated debate, the
outcome was accepted with good grace by all present. Suddenly the meeting was thrown into
chaos when Mr Dash brandished a written protest against the validity of the motion. The
chairman refused to accept the protest but Dash’s action immediately reignited the debate and
all the earlier arguments were regurgitated. With no change to the earlier vote, the meeting
dragged on until midnight.
On 1 February 1875, after more than a decade of silence on the matter, the Institute’s
committee of management received a petition asking that the library open on Sundays. A
meeting was convened at which the first speaker suggested that no debate be permitted
because everyone understood the intent of the petition and the merit of the supporting
arguments, and therefore the matter could be resolved by a simple vote. Not surprisingly, this
request went unheeded as a succession of speakers put forward their points of view with such
verbosity that the reporter from the Ararat Advertiser had no difficulty writing another lengthy
report on the evening’s debate. Various speakers debated the proper use of leisure, the needs
of the working classes and the sacredness of the Sabbath. Mr Young said that many youths
loitered their time away in the streets or in the Botanical Gardens and Mr Buchanan replied
that, if that was the problem, Ararat required more schools not libraries. Another speaker said
that opportunities for passive reading could do no harm, but once again Mr Buchanan retaliated
by saying: ‘why bring about the desecration of the Sabbath and the encroachment on its
respect and sanctity for the sake of a few larrikins?’
Mr Banfield (the owner and editor of the Ararat Advertiser and a committee member of the
Ararat MI) took the debate down another path when he attacked the religious sensibilities of
several speakers. The first person in his sights was Mr Ehrenberg, a gentleman whom he
described as ‘a Jew who occasionally attended other denominations because there was no
synagogue in Ararat’. Banfield said that Ehrenberg’s poor respect for his Jewish religion and for
Sabbath observances didn’t give him the right to debase Christian beliefs. Banfield also
attacked Mr Leslie, (the immediate past president of the Ararat MI), saying that he was ‘a
conscious deist and one who believed in neither Christ nor the Devil’. Banfield said that he was
offended that Mr Leslie did not ‘have respect for professing Christians like himself’. Mr Murray
entered the debate, claiming that it was insulting to suggest that only Jews or atheists had
signed the petition seeking the opening the library on Sundays and went on to quote the Bible
in order to demonstrate that Sunday was a day of rest and reflection, not a day of rigid selfdenial.
Mr Maclean then read a lengthy extract from a journal called the British Workman. The article
was written by the ‘Committee of the Working Men’s Lord’s Day Rest Association’ and decried
the fact that thousands of British men and women were forced to work on Sundays and
therefore had no opportunity to read, visit libraries or even walk in the fresh air. The article
stated that ‘thousands of your fellow working men and women are deprived of their rights and
treated more like money-making machines than human beings.’ Maclean alluded to the
worldwide oppression of working men and women and concluded by calling on Ararat residents
to ‘do all that we can to free the Sunday slaves’.167 However this talk of fresh air, reading and
socialist theorising about life on the other side of the world held little sway in Australia Felix.
The Rev. Canon Homan announced that he had, that day, paid the annual subscription of ₤1 to
join the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute with the express purpose of addressing this meeting. He
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said that the encroachment on the Sabbath was ‘the great issue of the age’ and in saying that
he was totally opposed to any type of Sunday work or leisure activity, he challenged the
audience as follows:
Are we going to follow in the advanced thought of broad infidelity, of atheists, of free
thinkers and spiritualists because we want, forsooth, to show we are in advance of
England by a whole generation in the march of sheer infidelity?168
Rev. Megaw supported Homan and denounced the committee of the Ararat Mechanics’
Institute for allowing the matter of Sunday opening to be raised. He claimed that by receiving
and responding to the petition, the committee had ‘violated the people’s consciousness and
wounded the feelings of the best part of the community’. Megaw concluded by saying that
opening the library on Sundays would ‘increase immorality’ in Ararat. Various other speakers
put forward their views and then:
The assemblage divided. There was no count of votes but it appeared as though there
were about sixty against the motion and forty in its favour. The President declared the
motion lost amidst applause and the meeting closed.169
Two years later the question resurfaced and once again a large crowd of about one hundred
men attended a meeting at which Mr James Maclean, the President, said that the purpose of
the meeting was:
To bring about the opening of the reading room during certain hours on Sunday
afternoon. He hoped all parties would express their opinions in moderate language
because every one had a right to entertain his own opinion and to express it without
being subject to foul language. (‘Hear, Hear’)170
Mr Banfield, perhaps feeling that the numbers were against him, immediately moved that the
question be postponed for one year and that the meeting close forthwith but, after a great deal
of discussion, the motion was defeated. The president was then subject to a barrage of
questions about procedural matters with the result that he agreed to strictly enforce the rule
that only financial members would be permitted to speak or vote but rejected a demand that the
doors be locked to prevent late arrivals. The presence of three ‘junior lads’ caused a
momentary sensation before it was pointed out that, even though they were bone fide
subscribers, they were not entitled to vote .
After the usual discussion it was formally moved by Dr Galbraith that the rules of the library be
amended in order to permit the library to open on Sunday afternoons from 2pm until 6pm. This
time the local journalist reported on the duration of the speeches rather than their content. Thus
Mr Leslie spoke in favour of the motion for eleven minutes and the Rev. Mr Adamsom spoke
against the motion for nine minutes. Numerous other speakers talked at length before the
meeting divided. This time there were 67 votes in favour of the motion and 47 votes against
the motion but the chairman, citing the rule requiring a two-thirds majority, declared the motion
lost by a narrow margin.171 After three outright defeats and one failure to achieve the necessary
majority, debate about opening the Ararat library on Sundays was a closed book.
Goulburn Mechanics’ Institute
The perennial nature of Sunday opening can be further demonstrated by briefly looking at the
debates that occurred in faraway Goulburn. The storm burst in 1880 when the committee took
the initiative to open the Institute’s Reading Room for a few hours on Sunday afternoons. The
matter was debated at two public meetings in July 1880 and January 1881 and we can only
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speculate how much discussion took place behind closed doors. The debate commenced when
Mr James Turner moved that the reading room be open on Sundays. In arguing his case the
speaker covered the usual territory when he said that there was nothing unreasonable in the
motion and that in the United Kingdom great benefit had been derived from the opening of
similar institutions on Sundays. Turner then asked what was the difference between reading
papers or magazines at home and at the Institute? He answered his own question by saying
that it would have the effect of keeping young men out of drinking shops. He noted that a
correspondent to the local newspaper, the Penny Post, claimed that Sunday opening would
create sectarian differences, but he, Turner, said that this was not correct because there would
be plenty of time for people to have their tea and to attend their different places of worship’. 172
The Rev. Hulbert, (Anglican) described as ‘an original freelance thinker’, supported the motion.
Another speaker recommended that the matter be deferred for six days to ‘get secular
knowledge’ but the debate was allowed to continue and consequently:
The Rev A. M. Tait rose to oppose the motion most emphatically...because it was an
invasion on the sacredness of the Sabbath. [He read extracts to support his case and
said that this movement] if successful, it would deprive the multitude of the Sabbath.
The Rev. A Tait (Presbyterian) was joined by the Rev. E Morris (Grammar School) and the
Rev. D’Arcy Irvine in opposing the motion. The Rev. Irvine noted that ‘there had been an
overwhelming congregation to hear [his] recent address against the opening of the reading
room on the Lord’s Day’ and he was pleased to report that a branch of the Lord’s Day
Observance League had been formed in Goulburn. Another speaker opposed the motion on
the grounds that workingmen didn’t want this extra service and because Turner’s motives were
tainted as he ‘belonged to the eight hours movement’. Yet another speaker said that it was
necessary to show that Goulburn was a Christian community. Finally, the piece de resistance,
what right did the committee have to force the librarian to desecrate the Sabbath? One lone
voice said that Goulburn residents should give the proposal a chance because the idea was a
success at Braidwood. The chairman put the motion which was defeated by 31 to 22 votes.
Six months later, in January 1881, the debate about Sunday opening resumed at a meeting
attended by 80 men and given extensive coverage in the local press.173 It was argued that the
library would help the young men avoid the hotel. One speaker said it was patronising to make
such assumptions about the working classes, and another said that he had never, in 25 years,
conducted any business or even read a business letter on the Sabbath. Others said that the
community would boycott the library if it opened on Sundays. Interestingly, no one suggested
that the library provide a Bible for Sunday readers. The motion eventually put to the meeting
was defeated by 2 votes.174
Conclusion
There were few instances of a member of a library committee suggesting that his library open
on a Sunday and my research indicates that committees became increasingly conservative,
hostile to any form of change and ‘respectable’ to the point of obsession. On one famous
occasion William Shiels, a future premier of Victoria, attacked ‘sabbatarianism’ as follows:
Innocent pleasure gained from parks, galleries and libraries was of great importance
because these things showed the best of God, man and Nature’s works. Those who
favour the strict adherence of the Sabbath tend to be intolerant, austere and illiberal. 175
But to no avail, the majority of libraries refused to open their doors to the public on Sundays in
the latter-half of the nineteenth century.176
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CHANGING ATTITUDES to FICTION in 19th CENTURY
AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC LIBRARIES

In 1899 the Ballarat East Free Library’s book selection committee purchased the following
novels: Diana the Temptress, The Beautiful White Devil, George Manderville’s Husband and
Dave’s Sweetheart. The committee rejected Love Among the Lions, Cathedral Courtship, The
Bohemian Girls and Iris the Avenger. No explanation was given for the committee’s decision to
purchase or reject these particular novels.
For more than two centuries the status of fiction in public libraries has been subject to an ongoing debate and in Britain, America and Australia the arguments have usually included the
following hopes and accusations:
• fiction was morally degrading and would lead people astray
• fiction would encourage readers to tackle more serious literature
• fiction was a waste of taxpayers money
• everybody was entitled to their own form of recreation
• fiction was a plot to undermine the hegemony of middle class society (usually by the
French)
• certain novels had a negative impact on the morality of the working classes but the same
themes and language in those novels can be coped with by the middle and upper classes.
It is my belief that the above mentioned comments apply to any decade in the last two hundred
years and to almost any town or city in Britain, America and Australia. This essay examines
public statements made by library committee members and commentary in the daily press, and
a brief statistical analysis of the popularity of fiction in nineteenth century libraries. The
arguments about fiction in libraries have a sense of timelessness about them in that the
complaints about novels in Britain in the early 1800s were not very different from those in
Australia in 1900. I do not interpret this to mean that the Australian library environment was
slow to react - rather I suggest that the enjoyment and risks of reading popular fiction were
universal even though many library trustees sought to avoid discussing the issue.
When discussing book selection and readership patterns in 19th century libraries the moral
arguments for and against fiction were usually stated in fairly strident language in newspapers
and annual reports whereas the economic arguments were more subtle and more likely to be
found in the financial reports. In the crudest sense, the funding of the typical Free Library or
Mechanic’s Institute in Victoria between 1850 and 1950 depended on government grants,
municipal rate revenue and members subscriptions. When seeking establishment grants,
library founders stressed the moral, cultural and educational value of their collections but the
same committee-men (there were no women) soon realised that annual subscriptions were
more easily obtained if the library had a good collection of popular fiction. It is my contention
that the long term impact of popular fiction on colonial libraries can only be accurately
determined by examining both the published arguments and the more sombre financial data.
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British and American libraries
In 1821 there were at least 1,500 circulating libraries in the UK that provided books to 100,000
regular readers and a similar number of occasional readers. However there were frequent
complaints that readers were wasting their time with cheap, ‘sensation’ fiction and it was
reported that the Innocent Adulterer was taken home twenty times more often than Gibbons’
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.177
We are all familiar with George Birkbeck’s ‘invention’ of the Mechanics’ Institute - a facility that
was intended to provide the working man with practical skills and the means to ‘agreeably
occupy his mental vacancy in the evenings’. Birkbeck’s scheme was innovative, simple,
extremely popular and had an almost immediate impact in Australia. Mechanics’ Institutes have
been analysed in numerous forums and will not be discussed here other than to note that the
sudden growth in demand for a mechanical education did not lessen the demand for fiction
because the Industrial Revolution also created a revolution in printing, urban leisure, reading,
and all its sinful implications. For example, the Liverpool Female Apprentices Library was
formed in 1822 but met with limited success. The library contained no fiction and its chairman,
Mrs Grundy, complained that her potential members were all too frequently attracted by the
fiction ‘in the cheap circulating libraries which unfortunately abound in this town’. Another
commentator said that cheap novels distracted factory girls from their jobs and tended to
corrupt the morals of all the workers. The preference for fiction was seen as a distraction from
the regimented behaviour that was demanded by factory managers.178
The British Public Libraries Act of 1850 was largely based on the evidence collected by a
Select Committee that placed a strong emphasis on testimony that suggested that libraries
would improve the morality of the working classes and keep men out of hotels. A few people
opposed the legislation but the reformers and Chartists won out. They wanted:
More education for the masses to achieve a more democratic, capitalist society in which the
masses would assist the middle classes in displacing the traditional elite without becoming a
threat to the middle class power, social relations or patterns of ownership. The proliferation
of public libraries was viewed as instrumental to this process.179
It would appear that few wanted to be seen to oppose such a patently ‘good’ piece of legislation
and the Bill received Royal Assent on 14 August 1850. However this legislation was based on a
myopic belief that people would always prefer to read serious fiction and practical, religious or
travel books even though there was no evidence to support this view and plenty of evidence to
contradict it. Even the most cursory examination of circulation figures in the 1850s shows that
the quantity of fiction on the shelves had an immediate impact on the usage of the library. The
Sheffield library had little fiction and circulation was 30,000 per annum whereas the Edinburgh
library had a large fiction collection and circulation was 200,000 per annum. The populations of
both cities were comparable - and huge by Australian standards - and there may have been
other libraries in these cities to account for the disparity in bookstock circulation but there is no
doubt that novels were preferred by the mechanic and non-mechanic alike. Davies claimed that
by 1850 the typical library patron was either affluent and wanted to read fiction, was a
mechanic and wanted mechanical instruction and fiction or was very poor and wanted to read
fiction.
The situation was similar in the U.S.A. Public libraries were established in an unregulated
fashion but once again the gap between the rhetoric and the reality was due to an overestimation of the number of readers of serious literature. As in Britain and Australia the
58

