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NEWSLETTER
To keep women’s words, women’s works, alive and powerful — Ursula Le Guin

Celebrating 30 years —1989–2019

Christmas closure
The Library will close on Friday 13 December 2019   

and reopen Monday 20 January 2020
Best wishes for the festive season!

Deborah’s address to Library members and guests, given 
without notes, ranged far and wide. She 
wove a story of this land that we share—
and the journey that we need to take, 
from knowing to understanding.

From the time of Cook, as he sailed 
by, she asked, how many generations have 
taken that first step? There is no shame in 
not knowing, she told us. The shame is in 
not finding out, not learning. 

White Australia’s ignorance of our 
history needs to stop. The ignorance 
must be replaced by knowledge and 
then understanding. ‘We need to let our 
children know their history and their 
stories right now.’ Looking around the 
room, she said that our task, as women 
and activists, is to lead the resistance 
to the old white men who protect their 
privilege. With a nod to the girls from her old school, 
Penshurst Girls High and to all the students attending 
from Sydney and beyond, she said that they will pick up 
the baton and continue the fight into the future. It was 
at Penshurst that she realised how strong and important 
is girls’ education!  

She was reminded of the ancient history of this land 
recently when she travelled to Gunditjmara country in 
South West Victoria. There, at Lake Condah are ancient 
stone dwellings, older than any other buildings on earth. 
Standing there, breathing in the history, a shout came 
at her. She described it as like a freight train, unlike 
anything she had ever felt before. Where did it come 
from? The elder with her told her that this was a site 
of a massacre. This ground was where a community 
fell, fighting displacement and invasion. The Governor 
himself authorised it—take whatever steps needed 

to ‘convince’ them to leave. Those who survived the 
initial ‘convincing’ retreated to the lines 
of trees beyond, where they drank from 
poisoned waterholes and died. Of 9,000 
people, only 77 remained. These few were 
removed to live in houses in a mission, an 
alien environment and on land to which 
they had no connection. 

We need to know this history, this 
sorrow. As Paul Keating said all those 
years ago in his Redfern speech, we failed 
to understand what invasion, and all its 
consequences, would have been like if it 
had happened to us.  

Understanding can come through 
music and she called our attention to 
the fact that Aboriginal people have 
been singing their narrative forever—
their ceremony is opera. It is an ancient 

tradition compared with the far more recent use of the 
written word to tell stories. 

Continuing this tradition, Deborah has a plan to 
write a war requiem releasing the souls of the dead, to 
be sung in the local language.

‘Think’ she said, ‘of what it would be to have 110 
singers ... Indigenous and non-Indigenous together 
singing, going on the journey from not knowing to 
knowing, and then from knowing to understanding and 
recognition and towards peace.’ We look forward to it!

The journey to understanding must be underpinned 
by a deep appreciation of the arts and funding the 
arts will help us develop an emotionally strong society. 
Deborah told us that as a high school music teacher, she 
understood how necessary this is but, she lamented, a 
child going through infants and primary and high school 

continued on page 2

Deborah Cheetham sings connection to country
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Jessie Street National Women’s Library
Australia’s National Women’s Library is a specialist library, 
its focus being the collection and preservation of the literary 
and cultural heritage of women from all ethnic, religious and 
socio-economic backgrounds.

Aims
• To heighten awareness of women’s issues
• To preserve records of women’s lives and activities
• To support the field of women’s history
• To highlight women’s contribution to this country’s 

development

Patrons
Quentin Bryce AD CVO; Elizabeth Evatt AC; Clover Moore 
Lord Mayor of Sydney; Professor Emerita Elizabeth Anne 
Webby AM

Board of Management
Jozefa Sobski, Chair; Suzanne Marks,Vice Chair;
Jean Burns, Treasurer; Sherri Hilario, Secretary;
Michele Ginswick, Diane Hague, Robyn Harriott, 
Barbara Henery, Beverley Kingston, Susan Price, 
Valda Rigg, Marion Shaw, Beverley Sodbinow

Editorial Team
Kris Clarke, Editor; Katharine Stevenson, Graphic Designer; 
Jessica Stewart

Notification of Library events for History Week  
scored a whopping 2261 hits!

