
Where the Hell is Our Local History
Centre?

Albany has a Local History Centre (above).
Where is Ours?

The Fremantle Society has always been a fan, and user, of the former
Fremantle Local History Centre, which used to be the best in the State.

It was invaluable for ratepayers seeking information on their property, for
researchers, and for staff.

It was so good, an extension was even built and opened during the America's
Cup by local Federal MP John Dawkins.

The whole thing disappeared when the council spent $5 million demolishing the
administration building, to build themselves another administration building,
which is sending Fremantle broke.

The Fremantle Society campaigned long and hard to secure promises that the
new Local History Centre would be as good as the previous one.
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But, besides some locked cupboards in the new underground library in an area
of regular flooding, where is the proper Local History Centre we were
promised?

Look at the photo above where Albany Council has recently added a well lit
welcoming research room to its Local History Centre, where 3,000 reports and
books that focus on Albany and its history are sitting on display. There are also
many other records locked away,  but available for those doing genuine
research.

With all the planning currently underway by council and the State
Government for the future of Fremantle, it is critical to have a well
resourced and accessible Local History Centre available to all NOW,
especially so that the millions of dollars of work already done over the
years producing innumerable reports, and the relevant ideas in those
early reports, are readily available. There is also the looming Bicentenary
of Western Australia.

The $63 million administration building has been finished for close to two years.
Despite $7 million in fees being paid to architects Kerry Hill, the resultant Local
History Centre underground is totally inadequate.

A much better solution is awaiting on the ground floor where the current
Remembrance Day exhibition is being held. Adjacent to that space is an area
formerly set aside for an over 55s lounge, but which ended up as the King's
Square Deadbeats Drop in lounge. $24,000 for glazing has been approved to
secure that area for the Local History Collection, a miserly sum compared to
$3.2 million council will spend for a row of new toilets at South Beach.

The Local History Centre could get going NOW, and we need it NOW, but
interference from some councillors means that council will now try to make
some money for a period of months by seeing if they can rent any of it out.
What?

Leadership from the mayor has been poor on this issue as in so many others,
and it is no wonder former deputy Premier David Parker last week labelled the
council "incompetent" over the Markets issue.

Give us our Local History Centre back.
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John Dowson
President
The Fremantle Society
0409 223622

See Garry Gillard's excellent Fremantle Stuff site for more background:

https://freotopia.org/organisations/fhc.html

And former librarian Betty McGeever's Herald letter earlier this year on April 6:
 

BETTY McGEEVER was formerly Fremantle’s City Librarian, and presided
over a major expansion of the council’s local history collection. She says
the Fremantle History Centre’s new home in the Walyalup Civic Centre’s
library is a major step back in time.

I SWORE I wouldn’t, but the regrets expressed by Pam Harris and John
Dowson for the demotion of the local history service in Fremantle library have
led me to hit the keyboard (“History centre ‘distressing’,” Herald, March 4,
2023).

Having nurtured its growth as library manager from the mid-70s until my
retirement in 2005, I too am saddened by the reduction of space, of visibility of
its rich resources and of on-the-floor service.

After some ad hoc collecting by John Birch in his office in the South Terrace
building, we moved to the civic building in 1974, and local history was allocated
a three-drawer filing cabinet in the workroom.

When legendary local history librarian Larraine Stevens was appointed a few
years later, that is what she inherited.  

Throughout the 1980s it had a modest dedicated public space, of about 20sqm,
and we committed to a comprehensive program of collecting, organising for
maximum accessibility (by detailed indexing and by exposure) and giving
accurate and immediate response to all queries. 

Community response was enthusiastic. 

By 1991 demand was such that the then very supportive council approved a
staff increase 

 so customers had the services of two full-time professional librarians.

That year they satisfied over 1800 queries, that’s about seven a day; some
were quick and easy, some could take a day’s research and retrieval.
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Almost all would get on-the-spot help from the professional staff and the
comprehensive on-site collection.

Success led to space problems and in 1994 we opened a federally-funded,
purpose-built extension of 163sqm.

It got lots of publicity, was well-known, the whole collection was more easily
accessible, and usage surged.

Users included journalists, planning officers and real estate agents who needed
quick access. 

Others were authors who would spend days in there. 

Who could forget Ron Davidson, or David Hutchison, with masses of material,
newspaper clippings, research notes, journal articles spread before them? 

They and many others produced works of excellence about Fremantle. 

Or Helen Kirkbride of the Fremantle Press going through the indexed
photographs choosing the best for a forthcoming book ?

But most users were the wonderful diverse Fremantle residents, seeking
information about their family, or house, or school, or shipping history.

Or simply sitting in the quiet and welcoming space reading about some aspect
of Fremantle’s history. 

As a result of such usage we acquired much more unique material, as donors
with a sense of community trusted us to value it and make it available. 

Local shipping tragic Bruce Farrington donated his amazing collection of port
photographs, over 1000; I assume they are now stored offsite and can be
browsed online.

But how does a walk-in customer even know they exist?

Oral history

We hosted school classes, primary and secondary, and architecture students
from Curtin, and could give them a taste of the whole collection.

We had oral history classes in there. 

Fremantle City Library was often chosen by conference organisers for visiting
overseas and interstate librarians to showcase the range of services that a
relatively small local government authority could provide. 

Of course that included Fre-info, well used, accurate and up-to-date community
information service, now closed (and no you cannot get everything on the net;
also some people need the help of skilled and knowledgeable staff). 

Visibility is the best promotion.
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Thank you John Dowson for the photo of the facility in Albany. 

I note that the visitor centre is getting lots of queries.

It has street frontage, banners outside proclaiming its presence and friendly
staff to greet you.

There is no external indication of our library whatsoever. 

Take a look at Cambridge proudly labelling its library, even though clearly
visible on the street.

I want to emphasise that I am in no way criticising the current local history
librarian.

But I cannot see how one person (and not housed in the library; why?) can
manage to proactively collect, organise and give the public the service they
deserve.

The initiative to use volunteers will surely attract some quality recruits, but why
is council not employing needed library staff?

Would council recruit volunteers to help with staffing shortfalls in its
infrastructure or finance or PR departments? 

Many people worked hard over decades to build a loved and respected local
history service and now, the collection – and staff – is largely hidden away; we
are back to something like the 20sqm of the 1980s, and staffing has been
halved. 

The community deserves better. 

And yes, for me, it’s a bit personal, and very disappointing.
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