argument that public libraries would encourage people to gravitate toward serious fiction was
used by all trustees for their own purposes.
Australia from the 1850s to 1890s
In Australia the Rev. Samuel Marsden is credited with forming the first library. Marsden
travelled to England in February 1807 and publicly appealed for books so that he could
establish:
A lending library for the general benefit of the inhabitants of New South Wales
[because] in the Colony, books of any kind were very scarce and it was highly
desirable that a public library be founded...containing books suited to the poor settlers
employed in agriculture, the soldiers and the convicts.180
The provision of recreational reading was not his priority. Marsden appealed for books so that
the ‘vicious and the wicked...should be led to serious thoughtfulness and a reformation of life by
a perusal of good precepts and examples’. The collection consisted of 456 volumes including
material from the Bible Society, an Encyclopaedia Britannica, and reprints of sermons on the
torments of hell. There is no mention of fiction in the collection. 181
By the mid-1860s there were hundreds of Mechanics’ Institutes and Free Libraries throughout
the Australian colonies and I argue that by the standards of the day most of the libraries had
visionary leadership, relatively generous terms of access and a genuine mission to uplift the
cultural standards of the population. However it soon became apparent that all libraries
(regardless of nomenclature) had to confront the problem of spending limited resources on
fiction and my interpretation of the source material suggests that the library committeemen fell
into two broad groups. The optimists believed that fiction was acceptable and that the reading
of limited quantities of sensation fiction would encourage library patrons to move onward and
upward to higher quality literature. This group used their annual reports to congratulate
themselves on their innate wisdom in buying books that the readers enjoyed. However this
confidence is hard to quantify because Victoria’s Chief Secretary and the Government
Statistician both requested data pertaining to library attendance and the size of the collection
but made no attempt to collate information about the composition of the collection or the
circulation of books. Attendance figures were ‘grossed up’ to measure the usage of the meeting
rooms and the newspaper and magazine collections but provided little information about the
reading or borrowing of books. Library committees had every reason to feel confident because
Victorian Year-Books reported that estimated visits per annum to Victorian libraries rose from
2,600,000 in 1875 to 3,400,000 in 1885.
Conversely the pessimists argued that the reading of sensation fiction was an irredeemably
bad habit that could only be countered by the committee’s refusal to purchase this type of
material. It is not possible to find much evidence to show that the trustees banned specific
books but we do know that they used a variety of means, including subscriptions rates which
discouraged certain readers, the closed shelf arrangement of stock, constant vigilance and
their social position to impose their own hegemony on the library’s collections.
The following quotations demonstrate the scope of the debate and whilst there is no suggestion
that it’s an exhaustive list, I argue that the sentiments were heartfelt and should not be
dismissed as the opinions of small conservative groups in society.
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The Optimists / Civic Pride
As early as 1836 the Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts advised that it had obtained Sir Walter
Scott’s popular ‘Waverley’ novels on the grounds that ‘a taste for reading was a prerequisite
before works of a more philosophical nature can be appreciated’. William a’Beckett said that
the best British literature was enjoyable and that ‘a knowledge of science, however profound, if
unembellished by the grace which literature supplies, is stripped of half its advantages’.
Booksellers frequently advertised the arrival of shipments of new stock and invariably the fiction
titles were highlighted. For example, Williams, the Melbourne bookseller reported that he had
‘just opened a large and choice selection of books by the most popular authors’. His
advertisement listed the titles of 30 novels and stated that the shipment included the complete
works of ‘Cooper, Marryat, Dickens and Bulwer-Lytton plus Bentley’s and Routledge’s Standard
novels in complete sets’. The non-fiction titles were then listed. 182
The Ballarat Star reprinted an article from Frazer’s Magazine (no date) that supported the
concept of reading as follows:
...the books one reads after 30 are not numerous. In boyhood and youth we devour all
that comes our way and, with ostrich-like digestion, manage somehow or other to
assimilate the ill-assorted mess. At that period one can scarcely read too much. If a
young man’s nature is healthy and manly there is no fear of it becoming that most
miserable of all poor creatures, the young dyspeptic pedant, crammed with the ideas of
other men and with neither eyes to observe nor energy to think for himself.183
Mackenzie, the author of The Emigrant’s Guide, claimed that libraries flourished in the colonies
and that ‘everybody reads’ although he was disturbed that many readers preferred Dickens to
more serious works.184
An editorial in the Ballarat Star newspaper argued in favour of the social value of novels. The
editorial commenced with a warning that fiction and newspaper stories masquerading as the
truth shouldn’t be confused but went on to say that:
A great deal is to be said in defence of sensation fiction, for if people are to read fiction,
as such, they will want the books to be of a lively and spicy character...We should not
be restricted to the good-goody books of the milk and water order...Sensation fiction is
not dangerous because we know it to be fiction. Nobody is deceived and therefore no
damage is done, beyond that relaxation of the mind which may indispose it to more
severe and more useful reading. 185
Many district libraries addressed the question of popular fiction in an oblique way - they
acknowledged that sensation fiction was popular but were confident that good quality fiction
was the automatic choice of the readers. It was reported that the Dunolly Mechanics’ Institute
had no fiction on the shelves:
There was nothing of the popular fiction about these books. There was a dictionary and
a Latin dictionary and there were standard works on astronomy, geography, history,
French, mathematics and geometry.186
The Fitzroy Public Library also boasted of its morally uplifting collection which included an
embryonic collection of Australian literature, which was unusual, but the role of Robert Miller,
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the Fitzroy librarian, is of greater interest to my research. Miller took up his appointment in 1882
and held the position for the next three decades. He was a staunch Wesleyan and some of his
ideas on the civilising influence of books were recorded in newspaper articles in the Fitzroy City
Press and in a compilation of his essays entitled Books, their history and influence. He argued
that:
Through access to books a man could become a denizen of all nations, a
contemporary of all ages and (his) association with great thinkers of past and present
would elevate the reader’s own mind.187
However it was claimed that Miller’s intense moral conservatism distorted his views of fiction
and whilst he did not condemn novels that had ‘a good moral as well as instructive tendency’,
Miller argued that discrimination was essential because some novels were ‘foul, false and
wicked’ and had socially harmful effects:
French novels, for example, were a byword for sensationalism and [there was] a direct
correlation between the ‘pernicious literature’ of France and the discontent of the
people erupting in ‘revolution, communism and depravity’.188
The committee of the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute must have been listening to Miller because,
in November 1891, it removed three French novels: Phantasy by Seras, Therese Raquin by
Zola and Sapphio by Daubet, from its shelves. Similar but less strident statements were made
about other libraries. The Birchip Mechanics’ Institute opened in September 1890 and, like
every other institute, its aim was to promote self-improvement in the working classes. The
Birchip Advertiser reported that the local readers were ‘devoted to solid literature and highclass fiction’ but the catalogue suggests that the collection wasn’t entirely devoted to ‘highclass fiction’:
The range of books and fiction was wide, the most popular magazines of the period
were ‘The Nineteenth Century’ and ‘Century’ and ‘Harpers’. Fiction ranged from
standard authors such as Thackeray, Kingsley and Trollope to popular titles such as
‘He done her bad’ and ‘Her love for Him’.189
The Port Fairy Mechanics’ Institute library acquired 80 new books in 1889 and the new stock
included titles by Dickens, Melville, Tolstoy and Balzac.190 At Port Melbourne library ‘no
expense was spared on the purchase of books’ and the local newspaper stated that 300 books,
- ranging from Shakespeare to Marryat - were to be found in the Town Hall library, which
suggests that the readers were offered a broad range of fiction titles.191
The Pessimists/ Civic Decay
Civic leaders in Geelong had their say on the relative merits on popular fiction and, for the most
part, they were far from impressed. In May 1868, the Geelong MI arranged ‘Literary and
Discussion’ classes and the first item for debate was the question: “Are works of fiction
beneficial?’. Mr Traill, the town clerk, won the debate by condemning sensation writers of the
day although he upheld the usefulness of quality novels such as those by Dickens, Thackerary
and Scott.192 At one of many re-opening ceremonies associated with the Geelong West FL, H.
B. Higgins, MLA, said that he did not wish to decry novels but believed that ‘a lot of fiction today
is nothing but trash [and that] anyone who has ever read Shakespeare or Milton will never read
trashy, degenerating stuff again’.193
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Any discussion about the legislative and social control of Victorian libraries must include
reference to Sir Redmond Barry. He was a firm believer in the concept of self-improvement and
his influence has been well documented by Kirsop, McVilly and others. Barry had a profound
effect on the attitudes of library committees, both by his actions and his lectures that were
inflicted on numerous library committees when he unveiled foundation stones and donated
books. Barry objected to the expenditure of public funds on frivolous materials but more
importantly he was strongly opposed to the impact of this type of material on the morality and
behaviour of the population. Barry wasn’t alone; when the Sydney Free Public Library opened
on 30 September 1869, J.D. Lang said that it would be the policy of the library to exclude all
fiction for similar reasons. Throughout Australia many important citizens, mayors and trustees
agreed with Barry and collectively argued that if fiction didn’t have a moral usefulness then it
should not exist.
Redmond Barry believed that the Colony should replicate British life and as such the library
should include material about the ‘glorious deeds of Her Majesty’s illustrious ancestors’. The
library was not intended ‘to attract the idle and inquisitive or to entertain the frivolous’ - rather it
was to stimulate the intellect, increase culture and moral elevation. 194 Barry’s successor
Armstrong did buy some popular fiction, provided that the titles were by ‘standard authors’, but
the number of novels in the collection was extremely small. The Age195 noted that the
Melbourne Public Library contained 70,000 volumes. Eventually the library had 917 volumes of
Shakespeariana196 but only about 300 volumes of fiction so we can see that fiction had made
few in-roads. Barry and the trustees were going against the popular tastes of the time because
the secondary evidence from booksellers and other libraries clearly indicates that fiction was
extremely popular.
Redmond Barry also believed that ‘libraries were places of public improvement, not
entertainment’ 197 and it is apparent that the champion of libraries saw a clear distinction
between publicly funded library collections and private book collections. Barry was an avid
book collector and his personal collection was offered for sale in 1881. The Argus said that the
collection was ‘...without exception the finest private collection of books ever offered in
Melbourne’ and included approximately 3000 items. This is not surprising in itself but Barry’s
collection included fiction by novelists such as Dickens, Thackeray and Melville - the very type
of sensation writers of whom he officially disapproved.198
The rejection of popular fiction wasn’t just a feature of the Melbourne Public Library. At
Beechworth it was reported that:
The association's main drawback in the eyes of many people was its adherence to
Wesleyan puritanical attitudes. When the Rev. J.C. Simmons, the association's
president lectured on books, 'among other remarks uncomplimentary to fiction' he held
that Bulwer Lytton and Dickens were ‘deserving reprobation'. This infuriated audience
members who eagerly watched the post for the next instalment of 'Little Dorrit'.199
The Bendigo library committee complained that it could not maintain balanced collections
because of the public’s insatiable appetite for novels about the ‘imaginary lives of imaginary
profligates and aristocratic adulteresses.200
Most newspapers reprinted an article about the plight of eight ministers of religion who claimed
that ‘the easy availability of unwholesome books has given Victoria a bad reputation’. 201In
1880 a correspondent calling himself ‘Disgust’ wrote to the Ballarat Courier as follows:
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Having a growing up family, some of whom are members, I have been indeed
disgusted and astonished at the books they sometimes returned home with and have
had to strictly forbid them reading them. Assuredly if girls are allowed to mark, learn
and inwardly digest such filthy abominations, good bye to maidenly modesty and even
decency. Hoping the library is induced to weed this garbage out of the library. If some
members of the committee have low and lewd tastes in literature, they should be made
to gratify them elsewhere.202
Possibly in response to the last sentence, the Library committee challenged ‘Disgust’ to supply
a list of objectionable titles but the offer was not taken up.
USA - Popular Fiction - the perennial arguments debated at national conference level
In many ways the debate about fiction in American public libraries was very similar to that in
Australia. However another source of information, the American Library Association helps
explain the American experience. The 1876 Report on American Public Libraries was split on
the role of fiction in public libraries with many librarians still finding it difficult to accept that not
all readers were committed to self-improvement.203 At the A.L.A. Conference in Boston in 1879
the question of fiction in libraries was a central topic for debate. Various speakers said that
libraries shouldn’t stock any fiction, others argued in favour of educational or quality fiction and
others again said that only the cheap circulating libraries and book clubs should lend fiction.
One speaker said that the public librarian should never be satisfied until he sees the
percentage of fiction decrease and the proportion of travel, history, science and philosophy
increase. A similar statement had been made at the first Library Convention in New York in
1853. Another speaker, Miss Bean, said that children should only be permitted to borrow one
book per week otherwise their studies would be disrupted by ‘sensationalist trash’. 204 By 1883
the debate about fiction was largely over as far as A.L.A. conference delegates were
concerned: the general consensus was that good literature is good and bad fiction is to
avoided. Between these points of agreement it was accepted that the public demand, the
degree of independence of the purchasing board and the role of the librarian were the decisive
factors in determining the amount of fiction in the library. 205 At the 1886 conference, delegates
did not debate the ‘fiction question’.206
The fiction dilemma can also be highlighted by looking at several comments by Charles Cutter,
the librarian at the Boston Athenaeum ‘where only the best literary fiction was collected and
where the patrons were for the most part cultural and erudite.’ Accordingly, Cutter’s opinions
about the Boston Public Library were often dismissive and written without first hand experience.
He said that most fiction was inane but not immoral and he even restated the old argument that
popular fiction ‘attracts readers to the library, where there is a chance that something better
may get hold of them’. One complainant said that certain novels were ‘vulgar, nauseous,
reeking of sin and contained sniggering suggestiveness’207 and in all probability Cutter would
have agreed but six years later he had gained public library experience and it is apparent that
his views on the usefulness of popular fiction had mellowed: he now claimed that ‘an unread
good book is useless in a public library’. In fact the old scholar from the Athenaeum had so
mellowed as a result of his public library experience that he said ‘the library should be a
practical thing to use, not an ideal to be admired.’ 208
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The 1890s... still no resolution to the ‘problem’ of fiction in public libraries
Returning to Australia it can be demonstrated that the debate about the relevance of fiction in
libraries had reached an impasse by the 1890s. Statistical data in Victorian Year Books shows
that library usage grew rapidly in the 1870s. It was reported that in 1873 nearly 1,000,000 visits
were made to the 120 Free Libraries, Athenaeums, Mechanics Institutes or Literary Institutes in
the Colony. By 1885 this figure increased to 3,400,000 library visits per annum but by 1890 the
usage of libraries had reached a plateau and several contradictory trends were evident.
Most public libraries were circulating larger quantities of fiction and, given that they charged
fees for membership or loans, their futures seemed assured. It could also be assumed that
increased usage would lead to increased memberships and increased revenue from
subscribers but such was not the case. Output measures show that by the 1890s public
libraries were on the edge of a precipice and despite the best endeavours of their committees,
Victorian libraries were about to drift into a period of inactivity that lasted for almost half a
century. The reasons for this situation are beyond the scope of this paper [See: ‘Management
of Libraries in Ballarat, 1851-1900’] but suffice to say that increased quantities of fiction on the
shelves did not guarantee the survival of public libraries and mechanics’ institutes.
The evidence was seldom clear cut. The Prahran Mechanics’ Institute was formed in 1860 and
Fricker’s research, based on the 1871 census, suggests that 61% of the workforce on the rate
rolls could be regarded as skilled or professional workers. Based on membership and
circulation data Fricker estimated that fiction accounted for 70-90% of all transactions in the
1860s and that this percentage decreased to 46-60% in the 1880s.209 All other public library
evidence contradicts this trend. For example the book collection at the Castlemaine Mechanics’
Institute in the 1890s was grouped in 8 categories of stock. There were 1,585 novels in the
library which represented about 44% of the collection, which in turn suggests that fiction was
extremely important. Similarly when Holgate visited the colonies in the early 1880s, he reported
that the Sandhurst library contained approximately 13,000 volumes and that the opening hours
and subscription fees were comparable with most other libraries. In this case fiction accounted
for approximately 80% of all loans. 210
The popularity of fiction was not confined to public libraries or the Colony of Victoria with its
predominantly British population. The Queensland School of Arts collection consisted of 23,703
volumes and in 1895 the committee agreed that 70% of the book budget could be spent on
fiction but in 1897 the percentage allocated to fiction was reduced and the percentage to ‘works
of general literature’ increased.211 In 1899 it was reported that:
There was continual tension between demand for popular fiction and the committee’s
sense of obligation to promulgate higher tastes. More than three quarters of the books
borrowed were fiction, ranging from standard novels to sugary romances and flimsy
melodramas to ‘livid and blood-curdling tales’.212
Reading tastes were becoming universal in the sense that the same sensation novel appealed
to British and Australian audiences alike. In 1894 eighty-three English libraries were surveyed
and it was found that 75% of circulation was fiction and juvenile material. The most popular
author was Mrs Henry Wood and the second most popular was Mary Mackay (Marie Corelli)
who wrote 16 novels, followed by Samuel Rutherford Crockett (romantic novels), George Henty
(stories for boys) and Stanley John Wyman (cloak and dagger). None had a high literary
reputation but they were very popular. The salient point is that the Ballarat East Free Library
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and the Geelong Free Library (and most major libraries in the colony) had numerous titles by all
of the above.
Conclusion
The examples quoted above clearly demonstrate that the arguments for and against the value
of fiction in public libraries have a timeless quality to them and it could be argued that attitudes
in 1800 in Britain were very similar to attitudes in 1900 in Britain, America and Australia. An
analysis of the public comments and the statistical data suggest that neither the optimists nor
the pessimists could claim a clear victory in terms of their ability to influence the reading tastes
of the community.
Because this paper has focussed on the 19th century I would like to conclude with a quotation
from an editorial in the Ballarat Courier of 1894. It was reported that throughout the 1880s the
Ballarat City Library often attracted 2,000 visitors per week but by the 1890s daily usage had
slumped by 75%. The city councillors and library trustees were annoyed by this apparent lack
of community gratitude and frustrated by the lack of appreciation of the quality of the
bookstock. It appears that people wanted to read the newspapers and journals and looked
forward to the serialised fiction in the daily newspapers213 but, increasingly, the potential library
user found the non-fiction collection in the library too daunting. When the government’s library
grants was reduced, book collections became even more sombre and in the period 1886-99 the
Ballarat East Free Library committee was often criticised by the Chief Secretary’s department
for diverting grant monies from the purchase of books and newspapers to the payment of
salaries and meeting those costs associated with building maintenance. This issue preoccupied the committee but as far as the readers were concerned the bookstock was
unappealing and daily usage rates declined even further and were not arrested for many years.
In 1894 a Courier editorial noted that:
The collection merits greater appreciation from the public than it receives. It seems
almost an impossibility to get the young men of today to read or think. How they pass
their time is a mystery.
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INVISIBLE READERS: THE GEELONG MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE’S
LIBRARY CATALOGUE, 1892-99
Library committees regarded the publication of a catalogue of the entire holdings of their library
as a significant milestone. In a practical sense, the bound catalogue was solid proof that the
library had achieved one of its primary goals: the dissemination of useful information to the
community. The catalogue also served as an indispensable aid to readers in an era in which
browsing the shelves was not a universal right. From an historical perspective, library
catalogues play other important roles because they encapsulate some of the great debates
about the role of colonial libraries and provide insights into the committee’s book selection
policy. But more importantly, the catalogue provides a number of clues about a library’s
invisible readers – the women who borrowed books from Mechanics’ Institutes and Free
libraries.
Every library, regardless of size, location or years of operation, provided ‘useful information‘ to
its readers. The term encompassed books that promoted technical competency, books that
contained the marvelous observations of travelers and pilgrims, and books that enabled the
reader to ponder the thoughts of lecturers, religious leaders, political scientists and lawmakers.
Because of cost and availability factors, a large proportion of non-fiction titles came to the
library as donations and whilst committees often bought and sold second hand stock, they
seldom threw out any old tomes. Magazines and newspapers also constituted ‘useful
information’ and it was not unusual for a library committee to spend up to 40% of its materials
budget on acquiring magazines. The Geelong Mechanics’ Institute subscribed to a dozen
English newspapers and a similar number of literary journals, some of which were probably
donations. In many instances the British journals were bound for posterity.
The Geelong Mechanics’ Institute admitted women as members in 1864 and whilst they were
required to pay 10 shillings per annum (half the annual fee), they had no voting rights. Initially
only women who were married to members of the Institute were eligible to join but the minute
books make few direct references to the 160 women who did join the Geelong MI in the 1870s
and who accounted for about 25% of the Institute’s total membership. The women had a
separate reading room in which to read good quality literature but they were not entirely
invisible because, when in 1876 it was suggested that their reading room be moved upstairs,
forty women signed a ‘protest’ that dissuaded the committee from this course of action.
Otherwise there are few references to women as library members and, based on the overall
holdings of the library, the tone of the lectures and the fact that women were not permitted in
the general reading room, it seemed unlikely that more women would want to join this male
bastion. Throughout the 1880s the thoughts, wishes and actions of women members appear to
have been totally ignored by those entrusted to record the Institute’s deliberations - and yet the
number of women members steadily increased to about 190, or about 35% of total
membership, by 1892.
The main reason why women joined the library was because the committee purchased large
quantities of sensation fiction. However the purchase of novels, when viewed within the broad
construct of ‘useful information’, caused library committees considerable anguish. Initially the
committees purchased fiction that was of literary merit or staunchly heroic in nature but there
were a number of changes taking place within the community and these changes impacted on
library collections. In the latter half of the nineteenth century the publishing industry expanded,
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the price of novels fell and towns like Geelong had, within their communities, groups of women
with both the education and the time to read for enjoyment.
In 1892, when the Geelong MI republished its catalogue, its library consisted of the following:
• Total membership of the library was 600, of whom 200 were women
• The library had 12,000 volumes
• The library issued 63,000 items per annum
• Novels accounted for 40% of the collection and 85% of all loans.
By the 1890s there were regular complaints that the Geelong MI had too much fiction and not
enough non-fiction and one subscriber complained that the library did not even have an atlas.
The Library committee repeatedly argued that its collections were practical, current and morally
uplifting, and, from this distance it is not possible to calculate how many books of a practical
nature were removed from the shelves, privately studied and then returned to the shelves
without ever leaving the building or being recorded as a loan. In contrast, and by its very
nature, recreational reading was a private activity that usually required the borrowing of the
item from the library. The annual reports reveal without comment or explanation that 30% of
members were women and 85% of all loans were novels.
The information contained in library reports between 1860-1900 highlights two significant
features. Firstly, the arguments about the need to exclude sensation fiction from libraries had
been fought and lost. Library committees claimed that they opposed the purchase of cheap
novels that exuded a dubious morality, excited the senses of readers, and were likely to lead
working class readers astray. A few people argued that reading cheap fiction would encourage
people to read material of a better standard but this argument held little sway. The subject
matter and overall tone of popular fiction changed and in the minds of the committee of
management it was a change for the worse. By 1880 every library committee in Victoria
allocated a considerable portion of its book budget to the acquisition of popular fiction. Given
that fiction was cheaper; an average of 3 shillings per volume compared to non-fiction titles
which cost an average of 12 shillings,214 it also meant that more books were coming into the
library every year. It is my contention that a number of the more serious tomes are still in
existence because they were well bound and poorly used, as opposed to popular fiction that
was lightly bound and subject to constant use.
Secondly, there was, and still is, a dearth of information about readers. Minute books and
newspaper reports make no mention of individual readers, except when a person was found
guilty of mutilating a book, and the records of individual borrowers have been discarded long
ago. For example we do not even know if most women borrowed one book at a time on a
weekly basis, whether a few women read a lot of books or knew when a new shipment arrived.
Nor do we know if these women joined the library for only a few years or whether they paid
their subscriptions for decades.
We do know that library committees appealed for more members and pleaded for a greater
appreciation of the value and worth of the collections. But these pleas took place against a
background that was not overly welcoming to women as the experiences in other libraries
suggest. Some examples of this are as follows:
• At Scarsdale there were complaints that members of the committee got special access
to the journals and newspapers before the new material filtered into the library
• Another library employed a private detective to watch readers as they browsed the
shelves. His task was to catch thieves and book mutilators
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•
•

At Kensington the secretary read all donations before passing them on to the library
At Ballarat the committee directed that the ‘Ladies Suggestion Book’ be glued shut.215

In spite of a dearth of firm evidence, the contents of the library catalogue do tell us something
about the invisible readers.
The Catalogue of the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute
In 1892 the Geelong MI published a catalogue of the entire holdings of its library which
included its revised Rules and Regulations of the Library, and forty pages of classified
advertisements. Thereafter the Geelong MI published four supplements of holdings acquired up
to March 1896, April 1897, May 1898 and May 1899 which meant that readers had to check
five separate alphabetical lists. In 1892 the library held 10,000 items and by 1899 this figure
had increased by a further 900 items. Bearing in mind the withdrawal of damaged or sold stock,
this represents a net increase in holdings of about three books per week.
The following table indicates the subject arrangement of the collection.
Genre

Volumes

A

Biography, Correspondence, Speeches, History,

B
C
D

Classics, Philology and Education
Essays, Philosophy, Politics, Jurisprudence, Miscellaneous Works
Fine Arts, Science, Nature

E

Novels, Travels and Sketches

F
G

%

1450

14

120
900
900

1
9
9

4500

45

Magazines (subscriptions)
Poetry and Drama

40
350

0
4

H

Religion and Ecclesiastical Works

600

6

I

Voyages And Travel

640

7

J

Works of Reference

200

2

The composition and usefulness of the non-fiction collection can be analyzed at length but,
within the context of this paper, a few general points show that the collection had some definite
strengths and weaknesses:
•
•
•
•
•

The ‘Bulletin’ magazine was not in collection
Religion; huge range and diversity
Para-sciences, occult, phrenology were well represented
Australian history; an emphasis on travel and exploration
History and travel; numerous titles on the British Empire but almost nothing on
Scotland, Wales, Cornwall or Ireland.
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Section E of the Catalogue, which lists ‘Novels, Travels and Sketches’, was the biggest section
and catalogue entries were recorded in two formats: Authors A-Z and Titles A-Z. Analysis of the
minute book of the GMI, (or any other colonial library committee for that matter) shows that
women had no say on the committee of management, wrote no letters of complaint or advice
and appear never to have been consulted in the operation of the library. And yet, the power of
the reader is obvious because women authors comprised 1st, 2nd, 6th, 7th and 9th places for the
number of titles per author in the collection.
The two most prolific authors were Mrs Margaret Oliphant with 57 titles in the collection and
Mary Braddon with 53 titles. Both wrote fiction that was a mix of shock, horror and scandal.
Both women had unusually turbulent personal lives and it is likely that the members of the
Geelong MI were shocked by the content of their novels but when it was revealed that Mrs
Oliphant was Queen Victoria’s favorite author and one of Geelong’s most popular authors, what
was the committee to do? Furthermore 17 female authors had more than 20 titles each in the
Geelong MI’s collection, slightly eclipsing the 16 men who had more than 20 titles. To repeat:
there is no acknowledgement of women readers in terms of their participation in the book
selection process, their suggestions or comments about the collection or their contribution to
the Geelong MI’s financial position in terms of annual fees and subscriptions.
Statistics:
• Total membership of the library was 600, of whom 200 were women;
• The library had 12,000 volumes;
• The library issued about 63,000 items per annum;
• Novels accounted for 40% of the collection and about 85% of all loans.
Therefore:
• Novels accounted for 40% of the collection, or 4,000 titles;
• Novels accounted for 85% of loans, or 53,000 loans per annum;
• Women accounted for 33% of members and 60% of loans.
Furthermore:
• 200 women each borrowed an average of 160 novels per annum;
• 400 men each borrowed an average of 53 novels per annum.
Conclusion
Statistics relating to the use of the Geelong MI’s library collection are scarce but tend to
complement information gleaned from other colonial libraries and in this way it has been
possible to draw a number of conclusions about the collections and levels of usage. The
evidence suggests that while women were significant users of library collections in the late
nineteenth century, they remain almost invisible in terms of library management.
Post script: It was reported that the British ‘Gentlewoman’ magazine published a serialized
novel called ‘The fate of Fenella’. The novel was unusual inasmuch as each of the twenty
chapters was written by a different male / female author.
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Appendix: Authors with a large number of titles in the Geelong MI collection in 1899
1. Popular authors by number of titles
Mrs Oliphant
Miss Braddon
Anthony Trollope
James Payn
G.P. Hunt
Emma Worboise
Mrs Henry Wood
Captain Marryat

57
53
51
49
45
45
38
37

Mrs F. W. Robinson
James Grant
Charles Lever
Anne Thomas
Charlotte Young
George MacDonald
William Black
W. Russell Clark
Wilkie Collins

37
32
31
31
31
30
30
30
29

Mrs J. Riddle
Ouida (MarieLouisa de la Ramee)
Lord Bulwer Lytton
Fenimore Cooper
Mrs Hungerford
Sir Walter Scott
Miss Muloch
Jules Verne
Mrs Manning
Hankey Smart
Mrs Houston
Charles Reade
Charles Dickens
Manville G. Fenn
Holmes Lee

29
29
28
27
26
26
25
25
24
24
23
21
21
21
21

2. Other popular authors
R. M. Ballantyne
W. Bessant
Mrs A. Cameron
Mrs Charles
Georgina Clark
Benjamin Disraeli
Mrs Annie Edwards
Mrs Eliot
Percy Fitzgerald
Mrs Alex. Fraser
Charles McGibbon
Thomas Hardy
Henry Kingsley
Rev. E. Roe
Miss Thackeray
Count L. Tolstoy
Mark Twain

19
17
11
14
16
12
13
14
15
17
18
14
19
17
10
11
10

titles

incl. East Lynne, 1861
incl. Mr Midshipman Easy (1836), The Children of the
New Forest (1847)

originator of the Sensation Novel: The Woman in
White (1860)
stories about ‘aristocratic heroines’
most were published in the 1830-50s
‘Waverley’ series first published between 1815-1824