Drylands, subtitled A Book For The World’s Last Reader, by 
Thea Astley, was joint winner of the 2000 Miles Franklin 
Award with Benang by Kim Scott. In this national allegory, 
Astley paints an all too familiar picture of the depopulation 
of regional townships as work dries up and businesses falter. 
The dispiriting effect of drought and its economic impact 
is seen through the observant eyes of Janet Deakin, a writer 
who lives above the Drylands newsagency and rails against 
the loss of print literacy as technology embarks on its 
takeover of reading culture. We follow the lives of a varied 
cast of characters and their enforced interdependence upon 
one another, set against a backdrop of male domination, 
racism and violence. Although the subject matter is 
predominantly grim, readers will find Astley’s superb use 
of wit and language rewarding. 

Only: A Singular Memoir by Caroline Baum is the 
entertaining account of journalist Caroline Baum’s 
unconventional childhood as the daughter of two people 
damaged by the trauma and tragedy of World War II, 
especially a domineering father. Baum, an executive 
producer with ABC Radio National, was the founding 
editor of Good Reading magazine, worked as Features Editor 
for the Australian edition of Vogue magazine and was the 
long-term presenter of Between the Lines.

Too Much Lip by Melissa Lucashenko. Our group initially 
found this book confronting due to the level of violence 
and strong language. Some felt the narrative included too 
many ill-defined problems with a certain quality of ‘pulp 
fiction’. Others found 
the story impactful 
and it promoted 
empathy for the Salter 
family’s dysfunctional 
lives — the result 
of colonisation, 
dispossession and 
the on-going racism 
of Australian society. 
Overall we felt that 
indigenous writing 
such as Lucashenko’s 
is now receiving the 
attention it deserves. 
Too Much Lip has 
an engaging cast of 
troubled but quirky 
characters and the story’s accessible tone and wit make it a 
worthy contribution to our nation’s overdue conversation 
about contemporary Aboriginal lives.

The rise of an educated Aboriginal class emboldened to 
share their stories, however dark, exemplifies the resilience 
of an amazing culture hidden in plain sight from most of 
us for too long. 

Barbara Henery
Upcoming books
22 January 2020: Monkey Grip by Helen Garner 

Book Club Update
Coonardoo by Katharine Susannah Prichard is the moving 
story of a young Aboriginal woman, trained from childhood 
to be housekeeper at Wytaliba cattle station in drought 
stricken north-west Western Australia. Their son Hugh Watt 
inherits the property, as well as the care of its indigenous 
workers, upon whose skills and experience the enterprise 
depends. In 1928 when this book was published, it was 
unthinkable that a white man might marry an Aboriginal 
woman. The story sheds light on the truth of black/white 
relationships at that time. Highly recommended.

Deborah Cheetham continued from page 1
will receive only fifteen minutes of arts education a week 
at the current rate! The loss of this ability to make sense 
of the world through dance, song and visual arts is a 
national tragedy. 

The journey to understanding is Australia’s journey. 
She told us that her own journey to understanding took 
a leap forward when, at the Conservatorium of Music, 
she became aware of just how long 80,000 years is — 
this land holds the wisdom of 2000 generations in the 
oldest continuing culture in the world, and we have yet 
to understand it.

What will it take for all Australia to feel proud of that 
continuation and connection to country? She cannot 
and will not sing the Australian national anthem, the sec-
ond line of which declaims ‘For we are young and free’. 

When we can recognise the oldest continuing cul-
ture in the world, when we can honour this, then we are 
on the path to understanding. Deborah closed with the 
compelling words, ‘I want my nation to be grown up. 
And I am determined that we will be.’