Amelia Barr
Rhoda Brougham
Rosa Carey
Mortimer Collins
Marian Crawford
Alex. Dumas
Mrs Bellamy Edwards
George Eliot
Mrs S. Forster
Mrs Gaskill
H. Rider Haggard
Bret Harte
David Marryat
Annie Swan
Wm Thackeray
Sarah Taylor
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17
13
12
13
16
12
17
16
15
10
16
10
17
16
14
17
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KENSINGTON FREE LIBRARY
1883-1917
The ‘Kensington, Moolap and Curlewis Free Library’ was formed in 1882 in a golden era in
which civic leaders in hundreds of small townships decided that their community required a
building that would serve as a repository of books and newspapers and as a meeting place for
their community. The minute books reveal the lively debates, the generosity of spirit and the
public benefaction associated with public librarianship in this period. Similarly, there is evidence
of the hard work, disappointment and frustration felt by several generations of the Ash,
Bowman, Braim, Dendle, McWilliam, O’Halloran, Sutterby and Syer families who managed the
library on behalf of 150 local residents. This essay focuses the first three minute books, from
1883-1917, and other sources to analyze the development of the Kensington FL. 216
Formation of the Kensington FL: 1882-1893
The Kensington FL was formed in 1882217 but it was not until 27 February 1883 that the
president, James W. Wallace, and his committee began to achieve a number of important
milestones that augured well for the future development of the library. Wallace lobbied
politicians and the colonial government and received two grants of 50 pounds each. George
Belcher donated land, the Shire of Bellarine donated 15 pounds and other residents gave cash.
The committee again approached Belcher who renewed his support, this time agreeing to lend
120 pounds which enabled the committee to build a library in Kensington.
The first minute book of the Kensington FL tells a number of conflicting stories about the early
development of the library. For example, tenders for the construction of the timber building218
were invited in August 1883 and four months later the library opened to serve the needs of
local residents. But soon after, the committee developed a number of bad habits including a
lack of financial control and the situation deteriorated to such an extent that in 1886 the colonial
government withheld its annual grant – the lifeblood of the library – with the result that the
library almost stagnated after only four years of operation.
Intensive farming was the major activity on the peninsula with about 500 farmers occupying an
average 100 acres each and concentrated their efforts on the production of crops such as
wheat, onions and potatoes. Farming accounted for more than 60% of all employment in the
Shire and the local residents were described as ‘thoroughly practical yeomen’.219 Portarlington
and Drysdale were the major townships in the municipality220,221 and Kensington, with its two
churches, a state school and a post office, had a population of 150.
Membership of the library committee mirrored the social and economic composition of the shire
and according to the municipal directory222 the majority of the men on the library committee
were farmers; viz. Messrs Braim223, Moller, O’Halloran, Trewellan, Syer, McWilliams, Devine,
Ash and Long. Conversely, the exceptions were the president, J. W. Wallace, who was the
manager of the Telegraph Office224, the secretary, Richard Quinn McWilliams, who was the
electoral registrar for the district, and all three vice-presidents. H. Culph was a blacksmith and a
member of the local cricket team, M. J. Donaghy was a director of the Coal Prospecting
Company225 and H. Selby was a Springfield hotelier with only one conviction for slygrogging.226
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The minute book provides considerable detail about the management of the library but there
are a number of gaps. There is very little information about the library, the books on the shelves
or the reading habits of the farming community in Kensington and district. Instead, the minute
books refer to the activities of the committee itself but here there are more gaps. Christian
names and initials were often omitted, the minute secretary did not identify himself and minutes
of meetings were not always signed. Minutes frequently referred to an unnamed ‘lateSecretary’ or ‘late-Treasurer’ whereas the current terminology would be ‘former Secretary’. This
inability to identify certain individuals makes it difficult to interpret some of the disputes between
the three Ashs, four Bowmans, three McWilliams, three Syers and two Braims who variously
served as secretary, treasurer, auditor, librarian, trustee or committeeman of the Kensington
FL. The front page states that the committee was established in 1882227 but the first minutes of
a meeting are dated 29 July 1884. Pages are missing or blank in a number of places and the
minutes of the 1885 annual meeting were recorded in a separate (but unseen) minute book.
The absence of financial reports and a failure to achieve quorums meant that some meetings
were abandoned with no action taking place. The committee did not meet for six months
between 4 December 1886 and 29 June 1887.228
Committees and crises
James William Wallace was the founding president of the Kensington FL and came to the
position with considerable library experience having been the honorary secretary of the
Geelong Free Library when it opened to the public in September 1876.229 Years later he was
the secretary of the Queenscliffe FL.230
George Belcher was the principal benefactor231 and provided financial and moral support in a
number of ways. In 1883 he donated a quarter-acre block of land and provided a loan of 120
pounds on the ‘most advantageous and reasonable terms’ to enable the committee to buy an
adjoining five acres and build the library.232 Thereafter he made small donations to the library233
and was repaid 9 pounds per annum – the interest on the loan – because the committee did
not have the means to repay any of the principal. In spite of his generosity Belcher appears to
have had little association with the Kensington FL. Occasionally he asked the committee for
consideration for St Mark’s Sabbath School and in reply the committee advised that it would
allow the school free use of the library and meeting room for educational purposes on Sunday
afternoons but other than that Belcher had little involvement in the daily operation of the library
in the 1880s.234
Soon after establishing the library in Kensington the committee became embroiled in a number
of disputes that undermined its earlier successes. There were three broad issues at stake:
• The Kensington FL failed to appoint trustees with the result that the Chief Secretary’s
Department threatened to withhold funding
• Several presidents failed to maintain firm control or good governance and took offence
when members of the committee challenged their rulings. The accounts were poorly
maintained with the result that members accused each other of slovenly behaviour
• More seriously, the lack of audited financial reports exacerbated the committee’s
problems with the colonial government.
Trustees were local residents, not necessarily members of a library committee, who played an
intermediary role between a library committee and the colonial government. The primary role of
trustees was to manage the assets and to ensure that a library committee didn’t sell or lease its
Crown Land grant or spend on inappropriate projects.235 Library committees were obliged to
submit names to the Chief Secretary who then ‘gazetted’ them. Unfortunately the Kensington
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FL either failed to nominate trustees in 1882-83 or failed to maintain a current register
thereafter.236 It was the view of the government that the arrangement at Kensington - in which
one person (George Belcher) held both the title to the land and the mortgage on the building was akin to the library being owned by an individual, not a public entity. The minute book does
not record any correspondence on the matter so we can only guess the committee’s shock
when, in 1887, it was advised that the absence of trustees meant that the committee could not
apply for capital works grants in the future. By 29 March 1888 Messrs S. O’Halloran, C. Syer
and W. Murphy, had been ‘gazetted’ but the damage was done, the Chief Secretary had
withheld the grant which had averaged 40-50 pounds per annum in previous years.
Throughout the 1880s members of the committee were involved in disputes about money,
recordkeeping and the responsibilities of voluntary and paid office bearers. There were bruised
egos aplenty and it appears that Wallace’s management style exacerbated the disputes. For
example, prior to the decision to build a library in Kensington, it was recommended that the
committee acquire the Temperance Hall for library proposes. In May 1882 Wallace convened a
meeting to debate the issue but those assembled accused each other of ‘entrapment and
trickery’ and when the motion was defeated by 22 votes to 13, Messrs Knight, Trembath,
Hooper, Braim and Williams stated that they intended to resign all offices and connection with
the movement.237 Another dispute occurred in September 1885 when the president spent 8
pounds on the erection of a fence even though the tendered price was only 5 pounds.
Committeemen challenged the president’s authority to spend so much and only after much
debate was it agreed that Wallace had acted properly. The parlous state of the committee’s
finances was further highlighted two months later when the treasurer advised that the
committee did not have sufficient cash in the bank to pay the insurance premium on the new
building.238 These disputes were minor in relation to Wallace’s achievements but were a
foretaste of future unrest.
On at least three occasions between May and June 1886 the secretary (Saunders Braim)
formally wrote to the president (J. W. Wallace) asking him to hand over all monies that he had
collected from new subscribers. Each time the minutes record ‘No reply’. The secretary also
wrote to Messrs Long and Donaghy on the same matter. The total sum involved was less than
4 pounds but triggered a crisis on 27 July 1886 when the five members who attended the
annual general meeting discovered that the president was absent, there was no quorum, there
was no financial report, and, finally, the honorary auditor had temporarily left the district. Under
normal circumstances this situation would have caused minor embarrassment but on this
occasion the absence of an annual report or an audited financial report was catastrophic
because it meant that the Kensington FL had missed the closing date for applications for the
annual books grants.
The president was absent for five consecutive meetings and when he did attend a general
meeting on 29 October 1886 he was confronted with the news that the Chief Secretary of
Victoria had excluded the Kensington FL from the grants process due to the non-existence of a
financial report and the absence of an audited report. Both the treasurer and the secretary
protested their innocence239 and forced the president to acknowledge that his lack of attention
had caused the problem. Wallace offered to submit a late application and to lobby local
members of parliament and apparently did so, because, several months later, the Chief
Secretary provided a grant of 25 pounds, half the usual allocation, and a clear indication that
the Kensington FL had been penalized for its lack of proper governance. At the next annual
meeting in July 1887 the situation repeated itself because there was no audited financial report
and therefore no application could be made for a grant. This sparked another row between
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current and former secretaries, treasurers and the president, who blamed each other. Wallace
was absent from a number of sub-committee meetings and at the re-scheduled annual meeting
held on 1 August 1887 there were claims of financial irregularities and the auditors (W.
Bowman and H. Hillier) said that the accounts were ‘kept in a slovenly manner’ by the treasurer
(Frederick Syer, Jnr). Wallace resigned the presidency, having held the position since 1883.
Richard Trebilcock replaced Wallace as the second president of the Kensington FL on 1
August 1887. The vice-presidents were Messrs A. Moller and R. Thomson, the treasurer was
Frederick W. Bowman240 (who replaced Frederick Syer) and the secretary was Ebenezer Ash
(who replaced Braim). The election of a committee was delayed because more than half those
present incorrectly completed their voting slips which forced the secretary to conduct another
ballot later that night.241 Trebilcock insisted that the committee revise its by-laws, especially
those relating to subscriptions and recordkeeping, and warned that he would resign if these
improvements did not take place.242 There were arguments about the proposed by-laws and
the motion to increase the annual subscription from 5/- to 8/- per annum was defeated.
Committeemen tested the president’s rulings on other matters and Trebilcock reiterated that he
would resign and withhold his promised donation of one guinea if there were any more
challenges to his rulings. True to his word, Trebilcock resigned with effect from 21 November
1887. 243,244
Over the next six months Messrs Devine, Thomson, Moller and O’Halloran chaired meetings at
which the committee undertook a great deal of serious business including the appointment of a
librarian (see below) and trustees.245,246 Longstanding disputes about un-banked money and
slovenly bookkeeping simmered and on one occasion247 all aggrieved parties were summoned
to a meeting in order to close the book on the matter. The former treasurer (Frederick Syer)
attended in order to face his accusers but Andrew Moller248 and Saunders Braim failed to
attend or substantiate their accusations ‘with the result that those committeemen present
deemed Syer’s explanation satisfactory’ and moved on to the next item on the agenda.
On 18 July 1888 Stephen O’Halloran was elected president. The vice-presidents were Charles
Braim (father of Saunders Braim) and Charles Syer, the secretary was Ebenezer Ash and the
treasurer was still Frederick Bowman. By now O’Halloran and Syer had been appointed
trustees and made renewed efforts to finalize the transfer of the land title and to convert the
personal debt to Belcher to an overdraft with a bank.249 The sole purpose of both actions was
to ensure that the library qualified for government funding in the future.
It would be another five years before the land transfer was completed but the appointment of
trustees had the desired effect because, at the annual general meeting on 17 July 1889 the
committee was in receipt of a combined building and books grant of 55 pounds. The treasurer
claimed that the financial year was the best on record and thereafter the mood of committee
meetings mellowed. The committee subsequently obtained three large government grants
totaling 165 pounds250 and the Ladies Committee’s Fancy Fair raised the incredible sum of 129
pounds.251 The library committee used the money to repay its debt to Belcher252 and committed
itself to spend another 60 pounds on the construction of a new room on the side of the library.
Community services
In spite of the euphoria in the early 1880s, the committee struggled to provide services to its
members253 and it undertook a number of commercial activities that had the potential to
adversely affect the operation of the library. The hall was hired for events ranging from a public
meeting to plot the eradication of rabbits on the peninsula254, to balls and concerts. Concerts

76

required a piano and for many years the committee agonized over the merits of hiring or buying
a used piano.255 J. W. Wallace gave fundraising lectures on electricity and proposed that a
‘Literary and Musical Mutual Improvement Association’ be formed although there is no
evidence that this occurred. The committee provided space for members of the public to read
newspapers and separate tables for cards, draughts and chess for the exclusive use of
subscribers. Entertainers such as the Geelong Ethiopian Troupe, the Mopokes and Geelong’s
Cotton family hired the hall for fundraising purposes. In August 1886 Dr F. Pacey donated a
saloon rifle and iron target and this necessitated the formation of a Rifle Sub-committee. Every
few months the sub-committee forwarded one pound to the Library Committee. On 14 August
1889 Mr Sutterby, Jnr, hired the hall to provide instruction in the art of the flying trapeze.
The use of the library and hall on Sundays caused sporadic debate. In January 1886 Mr Moller,
acting on behalf of St Mark’s Sabbath School, asked to hire the hall on a particular Sunday
afternoon. The request was endorsed by George Belcher and won committee support but then
the request was repeated on a number of occasions and so the use of the hall on Sunday
afternoons became a regular event. When Mr Manders and Mr Williams of Geelong asked to
hire the hall on Sunday evenings for religious services the committee initially rejected their
requests but then agreed to ‘accommodate the speakers with a seat’ at the committee meeting
to further discuss their needs. Agreement was reached and thereafter the Salvation Army paid
10/- to hire the hall on Sunday nights on a regular basis. The Mormon Church hired the hall on
an occasional basis.
As previously noted, politicians interceded on behalf of the Kensington FL to ensure that the
precious government grants were forthcoming even though the committee had failed to meet
its statutory obligations. In January 1889 Mr Levien, MLA, lobbied his parliamentary colleagues
for this purpose, and, perhaps as a form of compensation, the Kensington FL allowed Levien
free use of the hall for his political rally on 10 April 1889.
The Library and its collection
The Book Selection Committee appointed on 29 July 1884 consisted of Messrs W. Beaumont,
W. Murphy and S. Braim. In spite of numerous references to a catalogue there is no evidence
of the actual holdings of the library although on one occasion loans to members of the
committee were recorded.256 From information contained in the minute book it appears that the
primary duty of the book committee was to wait until the government’s book grant was banked
and then purchase an entire year’s supply of new stock from Purdie’s in Geelong. For example,
in July 1885 the committee received 6.13.3 (pounds) and two weeks later spent 7.0.0 (pounds)
on new books. In January 1885 Mr Moller solicited a number of donations but advised the
committee that he intended to read all the books before passing them on to the library. In
February 1886 J. Weeks donated 21 books and was elected a life member and in May 1886 Dr
Pacey donated the Australasian newspaper (4 years in two bound volumes) and was also
elected a life member. The book committee was responsible for the purchase of newspapers
and the sale of old stock and on two occasions in 1888 the committee resolved to cancel the
Geelong Advertiser because of cost considerations.
The former secretary / librarian (Braim) was repeatedly asked to present a list of all books
belonging to the library, and, having produced an incomplete list, was asked to explain ‘who
had destroyed the catalogue of our books’ by removing pages from the Book Register. No
explanation was recorded. In May 1888 the Chief Secretary sought an assurance that the
committee had spent its book vote on the purchase of new books and had not used the grant

77

for other purposes. In January 1889 the book committee resolved to strictly enforce by-laws
relating to overdue books and the ban on smoking in the library.
The role of the librarian
The normal practice throughout Victoria was for library committees to employ one person to
fulfill the multifarious roles of secretary to the committee, hallkeeper, librarian, and collector of
subscriptions. In exchange this fortunate soul received a salary of 20 pounds per annum (8/per week), a 10% commission on monies collected from subscribers and, occasionally, free
accommodation on site as caretaker. The situation was different at Kensington. Saunders
Braim had been elected Secretary of the Free Library by popular vote on 29 July 1884. 257 His
salary was 20 pounds per annum, paid quarterly in arrears and on presentation of invoices to
the treasurer. Two years later258 the committee determined that it could no longer pay the
secretary’s wage. The treasurer (S. O’Halloran) said that the Secretary/Librarian was a
competent officer but overpaid because he did not devote sufficient effort to canvassing
subscriptions from new and renewing members. Ebenezer Ash, (a fellow committee man and
auditor), said that it wasn’t the primary role of the secretary to canvas subscriptions because
the committee had already entrusted this task to designated committeemen but, undeterred,
O’Halloran recommended that the positions of Librarian and Secretary be separated. On
August 1886 the committee resolved that the role of secretary become an honorary position
and that the librarian’s salary be reduced from 20 to 12 pounds per annum.259
Ebenezer Ash was appointed Honorary Secretary and Braim was invited to continue to occupy
the paid position of librarian (at 12 pounds per annum) but the latter gentleman replied that he
had never been the librarian; he had only been the paid secretary, and after much discussion
his ‘resignation’ was accepted. On 21 November 1887 Braim was paid a final salary of 3
pounds and again instructed to hand over all records plus the library catalogue and 2.14.6
(pounds) in unbanked subscriptions. The committee advertised the position of librarian (with
reference to caretaking duties but no reference to collecting subscriptions) and received
applications from Miss Ross, and Messrs W. Murphy and Richard McWilliams, Snr.260 The
committee debated the merits of the latter two applicants before McWilliams, the former
secretary, was selected by one vote. Richard McWilliams, Snr, received the following letter:
Dear Mr McWilliams,
I have the honor to inform you that you were appointed Librarian/Caretaker of the
Kensington Free Library on 28 November 1887 at a salary of 12 pounds per annum, to
be paid quarterly. It will be your duty to take charge of the library in the interest of the
public and the committee, to keep a proper register of all books belonging to the
library, to keep an account of all books lent to subscribers and to be present as
Caretaker at all meetings, concerts, etc held in the hall, and to open and close the
Reading Room in the interests of the public on all evenings ordered by the Committee.
You will be expected to conduct the library in a cleanly and satisfactory manner and
hand over to your successor at any time after one month’s notice, all property
belonging to the Institute entrusted to you.261
As librarian, McWilliams did not attend committee meetings but in July 1888 he and his
nephew, Thomas McWilliams, were both elected to the general committee and the book
selection committee and as a result, he attended a few meetings. However Richard
McWilliams’ appointment as librarian was shortlived because he was dismissed in May 1889.
The secretary reported that,

78

Mr McWilliams, our librarian who has absented himself from his duties for the past
month, is instructed to pay to the Institution the amount equal to one month’s wages
[one pound] and that he be warned that in the event of not handing over the money,
legal proceedings will be taken against him. 262
Throughout this period, Thomas McWilliams continued to attend library committee meetings but
the committee hadn’t heard the last of his uncle because two months later the former librarian
advised the committee that he would not return any documents or cash unless he was paid
1.15.0 (pounds) – equal to six weeks pay – which he claimed was owed to him by his former
employer. The committee took a very stern view of this demand and responded as follows:
The action of the former librarian leaving like he did and withholding property, was
tantamount to embezzlement of our funds…It was agreed that Mr McWilliams be given
14 days to return the money or the matter would be placed in the hands of the
police.263
Apparently McWilliams was at the meeting and repaid the money that night with the result that
the motion was allowed to lapse. Mr Ethelbert Ash,264 the eldest (17 year-old) son of Ebenezer
Ash, was appointed librarian with effect from 12 May 1889 and received an identical letter of
offer to that sent to his predecessor.
In September 1891 the librarian, Ethelbert Ash, announced his intention to resign unless his
salary was increased from 12 pounds to 16 pounds per annum in recognition of his excessive
workload. The committee initially agreed to the request but rescinded the motion with the result
that Ash resigned in November 1891. The position was advertised but attracted no applicants
so the president (Thomas McWilliams) offered to ‘look after’ the library for the next three
months on a voluntary basis. In April 1892 H. Hillier assumed the same position and four
months later Charles Syer was appointed the voluntary librarian and held the position for the
next eight years.265 When Syer retired in July 1901 he was awarded a life membership in
recognition of his many years of service to the library and its committee. Syer’s retirement
coincided with a committee decision to appoint a paid librarian and in September 1901 another
Ash - John Cecil Ash - assumed the position on a salary of 10 pounds per annum.
After the tumultuous 1880s, life in the early 1890s seemed very calm and predictable even
though Victoria was in the grip of successive economic and political disasters. At the
Kensington FL:
•
•
•
•
•

George Belcher continued to make small but regular donations
the book committee spent 8-10 pounds per annum on new stock
residents continued to donate small quantities of books
the Social and Rifle committees held functions that generated small but steady streams
of income for the library committee266
a Melbourne firm offered to rebind library books gratis in exchange for the opportunity
to place advertisements on the covers of the books.

Government grants for capital works were a thing of the past although the Kensington FL
continued to receive annual book grants of about 6-8 pounds. Extensions to the building were
completed on time and on budget, in spite of the Board of Health’s insistence on modifications
to the toilet facilities. The building was repainted and a new fence erected and the title to the
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land was transferred from Belcher to the trustees. Notwithstanding the absence of a paid
librarian for a decade, the Kensington FL was in good hands.267
From Kensington to Leopold: 1893-1903
The committee was thrown into chaos when the building was destroyed by fire in March 1893.
The Geelong Advertiser reported as follows:
The Free Library was totally destroyed by fire in the pre-dawn hours of Wednesday, 22
March 1893. The librarian, Mr Charles Syer, reported that there was nothing amiss
when he passed the library at 10.00pm on the previous night and neighbours were
considerably astonished when they awoke and found nothing but a charred chimney
and a heap of smoldering ashes…The fire was caused by an incendiary and the police
are investigating.268
Two days later Ebenezer Ash chaired an emergency meeting ‘to consider the reconstruction of
the library which was recently destroyed by fire’. McWilliams lodged an insurance claim and
within a fortnight the National Insurance Company had paid the claim in full and the sum of 250
pounds had been deposited in the Commercial Bank.269 The committee accepted an offer from
its architects, Messrs Watts, Tombs and Durran to prepare plans at a discounted rate and sold
all the scrap material by tender.270 20 pounds was offered for information leading to the arrest
of the person(s) who caused the fire but the reward was unclaimed. The committee resolved to
start a public appeal to ‘bring the library back to its former position’ and one suggestion was to
offer two years’ membership to every person who paid one year’s subscription in advance. This
strategy worked because the next annual report shows that the library had 65 members
(although a year later the number had fallen back to 45 subscribers).271
The tender to build the library was won by Messrs Winstone and Barrand at a cost of 323
pounds which meant that the library faced a major shortfall because the insurance payment
was only 250 pounds, in addition to the loss of all the books to the value of 100 pounds and
loss of the piano. In spite of the cost of the new building, a contract was signed by T.
McWilliams and J. Ash in June 1893 and the committee arranged a loan of 100 pounds from
the bank. In addition, George Bowman offered a loan of 75 pounds and five men, (C. Syer, T.
McWilliams, J. Ash, W. Dendle and W. Long), each loaned 5 pounds – repayable over three
years at 6% interest, and the colonial government gave 19 pounds in September 1893. The
money was used to pay the building contractor, to buy basic furniture and a piano but there is
no evidence that the committee spent more than its usual government book grant on new
stock. The new library, renamed the ‘Leopold, Moolap and Curlewis Free Library’, was formally
opened in September 1893 by Cr Hooper who organized a concert that raised 15.9.0 (pounds).
272

Committee infighting
The destruction of the library occurred at a time when a number of committeemen and trustees
were signaling their intention to retire from the Kensington FL committee but the fire meant that
their expertise was vital and most were persuaded to retain office in order to grapple with the
complexities associated with signing contracts and negotiating loans, leases, mortgages and
trusteeships to form the Leopold FL.273 Thus the library remained firmly in the hands of the
Ash’s, Syers, Bowmans, McWilliams and Thompsons. In the midst of the rebuilding program
the minute book includes an interesting notation: on 8 July 1893 a committee member asked if
it was necessary for the Library’s trustees to be ‘gazetted’ and that advice be sought from the
80

Chief Secretary’s department.274 This question probably related to an unfilled vacancy caused
by the death of trustee, Richard Bowman, more than a year ago and the fact that minutes of
the Annual General Meeting identified only three men, (J. Ash, W. Long and J. Thomson), not
the required five, as trustees. Given the chaos of the mid 1880s when the committee failed to
comply with its legal obligations, it seems that it was drifting back into some old habits.
Absenteeism from committee meetings was a recurring problem and it is interesting to note that
most meetings took place on Saturday evenings which probably tells us something about the
nature of farming communities at the turn of the century. The by-laws stated that any member
who missed three consecutive meetings would forfeit his seat but there were a number of
instances where the offender was immediately reappointed without the committee arranging a
by-election; for example Richard Bowman was in breach of the by-law and immediately
reappointed in February 1892 (but died in March 1892); G. Bowman in January 1894; Denis
O’Halloran and William Hoare in March 1895; Denis O’Halloran (again) and Frederick Syer in
May 1897 and B. Willis in 1902.
Vandalism and ‘rowdyism’ were constant problems which tested the patience of the committee
and probably the community at large. In November 1893 windows in the new library were
broken by vandals and in February 1894 the committee resolved to publish in the Geelong
Times a ‘letter of caution’ to the ‘larrikin element from Leopold’ that disrupted religious and
community functions in the hall and library. In March 1894 Charles Syer was authorized to
speak to the Superintendent of Police on the same matter but a month later Syer reported that
the police were unable to take action and, as a result, Jabez Ash, acting on behalf of the
Leopold FL, approached its solicitor and had summonses sworn out against two young men
with very familiar surnames - Edward Ash and Richard Hoare. On 10 April 1894 Ash and Hoare
were both fined one pound for insulting behaviour and breach of the peace.275,276
At the annual general meeting on 7 July 1894 Louis Robertson was elected president, (in his
absence), the vice-presidents were Lionel Sutterby and C. Curtain, the treasurer was D. Clarke
and the secretary was B. Syer. The committee was still dominated by farmers but it is
interesting to note that the committee also included Edward Ash and Richard Hoare. The
appointment of these two young men may have been a conciliatory gesture towards two
prodigal children but whatever the motive, their involvement with the library was very brief. Two
days later, at a specially convened meeting, T. McWilliams and A. Knight successfully moved
that the election be declared illegal but when an attempt was made to conduct another ballot
for the committee alone, a dispute occurred and the matter was held over. Several meetings
were convened to reach an amicable settlement between ‘the Moolap and Leopold factions’.
One meeting ‘lapsed owing to interruptions’ and it was not until 25 August 1894 that those
present agreed by a margin of 45 votes to 16277 that all positions be declared vacant and that a
new election take place on Saturday 1 September 1894. Sixty men attended another meeting
at which the chairman, E. Knight, stated that the meeting would only address one issue and
would not extend beyond one hour. The election results were very different from those of the
July meeting and saw the return of a number of stalwarts, including Reuben Brinsmead, Denis
O’Halloran, Frederick McWilliams, and B. Syer. There were several Ashs on the committee but
Edward Ash and Richard Hoare’s moment of glory had been brief because they had been
voted off the committee. In spite of the bitter election campaign, three committeemen, (D.
O’Halloran, W. Hoare and C. Long), failed to attend the requisite number of meetings and in
early-1895 their positions were declared vacant. They were reappointed without the committee
troubling itself with the risky business of calling for nominations.

81

Books and Collections
The development of the library collection and its usage remains a mystery. The committee
spent between 5-10 pounds per annum on books plus the occasional donation from George
Belcher but there in no mention of specific titles, a catalogue or the overall composition of the
collection. Most stock was purchased via Purdie’s although several attempts were made by
Melbourne suppliers to win over the Book Committee. One Melbourne bookbinder’s offer to
rebind old books for free, provided that he could place advertisements on the back covers, was
accepted.
All reports suggest that the fire of 1893 totally destroyed the building and its contents but the
damage to the book and newspaper collections as a result of the fire is not discussed in the
minute book. It was claimed that the collection was worth 100 pounds – a figure that
approximates the value of government book grants, book committee expenditure and donations
between 1882 and1893. On the assumption that fiction titles cost 2/- each and non-fiction cost
6/- per title, (and that newspapers and magazines accounted for 20% of total expenditure), it
can be roughly estimated that there were 250 novels and 150 non-fiction titles in the collection
at the time of the fire. If all stock was destroyed in the fire of 1893, then the new collection
probably consisted of only 220 novels and 100 non-fiction titles in 1905.278
Sources of Income
The hire of the hall and the piano represented the largest source of income and gives a few
insights into the role played by the library within the community. There are numerous
references to the committee debating whether or not to allow discounts or refunds to the
various groups who hired the hall. By 1897 the Rechabites had a permanent booking and were
permitted to leave their regalia on the wall in the meeting room. In September 1896 Mr Hodge
applied to hire the hall from 8.00pm on Saturday evenings until 2.00am, and then 3.00am, on
Sunday mornings. When he asked to hire the hall until 4.00am the committee agreed on the
proviso that the caretaker was paid an extra 5 shillings. But, as inevitable as tears before
bedtime, the minute book of January 1902 notes that ‘in consequence of the disorder allowed
at the dances in connection with concerts, it is decided that public dances after concerts are
prohibited.’279
The following table shows the importance of income generated by hall hire (pounds p.a.)
Year
1895/96
1896/97
1897/98
1898/99
1899-1902

Subscriptions
6. 5.0
5.15.0
5.17.0
5. 8.0
N/A

Hall Hire
24. 6.0
18. 2.0
27.12.0
28. 8.0
N/A

Other
23.16.0
9.12.0
9. 4.0
8. 4.0
N/A

Total Income
54. 7. 0
33. 9. 0
42.13. 0
42.10. 0
N/A

1902/03

7. 7.0

18. 1.0

18. 9. 0

43. 17.0

Income generated from subscriptions (at 5 shillings per adult per annum) indicates that the
library had about 40-45 members. The vast majority of subscribers were adult men but, without
access to the catalogue or its holdings, it is difficult to determine the level of patronage by
women. In August 1892 Miss Syer offered to act as voluntary librarian on Wednesday
afternoons after a number of ladies indicated that that was the time when they wanted the
library open. Her offer was accepted with gratitude. The same situation occurred in December
1896 when Mrs Ash was permitted to open the library for women readers.
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In September 1894, 59 men and only 3 women, (Ash, McWilliams, McWilliams), renewed their
subscriptions and the same group of families continued to dominate the library, both as
committee members and as subscribers. There were still four Syers, three Thomsons, three
Sutterbys, at least five Ashs, and three Bowmans, Knights and McWilliams on the books and
the surnames of those who renewed their subscriptions are very similar to those who formed
the library in the early 1880s.
In February 1901 the committee acknowledged the ‘death of Her Gracious Majesty, the Queen
and the loss that the Empire has sustained thereby’ but then settled back to deliberate on the
more mundane issues confronting the library. The hall was used for political rallies in
conjunction with the first Federal election but the major users were the Rechabites, the
Primitive Methodists and an assortment of people and clubs who organized concerts and
dances. Annual meetings always attracted sufficient office bearers to fill all vacancies but the
meeting in July 1903 was remarkable because for the first time there were no Ashs, Syers, or
McWilliams on the committee. The incoming office bearers and committee devoted most of
their attention to matters associated with hall hire and the determination of fees and charges.
And so the primary goals of the library committee had been inverted. The library and its
librarian had once been the disseminator of useful information to the community but by 1900
the library was ‘a locked room’ and the collection was totally subservient to the primary role of
the ‘Leopold, Moolap and Curlewis Free Library’ – that of providing a venue for concerts,
dances, meetings, religious services and, very occasionally, political debate about the future of
Australia.
Peace and War, 1903-1917
This was an era in which the hopes, plans and rewards of the late-nineteenth century were cast
to the winds and inflicted a heavy toll on libraries and their committees of management. Family
names such as Ash, Syer, McWilliams, Moller, Bowman and Braim were recorded in minute
books for a fourth decade but this didn’t mean that problems dissipated or that these men were
more adept at solving problems. The following two notes in the minute book - written with
different pens but both dated May 1905 - probably sum up the stoicism of the library committee
in the period between federation and war:
During the meeting word was brought to members that Mr F. Bowman’s house was on
fire which broke up the meeting. (Later at the scene of the fire, a quorum being present, the
President declared the meeting closed.) 280

By now the role and status of the librarian was primarily that of the caretaker of the building.
When his contract expired in 1903, Cecil Ash indicated his intention to resign but then applied
for the vacancy. After two rounds of voting Ash defeated R. McWillams and H. Braim. Ash’s
wage was 12 pounds per annum281 and his duties included having buckets of water on standby
in case of a fire in the concert hall, locking up after concerts, and recording the names of
persons using bad language, smoking or misbehaving in the hall. Based on information
supplied by the librarian, the honorary secretary then wrote ‘letters of caution’ to the accused.
In such a small community, this latter role had the potential to cause considerable animosity in
the community and on 26 October 1904 Ash reported that he had been assaulted whilst acting
as caretaker at a dance. His assailants, Jackson and Warren, were prosecuted and fined.282 In
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spite of the above Ash re-applied for the position of librarian in August 1905 and, once again,
defeated R. McWilliams.
By 1910 McWilliams was the librarian but the process of his re-appointment was not without its
problems. At the annual meeting in July 1910 it was noted that fourteen votes had been cast to
elect a librarian even though there were only thirteen men in the room. This matter remained
unresolved until November 1910 when McWilliams was the only candidate for the position and
was duly appointed (from December 1910 until December 1911) at a salary of 12 pounds per
annum.
In 1915 Mr Carr was the librarian but several months after accepting the position he resigned
due to ill health. There were no applications for the position so the salary was increased to 15
pounds per annum. Once again R. McWilliams took on the job on a temporary basis but seems
to have had the job for several more years. In May 1917 at a meeting convened by McWilliams,
in his capacity as vice-president but speaking in his capacity as librarian, he asked that he be
paid on a regular basis in lieu of the normal practice of submitting quarterly accounts to the
committee and then waiting for the account to be passed for payment. It seems that the lack of
a quorum meant that the librarian had not been paid on time in the past. After seeking
assurances that any librarian (not just McWilliams) would not be paid for work that had not
performed, the committee agreed to the request.
The committee’s financial situation was sound in the years between 1910-1915. The major
sources of income were concerts and hall hire (20 pounds), government grants (9 pounds) and
subscriptions (7 pounds). The main areas of expenditure were salaries (12 pounds), book
purchases (11 pounds) and kerosene for lighting the building (4 pounds), leaving a healthy
bank balance of 8 to 10 pounds per annum. Hall hire continued to generate 15 pounds per
annum and this, in conjunction with a reluctance to spend on building maintenance, meant that
the Leopold FL’s bank balance steadily increased to 25 pounds.
In stark contrast to the financial situation the behavior of the committee caused a number of
problems that are recorded but not explained in the minute book. This is doubly confusing
given that the majority of committee men and aspiring committee men were Leopold residents,
the majority were district farmers and most had been involved with the library for decades.
Several pages are missing between April and May 1910 which adds to the mystery. The
secretary (F. Bowman) resigned on a matter of principle in January 1910 and was re-elected a
few weeks later. The treasurer (T. G. McWilliams) was removed from office in April 1910
because he had ‘ignored the recommendations of the committee’. The May meeting was
cancelled as a mark of respect following the death of ‘Our Beloved Sovereign King Edward’
and at the next regular meeting, the president (J. Everett, a tanner from Leopold) resigned and
was replaced by D. O’Halloran, a farmer from Moolap. The annual election of office bearers
took place in July 1910 and further heightened tensions between committee men. O’Halloran
was elected president, F. Bowman returned as secretary and W. Bowey was elected treasurer
and the usual committee of ten was elected but, at the meeting held in August 1910, a letter of
complaint was sent to the president protesting about the ‘illegal election of committeemen’ and
saying that the signatories ‘didn’t recognize the so-called committee’. The letter was signed by
A. Moller, R. Bowman, C. Bowman, T. Hose, H. Trewin and John Ash (i.e. a vice president, four
committee men and an unsuccessful candidate, several of whom had been associated with the
library since the 1880s). The committee resolved that no action be taken and the election
results were confirmed. Moller failed to attend any more meetings and in October 1910 the
committee agreed that Larkins would be the sole vice-president. One month later Messrs Hose,
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Bowman and Trewin had been absent for three consecutive meetings and their positions were
declared vacant. At the same meeting there was also a protracted dispute about the election of
the librarian (see above).
At least sixty names of subscribers are mentioned in the minute book between 1904-1910 but
there appears to have been a regular turnover of individuals who joined but failed to renew their
subscriptions. The annual fee remained fixed at 5 shillings per annum which indicates that at
any given time the library had about 30 members, of whom half were also committee members.
Memberships and income from membership fees had fallen by 50% since 1894.
In contrast to the pre-war years which were typified by arguments and walk-outs, the overall
composition of the committee did not change greatly during the war years. The president
continued to rotate but the vice-presidents (D. O’Halloran, R. McWilliams, Syer, Hoare),
treasurer (Bowey) and secretary (Bowman) remained firmly in place. Several committee men
served for a short time and several others were removed from the committee but were replaced
by familiar names such as Braim, Dendle and Everett.
During the war the committee allowed a number of groups free use of the hall. For example the
Rifle Club conducted drills in the hall and on 3 April 1915 the Belgium Concert Club was
allowed free use for a fundraising concert. The Red Cross Auxiliary and other community
groups also gained free access. In September 1916 the committee erected an honor board to
record the names of enlistees from Leopold and the first four names on the board were H.J.
Lewis, T.J. Larkins, R.J. Maxwell and T. Willis. Income from hall hire and social functions fell
during the war years and records show that the building, the gate and fence were in a state of
disrepair but little money was allocated to maintaining facilities. Similarly there were references
to the urgent need to spend 14 pounds to repair the stage curtain in the hall but this action was
held over. The healthy bank account of 25 pounds remained untouched throughout the war
years and, not surprisingly, the building and its facilities were poorly maintained as a result.
In spite of the turbulence in the committee room, the library continued to acquire books to the
value of 10-12 pounds in the pre-war years and 6-7 pounds during the war. Most new stock
came from Purdie’s in Geelong but there is no indication of the quality of the library’s
newspaper or magazine collection. Income from subscribers fell to an average of 4-5 pounds
per annum which means that the library now had only about 20 subscribers.
Frank McWilliams283 joined the committee in July 1914 and was appointed press
correspondent. Aged 27 he represented a new generation but, the war in Europe took its toll in
Leopold. In July 1915 McWilliams was elected president but a week later (15 July 1915) he was
granted six months leave to enlist. This was extended on several occasions and when Private
Frank McWilliams returned to Leopold in June 1917, the committee arranged a welcome home
ceremony for him. However McWilliams did not rejoin the committee of the Leopold Free
Library.
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Appendix
Election results of 7 July 1894,
President
Louis Robertson
Vice-presidents Lionel Sutterby
C. Curtain
Treasurer
D. Clarke
Secretary
B. Syer
Committee
J. Henry
A Hooper
D. O’Halloran
W. Hoare
G. Evans
A. Curtain
Ebenezer Ash
Ethelbert Ash
Edward Ash
Richard Hoare

Leopold
Donnybrook
Moolap,
Leopold
Derry

farmer
teacher
farmer ?

Moolap
Donnybrook
Springfield
Moolap

painter
farmer
farmer

Melaluka
Melaluka

farmer
farmer

Kensington
Donnybrook
Springfield
Clifton
Derry

farmer
farmer
farmer
farmer
farmer?

Kensington
Kensington
Melaluka
Melaluka
Springfield
Kensington
Derry
St Albans

fisherman

Election results of 1 September 1894.
President
Reuben Brinsmead
Vice-presidents Denis O’Halloran
Frederick McWilliams
Treasurer
W. Dendle
Secretary
B. Syer
Committee
W. Long
L. Robertson
A. Ash
J. Ash
W. Hoare
J. Trebilcock
F. Syer
F. Kennedy
C. Long
J. Willis

farmer
farmer
gentleman
farmer

Addresses and occupations taken from municipal directories (incomplete)
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‘THIS INNOVATION HAS BEEN A GREAT SUCCESS’:
WOMEN ON THE COMMITTEE OF THE
MARYBOROUGH FREE LIBRARY

In 1880 and again in 1898 the Maryborough Free Library committee undertook major building
projects on the basis that good facilities would attract more members. On both occasions the
committee was wrong; the library only recruited 100 subscribers, and the committee faced the
daunting task of appealing to various governments for help to pay off its debts. This too proved
to be an error and eventually the Library’s salvation came about in an unusual form. In the
1920s a ladies sub-committee undertook to repay the debt of 600 pounds and, more
remarkably, managed to do so during the Depression years.
The history of the Maryborough Free Library can be gleaned from a number of sources
including the pages of the Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, Osborn and DuBourg’s
excellent history of Maryborough from 1850 until 1904 284 and the four minute books of the
Maryborough Free Library from 1898 until 1940.
Formative years: 1860-1900
Maryborough was proclaimed a borough township in 1857 and three years later residents
established a Mechanics’ Institute, with a library attached, on a vacant block of land near the
hospital. By 1865 Maryborough’s population was 2,500, with a further 2,000 people living in the
surrounding shire, but less that 30 individuals supported the library. By now the committee had
little cash for new stock and critics said that, of the 600 volumes in the collection, a large
number were out of date or missing.285
In January 1871 Sir Redmond Barry visited Maryborough in his capacity as a judge of the
Circuit Court and, as he did on numerous occasions whilst dispensing justice throughout the
colony, he inspected the library and gave his opinion of the facility and its collection, this time in
his capacity as president of the Melbourne Public Library (State Library of Victoria). Barry
offered the Maryborough Mechanics’ Institute a temporary loan of 300 books from ‘his’ library
on the proviso that the local committee re-form as a free library. He also cajoled the town
council to apply for a library grant from the Chief Secretary’s department, again, on the proviso
that the library operate as a bona fide free library. Six months later, on 12 July 1871, the library
was renamed the ‘Maryborough Free Library and Literary Institute’ and operated from
temporary accommodation in the town hall.286 The Advertiser supported the establishment of
the free library and several months later reported that 40 subscribers had paid the annual fee of
10 shillings per annum in order to gain access to the library.287,288
Library membership as a percentage of the total population was still extremely low and this
deficiency was highlighted by that powerful motivator, municipal rivalry. An instance of this
occurred when the Advertiser reported that the 800 residents of Chinaman’s Flat (five miles
north of Maryborough) had access to three hotels and a commodious library whereas
Maryborough’s free library remained in a parlous state. The Advertiser claimed that this
situation had arisen because the residents of Chinaman’s Flat were ‘more efficient in getting
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the job done’ whereas Maryborough’s civic leaders were ‘lamentably backward and the
council’s lack of support for the free library was nothing short of disgraceful’.289
Between 1873 and 1880 the Maryborough town council and the library committee continued to
apply for government grants and to argue about a permanent site for the library. Eventually the
Maryborough FL committee purchased a block of land in Tuaggra Street at a cost of 200
pounds, payable over 12 years at 8% interest.290 The land was previously occupied by a
mortician and folklore had it that at least one body was buried under the ground on which the
library now sits. The decision to buy the land was not universally accepted; the secretary, Mr
Weller, resigned in protest at the decision to spend 200 pounds for this land when similar land
away from the commercial centre of town could be obtained for free. Weller did however say
that he would remain a subscriber of the Free Library.291
The committee, consisting of P. Virtue, jnr, Rev J. Smeaton and Messrs Anderson, Mackay,
Fay, Outtrim, Harkness, Moseley and Weller (prior to his resignation), called tenders for the
construction of a building in April 1880 and details of the tender process and costings were
reported in the Advertiser on 26 April 1880.292 The architect selected for the job was Mr Walker
senior and the builder was his son. The style was ‘Early English and complements the purpose
for which the building is intended’. More specifically the library was constructed on a solid
bluestone base and clad with dark hawthorn brick. All walls were 14 inches thick because the
building was to be of sufficient strength to support another storey at a later stage. The plans
show that the building was set back 30 feet from the High Street footpath, again, to allow for a
more elaborate façade to be built when circumstance permitted.293
The decision to build the Maryborough FL provided its president with an opportunity to talk
about his vision for the future of the library. Virtue reported that the Free Library currently had
133 subscribers, a daily attendance of 40 and would soon house 1,500 volumes; a figure that
included 20 donations by A. Sutherland, 25 by Mr Beckett (the librarian), 10 by Rev J. Smeaton
and 69 items purchased during the previous year. The president said the number of new
members and the size of the collection was an excellent result but was not sufficient for a town
of Maryborough’s importance. He talked of the day when the fully completed library would be a
public building worth more than 1,500 pounds, but cautioned his audience that,
This can only be done by the co-operation and with the active assistance of the
subscribers and the public. As the library is maintained for the benefit of all who
choose to avail themselves of its advantages we confidently expect that the people of
the town will feel it a duty to assist with the defraying of costs and supporting an
institution which is intended for their convenience.294
The Maryborough FL was opened by the Chief Secretary, the Hon. Graham Berry on 5
November 1880. (The Reading Room didn’t open until 20 December 1880.) Berry
congratulated the local committee and spoke at length about the civilizing influence of libraries
whilst claiming that he was saddened by the amount of wasted time and larrikinism in those
towns that did not have a library.295 But even this important civic event was marred by local
politics when Maryborough residents protested about the Chief Secretary’s harsh taxation
policies. To make their point, local hotels were draped in black and, in the eyes of the library
committee at least, this action distracted from the importance of the day.
The Maryborough experience proves once again that it was impossible to open a library in the
colonies without generating a dispute about funding. One committee member recalled that in
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1875 the town council promised to give 25 pounds per annum to the library committee and
suggested that the council should now be approached with a request for the sum of 125
pounds to offset the cost of the new building. Initially the committee resolved that it would ask
the council for ‘any support that it was willing to give’ but days after the opening ceremony, the
committee adopted a harder line and reminded the council of its earlier promise. Not
surprisingly the council said that it was unable to give funds to a project that had been dormant
for the past seven years and now, in 1880, the council was ‘almost broke’ and could not
provide any assistance other than a single grant of 25 pounds.296
The receipt of the colonial government’s grant of 65 pounds in March 1881 also caused more
unrest because the committee believed that the amount was too small. Local politicians were
lobbied and Mr Barr, MLA, subsequently advised that he had waited on Berry who in turn had
promised to increase next years grant to 150 pounds. The committee wrote to Berry to remind
him of his promise297 but there is no recorded outcome.
The Maryborough FL’s first annual report was published in May 1881 and shows the reasons
for its concerns about funding. The total cost of the building had escalated to 600 pounds and
completion of the project required a 200 pound bank loan on the personal security of several
committee members. Otherwise, the library seemed to be achieving one of its goals because
membership had increased to 174. A large number of books were discarded because the
collection now consisted of 960 volumes. In the previous year 102 volumes were purchased
and 52 items were donated.298 The annual report for 1880/81 concluded by saying that the
Maryborough FL offered its patrons ‘privileges and advantages that are beyond comparison
with other libraries in the colony’. 299
Almost twenty years later, in 1898, the committee decided to renovate and expand the building
and, by the end of the century and at a cost of 500 pounds, the library now consisted of a
reading room, members’ room, draught and chess room, ladies lavatory and a billiard room.
The latter was expected to increase membership and generate revenue but, by taking a long
view of the minute books, it is apparent that salary, heating and lighting costs associated with
the billiard room never matched the income.
By 1900 the Borough of Maryborough had a population of 5,150 residents of whom 1,240 were
on the electoral roll. The township had four banks, a very large prison, six churches, two
breweries and numerous hotels. The principal source of employment was the railways
workshop and the mining companies; in fact the value of mining equipment exceeded the value
of the commercial and residential property in the township. Maryborough also had a number of
cultural and sporting amenities including botanical gardens, a ladies school, bowls clubs, a
debating society and a School of Mines. In spite of its development in one of the driest places
in Victoria, Maryborough’s future looked solid and prosperous.
An analysis of the four minute books covering the years from 1900 until 1940 provides an
accurate record of the workings of the library committee, but the minute books are more
important because they show two distinct phases in the overall vitality of the committee itself.
Prior to 1924 the committee muddled along with no real hope of removing its massive debt of
500 pounds.300 1924 was a watershed year because it saw the appointment of women onto the
library committee. These and other ladies formed a sub-committee and set about raising funds
to repay the debt – which they achieved in less than a decade and during the Great
Depression. The role of these women in terms of collection development and the recruitment
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of subscribers is difficult to determine but, as will be shown below, their fundraising activities
lifted a huge burden off the committee’s shoulders.
Collections
The Maryborough FL’s collection grew by an average of one book per week for forty years,
resulting in a net increase in holdings from 3,300 items to 5,000 items by 1940. New and
secondhand stock was supplied by Messrs Angus and Robertsons, and Mullens bookshops in
Melbourne, other Mechanics’ Institutes, and the Austral Library Company, the latter action
prompting complaints from local booksellers. In 1901 a consignment of ten paperbacks was
ordered on a trial basis but most references to the collection indicate that popular titles by
George Eliot, Marie Corelli, J.M. Barrie, J. Hocking and Alexandra Dumas; particularly ‘The
Count of Monte Cristo’ and ‘Three musketeers’, were replaced with hard copies or re-bound
because of public demand. In addition the Library purchased a set of Encyclopedia Britannica
at a cost of 25 pounds and paid it off in installments over three years.
Committee members continued to enjoy that universal privilege of every library committee in
Australia - the right to ‘inspect’ all new books before they were made available to subscribers or
patrons of the Reading Room. The librarian issued 450 items per month, which suggests that
the typical subscriber was borrowing one book per week. In July 1929 a sub-committee
examined the merits of forming a children’s library. This matter was discussed on several
occasions but no definite conclusion can be drawn other than to note that this innovative
suggestion was first debated at one of the few libraries in Victoria that had women on its
committee of management.
In February 1934 the committee complained about the quality of the temporary lending material
supplied by the Melbourne Public Library, claiming that:
their staff have a knack of allocating books of a particularly heavy and uninteresting
nature. There is rarely more than two readable books in any case that arrives in the
library. A fresh case will arrive in March but one would have to be very optimistic if he
contemplated an intellectual treat, as it seems that the policy of the Melbourne library
trustees is to prevent people [in Maryborough] becoming interested in literature.301
In January 1936 the collection reached 5,000 books, a milestone that was finally achieved
because a council grant of 10 pounds and an unusually generous government grant of 23
pounds enabled the committee to buy 200 new books in the previous year.
Subscribers
The lack of subscribers proved to be a major problem for many years because it frustrated the
committee, represented an underutilization of resources and damaged the committee’s case
whenever it lobbied for additional funds. At the start of the new century, Maryborough and
district had a population in excess of 6,000 but only about 100 were subscibers; less than 2%
of the entire population or 5% of the adult population.
In 1900 membership had fallen to 89 subscribers and the committee bemoaned the ‘feeble
support by the public’. Suggestions put forward to attract more members included a discount to
rural readers and juniors, but the annual fee of 12/- per single and 20/- per family was
considered reasonable and comparable with other townships and therefore not altered.
Membership gradually increased to 115 but this gain was temporary and offset by the loss of
members who failed to renew their subscriptions or who left the district. (e.g. three school
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teachers left Maryborough in 1903). The Rev. J. Sterling (Presbyterian) was supportive of all
attempts to recruit new members but vetoed euchre nights, other committee members
complained about the collection and others again cautioned against spending money that the
library did not have. Every committee member agreed to doorknock potential members but it
was later revealed that the total membership had fallen to 103. 302
By April 1909 the list of subscribers had fallen to 70 and the committee was forced to convene
a special meeting to discuss the matter. The president reported the grim news that the library
had 58 members from Maryborough and 12 country members, a debt of 100 pounds and a
mortgage of 500 pounds. The closure of the library was both a real and horrifying prospect.
Speakers expressed puzzlement that libraries flourished in Hamilton, Ararat, Kyneton and
Creswick but not in Maryborough. It was suggested that the operation of weekly subscription
libraries in Maryborough prejudiced the Free Library’s prospects, but it can be assumed that
this was a common situation throughout Victoria. The meeting resolved that the only solution
was to seek more funds from the state government. The committee was unanimous in its view
that ‘if the Maryborough Free Library closed, all residents of Maryborough would be subject to
ridicule throughout the state’.303
The visit by the Treasurer of Victoria in October 1909 meant that the library’s tale of woe was
again broadcast via the local press which reported that the library received only a small
government grant (although commensurate with its income from members subscriptions),
interest repayments on the bank overdraft had increased to 35 pounds per annum; the number
of subscribers was low so expenditure on books was low, and on it went.304 The Treasurer’s
advice was less than helpful when he advised the committee to put its case to the Premier.
Two years later the Premier visited Maryborough and his reply was equally blunt. He suggested
that the committee sell some of its land or get more subscribers and he asked the rhetorical
question that he put to every community group in the state, ‘…if the people of Maryborough
won’t support you, how can you expect support from the government?’305
Leaving aside the problems of government funding and members’ subscriptions, the other
major problem facing the committee was its inability to repay the loan on the building
extensions. Subscriptions, government grants and receipts from billiards roughly matched
annual expenditure on salaries, books and magazines and heating and lighting. The bank loan
of 200 pounds in the 1880s had expanded to 600 pounds by the 1920s and this quadrupled the
interest owing on the debt.
Women join the committee
Between 1924-1940 a number of women were elected members of the library committee and
their role and influence – especially in terms of raising money during the Depression and
paying off the Library’s entire debt – proved to be nothing short of amazing. The first reference
to women attending a meeting was in January 1924 when Mrs Herring, the wife of a local
solicitor, spoke in favor of the committee buying more books as a means of attracting more
subscribers. However the committee felt that the women should organize fundraising activities
and leave the management of the library to the existing committee – i.e. the men.
On 16 March 1925 Mrs Langsford (wife of a bank manager) and Mrs Cuttle were appointed to
the committee to fill two unfilled vacancies and a year later the minute book notes that ‘this
innovation has proved a great success because both ladies are taking a keen interest in the
welfare of the library’. By February 1926 a ladies sub-committee had organized two annual fairs
which generated a 100-pound profit for the library. This amount was greater that the combined
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grants from the state government and the town council and the committee noted that ‘the ladies
fundraising activities had placed the library in a better financial position than in the previous 26
years.’ Each year thereafter the ladies organized the annual fair and even during the
Depression their sub-committee continued to raise an average of 45 pounds per annum for the
library.
In February 1927 there were three women on the committee: Miss Joyce (the former librarian),
Mrs Robertson and Mrs Phillips. In addition to organizing the annual fair, Mrs Langford was
credited with successfully lobbying the state government to increase its grant to 45 pounds in
1926. Unfortunately her good works were curtailed when she and her husband left
Maryborough in mid-1927. Another milestone was reached in 1933 when Miss Joyce retired
from the committee (10 years on the committee, preceded by 10 years as the librarian) and
was made the first life member of the Maryborough Free Library, along with Mr Cathels who
also retired at the same time. By 1934 there were five women on the committee, including Mrs
Phillips who was the vice president. In February 1937 Mrs Greene was elected president of the
Maryborough Free Library but resigned during her term of office due to her leaving the district.
She was replaced by Dr Miller.
These women proved to be the salvation of the library and, by 1935, had liquidated the
Maryborough FL’s entire debt. The story was a major news item in the local press and the
president declared the previous year, 1934/35, to be ‘the most successful in the history of the
library’.306 Coincidentally or otherwise, the removal of the debt was closely followed by an
increase in membership, to 144 subscribers, and an increase in new books added to the
collection (117). Both were record figures as far as the library was concerned and added to the
general euphoria when, one year later the newspaper headline boasted that the ‘Maryborough
Free Library now stands on free ground’.307
Librarians
Mr Beckett presented his first annual report in May 1881 and received a ‘hearty vote of thanks’
from the committee which congratulated him on his ‘assistance and untiring zeal in the
performance of his duties’. A year later Mr Beckett was again complimented on the ‘zeal,
energy and honesty in carrying out his onerous duties’. The committee obviously liked
Beckett’s ability to run the library and his straightforward manner of speaking. On one occasion
he advised the committee to buy more books because readers were like ‘horse leeches’ who
always wanted more. He noted that readers wanted light fiction but that it was ‘up to the
committee to educate the people to a higher standard’. 308 In April 1898 Mr Robert Hamilton
defeated 61 other applicants for the position of librarian and his appointment coincided with an
editorial in the Advertiser as follows:
A town without a library would be in a bad way indeed. The institution of libraries is
now one of the essential elements of the modern progress of society. As Ruskin wrote,
“any man who can read is privileged by means of libraries to spend hours with the
greatest minds of all times”. 309
Thererafter the Maryborough FL was managed by women on at least six occasions between
1900 and 1940.310 The first such appointment occurred in April 1900 when Miss Daisy Haworth
from Wagga Wagga defeated 37 other people for the position including ‘Applicant’ who wrote to
the local press ‘expressing his great surprise that a stranger had been appointed, given that the
committee had promised that only local residents would be considered’. 311 Miss Haworth
commenced work in May 1900 and her hours of duty were 10-1, 2-6 and 7-10 each night
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except on Tuesday nights. She was required to devote every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon
to canvassing for new members and her salary was 60 pounds per annum – the same as that
of her predecessor. This contrasts to the time when the Fitzroy library advertised a vacancy
and it stipulated that the wage would be three pounds per week for a man and two pounds per
week for a woman. However Miss Haworth struggled to meet the expectations of her
employers because the minute book notes that she failed to update the catalogue, was
unsuccessful in canvassing new subscribers and was often reminded ‘of the absolute necessity
of keeping better order and silence in the Reading Room’. Less than a year after her
appointment, she resigned and was replaced on a temporary basis by Mr Rose who reported
that, within one month he had collected 11 pounds in subscriptions but had only managed to
attract four new members. Mr Rose’s salary was also 60 pounds per annum but he was able to
persuade the committee to pay him an additional 20 pounds as commission on new
subscriptions and as acting as caretaker of the billiard room. This scheme proved unsuccessful
and faced, with the poor financial status of the library in November 1902, the committee
downgraded the role of librarian to that of a part time position with a salary of only 30 pounds
per annum. Mr Rose resigned and was replaced by Miss Cole in January 1903 and six months
later she was replaced by Miss Laidler who held the position until she resigned to get married
in November 1907. In October 1911 the librarian Miss Adeline Hetherington advised the
committee that:
I have had a great deal of trouble with one of the members, namely Mr Watts and now
his subscription has ended I would suggest that the committee do something definite
as to his rejoining the library as I cannot tolerate him.312
In May 1912 the committee agreed to renew Mr Watts’ membership on the basis that he
undertake not to interfere with the Librarian or any member of the committee and that he give a
written guarantee to that effect but in September 1912 (almost a year after the dispute was
raised) the committee received a letter from Watts’ solicitor advising that his client could not be
barred. The committee agreed that Watts be allowed to rejoin provided that he complied with all
rules. There the matter slipped off the pages of the minute book.
Regular turnover of staff remained the norm and the committee continued to recruit women
who held the position for an average of five years. In 1933 the committee received sixteen
applications for the vacancy and ‘after removing all male candidates and all others under 24
years of age’, the committee appointed a married women, Mrs E. MacDonald. She was
described as ‘the essence of politeness and courtesy to all.’
Names and attitudes
On two occasions the committee was reprimanded for calling itself a free library whilst
behaving like a mechanics’ institute. In January 1915 the Public Library Council of Victoria
wrote a stern letter advising that the library committee was in breach of the legislation that only
free libraries could receive government funding. The Maryborough FL was instructed to
remove its ‘Members Only’ sign from the front door but the committee replied that it ‘cannot see
its way to comply with the request because members of the public are allowed to visit the
Reading Room and can ask the librarian for an item, provided that it was read on the premises’.
In spite of the 40-year ruling about free library grants and public access, the matter was not
taken any further. Again in June 1938 the state government advised the library committee that
it would not receive a share of the book grant unless the ‘Members Only’ sign was removed.
This time the committee agreed to remove the sign and amend its constitution but, in the
meantime, it successfully lobbied the council for a grant of 20 pounds and gratefully accepted
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30 pounds from the ladies fete committee. A year later, in June 1939, the government
forwarded a large grant of 24 pounds.
Conclusion
Between 1934 and 1938 the number of women on the Maryborough Free Library committee fell
from five to four, expenditure on books was steady, the library had a small overdraft of 38
pounds and the annual government grant was steady at about 18 pounds. The committee
continued to investigate the merits of establishing a children’s library and continued to bemoan
the fact that ‘the public doesn’t appreciate our efforts’ and ‘a library consciousness barely exists
in rural Victoria’ but otherwise, the future looked promising. Once again, the president declared
this to be the best year ever with total membership of 130 and plans to open the long-planned
reference library.
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GEELONG WEST FREE LIBRARY
In spite of an absence of minute books, a constitution, a list of office bearers, membership
records or a catalogue of books, it is possible to piece together the early history of the Geelong
West Free Library. The Local Government Act of 1874 paved the way for the residents of
Geelong’s Thomson Ward to secede from the Township and establish their own municipality.
This had been a long-held wish of angry residents of the western ward who, ever since 1861,
lobbied successive colonial governments to allow them to manage their own civic affairs. On
each occasion their efforts were strongly opposed by the Geelong Town Council but after a
decade of rumblings and inaction, 1,000 residents roused themselves, signed a huge petition
and renewed their efforts to lobby the government.313 With the backing of a Separation
Committee and nearly every voter in Thomson Ward, Graham Berry, MLA for Geelong West,
led deputations in August 1874 and in November 1874 that finally persuaded the Kerferd
government to accede to their request,314,315,316 with the result that, on 29 May 1875, the
Borough of Geelong West was created to serve the needs of 4,700 residents.317,318 The new
council focused its attention on roads, gutters and drains - vital areas of activity allegedly
neglected by successive Geelong town councils in the 1860-70s - but this did not prevent the
newly-elected burghers from receiving a steady stream of requests for financial support from
other bodies. Rather ironically, one such applicant was the newly formed Geelong Free Library.
The creation of the Borough of Geelong West provided the catalyst for residents to establish a
public library although it is worth noting that there were other libraries in the municipality at this
time. Mrs Odgers had a private circulating library in O’Connell Street in the 1860s and St Paul’s
Church of England had a library in the 1870s. Its librarian, Edward Sayers, also managed the
‘Kildare Readers Fund’.319 The first borough council meeting took place in Mowbray’s school on
7 August 1875 and a year later the school was purchased by the council and converted into a
town hall. This building also housed a library for about a decade but there are no details of the
management of the library or the services provided.320
In July 1885 the library was relocated to another building near the town hall and the new
Geelong West Free Library was to be opened by Graham Berry MLA, the local Member of
Parliament and former premier of Victoria. Berry was habitually late for meetings and the
mayor, Cr John Ince, delayed the ceremony for 30 minutes, then 45 minutes, waiting for Berry
to attend but, for reasons unknown, he failed to materialize so Cr Ince stepped forward and
performed the ceremony.321 The newspaper report provides an interesting overview of the
practicalities of achieving this milestone.322 Cr Ince reminded the crowd that the committee of
the Geelong West FL had met on 18 occasions, had received total income of 101 pounds,
(including 41 pounds from the colonial government and 10 pounds from the borough council),
and had spent 65 pounds, leaving a balance of 35 pounds in the bank. Mr George
Cunningham, MLA, apologized on behalf of Berry who, he said, had always taken a keen
interest in libraries because ‘they were great places for the working classes, popular venues for
political debate and provided incalculable benefits to the community’. Cunningham made a
personal donation of 20 guineas and said that he was confident that the colonial government
would make a similar grant. Joseph Connor, MLA, said that all Australians should use libraries
to better equip themselves for the battles of life. He noted that the Geelong West FL already
had a good selection of books and he promised to do everything possible to assist the library in
obtaining copies of Hansard and other government reports. He too made a donation of 5
pounds and promised the same next year. W.J. Thomas, a member of the Geelong West FL
committee, acknowledged the assistance of the government and the borough and repeated the
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view that it was essential that society educate its younger generation. He concluded by saying
that the library should have a room for conversation, draughts and dominoes. Not to be
outdone, the last speaker, Cr John Donaghy, the chairman of the Geelong West FL committee,
said that free libraries were the best institutions in the colony and that they would help the
youth of the day become the leading citizens in the future. Weeks later it was reported that the
library reading room was crowded with eager young men and it was ‘gratifying to see their
desire to gain knowledge’.323 Unfortunately the newspaper report provided little information
about the books, newspapers or library facilities on offer to the residents of the borough. It did
note that a temporary librarian was appointed in August 1885. His salary was 20 pounds per
annum and he was expected to open the library six days per week from 9-11 am and 7-10 pm.
The new library initially attracted 1,000 visits per month in 1886 but thereafter reports of the
activities of the Geelong West FL were infrequent and suggest that it was a constant struggle
for survival. This is not surprising given the demographic profile of the borough although, on
another level, there were many smaller municipalities that faced greater struggles than
Geelong West. (See for example the story of the Kensington Free Library which provided a
service to the local population of only 200.) The Borough of Geelong West’s population was
5,800 (up from 4,700 a decade ago) and consisted of 2,700 adults, 1,700 children under the
age of 16 and 330 people over the age of 65. However only 800 people were working in the
borough and their occupations suggest that they were not likely to be big spenders on libraries
or any other cultural activity that would have an impact on their rates. Of the 800 adults in the
local workforce, there were 210 laborers, 41 carpenters, 21 butchers, 28 carters, 21
boilermakers, 17 gardeners, 16 painters, 16 bootmakers and 10 hoteliers. 20 individuals
described themselves as ‘gentleman’. The occupations of borough councillors in the mid 1880s
were as follows:
Alfred Amiet
Alexander Dick
John Donaghy
F. Hodges
Joseph Jones
Denis O’Brien
Edwin Hopton