Report by Jessica Stewart
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LUNCH HOUR TALKS — THURSDAY 27 FEB AND 26 MARCH 2020 AT CUSTOMS HOUSE

Lunch Hour Talk dates for 2020 —  27 February, 26 March, 21 May, 30 July, 19 November. Make a note in your diary!

History Week 2019
Women, Memory and Landscape: sites of activism, resistance, 
persistence. History Week events held at the Library over 
the week of 2-6 September highlighted feminist physical, 
social, political and cultural connection to place. The 
Library’s membership of the History Council of NSW 
and participation in its flagship event gives us the 
opportunity to showcase and promote awareness of the 
richness of our holdings.

There was an exhibition of posters, a special display to 
commemorate the Women for Survival Peace Camp 1983 
and the launch of a new initiative, the Story Café.

Fiercely proud of our poster collection, we love an 
opportunity to create a display. Not only are the posters 
inspiring, they are a sobering reminder of the myriad 
campaigns fought by feminists for social justice and 
equality including equal employment opportunities, equal 
pay, indigenous rights, peace, affordable housing, health 
and reproductive rights, sexual harassment and violence 
against women.

The women’s peace camp at Pine Gap was an amazing 
feat of organisation. Inspired by Greenham Common 
Peace Camp, established in 1981 in England, the idea 
grew from a meeting in 
Canberra in April 1983. 
An organising coalition, 
Women for Survival, was 
formed from many groups 
around Australia. By 11 
November that same year, 
over 800 women from 
across the country had 
set up camp for a two-
week protest, negotiating 
use of the land with local 
indigenous organisations. 

Our Facebook 
post advertising the 
event generated a lively 
discussion. One woman 

who had been at the camp 
donated a collection of 
photographs and scrapbook 
which became part of the 
display. The display included 
banners from the Double 
Our Numbers project, 
story boards, a digitised 
slide show, badges, feminist 
newspapers and newsletters, 
and books. Also included 

was the Catalogue for the 
Library’s Remembering Pine 
Gap Exhibition in 2009 at 
Parliament House NSW. 
Many women who saw 
the display were deeply 
moved, especially those 
who had been a part of 
the camp. 

The idea for a Story 
Café came from Glasgow 
Women’s Library. We were so excited by this new adventure, 
we held two! Gathered around the table with our lunches 
and cups of tea or coffee we settled in to the pleasure of 
listening to stories and poems being read aloud.

Out of the archives, Jan Burnswoods, Vallie Rigg, 
Christine Smith and Bev Sodbinow presented our first 
Story Café. Readings came from diaries, letters and 
personal papers.

Our second Story Café was presented by librarians 
Barbara Henery and Sherri Hilario. Readings were selected 
from Jessie Street: a revised autobiography; Kath Walker 
(Oodgeroo Noonuncal): We are going; Clare Wright: The 
forgotten rebels of Eureka; and Judith Wright: Selected poems. 
Both Cafés generated stimulating and passionate discussions. 
All agreed Story Café should continue as an ongoing event.

Sherri Hilario

27 February: Dr Tjanara Goreng Goreng 
A Long Way from No Go
Indigenous writer Dr Tjanara Goreng 
Goreng has written a moving and 
disturbing book about how she was 
dismissed from her role as a senior 
public servant during the Howard 
Government. She had blown the 
whistle on a false claim which had led 
to the Government’s controversial 
policy, The Intervention, which 
sent the army into Aboriginal 
communities.

26 March: Natalie Conyer
Present Tense
When South Africa moved from 
apartheid to majority rule, locally 
produced crime fiction became 
extremely popular. Why was this? What 
does crime fiction have to say about the 
new South Africa, and how does it deal 
with real-life crime there?  

Natalie will talk about why she chose 
to write about South Africa, and the 
challenges she faced in doing so. Present 
Tense is her first novel.