blacksmith
Henry Bannister
mason
Charles W Dickins
ropemaker
Willam S. Hobbs
brewer
John Ince
builder
A.P.McMillan
publican
former town clerk of BoGW

spirit merchant
blacksmith
butcher
storekeeper
banker,

The management of the Geelong West Free Library was unusual in the sense that the council
owned the library and managed it via a committee of councillors and elected community
representatives. The latter had the majority of votes but the borough council regarded them as
an advisory panel whose opinions were not binding unless supported by cash. The council’s
dismissive attitude toward the community representatives was a long term problem and on a
number of occasions: ‘the motion that the onus of maintaining the library rest with the council
was negatived’.324
M. P. Coxon was the honorary secretary of the library committee. In addition he was the
superintendent of the Methodist church and, from 1891 until 1903, a borough councillor.325
In 1890 the librarian’s working life took a turn for the worse when his library became the
unofficial meeting place of the borough’s hooligans and vandals. Mr Woodcock found himself in
the unfortunate position of having to summon the police most Saturday nights when the local
troublemakers invaded the Reading Room. On one occasion youths ripped pickets off a fence
and threw them into the library. Police arrested one youth who was locked up until Monday
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morning before receiving a stern warning in the local court. The mayor said that if such
disgraceful behavior continued, the council would close the library.326
Notwithstanding the problems associated with juvenile delinquency, it was widely rumored that
the Geelong West FL faced imminent closure due to a lack of money. An offer of 10 pounds
was made by an anonymous benefactor but, though generous, this was thought to be useless
to the long term survival of the library. Concerts and other fundraising activities were arranged
in July 1890327 but still the plight of the library remained dire. Leading citizens including M.
Coxon, W. Read, A. Redmond and seventeen others petitioned the mayor (Cr Jones) to
support the library. The Borough council responded by saying that whilst it was aware of its
obligations, it was not prepared to make any specific commitments and as a consequence the
library temporarily closed in 1890.328 A year later, in July 1891, a public meeting was convened
because the librarian had been given notice that the library was about to close again.
Councillors regarded the library committee as ‘a thorn in the flesh of the council’ and argued
that it had no responsibility to operate a library – one councillor going so far as to suggest that it
was illegal for municipal councils to operate public libraries.329 Grudgingly, the council agreed
to support a sub-committee that would draft a formal agreement and adopt a set of rules for the
management of the local library330. The stalwarts during this difficult time included Henry
Sargeant, John Molyneax, John Baxter, James Thear and M.P. Coxon, the secretary. The
government provided a grant of 10 pounds for new books and each member of the committee
canvassed new subscribers but with limited success. A small minute book, covering the period
from July 1891 until March 1893, records the sad situation. The lack of subscribers or council
funding meant that the librarian was unpaid for two months and the local newsagent’s account
was six months overdue. The Chief Secretary sent off a strategically timed reminder to the
library committee that it had to spend its book grant on books. Finally the Borough council was
persuaded to pay outstanding debts but its unwillingness to assume any tangible financial
responsibility for the provision of library services resulted in the closure of the Geelong West
Free Library on 1 April 1893.331
Once again a series of public meetings of concerned citizens brought about the reopening of
the library in September 1895. The new library committee332 advertised the position of librarian
and selected F. Richards from a field of 15 candidates. The opening ceremony took place on 2
September 1895 and was chaired by Cr Sargeant who said that it was highly gratifying to see
so many residents at the meeting and expressed his confidence that they would support the
library in the future. H.B. Higgins, MLA, said that he could not understand how the situation had
arisen whereby Geelong West’s library had closed but was heartened that the situation was
being addressed. Higgins then offered his thoughts on English literature and popular fiction,
saying that he did not wish to decry novels but believed that ‘a lot of fiction today is nothing
more that trash [and that] anyone who has every read Shakespeare or Milton will never read
trashy, degenerating stuff again’. Just what the laborers, butchers and carpenters wanted to
hear! William Gurr, MLA,333 congratulated local residents and George King, the secretary of the
library committee, thanked the council for donating 6 pounds in order that the library subscribe
to a number of newspapers for the next year. He reminded the audience that, with annual
subscriptions at a nominal 5 shillings per annum, the fate of the library was in their hands. A
concert followed the speeches and the evening closed with the singing of the National
Anthem.334 Good luck later befell the committee when a local ‘activist’, Louis Schweitzer, joined
the committee and remained secretary for the next twenty-six years. In 1897, a huge bazaar
was organized which resulted in a cash injection of 90 pounds into the coffers.335
The committee’s Correspondence Book336 for the period 1905-1910 provides a number of
insights into the operation of the library. On several occasions the committee wrote to the Chief
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Secretary’s department asking for the prompt payment of the annual grant and bemoaning the
absence of any payment in 1904. This last matter was seen as a bureaucratic sleight of hand
and resulted in the committee being placed in a desperate financial position. In October 1907
the Honorary Secretary (Schweitzer) recommended the formation of a Country Free Libraries
Association to lobby the government for adequate funding but there is no evidence that this
proposal was adopted.
In 1907-08, income from the government and from local subscribers enabled the committee to
purchase books to the value of 12 pounds per annum. A book selection sub-committee
purchased 91 novels at a cost of 2/6 (shillings) per novel and the bookseller was instructed to
deliver the new books to the library on a Saturday morning where he was paid in cash. In
addition the Free Library obtained cases of books via the Melbourne Public Library’s country
lending scheme.
In May 1908 the committee bestowed an honorary life membership on Mr R Smith in
recognition of his support over many years and Edward Sayers, a founder in the 1870s, was
still the president in 1908 but the correspondence book make more reference to the death of a
number of pioneers. The committee noted that it had 170 subscribers (at 5 shillings per annum)
and that the library had a daily attendance of about 80 people. By now the library’s income was
almost 100 pounds per annum.
James McCann was appointed librarian in September 1907 but the only reference to his
abilities came in the form of instructions from the committee to be more vigilant in enforcing the
‘one loan at any time’ rule, preventing vandalism to the newspaper collection and tracking down
overdue books. On one occasion McCann was instructed to give an explanation as to why ten
people: Messrs Harris, Coulson, Cain, Smart, Gallagher and Griffin and Mesdames Vizar,
Hickey, Paine and Burks, had overdue books.
Thereafter the Geelong West FL faded from public view. In April 1914 the annual conference of
the Library Association of Victoria took place in Geelong and the mayor of Geelong launched
the obligatory attack on ‘wealthy Melbourne’ saying that too much money was spent on the
Melbourne Public Library (State Library of Victoria) and concluding with the hope that ‘the
starving free libraries in the backblocks would benefit from the Association’s work’. There was
no reference to the existence or plight of the Geelong West FL.337 In 1917 the Melbourne
Public Library’s ‘Country Lending Scheme’ allocated 91 books to the Geelong West FL on a
temporary loan basis. (The Geelong East FL received 96 books.)338 In 1923 the Geelong West
FL had 245 members, a figure that was equal to 4% of the population of the municipality. By
now the library had been relocated in the Geelong West Town Hall but when the council was
asked to assume control of the library, it again said no.339 In 1931 the Library Association of
Victoria criticized all ‘so-called libraries’ and said, inter alia, that ‘no institution in Victoria was
worthy of the name of a public library’. Locally the borough council offered a grant of 10 pounds
provided that the committee was able to raise a matching sum but the state government was
not making grants at this time and the library closed on 26 February 1931. At the end of the
decade, following the release of the highly critical Munn-Pitt report, the Geelong West FL
reopened for at least the fourth time, in March 1939, when the library returned to the old court
house building in Pakington Street, Geelong West. 340
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SHELFORD READERS
Shelford was ‘a company town’ in the sense that the township was situated on Clyde Company
land. George Russell was the manager of the pastoral company and, between 1848 and 1850,
he awarded contracts to an innkeeper, a blacksmith and to Hugh May Wilson to establish a
store at the river crossing to cater for the passing traffic. For some time the pastoral company
regulated the development of the village but gradually, as the number of people passing
through the district swelled, a township developed along the river banks approximately one
kilometre in either direction of the bridge.341
By 1863 Shelford had a population of 220 residents who lived in 49 houses.342 As well as a
library with 200 books, Shelford had a school (George Hunt was the head teacher from 1861
until 1885), two hotels, a cemetery trust (from 1869) and two churches. Shelford also had a
bootmaker, stonemasons, blacksmiths, two midwives, a road surveyor, a dressmaker and a
workforce engaged in various other occupations. The township was linked to Rokewood and
Inverleigh by coach but was still isolated in the sense that there were only two road coach trips
to these villages per week. The occupations of the Shelford district’s 84 adult residents in 1868
were:
No.
%
Landowner / farmer
22
26
Landworker
17
20
Skilled tradesman
12
15
Self employed
13
16
Laborer
13
16
Professional
4
4
Other
3
3
By the early-1870s Shelford’s population had halved; from 219 to 110 residents,343 and was still
only 120 in 1885. It was thus a small village in a sparsely populated municipality. By
comparison, the Shire of Leigh’s population grew steadily to 1,000. Corindhap had 345
residents, Cressy 81, (although others lived in the Shires of Hampden and Colac), Dereel 106,
Rokewood 164 and Teesdale 181. The remainder lived on the land. Information in Victoria’s
municipal directories seldom changed and each directory provided the usual list of names and
statistics, as well as the comment that ‘rabbits and hares abound in the neighbourhood’ of
Shelford. Another source of information about Shelford is the postal, parish and commercial
directories that were published every five or seven years. Unfortunately the 1882 directory is as
confusing as all the other directories in that it lists 520 names (predominantly the adult males)
on the rate and elector rolls in the shire – and it indicates that the ‘major’ townships were
Corindhap, Cressy, Rokewood, Shelford and Teesdale. Each township had at least one church,
school and hotel, and several had a police station, a bank, post office and a council office.
Rokewood, Shelford and Teesdale each had a mechanics’ institute. But confusion arises when
the addresses of these 520 adults is analysed because the addressees do not live in the
abovementioned towns! It is obvious that the names and addresses are sorted by parish, not
on a town and street basis. Thus the parish of Corindhap accounts for 50% of all ratepayers but
the others lived at Dereel 15%344, Warrambine, 10%, Carrah, 10%, and Doroq 10%. The two
parishes that encircled Shelford were Carrah to the east and Doroq to the west.
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These names and addresses are important because of the existence of one document in the
archives. The Register of the Shelford Library lists the borrowers, and the items they took home
to read, and as such this document is a rare item in terms of colonial librarianship. In theory it
should be possible to analyse the names, addresses and occupations of readers in the
township and district of Shelford but the absence of a residential address makes it difficult to
determine where library borrowers lived or how far they travelled to borrow a book or to use the
facilities of the reading room.
The formation of the Shelford library
On 11 July 1863 Shelford residents met at McRae’s hotel and formed a mechanics’ institute
with McRae as the first secretary of the committee. In the absence of a minute book it is still
possible to find some evidence of library activity via the local press. Thus, in March 1865 Dr
Jenkins travelled from Inverleigh to deliver a lecture on his fifteen-month tour of duty with the
59th Regiment in China. In December 1877, D.M. Davies, MLA for Grenville, lectured on the
solar system and in 1878, Mr C. Hunt, the school teacher, was the librarian. The committee
built a new reading room (15’x9’) at the rear of the library but in keeping with the decline in
population in Shelford in the late-1870s, membership of the library fell from 30 to 25 and the
committee struggled to get a quorum at its meetings.
Analysis of the collection, membership and borrowing patterns
The library was open one day per week for the issue and return of books although the reading
room may have been open on a more regular basis. The library issued about 20 books each
Wednesday so it would have been a a social occasion as men of diverse background met in
the library to return and borrow one book or two magazines per week. The library’s book
collection gradually increased from 200 items in 1863 to 600 items in 1900. Members borrowed
an average of 1,100 items per annum. Newspapers and magazines accounted for 74% of
loans, non-fiction titles accounted for 11% and fiction accounted for 15% of all loans. The
borrowing rate of the newspapers and magazines was very different to that in other libraries
which suggests that the purpose of the library may also have been different. Most colonial
libraries loaned fiction and only reluctantly allowed members (other than committee members)
to borrow the precious newspapers and magazines whereas it appears that the Shelford
library’s primary purpose was the lending of newspapers and magazines. Conversely it could
be that most of the borrowers were committeemen. The following items were borrowed in June
1880 and show the diversity of the collection.
The 10 non-fiction titles borrowed in June 1880:
Domestic medicine
Australia’s heroes
Medical index
South Seas Bubbles
Land Act, 1879
Poetical works by Randolph Scott
Fifteen decisive battles
History of England
Hansard (vol 6)
Yearbook of facts
The 11 fiction titles borrowed in June 1880:
Old curiosity shop
Pathfinders
Waverly series
Ten thousand a year
Handy Andy
Lady Audley’s secret
East Lynne
A strange story
Hide and seek
Oliver Twist
The Professor

100

The most popular newspapers and magazines borrowed in June 1880:
London Illustrated News (x 22 times)
Australasian
(8)
London Punch
(9)
Punch
(10)
Leader
(12)
Family Herald
(6)
Geelong Advertiser (10)
It is interesting to note that the Geelong Advertiser was usually recorded as ‘The Tiser’ and the
Rev. A. Simpson borrowed The Land Act, 1879 and Ten Thousand a Year. The register kept
detailed records of who borrowed what item, but provides no information as to the identity of
other residents who may have used the library for browsing purposes but who did not pay the
additional fee to borrow items.
Between 1865 and 1870, a total of 38 men paid the fee that entitled then to borrow one book or
two magazines or newspapers per visit. The register indicates that every item was returned and
there is no evidence of lost books. The most prolific book borrowers in the mid-1860s were
Robert Armstrong, Robert Currie, Thomas Elliott, George G. Hunt, William S. Hunt, J.A.
McRae, F.P. Philp, Rev. Alexander Stewart and Hugh Wilson These nine men accounted for
60% of total items borrowed. In line with the Shelford’s population decline in the 1870s, the
number of borrowers fell to about 25 and the nucleus of regular borrowers included William
Armstrong, Roderick Beaton, Thomas Elliott, Matthew Farrar, Allan Martin and Hugh May
Wilson. Matthew Farrar was a local businessman, school councillor and shire councillor and in
1880 he borrowed a total of 106 items. His reading pattern was typical of most members and
the register indicates that he borrowed and returned the following newspapers and journals:
Illustrated News (20 copies), Leader (12), Home News (18), Australasian (10), Family Herald
(5), Punch (5) and the Age (12). Interestingly he borrowed Hansard on 13 occasions; possibly
in relation to his occupation and civic duties, and he also borrowed a handful of novels. By
1890 the number of regular borrowers had fallen to 15: Beaton, Elliott, Farrar and Wilson were
still patrons and were joined by Messrs Challis, Gillett, Mumford and Urch. The popularity of
newspapers seems to have gone up to about 85%.The occupations and social standing of
library borrowers was still diverse and included innkeepers, blacksmiths, storekeepers, farmers
and pastoralists, several clergymen, a shepherd, a stonemason, shoemaker, a surveyor and
the postman. It appears that about half the borrowers lived in the township of Shelford and the
remainder lived on farms or pastoral properties.
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Table 1: Shelford library - names cited in borrowers’ register between 1865-70
Robert Armstrong
Thomas Armstrong
William Bannon
James Bentley
Francis Bowen
Robert Bowen
James Carroll
C. Cousins
S. Cruikshank
Robert Currie
Giles Daniel
Frederick Denham
Thomas Elliott
Martin Farrar
John Harding
Robert Henderson
G.Y. Hunt
W. S. Hunt
A. Inglis
Angus McGillivray
Donald McGregor
Donald McIntosh
H. McMillan
Angus McNeil
J. A McRae
Murdock Martin
David Munro
James Parrot
David Peattie
F. P. Philp
J. Rawson
George Ritchie
Thomas Stafford
Joseph Stephenson
Alex. Stewart
Isaac Todd
Albert Urch
C. Walker
G. Whorlow
Carl Vroland
C.A.C. Wilson
H.M. Wilson

carrier?
mason
farmer?
coachman at Golf hill
carpenter
mason
blacksmith
farmer?
teacher
overseer
shepherd

shepherd?
innkeeper

shoemaker
farmer
carrier
clergyman
farmer

surveyor
postmaster / poundkeeper
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Table 2 Shelford library – names cited in borrowers’ register between 1880-1882
Maud Armstrong
William Armstrong
Roderick Beaton
David Cations
J. Challis
John Clark
Spencer Clark
Thomas Elliott
Charles Farrar
George Farrar
Matthew Farrar
Robert Frewtell
Newman Hagger
G. M. Hunt
Thomas Hunt
Thomas Lendon
W. McGillivray
A. McNeil
Allan Martin
Conner Moran
Edward Moran
William Moss
M. Mumford
David Munro
James Rawson
James Sawyer
Rev A. Simpson
Hugh May Wilson

farmer?
contractor
farmer
farmer / contractor
blacksmith
hotelkeeper

police officer
farmer

storekeeper
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FROM BELLARINE TO PORTARLINGTON
In 1883 the residents of Portarlington witnessed an important milestone in the development of
their township. Long regarded as ‘the granary of the colony’, Portarlington had a port, a
burgeoning brickmaking and fishing industry, it milled flour and hosted ploughing matches, it
had football and cricket clubs, and a school, a church and two masonic halls. Thirteen years
after the idea was first mooted, Portarlington was about to get a library. Frederick Willey and
his committee opened a temporary reading room in August 1883 and a year later, in
September 1884, they built a permanent library.
The formation of the Portarlington Free Library is inextricably linked to two opposing factors:
the generosity of William Calhoun and the fund-raising skills of the ladies committee, and
secondly, the public reaction to the perennial shortage of new reading material. In spite of the
achievements of the committee, the second factor proved to be more powerful than the first.
For example, in 1901 it was reported that the library had not purchased a new book in six years
and that membership had fallen to thirty-eight, but the minute book made no reference to the
possibility that there was a causal relationship between old stock and low membership levels.
The formation of the Portarlington Free library
In February 1883 Cr D. Williamson, the president of the Bellarine shire council, convened a
meeting of residents desirous of forming a free library in Portarlington and one month later, on
20 March 1883, Frederick Willey was elected president of the Portarlington Free Library.345 The
committee of management consisted of:
President
Vice Pres.
Vice Pres.
Treasurer
Secretary
Committee
“
“
“

Frederick Willey,
Samuel Giblett
W. Calhoun
J. Calhoun
Thomas Brown
Alfred Langdon
Henry Wright
John Dalley
Edward Harvey

farmer
farmer
mariner
innkeeper
teacher
farmer
farmer
farmer
farmer

Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
Portarlington
North Paywit

The committee gradually increased to thirteen as more farmers offered support although the
two Brown’s (Thomas and William) who acted as secretary in the 1880s were school teachers.
The annual subscription was ten shillings per annum and within a few weeks the library had
nineteen public subscribers in addition to the committee members. A seven-man book selection
committee was established and others donated cash, books and magazines including
Chambers Journal, Bow Bells, Scientific American and the Illustrated Australian News. In spite
of the fact that there was no library building or even a reading room, the committee resolved to
spend fourteen pounds on the acquisition of books and magazines, and six pounds on shelving
and furniture to be assembled in a non-existent reading room. Booksellers were invited to
submit their terms of trade and four suppliers (Franks, Robertson, Smith and Collins) each
offered a 10% discount for cash whereas the winning tenderer, George Burns of Moorabool
Street, Geelong, offered a 10% discount and the option to pay accounts on a quarterly basis.
The committee wrote to the Melbourne Public Library (State Library of Victoria) seeking details
of its temporary lending program but on receipt of the MPL’s terms and conditions the
Portarlington committee resolved not to proceed with the scheme because it could not afford
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the freight or insurance premium on the loaned items. The Chief Secretary of Victoria was
asked to provide details about the availability of government grants and editors were asked to
donate copies of local newspapers. Several agreed although the proprietor of the Geelong
Advertiser declined, instead he donated one pound to the committee on the basis that the
committee would subscribe to his newspaper. In September 1883, the Portarlington committee
adopted a set of rules governing the operation of the library.346
The committee decided to rent space in order to establish a temporary reading room and, as
was the custom, invited tenders from interested parties. The Foresters Hall committee offered
the use of a room and two gas lights at a cost of five pounds per annum but the Temperance
Hall’s quote of eight pounds per annum for a room and three lights was accepted with the result
that the Portarlington Free Library’s reading room opened on Friday 3 August 1883. The
Geelong Advertiser’s local correspondent sounded relieved when he announced that, ‘after
many abortive attempts to carry it through, the Portarlington Free Library is an established fact.
The committee intends to make the room attractive to the young men of the township’. 347
There was some concern that the library was too far from the centre of the village but the
committee remained confident of success because it had received pledges of support from
sixty ‘intending members’. Members could visit the room on a nightly basis from 7pm-10pm and
had access to a small collection of 100 books, magazines and newspapers. Twelve members
appointed themselves honorary caretakers on a monthly basis and assumed responsibility for
opening the library, turning on the lights and heating, supervising the room, and closing the
room each night. They were specifically instructed to enforce the rule banning card games and
gambling on the premises. The secretary continued to solicit donations and members were
invited to make suggestions of suitable books with the result that a further three pounds was
spent on the acquisition of new stock.
In December 1883 the committee resolved that an ‘adult female’ would be permitted to open
the library during daylight hours provided that her total wages did not exceed five shillings per
week but this experiment failed in January 1884 when the scheme was discontinued and Mrs
Davies was paid twenty-five shillings for her five weeks work. In spite of its failure, this
experiment could be the earliest instance in Victoria of a female being paid to manage a library.
The committee still faced the dual tasks of locating a site and erecting a building. There were
two options: the first was Austin’s land next to the Church of England and the second was a
block of land that formed a corner portion of the park which in turn was part of a larger Crown
land grant managed by its own committee of management. A sub-committee, consisting of
Messrs F. Willey, A Langdon, A. Calhoun and T. Brown, was appointed to finalize the selection
of a site and it made several unsuccessful attempts to purchase the land next to the church
before giving up and focusing its attention on the park. The sub-committee also lobbied the
Bellarine Shire council and politicians but there is no recorded outcome. Fortunately Mr J.
Calhoun was a trustee of the park reserve and it appears that he and his family brokered a deal
by which the Minister for Lands transferred the corner block from the park committee to the
library committee. Trustees appointed to manage all aspects of the library’s Crown land grant
were Messrs R. Webber snr, T. Trainor and A. Calhoun.348
On 14 February 1884, the committee resolved to erect a building consisting of a reading room
(30’x16’) and anteroom (12’x16’), each with a 12’ high ceiling, an open fireplace and a chimney.
The cost was not to exceed 350 pounds and the architect, Mr Watts, prepared plans but when
the two tenders were examined it was found that they both exceeded the maximum price and
the committee was about to re-tender the project when it was noted that the original
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documents were inaccurate because they specified the wrong type of ceiling timber. Both
tenderers were invited to amend their costs and in June 1884 the revised tenders were
submitted and generated a brief bidding war. Messrs Trevenna and Gubby from Geelong
reduced their tender by one pound, to 373 pounds, and the committee indicated its willingness
to accept the offer but the rival tenderer, Messrs Langford and Hutchinson from Richmond,
immediately reduced their price from 390 to 372 pounds and clinched the deal on the night.
The committee had no money in the bank because memberships were lower than anticipated
and because income from subscriptions was fully expended on book purchases. However
funding the building project caused little distress and the committee remained confident that the
colonial government would donate fifty pounds and that ‘local men of influence’ including
Messrs Levien, Ormond, Jennings, and Hopkins would contribute. Conversely, attempts to
recruit new subscribers generated little income and an appeal to the shire council failed to
generate any cash. Several members of the committee suggested that the library’s appearance
would be enhanced if another wing was added to the side of the proposed building (at an
additional cost of 115 pounds) but this was rejected and total building costs were kept to 400
pounds. The committee had the choice of borrowing 400 pounds at 7% interest from the local
branch of the Colonial Bank or from its vice-president on the same terms and conditions. The
committee chose the latter option and W. Calhoun advanced the money. Work on the new
library began immediately.
The Portarlington Free Library was opened to the public on 4 September 1884 by the Hon.
Jonas F. Levien, a district farmer, MLA, and Minister for Mines and Agriculture. The committee
resolved to provide afternoon tea at a cost not exceeding one shilling per guest but the minute
book makes no reference to the importance of the occasion or the opening ceremony and there
is only a brief report in the local press. We know that Levien performed the opening ceremony
but there is no documentary evidence that he promised that the colonial government would
contribute fifty pounds next year. This inexactitude was to cause the library committee
considerable distress in 1885.
Four people submitted tenders for the position of caretaker.
• J. Robinson said he would open the library six nights per week, plus 3 afternoons per
week in summer and 2 days per week in winter. He wanted a salary of 10 pounds per
annum but did not want to be a resident caretaker.
• H. Allen offered to act as caretaker day and night at no cost, in exchange for use of the
caretaker’s room for him and his wife.
• A. Langdon wanted 10 pounds per annum plus accommodation, or 20 pounds per
annum without accommodation. Presumably this was Alfred Langdon, a founding
committee man and a local farmer.
• A. Stewart wanted 20 pounds per annum plus accommodation.
H. Allen’s application was accepted and the couple lived on the premises until his retirement in
1893 and her resignation in June 1905.
The annual subscription remained at 10 shillings per annum for the next decade and whilst all
committee men paid their fees in full and in advance, there were many instances of subscribers
paying on a quarterly or even monthly basis. New subscriptions were recorded in the minute
book and records indicate that about one-third paid on receipt of the annual invoice and the
remainder paid at their leisure. Temporary visitors could pay 1/- per week or 3/- per month and
on one occasion there were nineteen weekly subscribers which meant that almost half the
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members were reluctant subscribers or very short of cash, a situation that caused the treasurer
some disquiet. Income from subscriptions averaged one or two pounds per month and the
annual total was about eighteen pounds per annum. From August 1886 the minute book clearly
indicates that women were taking out memberships (viz Misses or Mesdames Langdon, Firth
and Smith) and it appears that within five years women accounted for 30-40% of ordinary
subscribers. In spite of the opening of the new library in 1884, membership steadily fell from 56
to 45 in 1892.349 The unpaid caretaker (Allen) was authorized to collect subscriptions and was
paid a commission of 10% with the result that his income from commissions was typically 35
shillings per annum.
In February 1886 the government announced that its grant to Portarlington was twenty-five
pounds, a figure that was half that anticipated by the committee. Levien was urged to contact
the Chief Secretary to ascertain why the grant was not fifty pounds – the amount allegedly
promised when the library was opened. One month later Levien advised that he was unable to
persuade the Chief Secretary of the merits of the case but that he had been assured that fifty
pounds had been placed on next year’s estimates. As a consolation Leven donated three
pounds to the library committee and was thanked for both actions.
Within two years the library committee managed to repay 250 pounds of its 400 pound debt to
Calhoun but thereafter no repayments were made and the minute book indicates that the
committee occasionally delayed the repayment of the interest on the loan until it had sufficient
cash in the bank. However the minute book provides no information as to how the committee
was able to repay 250 pounds at a time when its annual recurrent income and expenditure was
only forty pounds per annum so it seems likely that fellow committee men made regular
payments directly to Calhoun on behalf of the library committee. In October 1889 the
committee resolved to ease its debt burden and ‘forty ladies were permitted to organize an
Easter bazaar’ which generated a huge profit of 225 pounds350,351. Ironically the government
grant was unusually large352 that year; fifty-six pounds in August 1890, and the shire donated
an unrecorded sum with the result that, for the first time since its inception, the committee had
cash in the bank. After repaying its debt to Calhoun, it still had a credit balance of 100 pounds
in the bank. Several committee men wanted to spend this money on building extensions as per
the original plan but the matter was held over for a year.
When compared with information contained in minute books of similar institutions, the financial
reports of the Portarlington Free Library place more emphasis on the passing of accounts for
payment than on the overall financial viability of the library. For example, there are records of
donations from individuals (Levien and Chapman) and local groups (the Debating Society gave
three pounds in November 1885), the cost of heating the building (four bags of coal at three
shillings per bag), kerosene for lighting (three pounds), insurance (three pounds per annum) to
cover books to the value of fifty pounds and furniture to the value of twenty pounds, bank
interest (fourteen pounds per annum on a 200 pound debt), registering the title deeds and
names of trustees (two pounds), rental from Dr Chapman for the use of the Reading Room on
two afternoons per week (ten pounds per annum), repainting the building (twelve pounds), roof
repairs, and repairs to the fence due to Mr Harvey’s wagon colliding with the same (one
pound). But in contrast to the details contained in the minutes, the annual financial reports
simply record the end of year totals of the general account (about forty pounds per annum) and
the Building Fund account. As much as the lack of detail frustrates any serious analysis, the
small sums involved serve as a reminder of the importance of the proceeds of the bazaar
organized by the ladies of the town.
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Regular expenditure on new books to the value of ten or fifteen pounds per annum resulted in
the collection doubling in size from 385 items to 770 items by July 1890. The reading room also
housed more newspapers and journals – most of which were later sold as scrap to make space
for new stock. Initially expenditure on new stock was linked to income from subscriptions but
within a few years book purchases were linked to the receipt of government grants. In
December 1886 the committee published an unbound catalogue of its holdings (not sighted)
and in 1887 the committee purchased a book in which to record all loan transactions.353 In
November 1889 the Chief Secretary’s department asked for a list of the holdings of the library
and the minute book indicates that this request was complied with although there are no other
details. This action by the Chief Secretary became a common occurrence throughout Victoria
as the government demanded written assurances that committees were spending their book
grants on new stock and not siphoning the cash for building maintenance and debt reduction.
A spate of complaints about excess noise in the reading room prompted the committee to
prominently display Rule 31: ‘No conversation permitted in the Reading Room’, and in order to
combat an outbreak of rowdyism, Constable Wilson was offered honorary membership of the
library. In July 1886, the committee discovered that the Football and Cricket Club was using the
reading room for its monthly meetings and whilst this was banned, the committee allowed the
Portarlington Township Improvement Association free use of the building for its meetings.
The caretaker complained about the ‘considerable inconvenience caused by people coming
into the library at all hours to collect books’. This drew a sympathetic response from the
committee that decided that members could only collect books between the hours of 10am and
9pm on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. The caretaker and his wife were often
complimented for their attention to their duties but the committee showed no favours: in July
1889 Mr Allen was told that he was not permitted to graze his horse and cow on library land
because the animals frequently strayed into the adjoining park.
Between 1883 and 1890 annual meetings resulted in the re-election of the same group of men
to the committee of management. Frederick Willey was never challenged for the presidency
and he chaired nearly every meeting. The first secretary, T. Brown, was replaced by W. Brown
when the former left the district but Messrs Giblett, Wright, Harvey, Capron and Webber and
several Calhoun’s were the mainstays of the committee and it was not unusual for all to be
returned unopposed.
From Bellarine to Portarlington
In October 1890 the committee was informed that ‘the Bellarine library authorities have
indicated their willingness to amalgamate with the Portarlington library’. The Bellarine
committee also indicated a preparedness to hand over its book collection with the one
stipulation ‘that Messrs John Nichol, R. Nichol, snr, J. Hamilton, J. Cant, P. Cameron, D.
Williamson and A. Harvey being admitted as life members’.354 This motion was adopted with
no recorded debate355 and at the annual meeting on 31 July 1891 the Portarlington Free
Library’s collection had increased from 773 books to 1,438 books due to the transfer of stock
from the defunct library at Bellarine. As early as 1858 the Geelong Advertiser had made
reference to a Mechanics’ Institute in Bellarine but this action in 1890 begs the question, where
was the Bellarine library?
The district Road Board was established in February 1854 and the Shire of Bellarine was
created in September 1865. Over the next twenty years, the shire population gradually
increased from 3,700 to 4,500 but the number of eligible voters on the rate roll only increased
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from 730 to 750 – suggesting that it was a typically Australian rural population consisting of a
relatively large number of land holders, a small group of tradesmen in nearby townships, lots of
children, and a seasonal workforce.356 Early municipal directories indicate that there were ten
post offices in the shire including one at Bellarine and another at Portarlington357 but after 1875
the format of the directories changed and provide only brief profiles on the major townships in
the shire, viz Drysdale, Kensington (Leopold) and Portarlington, the latter described as a
‘remarkably clean town with a number of civic amenities’. Bellarine was already beginning to
disappear from official sources.
In its heyday Bellarine was a thriving township between Drysdale and Portarlington. In the
1850s the township had several schools, a church, post office, hotel and, from 1858, a
mechanics’ institute, and in the 1860-70s the township continued to grow and boasted an
Ancient Order of Foresters, a Church of England and a Wesleyan church and a Sparrow Club.
Parish plans identify a number of houses and buildings in the Church Road and Geelong Road
precinct. The gradual demise of the township in the 1880s may or may not have been apparent
to local residents but today municipal and electoral records offer a few glimpses of the demise
of the township. One indicator of Bellarine’s fate is school enrolments: in 1873 the local school
had 67 pupils; in 1880 enrolments had fallen to only 17 before the school’s closure in 1892.
Wynd’s history of the peninsula358 indicates that a library was formed in Bellarine in 1858 and
John Cant was the treasurer of the Bellarine Mechanics’ Institute in 1870. In 1883, when
Frederick Willey’s committee was looking for a site for a library in Portarlington, John Cant,
acting on behalf of the Bellarine Mechanics’ Institute, said that his committee was prepared to
donate its old building to the residents of Portarlington.359 This is odd for several reasons. In
1882, John Cant lived in Portarlington and was identified in the Victorian Municipal Directory as
follows: ‘Farmer, Foresters Hall, Portarlington’. Secondly, a month later Cant withdrew the offer
of the old building but then, in response, Willey wrote to the Bellarine Mechanics’ Institute and
asked it to remove the word ‘Portarlington’ from its name and literature, which it agreed to do.
No doubt there were equal measures of rivalry and sadness in the 1883 offer because this was
yet another instance of Portarlington usurping Bellarine’s place on the peninsula. 360
The ‘amalgamation’ of the Bellarine and Portarlington libraries was complete by 1891 and this,
combined with debts repaid, a generous government grant, money in the bank and 700 extra
(albeit old) books on the shelves provided the impetus for committee members to start planning
the extension to the Portarlington Free library. In February 1891 the committee asked for an
additional quarter acre block of land adjacent to its existing Crown land allotment and advised
the Chief Secretary that there were no office bearers of the Bellarine Mechanics’ Institute ‘as
far as they could learn’. (The query was probably related to the trusteeship of the Crown land
grant at Bellarine.) The committee also instructed its architect to call tenders for the extension
to the building361 and Watt’s plan incorporated a Reading Room (27’x30’) and a Books Room
(13’x20’) at a total cost of 250 pounds. W. McLean, a local builder, won the tender with a bid of
251 pounds, defeating three other builders by an average of thirty pounds. The work was
completed by November 1891 but the opening ceremony was delayed by the health inspector
who identified numerous defects that were righted at a cost sixteen pounds. The committee
also took the opportunity to install an in-ground tank at a cost of fifteen pounds and the
nightcart man was engaged at a cost of twenty-six shillings per annum. The new library opened
in February 1892 and consisted of a large reading room and a books room. The ‘old’ library
was converted into accommodation for the caretaker and a larger games room.
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Hard times
At the completion of the developmental phase, the committee dealt with a range of minor
issues but seems to have no long term plans or goals. It received a huge government grant of
eighty-two pounds but still argued that this was insufficient because it had borrowed heavily to
fund the building. To add to its woes the Chief Secretary reminded the committee that 25% of
the grant had to be spent on the purchase of new stock and, in spite of repeated grumbles to
Levien about the inadequacy of the grant, the committee did spend twenty pounds on books,
magazines and newspapers. In October 1891 the treasurer, J. Calhoun, surprised the
committee when he resigned ‘owing to the action of the committee in restricting the playing of
draughts to members only’. Those attending the meeting, and presumably voting in favour of
limiting public access to the draughts board, included W. Calhoun, A. Calhoun, F. Willey, J.
Hicks, McIntosh and Brown, but by February 1892 it was all a misunderstanding, the games
room was freely accessible to the public and Calhoun had withdrawn his resignation.
In spite of the construction of a new building, a doubling of the collection and the acquisition of
new books and magazines, membership remained static at about forty (based on information
contained in annual reports and commissions paid to Allen), with no indication that the new
facilities attracted a greater readership or the active involvement of the ‘life members’ from the
former Bellarine library.
Allen, the caretaker, honorary librarian and collector of subscriptions, retired in May 1893 and
the committee invited tenders for the position. Six people applied, including his wife,362 and the
position was awarded to Mrs Allen on the understanding that she would enjoy the same
benefits – free accommodation, heating and lighting – but would not receive any commission
on subscriptions.
William Calhoun loaned another 125 pounds at 7% per annum interest but the committee
struggled to meet the interest repayments and in 1897 it resolved to organize another Easter
fundraising bazaar. A sub-committee of ten ladies (chaired by Mrs J Calhoun, Miss Tonner as
secretary and Mrs W. Calhoun as treasurer) organized the bazaar which generated a profit of
sixty pounds. The proceeds from bazaars and fetes became the salvation of the library over the
next twenty years.
Frederick Willey remained the president until his death in January 1900. He was eighty-one
years of age, a colonist for fifty years and had been the president of the Portarlington Free
Library since 1883, although the minute book indicates that whilst he was re-elected on an
annual basis he had not attended a committee meeting since 1897. William Calhoun, the vicepresident, chaired meetings on a regular basis and was subsequently elected president after
Willey’s death. Other long serving members who died in the mid-1890s included Messrs
Capron and Brown. Information gleaned from municipal directories indicates that the number of
farmers decreased in both numerical and percentage terms but that they still dominated the
town and district. In 1890 ‘farmers’ accounted for 30% of those on the municipal roll and the
second biggest category was laborers at 21%. Between 1883 and 1890 the composition of the
committee was unchanged with most positions on the committee still held by farmers,
gentlemen (retired farmers), local merchants, a school teacher, a bank manager and
clergyman. There were no laborers on the committee. Conversely only about 25% of library
members were identified in the municipal directory which suggests that the library appealed to
itinerant workers who joined on a weekly or monthly basis in order to read the newspapers or
play draughts and chess.
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Perhaps coinciding with the dreadful weather and adverse financial conditions in the colony
throughout the 1890s, library committee meetings became less frequent and were often
cancelled due to the lack of a quorum. As a consequence most business conducted by the
committee related to the passing of accounts for payment, bemoaning the low level of income
from subscribers and other minor matters.
The government grant was only ten pounds in 1895 but this did not prevent the Chief Secretary
instructing the committee how to spend the money. Thereafter little funding was provided by
the colonial government or the municipal council. The caretaker was instructed to compile a list
of outstanding book loans and on each occasion the committee expressed concern about the
poor rate of return of borrowed items. A stocktake was conducted and the collection
reclassified but the committee could not afford to print a catalogue.
In July 1901 William Calhoun tabled his first annual report as president of the Portarlington
Free Library. He said that when his committee took office in July 1900:
The debt on the building was 38 pounds, general revenue fell short of meeting
recurrent expenses and no new books had been purchased for the past six years.
However the committee saw the gravity of the situation and the necessity for
immediate action otherwise the library would have been forced to close. The matter
was carefully considered and it was decided to enlist the help of the ladies of the town
to hold a bazaar for the purpose of raising funds to pay our liabilities and, if possible,
purchase new books.363
Careful consideration! This seems to be an understatement because by now the committee
recognized that bazaars, organized by the ladies of the town, were the only means of salvation.
This 1902 bazaar was no exception: it generated seventy pounds that was used to repay all
debts and purchase 200 books to the value of twenty-five pounds. Once again the magnitude
of the bazaar can be seen in relation to the income from subscriptions (fourteen pounds) and
the government grant (eleven pounds). Unfortunately this burst of activity was followed by a
slump and thereafter very little business was transacted and meetings were often cancelled.
In July 1905 the president’s report stated that it was ‘with regret that he had to report that the
year had been barren of progress’ and this lack of action is evident throughout the minute book.
The committee failed to keep to a meeting schedule and when it did meet no general business
was transacted. The election resulted in Calhoun retaining the presidency (he continued to hold
this position until March 1913) and his fellow officers were W. Gray and Thomas Brown (vice
presidents), J. Calhoun (treasurer) and R. D. Jones (secretary). The committee consisted of Dr
Dunn and Messrs Tonner, Day, Kendell, Graham, Warden, Widdicombe and McKenzie. The
same annual report indicates that the committee spent four pounds on insurance and six
pounds on newspapers but nothing on new books. The book collection was the bane of the
committee’s life because another stocktake revealed a deficit of 200 books due to unauthorized
borrowings, loss, or non-return and also highlighted the vast age and poor state of repair of
most books in the collection. A public appeal to members reduced the loss rate to eighty-five
items but it still caused some disquiet because of the level of unauthorized borrowings, damage
to stock and no incentives for potential members to subscribe. The committee produced a new
catalogue but could not afford to bind it. Mrs Allen retired in 1905, having held the position
since her husband’s retirement in May 1893. She was replaced by Mr and Mrs George Butcher
in July 1905 and they moved into rooms partially renovated at a cost of eight pounds.
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35th anniversary
The annual report for 1918 marked the 35th anniversary of the Portarlington Free Library and,
as usual, the records are accurate but fail to convey the slow progress of the past or the
malaise felt by the committee. In order to obtain a government grant to purchase more books,
the committee was obliged to submit a detailed application indicating that the committee had
spent 2,336 pounds since 1883 and that its income for the same period was 2,358 pounds. In
addition the honorary treasurer swore that there were 1,790 books in the collection and that
every book could be perused in the reading room by all residents or borrowed by
subscribers.364 Furthermore, he swore that the previous book grant had been fully expended on
the purchase of new stock. In response, the government provided a paltry grant of three
pounds. The audited report shows that revenue from subscribers was fifteen pounds;
suggesting the there were thirty subscribers, and when added to the government grant, these
two sources represented 75% of the library’s income. The annual meeting was delayed
because of a lack of a quorum and when it took place in March 1919 the following were
elected: Robert Graham (president), Captain Whitting and Cr Harvey (vice presidents), H.
Bornfather (secretary), McKenzie (treasurer), and the committee consisted of Messrs Bartlett,
Munro, Brown, Preston, Rev. Lewin and Mesdames Beck, Sharp and Watts. The
caretaker/librarian was Mrs McLean365.There was only one item of general business and that
was the drafting a public letter inviting local residents to support the library, but the committee
was unable to agree on the wording of the document and it was another three months before
the letter was distributed.
Conclusion
The minute book remains the only public record of the committee’s on-going struggle to deliver
library services to the residents of Portarlington. In its first thirty years of operation the
committee relied on the generosity of the Calhoun family (at any given time at least three
Calhoun’s were providing leadership and financial support); persevered with a hand to mouth
existence which was only alleviated by income generated by bazaars, concerts and fetes;
relied on erratic levels of government funding; and placed considerable faith in the ability of its
unpaid caretaker to manage the daily affairs of the library. In 1907 a concert generated a profit
of twenty pounds and the Rev. Johnston was authorized to spend fourteen pounds on new
books when he was next in Melbourne. In many ways this epitomized the fate of the
Portarlington Free Library for the next fifty years as the committee failed to replace itself with
younger members, relied on local fundraisers for last-minute injections of cash, and kept
spending small amounts on building maintenance, whilst all the time bemoaning the lack of
support from subscribers.
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‘THE LIBRARIAN WAS REQUIRED TO PROVIDE NOTHING
BUT DEFERENCE TO THE LIBRARY COMMITTEE’