Venue/Time: 12.00-1.30pm.  Customs House Library, 31 Alfred St, Sydney  — on Circular Quay, enter via front of Customs House
Cost: $16 (members) $22 (non-members) including light lunch. Pay at the door. Book by noon Monday before the talk. Ph (02) 9571 5359
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LETTERS ACROSS THE DESERT:  A WHITE HOT FLAME
Speaker:  Dr Sue TaffeLUNCH HOUR TALK  15 August 2019

Historian Sue Taffe 
felt compelled to 
find out what drove 
u n a c k n ow l e d g e d 
and dedicated 
feminist and activist 
Mary Montgomerie 
Bennett, a cam-
paigner who played 
a significant part 
in advancing the 
human rights cause 
for marginalised 
Aboriginal people. 
Mary was described 
as ‘a white hot flame’, 
the title of Sue’s 
book published in 
2018. The talk was illustrated with archival photographs 
from the book.

Born in London in 1881, Mary lived between 
Australia and England, her education with governesses. 
Her mother detested life at Lammermoor station in 
Queensland, and her father Robert, a pastoralist, 
travelled between the two countries for many years. 
Mary loved life at the station and learned much about 
Aboriginal language and culture. The photograph taken 
of the Dalleburra people in 1874 showed their vitality, 
which sadly over time, has been lost.  

In 1803-1808 she lived in London while studying at 
the Royal Academy of Arts. In 1909 her father purchased 
a 30 room mansion in Lincolnshire. Robert returned 
to Australia for the last time and Mary accompanied 
him. On the ship she met and in 1914 married Charles 
Bennett, before he went to serve in the Royal Navy 
Reserve. Her mother returned to Australia, and being 
estranged from her family, Mary never saw them again. 
After the death of her husband, she left London for 
Fremantle in Western Australia. In 1932 she began 
teaching at Mount Margaret Mission in southern WA 
while continuing her activism, writing letters to London 
and Geneva. She was an innovative teacher, using the 
Montessori method. The people she worked with were 
as family to her. 

Many years working with Aboriginal women led 
Mary to work to redress their inequality, in a society that 
routinely took children away from their mothers to be 
raised in white families. She campaigned for their rights 
to education and work, to choose to marry who they 
wanted, to raise their own children. She passionately 
defended Aboriginal mothers, aware of the psychological 
consequences of removing children. 

She wrote a biography of her father in 1927, titled 
Christison of Lammermoor, writing of his sympathy 
with Aboriginal people. In the process she came to 

understand the violence of the frontier and the depths 
of loss – of land and culture – for the Dalleburra people. 

Mary Bennett wrote The Australian Aboriginal as 
a Human Being in 1930 where she remembered the 
friendships she had made with Aboriginal people. 
This work argued that the founding of a just relationship 
between Aborigines and non-Aborigines was a world problem 
and the most important task of the twentieth century. It was 
an indictment of Australian policy in the north and centre, 
sites which had become a source of much humanitarian 
concern. A powerful human rights treatise, the book identified 
dispossession, as well as economic and legal inequality, as the 
foundation of the problem. It also positioned her as a forthright, 
knowledgeable and experienced defender of the Aborigines’ 
cause.* 

In 1934, she wrote letters which led to a Royal 
Commission into the conditions of Aboriginal life. 
She accused pastoralists of using Aboriginal women 
for prostitution. She inspired the next generation of 
activists, those that brought about the referendum to 
empower the Commonwealth in Aboriginal affairs 
in 1967. In the last five years of her life she met Jessie 
Street. Jessie was sent on a fact finding mission to 
Australia and in 1957 they met in Kalgoorlie. Shirley 
Andrews, honorary secretary of the Victorian Council 
for Aboriginal Rights, received Mary’s letters and put 
pressure on the government for change. Mary died in 
Kalgoorlie in 1961 and at her graveside, all those she had 
helped gathered to send their farewell. 