The role, status and reputation of the colonial librarian is difficult to evaluate because of the
paucity of information in minute books: the same minute books that record committee
resolutions and the myriad of operational detail that clearly demonstrates the overarching
authority exercised by committees in contrast to that exercised by their librarian. Most
committee men were strong-willed, articulate and long-serving benefactors whereas the typical
librarian was underpaid and given little authority to select staff or purchase stock. Furthermore,
librarians were expected to act as secretary, caretaker, collector of subscriptions and the
upholder of the moral hegemony of the committee and of middle-class society. The typical
librarian’s security of employment was limited in that he was expected to pay a bond of 100
pounds to secure the job and was often required to live on the premises in a caretaker
capacity. Under these circumstances it is not surprising that minute books provide few insights
into the personality of the librarian. Before looking at the role of several librarians in Geelong
and Ballarat, it is worth noting some generic comments made about colonial librarians by their
committees of management.
There are numerous reports of librarians being dismissed for drunkenness and
incompetence366 and at least three library assistants at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute were
dismissed for intemperate habits and the theft of money.367 Whoever selected the staff may
have been poor judges of character because of their tendency to employ disreputable persons
but, given that the most common offence was the theft of petty cash, it is possible that low
wages, poor bookkeeping and human frailty may have been the underlying problem. Bendigo’s
librarian was described by his committee and in the local press as ‘slovenly and careless’ and
accused of losing books and failing to carry out instructions,368 Colac’s librarian had ‘no
systematic methods’ and another report said that libraries were refuges for those who failed in
other endeavours.369 Queenscliffe’s librarian was instructed to ‘make a small window between
his apartment and the Reading Room’ to enable him to watch library users. Another popular
perception of the librarian was that he was ‘no more than the custodian of the collection and
rule upon rule hemmed him in’. Regarded as a humble servant, it was universally accepted that
‘the librarian was required to provide nothing but deference to the Library committee’.370
In spite of numerous references to the low status of colonial librarians, there is evidence that, in
the 1870-80s, the Bendigo, Maryborough, Ballarat, and Geelong library committees employed
full-time and highly respected librarians. Bendigo’s new librarian was ‘a guide, friend and
philosopher to the great army of readers’’371 and the librarian at Maryborough was praised for
the skilful manner by which he ‘diffused knowledge to local residents’.372 The Ballaarat
Mechanic’s Institute’s secretary / librarian may have been comforted by his committee’s
‘continued confidence’ in him but it did not shield him from the harsh reality of an occasional
reduction in salary due to the institute’s ‘embarrassing financial position’.373 This essay focuses
on the varying careers of several librarians in Ballarat and Geelong.374
John Fitzherbert – Ballarat East Free Library, 1872 - 1882
The status of three librarians at the Ballarat East Free Library (BELF) between 1872-1892,
Messrs Fitzherbert, Mendoza and Trevor, suggests that there was a strong correlation between
the vitality of the committee and the income, autonomy and status of its librarian. From its
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inception, the BEFL committee was committed to employing its librarian for the sole purpose of
managing the library and there was no suggestion that he was required to carry out those other
duties, such as caretaker, collector of subscriptions, billiard room manager or insurance
salesman, commonly associated with the position of secretary/librarian at a mechanics’
institute. However, the following overview shows that the employment opportunities of three
librarians at the BEFL rose and fell in unison with the financial viability of the library.
When appointed in 1872 John Fitzherbert was forty-four years of age and paid a generous
salary of 220 pounds per annum. On 2 May 1875 Fitzherbert’s salary was further increased to
250 pounds and his status was such that he was permitted to spend five pounds per month on
books and journals without the approval of the committee. A collector of subscriptions was
appointed to assist the librarian and two of Fitzherbert’s sons held this position: Edward’s wage
was 15 shillings per week (40 pounds per annum) and when he resigned in August 1878 he
was replaced by his brother, Arthur W. Fitzherbert. However the minutes of 30 January 1879
record that Arthur died and the committee was moved to ‘deplore the untimely death of a good
and promising youth’. Twelve men applied for the position which was awarded to G. Marshall
on the proviso that he lodge an assurance of 50 pounds in a bank.375 Marshall’s duties included
working in the library six days per week between noon and 3pm and again from 6pm to 10pm
in addition to assisting the librarian, light cleaning duties and collecting subscriptions. The
committee paid him 50 pounds per annum plus 15% of all subscriptions to the value of 100
pounds and 20% of all subscriptions over 100 pounds per annum
Returning to the role and status of the librarian, John Fitzherbert. There are no records
pertaining to his training or prior employment but he was a well-respected officer and it is
therefore an irony that he attracted so much notoriety in the days following his death in
September 1882. A large oil painting with the caption, ‘In memoriam to John Fitzherbert, 14
years the Librarian in Ballarat. Presented to the trustees by his friends’, hung in my office for
many years and is now displayed in the Australiana Room of the Ballarat City Library. The
portrait was commissioned for a specific purpose and is directly linked to early, innocuous
death notices that appeared in the Ballarat Star and the Ballarat Courier on 28 and 29
September 1882.
The mortal remains of the late John Fitzherbert, for many years the respected
secretary and librarian of the Ballarat East Public Library were yesterday consigned to
the grave.376
In the news section of the same newspapers, it was reported that the Catholic Church refused
to allow a priest to officiate at Fitzherbert’s burial service. A church spokesman said that there
were two reasons. The first was that Fitzherbert, during his life, had not conformed to the rules
of his church, and the second reason: well, it could not be stated in public. A later edition of the
Star reported that the deceased had not been a member of a secret society but this failed to
dampen the public outcry and the Ballarat Star complained that the role of the Church was an
‘inexcusable offence to the public conscience’ but the mystery was never resolved. 377
The BEFL committee passed a motion of condolence to Fitzherbert’s family but it remained
deeply troubled by the embarrassing circumstances surrounding the burial of Fitzherbert and,
six months later (3 April 1883), it reported that friends had commissioned a life-sized portrait of
the deceased gentleman to hang in the library. The project was arranged by a former president
of the library committee and the unveiling ceremony was attended by politicians, mayors,
committee men and a large number of leading citizens. Seven gentlemen delivered ‘stirring
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addresses’ and all agreed that Fitzherbert was ‘an able, zealous and faithful officer’ who served
the entire community. Furthermore, ‘the likeness was pronounced a capital one by those who
were most intimately acquainted with the deceased gentleman’.378 Molloy’s address was as
follows:
Ladies and Gentlemen, On behalf of the subscribers I have to thank you for your
kindness and ready courtesy in according us this favourable opportunity of presenting
to you, on behalf of the trustees of the library, a portrait of the late librarian, Mr John
Fitzherbert. The deceased gentleman was an able, zealous and faithful officer, always
loyal to the principle that the library was not founded in the interest of any sect or party,
but for the benefit of the whole community. His marked ability, extensive, exact and
varied information, sound judgement in the selection of books, his scrupulous care of
the interests committed to his trust and his transparent truthfulness and honour, not
only won him respect and confidence of the committee (as evidenced by their Annual
Reports each year) but also greatly conduced to make the library an institution that all
our citizens may well be proud of. To aver that the late librarian was faultless would be
to declare he was more than human, but taking all for all, it may safely be affirmed that
those who knew him best, either as a public officer or a private citizen esteemed him
most. Therefore it was most appropriate that those who have known the deceased
gentleman most intimately should pay the tribute which they deem due to his memory
by now handing over to you the admirable portrait painted by Mr John Summers, of our
own School of Mines, on behalf of the subscribers. I have the honour to be your
Obedient Servant, J. Molloy. Ballarat, 6 April 1883.379
Solomon Mendoza – Ballarat East Free Library, 1882 - 1887
Solomon Mendoza was appointed to fill the Fitzherbert vacancy on 18 October 1882 and over
the next five years Mendoza played a prominent, and possibly unique, role in representing
colonial libraries in the political arena.
In May 1884 the BEFL received advice from the Chief Secretary (Graham Berry) that the
government’s book grant would be 44 pounds – about the same as in previous years and far
less than anticipated. The committee was incensed and instructed Mendoza to write to every
mechanics’ institute and free library in the colony and ask them to join his committee in
protesting the government’s lack of funding. Mendoza arranged a meeting with the Chief
Secretary and when the date for the deputation was arranged, Mendoza sent another letter to
every committee advising of the five resolutions to be put to the Chief Secretary. The basic
argument of the organising committee was that ‘it was the deliberate opinion of all delegates
that current funding is WHOLLY INADEQUATE to meet the urgent necessities of the case’. The
deputation was formally led by Mr James, MLA for Ballarat East, and comprised thirty members
of parliament and thirty town councillors from throughout Victoria. Minutes of the next
committee meeting of the Ballarat East Free Library, indicate that Berry was ‘entirely
sympathetic with the views expressed by the delegation’ and ‘admitted their claims’. 380 The
Chief Secretary agreed that more funding would be of assistance but he sprinkled a few seeds
of disharmony amongst the deputation when he said that the larger mechanics’ institutes in
Ballarat, Geelong and Bendigo should not be eligible for government money because they
were ‘not in any sense free libraries’. The deputation remained united in their resolve and
aspirations but alas, a few weeks later, when the Appropriation Bill passed through the
parliament, there was no change to the total amount of government funding and the Bill
became law ‘without a single protest being made by a member of parliament who had joined
the delegation’. The minutes of the BEFL committee meeting, no doubt written by Mendoza,
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state that the committee was ‘somewhat disappointed’381 whereas the Ballarat Star and Courier
were furious: the former saying that the government grant ‘is so paltry as to be absurd’ and the
latter saying,
The committee of the free library has good reason to complain that it has not been
treated with sympathy…it is the best free library in all the colonies [except for the
Melbourne Public Library] and yet it receives a paltry 44 pounds per annum…Where
were the members of the Legislative Assembly who pledged themselves to support an
increase in the book vote?382,383
In July 1885 Mendoza again wrote to every library committee in the colony asking for their
support in lobbying for additional funding. Scores of committees, including the Geelong Free
Library and the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute, offered their support but in spite of Mendoza’s
ability to arrange another deputation and, indirectly, have the matter debated in the Legislative
Assembly on 15 July 1885, the Chief Secretary continued to argue that his hands were tied: the
book grant was adequate, and, it was not his fault that a large proportion of the money went to
a dozen large mechanics’ institutes at the expense of hundreds of smaller libraries throughout
the colony.
The BEFL committee praised Mendoza for his remarkable, and probably unique efforts, but the
fiscal tide was beginning to turn against the free library and its librarian. Funding and loyalties
were spread even more thinly when a new library was formed in the neighbouring City of
Ballaarat and, because of its own financial crisis, the Ballarat East Town Council halved its
annual allocation to ‘the best library in Australia’. All tiers of government offered funds for
capital works but there was a reluctance to fund recurrent costs and salaries. Budget
constraints resulted in Mendoza’s salary being reduced to 200 pounds, which was inclusive of
an allowance for collecting subscriptions.
When Berry resigned from parliament in February 1886, Mendoza thanked him for ‘being good
friends to the library over many years’ and in reply, Berry expressed his ‘continued interest in
the success of the library’.384 The in-coming Chief Secretary offered more funding for colonial
libraries in 1887385 but it was too late for Mendoza. His income – and no doubt his status and
self-confidence as well - continued to decline. His salary was further reduced to 170 pounds
although his working hours were correspondingly reduced to thirty-one hours per week over a
six day roster that included several evenings until 9pm. (His assistant was paid 52 pounds per
annum.) In early 1887 the new Chief Secretary was petitioned for a third time by Mendoza but
in May 1887, before arrangements could be finalised, Mendoza resigned to take a more
lucrative, non-library, position in Melbourne, and the committee presented him with an
illuminated testimonial that referred to his ‘high character for trustworthiness and integrity’.386
(On 14 November 1890 Mendoza unsuccessfully applied for the position of secretary of the
Geelong Mechanics’ Institute that arose following the retirement of Wheatland. See below.)
Joseph Trevor – Ballarat East Free Library – 1888
Financial constraints continued to plague the BEFL committee with the result that the vacancy
created by Mendoza’s resignation was advertised with a salary of 156 pounds per annum. In
spite of this reduction, forty-two people applied for the position which was awarded to Joseph
Trevor. Within a year, Trevor’s job was reduced to a part-time position. The reduced salary and
loss of status was largely due to the committee’s inability to attract adequate grants and the
librarian’s inability to solicit sufficient income from subscribers and potential subscribers. In
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keeping with the library’s lower profile within the community, Trevor’s status as librarian
attracted almost no public reaction and he played a minimal role in the committee room.
Municipal directories indicate that Trevor was better known as a music teacher.
Edward Purdue – Geelong Free Library , 1876 - 1878
Coinciding with the formation of the Geelong Free Library, (GFL), the committee advertised the
permanent position of librarian/secretary in January 1876. Thirty men applied and the job was
awarded to Edward Purdue, the temporary incumbent who had previously been referred to as
the secretary/librarian. Purdue duly signed a contract indicating his willingness to manage the
library from 8.30am until 10.00pm on a daily basis in return for a wage of one pound per week
and on-site accommodation. A year later, flush with success, a handsome building, and money
in the bank, the committee moved a vote of thanks to Purdue, saying:
Your committee desires to leave on record its appreciation of the ability and zeal
displayed by your librarian, to whom much of the success over the previous year must
be attributed. The committee also wishes to express its regret at its inability to pay him
a salary proportionate to the duties he so satisfactorily performs, but the committee
hopes that when the means of the Institution may allow, his services will be recognised
as they deserve.387
At the second annual general meeting in February 1878, Purdue was again thanked for his
services but later that year the committee was shocked to discover that its librarian had
absconded and that his office was in disarray. Purdue left a note with his wife, saying that he
had stolen money from his employer, sold some their household furniture, and had left the
colony. Ever helpful, he advised his wife to approach the GFL committee to claim his unpaid
wages – about six pounds - if she was short of cash! Worse was to follow when it was
discovered that Purdue had cashed cheques made out to local businessmen to the value of
100 pounds before his sudden disappearance. In his absence, his contract was terminated with
no payment to his wife and the police investigated the defalcation of the committee’s money.
The committee provided the police with twelve photographs of Edward Purdue and asked the
government to offer a reward of fifty pounds for his capture and arrest. The request was
refused. On 23 October 1878 the committee meeting degenerated to name-calling when
members debated the process of authorising payments and the willingness of local banks to
cash cheques made out to other people, before concluding that the fault was not theirs
because Purdue had ‘devised an ingenious method to deceive the committee’ and relied on
‘the premeditated artful villainy of an accomplished rogue’ to achieve his ends.388 Within a week
Purdue was traced to Sydney where he was living under an assumed name. He was arrested
and brought back to Geelong by sea. Meanwhile, the committee briefed Mr Harwood to prepare
the legal case against the accused who faced the courts in February 1879 where he was
sentenced to eight years imprisonment for embezzlement. 389
Gardiner and Bottomley – Geelong Free Library – 1878-1890
Following the dismissal of Purdue, the GFL set about appointing a new librarian. It was
proposed that a salary of 75 pounds per annum plus commissions, free rent, fuel and power
would attract a ‘civil and obliging man’. Mr Davy thought that the salary was too low to induce a
man to work thirteen-hour days whereas Mr Ryan thought that any number of Geelong
residents would be prepared to work for 52 pounds per annum. The original motion was
adopted and ‘Captain’ John Gardiner was appointed in November 1878 and held the position
until his death in 1885. J. C. Bottomley then defeated nine other candidates for the lowly paid
position. Bottomley, the son of the rate collector, was described as a ‘smart young man with
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plenty of energy so the Free Library will get an impetus and [because of his appointment] has
its future advancement guaranteed’.390 Bottomley was also the secretary of the Corio branch of
the Australian Natives Association and was sacked for embezzlement in 1890. The Geelong
Free Library Committee conducted an emergency audit and found none of its money missing
but it too sacked Bottomley, who was later gaoled.
Benjamin Wilmot Wheatland – Geelong Mechanics Institute, 1855 - 1890
As the dutiful secretary / librarian / minute secretary / caretaker of the Geelong Mechanics’
Institute (GMI) for thirty-five years, Benjamin Wheatland’s role is largely invisible in the minute
books and newspaper records and his views on the big issues of the day, such as the suitability
of popular fiction in institute libraries, opening libraries on Sundays, the provision of separate
facilities for women or fundraising initiatives, are unrecorded. In spite of his anonymity, one
correspondent said that the GMI was ‘one of the best in the Southern Hemisphere due to the
wonderful efforts of Wheatland’ whereas another correspondent complained that the GMI’s
librarian did not allow the public to browse the shelves or read current newspapers - but these
matters were committee-driven and are a reflection of the policies that regulated Wheatland’s
behaviour.
Ironically Wheatland’s contribution was acknowledged at a much higher level when Charles
Holgate, a British scholar and self-appointed expert on colonial libraries, toured Australia in
1884.391 Holgate made specific reference to Wheatland’s management of the GMI and said
that, on his return to Britain, he would nominate Wheatland for membership of Britain’s Library
Association as a suitable form of recognition. There is no evidence that this occurred.
It was not until the mid-1880s that a few personal references to Wheatland’s role at the GMI
can be identified in minute books. On 20 January 1885 he was congratulated on completing
thirty years of service and the committee awarded him six months leave on full pay, ‘an
indulgence that was granted unanimously’.392 A group of residents gave Wheatland a gift of
120 pounds and he traveled to Britain for a holiday. On his return to Geelong in October 1885
he delivered a public lecture on his observations.
Unfortunately his absence and return to Geelong coincided with an upsurge in problems facing
the library committee. In December 1885 the committee bemoaned a fall in membership
because it had failed to appoint a collector of subscriptions during Wheatland’s absence.393
When Solomon Mendoza, librarian of the Ballarat East Free Library, asked library committees
to join the deputation to the Chief Secretary in March 1887, Wheatland replied to the effect that
his committee would wait until the matter was critical – a disastrous decision but one
presumably made by the committee and not by its librarian. Within a year, the government
slashed its book grant to the GMI from 130 pounds per annum to zero and this had dire
consequences for Wheatland’s financial security. In 1889 he asked for a pay rise but the
committee persuaded him to accept a new ‘salary package’ consisting of a reduction in salary
from 250 to 200 pounds per annum, no change to his free accommodation in the rear of the
institute building, less working hours and only two evening shifts per week. In addition the
committee agreed to employ a library assistant to assist with the increased workload.394 Not
recorded in the minutes is any reference to the fact that Wheatland’s wife, Mary, died on 14
July 1887395 and that Benjamin Wheatland lived alone at the rear of the library.
Thereafter the minute book contains a few more references to Wheatland’s age and work
practices: including a complaint that he experienced difficulty climbing the four-metre ladders to
retrieve books from the top shelves, recognition that his accommodation was squalid and his
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hours of work onerous. Coinciding with this, the committee struggled to balance its budget (see
‘Geelong Mechanics’ Institute and its loss of the government book vote’) with the result that,
aged 65, Wheatland retired in mid-1890 and was made a life member of the GMI at the annual
meeting in January 1891. Wheatland’s successor, John Bennett, was paid 200 pounds per
annum and a rental subsidy because he opted to live off site.
Benjamin Wilmot Wheatland died on 2 August 1895 and it ironic that more is known about his
life as a result of one obituary published in the Geelong Advertiser than can be extracted from
all the minute books of the GMI. We are informed he was born in Wiltshire, England, seventy
years earlier, that he worked in a mechanics’ institute in London before migrating to Geelong in
the early 1850s, and that he was involved in sporting clubs (cricket, football and bowls), church
activities and charitable organizations in Geelong. We also know from the obituary that
Wheatland died in the back yard of a boarding house in Swanston Street where he lived for the
past five years. Finally we know that his sudden death caused much grief and that his funeral
was attended by a large crowd.396 In March 1901 the committee reluctantly agreed to spend
₤450 on building improvements.
Conclusions
It is possible to draw a number of conclusions about the role, status and reputation of colonial
librarians. Firstly, the fate of the librarian was inextricably tied to that of his committee.
Secondly, the five men in this series, Messrs Fitzherbert, Mendoza, Trevor, Purdie and
Wheatland, played significant roles although they were almost invisible within the committee
process. Thirdly, the librarians under review in this essay were, for the most part, the obedient
servants of their committees of management.
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The role of newspapers in serializing popular fiction is another, multi-faceted topic. Colonial newspapers and
popular and literary magazines all published chapters of novels on a regular basis. Newspapers enjoyed the sales
boost, readers eagerly awaited the next instalment and publishers were able to gauge the success of the story and
its likely fate as a bound novel. The role of serialized fiction can also be seen as a metaphor for Victorian society
with its fascination with personal and cultural development and the trials of everyday life.
Sensation fiction usually referred to those stories that focussed on ordinary people who behaved in extraordinary
ways. The themes were real (as opposed to ‘Gothic’ and ‘Romance’ fiction that included the supernatural, the
paranormal and religious and mystical experiences), and the conflict was often associated with class, sexual and
intellectual tension. Early exponents of the Sensation novel include Wilkie Collins, Mrs Henry Wood, Charles
Dickens, Thackeray and of course Mary Elizabeth Braddon.
214 By 1900 the cost of books had fallen, fiction now cost about 2/- and non-fiction titles cost about 6/-.
215 K. Davison, The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Monash University, 1993.
216 The township of Kensington was forced to change its name to Leopold in 1885 but it was not until September
1893 that the library committee changed its name to the ‘Leopold Free Library’.
217 Geelong Advertiser, 17 May 1882. The name ‘Kensington Free Library’ was in common usage at this time.
218 The tender was let by Watts and Jackson, Geelong architects. The timber building was 46’ x 24’ and the
committee room was 15’ x 10’.
219 I. Wynd, Balla-wein, p. 49.
220 According to the Victorian Year Book and other sources, Kensington was one of the smallest townships in the
shire. In a predominantly rural municipality of 4,100 residents, Drysdale had a population of 350, Portarlington had
620 residents, Kensington had 150 residents and St Leonards had 50 residents.
221 The total population of the shire only increased from 4,100 in 1883 to 4,200 in 1890. However the number of
voters on electoral rolls increased from 750 to 1,220 in the same period.
222 Maning & Bishop, Geelong and Western District Directory, 1882/3.
223 Also spelt Brame.
224 Maning & Bishop, Geelong and Western District Directory, 1882/3. Refers to him as a clerk.
225 Donaghy is not listed in the 1882/83 municipal directory but appears in Wynd, Balla-wein, p. 117.
226 Selby is listed in the 1882/83 municipal directory but with no stated occupation.
227 There is a volume that records the minutes of several meetings in 1882, correspondence and the names of
subscribers between 1882-1890 but the book is incomplete and has had many pages removed.
228 At a time when Wallace was selling private property in Kensington. Geelong Advertiser, 20 April 1887, 4 August
1887.
229 Wallace was working in opposition to an equally powerful committee of men in charge of the Geelong
Mechanics’ Institute.
230 Geelong Advertiser, 22 February 1884. When not campaigning for free libraries, Wallace managed telegraph
offices in Geelong, Kensington and Queenscliffe.
231 Belcher arrived in the colony in 1839. In the 1850s he was the sub-treasurer and gold receiver and in the 1870s
he owned property in Moorabool Street, Geelong. His business expanded to hotelier and director of the Geelong
Woolen Mill in the 1870s and he was a councilor and mayor of Geelong in the mid-1870s. When he became
involved with the Kensington FL in 1883 the municipal directory states that he was a financial broker in Geelong.
Belcher also supported the Geelong Free Library and the Drysdale library.
232 I. Wynd, Balla-wein, p. 104.
233 The donations seem timed to match the Committee’s interest payments on Belcher’s loan.
234 Belcher did become a trustee of the Kensington FL in 1893.
235 This was a highly contentious issue that emanated from Ballarat, spread throughout the colony and was subject
to much debate before the Free Libraries Bill Commission.
236 The incomplete minute book indicates that, at a meeting on 27 April 1882, the following six men were
nominated as trustees: H. Culph, J. Wallace, Hon. G. Belcher, A. Devine, J. Levien and __McLeod. The
implication is that the Library Committee did not forward their names to the Colonial Government for ratification.
237 Kensington FL, Minute Book, 18 May 1882.
238
The invoice was paid one mother later.
239 The Treasurer was responsible for preparing the financial report, the Secretary was responsible for submitting
reports and grant applications to the government.
240 Frederick William Bowman, born 1862 in Kensington, was the second son of Richard and Eliza Bowman.
241 The candidates were: A. Devine, G. Bowman, R. O’Halloran, T. McWilliams, C. Syer, H. Hillers, R. Bartlett, S.
O’Halloran, A. Thomson, W. Harrower, F. Syer, E. Ash, T. Bowman, K. Thomson, K. Brinsmead, G. Chubb, W.
Hose, J. Long, A. Moller, J. Hooper, and J. Hodgins. The first ten were elected.
242 A meeting took place on 7 October 1887 but obviously it did not revise the rules to Teebilcock’s satisfaction.
243 Ash also threatened to resign but was persuaded to retain his position.
213

127

Trebilcock was a shire councillor from 1889-1898 and Shire President in 1894.
Invitations were called on 11 March 1888 and the committee selected its nominees on 19 March 1888.
246 On 14 January 1891 the Kensington FL increased the number of Trustees to five: Messrs Ebenezer Ash,
Thomas McWilliams, Frederick Bowman, Vincent Harke and Richard Bowman.
247 Kensington FL, Minute Book, 18 April 1888.
248 Moller was a farmer in Kensington. More interestingly he was the son-in-law of Richard Bowman, Snr, and
brother-in-law of Richard Bowman, Jnr, both of whom were office bearers in the 1880s.
249 Belcher donated the land in 1883 but despite repeated requests it would appear that the transfer of the land did
not take place until late-1893. Prior to that date the minute book is replete with statements that Belcher was willing
to transfer the land, that the matter was in the hands of a solicitor and that the only cost would be the statutory fee
of 1-2 pounds. However the lack of action - in spite of many instances of Belcher’s on-going financial, moral and
material support to the library – suggests that he may have been reluctant to transfer that land that he had
donated to the Library committee until he was sure that the committee would not self-destruct, as seemed likely on
a number of occasions in the mid-1880s.
250 The Library received 55 pounds in 1889/90, 65 pounds in 1890/91 and 45 pounds in 1891/92.
251
Kensington FL, Minute Book, 9 October 1890.
252 Kensington FL, Minute Book. 18 September1890 and 8 October 1890.
253
The treasurer was forced to delay payment of the insurance premium on the new building and in 1888 the
committee reduced its costs by informing members of forthcoming meetings by postcard rather than by placing
public notices in the Geelong Advertiser.
254 Kensington FL, Minute Book. 6 June 1885.
255 The purchase price of a used piano was about 50 pounds and the rental was 1 pound per month.
256
Borrower
Title of Book
244
245

J. Williams
One by one
J. Williams
Isles of the borders
M. Donaghy
Debit and Credit
R. Bartlett
God and the law
H. Hillier
Prize fights
G. Bowman
Golden Americas
J. Braim
Travels in Africa
A. Thomson
Artic Exploration
W. Hose
White cascades
T. Williams
Modern Silverware
D. Long
Anne Corden
257 Earlier, in 1883, R. Q. McWilliams had been the minute and correspondence secretary when the committee
was planning the construction of the library and hall.
258 Kensington FL, Minute Book. 11 August 1886.
259 Financial reports show that Braim was paid 5 pounds in October 1886 and 3 pounds per quarter thereafter.
260 Richard McWilliams, Senior was born in 1822. His son, Richard Quinn McWilliams, Junior, was born in 1849.
Thomas McWilliams (also a member of the library committee) was a brother of Richard McWilliams, Senior.
261 Kensington FL, Minute Book, 28 November 1887.
262 Those present at the meeting were R. Bowman (chair), D. O’Halloran, G. R. Bowman, A. Devine, C. Syer, R.
Bartlett, T. McWilliams, H. Hiller, A. Moller and F. Brown.
263 Kensington FL, Minute Book, 19 July 1889
264 Ethelbert Ash was born in 1872 and, at 17 years of age, was the eldest son of Ebenezer and Mary Ash.
265 Geelong Advertiser, 23 March 1896. The committee organised a social event to celebrate Syer’s role as
librarian and vice-pesident.
266 In October 1895 the committee resolved to purchase a new air gun to the value of 25 shillings. In October
1897, the librarian reported that he had lost the gun whilst taking it to Geelong for repairs. The gun was eventually
replaced.
267 Any state of calm is relative. The committee felt that the quality of the painting was poor and withheld part of Mr
Brown’s (the contractor) payment; committee men who failed to attend were replaced; rules and by-laws were
often amended and the subscription to the Geelong Advertiser was often cancelled for short periods of time.
268 Geelong Advertiser, 23 March 1893.
269 The committee resolved that a public notice be placed in the press acknowledging the prompt payment.
270 One month later it was reported that J. Ash was the successful tenderer with a bid of 2 pounds for the old tin
from the roof.
271 Leopold Free Library, Minute Book,
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Cr Trebilcock, the Shire President, and former president of the Library Committee was unable to perform the
ceremony. Geelong Advertiser, 23 September 1893.
273 The process was complicated by the absence of one trustee who was overseas and by Ebenezer Ash’s
unwillingness to sign any contract until all the books were audited again.
274 The following were appointed trustees in August 1891: Ebenezer Ash (fruitgrower), Richard Bowman (farmer),
Vincent Harke (gardener), Thomas McWilliams (contractor) and Frederick Bowman (farmer), all of Leopold.
Richard Bowman died on 20 March 1892 and his position had been unfilled since his death.
275 Drysdale Court of Petty Sessions, 10 April 1894. p.105. The Library committee resolved that if it received half
the fines back from the court, it would refund the money in each case. There is no record of this happening.
276 Edward John Ash was the third child of Ebenezer and Mary Ash.
277 Total attendance of 62 suggests that 30-45% of the entire population of adult males attended the meeting.
278 In 1896 the Melbourne Public Library (State Library of Victoria) loaned the library a case of books
279 Leopold Free Library, Minute Book, 4 January 1902.
280 Leopold Free Library, Minute Book, 6 May 1905.
281 Cecil John Ash was born in 1883 so he was 21 years of age. He was married and had recently become the
father of Grace Ash.
282 In a written statement, Ash said that he had been knocked down and kicked by Jackson and subjected to bad
language by Warren. Mr Warren attended the next committee meeting, agreed with Ash’s version of events and
offered to give a written apology and a promise to keep the peace for the next two years. This was accepted by
Ash and the committee but Warren failed to produce the document and, with the encouragement of the committee,
both men were prosecuted and fined. Leopold Free Library, Minute Book, 7 January 1905.
283 Bellarine Historical Society Inc. William Frank McWilliams was born in Leopold in 1888. His father was Thomas
Edward McWilliams. After the war, Frank served as the Honorary Secretary of the Leopold & District Progress for
ten years before his death in Heidelberg in 1935.
284 B. Osborn and T. DuBourg, Maryborough, A Social History, 1850-1904.
285 B. Osborn and T DuBourg, p.265.
286 Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, 12 July 1871.
287 MADA, 8 May 1871.
288 See the definitions of a Mechanics’ Institute and a Free Library in ‘Queenscliffe Free Library’.
289 MADA, 9 May 1873.
290 The land was between High Street and the hospital and virtually a return to the site of the former Mechanics’
Institute in 1860.
291 MADA, 15 May 1880.
292 MADA, 7 April 1880, 26 April 1880.
293 MADA, 31 May 1880, 27 September 1880.
294 Maryborough Free Library Committee, Annual Report, 29 May 1880 and reprinted in MADA, 31 May 1880.
295 MADA, 8 November 1880.
296 MADA, 8 October 1880.
297 MADA, 21 March 1881, 2 May 1881.
298 Maryborough Free Library, Annual Report, 30 May 1881.
299 MADA, 7 August 1898.
300 The debt was about five times the annual budget of the library and interest on the debt was one of the major
items of expenditure each year.
301 Maryborough Free Library, Minute Book, February 1934.
302 Maryborough Free Library, Minute Book, 2 April 1909.
303 MADA, April 1909.
304 MADA, 10 October 1909.
305 Maryborough Free Library, Minute Book, 24 February 1911.
306 MADA, 21 January 1935,
307 MADA, 20 January 1936.
308 MADA, 31 May 1880, 30 May 1881.
309 MADA, 18 April 1898.
310 The female librarians at Maryborough between 1900 and 1940 included Haworth, Cole, Laidler, Hetherington,
Joyce and Robertson.
311 MADA, 16 May 1900.
312 Maryborough Free Library, Minute Book, 7 October 1911.
313 John Masters Garratt, (MLA for East Geelong) argued that the proposed borough would be too small,
economically unviable and that the Thomson Ward of the Town Council had not been underfunded in the past.
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A correspondent named ‘Old Identity’ wrote to the Geelong Times newspaper on 2 May 1877 and claimed that
Berry was not in the parliament when the vote was taken.
315 The number of voters on rate rolls was very small by today’s standards. In 1874 in the Borough of Geelong
West had a population of 4,700 but only 1,450 names on the voters roll. The neighboring municipalities were not
much bigger. The number of voters on the roll of the Town of Geelong fell from 3,227 (in 1870) to 2,240 following
the secession of the Thomson Ward and formation of the Borough of Geelong West. The Borough of Newtown
and Chilwell had 750 voters on its roll in 1877. More information is contained in Victoria’s Municipal directories.
316 The debates are recorded in Hansard and in the Melbourne Argus,18 November 1874.
Robert Johnstone, MLA, spoke in favour of the motion whereas John Garratt, MLA, said that the proposed
municipality was too small and claims that the Town of Geelong had underfunded the ward were untrue.
317 A. Neville, The political background to the separation of Geelong West from the Corporation of Geelong.
Manuscript held in Geelong Heritage Centre.
318 (a) Berry had previous experience in this area; in the 1860s he had lobbied unsuccessfully for South Yarra to
be liberated from the tyranny of the Prahran council. (b) Considering that Berry was in opposition and reviled by
the government it is amazing that the government agreed to anything that was proposed by him.
319 G. Seaton, The Ashby Story, p. 64, p.135.
320 W, Brownhill, The History of Geelong and Corio Bay, pp. 106-109
321 3 July 1885.
322 Geelong Advertiser, 4 July 1885.
323 Geelong Advertiser, 11 July 1885.
324 Geelong Advertiser, 21 July 1891.
325 Geelong Advertiser, 23 January 1888.
326 Geelong Advertiser, 8-10 September 1890.
327 Geelong Advertiser, 16 July 1890
328 Geelong Advertiser, 20 October 1890.
329 Geelong Advertiser, 21 July 1891. On 27 May 1891 the colonial government instructed the council to keep the
library open; on the grounds that government funds had been accepted for this purpose.
330 Geelong Advertiser, 7 October 1891.
331 Geelong West FL Minute Book, July 1891-March 1893; Geelong Advertiser, 24 July 1891; The Geelong West
FL closed in 1892-93. Another attempt was made to re-open the library in July 1893. G. Seaton The Ashby Story.
p.176.
332 The instigators for the meeting were R. J. Muncey and G.R. King, the latter a prominent Methodist, architect (in
partnership with Seeley) and Secretary of the local branch of the National Reform and Protection League.
333 Henry Higgins MLA for Geelong was a Melbourne barrister and William Gurr, MLA, for Geelong was a local
auctioneer. Both had been elected to parliament a year earlier in September 1894.
334 Geelong Advertiser, 24 August 1895 - 3 September 1895.
335
Geelong Advertiser, 2 September 189; G. Seaton, The Ashby Story, p. 154.
336 Geelong West Free Library, Letter Book, 1905-1910.
337 Geelong Advertiser, 23 April 1914.
338 Report of the Trustees of the Melbourne Public Library, Museum and National Gallery, 1917.
339 G. Seaton, The Ashby Story, p.189.
340 Geelong hoisted another conference of the Library Association of Victoria in 1935 and those present were
obviously feeling ‘bolshy’ because they called for a national review of Australian libraries and the result was a
watershed report known as the Munn-Pitt Report. Ralph Munn and Ernest Pitt were highly critical of the parlous
state of all libraries and concluded that Victoria’s libraries were better equipped in the 1880s than at any time from
then until the 1930s. There is no evidence that representatives from the Geelong West FL attended the 1935
meeting, nor is there any evidence that any library committee in Geelong and district acknowledged or responded
to the criticism contained in this report. R. Munn and E. Pitt, Australian Libraries, A survey,1935. The report was
released in 1937.
341 G. Seaton, Gold Reef and Silver Tussock, p. 15; Victorian Gazeteer, 1865.
342 By comparison, Rokewood’s population was 91 (in 14 residences), Teesdale’s population was 110 (in 23
residences) and Inverleigh had a population of 214 (in 44 residences). Interestingly, the ratio of males and females
in each township was surprisingly even.
343 G. Seaton, Gold Reef and Silver Tussock, p. 26.
344 Geelong Advertiser, 29 January 1889. It was reported that, in the Victorian Government Gazette, notice was
given that a one-acre block of land had been set aside for a library in the parish of Dereel.
345 Those in attendance included Frederick Willey, R. Webber, Samuel Giblett, W. Calhoun, T. Brown, William
Hitch, Edward Harvey, Henry Wright, F. Cameron, D. Williamson and the Rev. J. Steele.
314
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Modelled on the Drysdale institute’s rules and by-laws, the rules of the Portarlington Free Library were adopted
on 11 September 1883 and, rather unusually, they did not include any statement of purpose or goals. The subject
of each rule was as follows:
1. The role of the trustees
2. Method of removing trustees
3. Trustees to invest monies
4. Trustees are ex-officio members
5. Committee to manage the collection and assets
6. Committee to manage the operations of the library
7. Committee to fill temporary vacancies
8. Committee to determine its own size
9. Committee membership – non-attendance
10 Committee may appoint or remove
11 Committee to fill vacancies
12 Committee to produce annual report
13 Committee to convene special meetings of committee
14 Committee to convene special meetings of members
15 Committee to receive auditor’s report
16 Only members can participate in meetings
17 Junior members cannot vote
18 On payment of five pounds, a person can become a life member
19 Role of sub-committees
20 Book committee
21 Money to be banked by treasurer
22 All accounts over one pound to be paid by cheque and signed by president
23 All accounts to be authorized before payment
24 Free access to Reading Room
25 Reading Room – committee to determine hours of operation
26 Only subscribers can borrow a book
27 Books to be returned within 14 days. Members who fail to return items or have outstanding fines to
be excluded from the library
28 Reference books not to be borrowed
29 Behavior in library includes: no writing in books, no smoking, no spitting on the floor, no food, no
loitering, no intoxication 0r offensive behavior, no damage to property.
30 No mis-managing books
31 No conversation permitted in the Reading Room
33 Librarian to enforce the above rules
33 Committee can change rules
34 Committee can make by-laws
In 1913 the committee reviewed and reaffirmed the above rules.
347
Geelong Advertiser, 3 August 1883.
348 The trustees changed in November 1884 when Willey replaced Trainor who left the district and in July 1886 A.
Langdon replaced Webber following the latter’s death.
349 According to information presented at Annual General Meeting’s, membership was as follows; 56 subscribers
in July 1885, 31 in 1886, 31 in 1887, 35 in 1888, 44 in 1889, 40 in 1890, 40 in 1891 and 45 subscribers in July
1892. Thereafter there are no membership records.
350
Portarlington Free Library, Minute Book, July 1890.
351
The enormity of the income generated by the Easter bazaar can be seen in another way. The annual report in
July 1890 indicated that income came from the following sources: Balance carried forward, 3.15.11 pounds,
Proceeds from Easter bazaar, 225.0.0 pounds, Government grant, 13.1.5 pounds, and Members Subscriptions
19.3.6 pounds.
352 As noted in other essays in this series, the government grant program caused many frustrations. In crude
terms, the more a library spent on capital works, the more chance it had of getting a generous grant. Conversely
those libraries that struggled to meet recurrent costs often received very small government grants.
353 Portarlington Free Library, Minute Book, September 1887.
354 All were farmers from Bellarine, East Bellarine or North Paywit.
355
There is no evidence that any of these men played a role in the future development of the amalgamated library.
356 Farmers accounted for 61% of the names in the 1882 municipal directory.
346
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The other post offices in the shire were at Curlewis, St Leonard’s, Kensington, Moolap, Drysdale, Point Henry,
Wallington and East Geelong.
358 I. Wynd, Balla-wein.
359 A few months later, on 22 June 1883, this offer was withdrawn. No explanation is given.
360 Geelong Advertiser, 27 August 1870, 30 August 1870.
361 Geelong Advertiser, 24 March 1891.
362 The applicants for caretaker were Mrs Thomas White, and Eliza E Perry and Messrs A. Langdon, Charles
Perry, John Hotchins, F. Peacock and Mrs Allen.
363 Portarlington Free Library, Minute Book, 12 August 1901.
364 One year later, in June 1919, the number of books in the collection had fallen to 1,447 volumes. No
explanation.
365 When appointed to the position, the committee drew up a legal contract between ‘the President’ and ‘the wife of
Mr McLean’.
366 S. Encel, Librarians: a survey, Copy of manuscript at La Trobe University Library, 1972, F. Cass, Librarians in
New South Wales: a Study, Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 1972, pp. 55-56; Bendigo Advertiser, 7
January 1865.
367 Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Books, August 1883, May 1884, November 1885, September 1904.
368 Bendigo Advertiser, 7 January 1865.
369 Nation, 27 July 1876.
370 Adams, J., ‘More than Librarie Keepers’, Books, Libraries and Readers in Colonial Australia, Monash
University, 1984; Beckwith, F., ‘The eighteenth century proprietary library in England’, Journal of Documentation,
1947.
371 Bendigo Advertiser, 29 September 1882
372 Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, 31 May 1880.
373 Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Books. Batten’s salary was reduced from 300 pounds in November 1870
to 250 pounds and then to 150 pounds by May 1872. He was however provided with lodgings, firewood and
lighting. By the mid-1870’s his salary was increased to its former level.
374 Other essays in this series make reference to the role and status of librarians on the Bellarine Peninsula.
375 Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 4 March 1879
376 Ballarat Star, and Ballarat Courier, 29 September 1882.
377 Ballarat Star, 29 September 1882.
378 Ballarat Star, 7 April 1883.
379 Ballarat Star, 7 April 1883.
380 Ballarat Courier, 3 July 1884, Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 9 July 1884.
381 Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 7 October1884.
382 Ballarat Star, 6 February 1886, Ballarat Courier, 6 February 1885.
383 The terminology in the Star and Courier reports is so similar that either both newspapers sent journalists to the
BELF committee meeting or the BELF issued a press release.
384 Ballarat Courier, 3 February 1886; Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 16 February 1886.
385
Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 23 September 1886.
386 Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Books, 1887-1899.
387 Geelong Free Library, Minute Book, 22 January 1878.
388 Geelong Free Library, Minute Book, 20 October 1878. A correspondent, ‘Jonathon’ doubted the residents
would subscribe to the Library, given the incompetence of it s committee.
389 Geelong Advertiser, 12 October 1878, 30 November 1878, 2 and 9 December 1878, 22 February 1879.
390
Geelong Advertiser, Gardiner was referred to as ‘Captain’ in the Geelong Advertiser on 16 January 1885. On
the day of Bottomley’s appointment it was reported that he had recently retired from the Victorian Railways due to
poor health. 7 February 1885.
391 Holgate, C. An Account of the Chief Libraries of Australia and Tasmania, Holgate read his paper at the Library
Association’s conference in London in September 1884 and published his report in 1886. Holgate wrote a glowing
report, saying that ‘these libraries are in many cases such vigorous institutions that they have long since justified
that well-expressed conception that the true wealth of a library consists of [Latin phrase]. It is argued elsewhere
that Holgate’s overly flattering review was good for the collective egos of library committee men throughout the
colony but provided little support for those same committees seeking additional funding from government and
councils.
392 Geelong Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Book, 20 January 1885.
393 Membership of the Geelong Mechanics’ institute in December 1885 was as follows: 421 male members, 181
ladies and juveniles, 10 life members.
394 Circulation had increased from 46,000 loans in 1873 to 60,000 loans in 1885.
357
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The couple was survived by three adult sons who lived in the metropolis. Wheatland’s brother lived in Geelong.
Geelong Advertiser, 5 August 1895.
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