An astute response from a member of the audience 
to the comment that Mary was ‘obsessive and fanatical’ 
was an apt summation of Mary’s passion: is that not 
what you need to be to get anything done?
*The Encyclopaedia of women and leadership in 20th 
century Australia. Online resource, http://www.
womenaustralia.info/leaders/biogs/WLE0187b.htm

Report by Kris Clarke

A warm welcome to our new members
Celina Ching
Linda Chalmers
Jacquie Charak
Anne Gorman
Valerie Levy
Helen Meagher
Susan Ryan
Kim Salisbury
Jodie Skellern

Twitter
Our tweet on the birthday of Stella 
Miles Franklin received the most in-
terest from our followers. Find us @
WomensLibraryAu.
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THE SEVENTIES: THE PERSONAL, THE POLITICAL AND THE MAKING OF MODERN AUSTRALIA

Speaker:  Michelle ArrowLUNCH HOUR TALK  17 October 2019

Dr Michelle Arrow, an Associate Professor of History 
at Macquarie University, gave Library members and 
guests a trip back to the 1970s, through her book The 
Seventies, (New South, Sydney, 2019). She acknowledged 
that many present would have a lived experience of this 
period, unlike her own view — an historic, academic 
gaze. She confessed to some nervousness!

Michelle described how she was drawn to writing 
about this period. When we think about the seventies, 
she said, we think of Gough Whitlam and Malcolm 
Fraser and the extraordinary period of political upheaval. 
That has always been central to the story of this period 
and it has become fixed in our minds as a morality tale, 
a clash of personalities, and a national tragedy. It was 
also a time of economic rupture, foregrounding the 
reforms of the 1980s. 

But there was another story too, that she wanted to 
tell. Michelle wanted to remind us of the story of human 
rights and gender relations. Though we recognise that 
this was a time of social movements and campaigns for 
Aboriginal rights, women’s rights, the sexual revolution 
and the anti-war movement, she said that historians have 
tended to look at these individually, not collectively.

She wanted to explore how notions of what was public 
and what was private began to change. Activism through 
personal stories is common now (witness #MeToo), but 
it is a recent phenomenon. It was a core strategy of the 
women’s movement in the sixties and seventies — the 
personal is political, which became the prism through 
which we viewed human rights. The power of individual 
stories began to affect debate. People began to talk about 
their private experience in public. 

In one case study she brought to listeners, the 
progress of gay and lesbian law reform changed by the 
late 60s.  This was a time when homosexuality was 
carefully excluded and the movement transformed from 
one based on civil liberties – after all, what consenting 
adults do in private may be their own business, but 
please, don’t talk about it – to a movement demanding a 
visibility, a public identity. Advocates came out swinging 
proudly and bravely as their intimate identity, which was 
unlawful, became a public identity.

Michelle’s talk focused on several case studies of how 
movements in the seventies reshaped political rights in 
Australia. 

The early consciousness-raising groups of this period 
were dismissed as ‘navel gazing’ but they forced new 
issues onto the agenda like childcare, women’s isolation 
in the home, and rape. These were not individual 
problems but were social, structural and deeply political.  
Domestic violence was one issue that forced something 
hitherto ‘private’ out into the public gaze. Through 
intimate discussions, women realised their problems 
were shared. Rosie Batty, she reminded us, has been 
telling us that we need to keep talking about it. These 

issues need collective action and a collective solution. 
In 1973 the Women’s Commission was held over two 
days. It was closed to the press and there were only a few 
reports and recollections of it, but 500 women attended. 

In 1974, at a second event, the shared experiences and 
stories of violence proved a turning point. The pressing 
need for women seeking shelter led to a group of fifty 
women, among them Anne Summers and Jozefa Sobski 
(our Library Chair) setting up Elsie Women’s Refuge 
in Glebe in an empty house owned by the Anglican 
Church. Jozefa raised a hand here, reminding us that 
the press reports of a break-in by axe-wielding activists 
were somewhat inflated. They carried a mere hammer, 
and managed entry without forcing the door.

The Whitlam Government took the women’s vote 
seriously and out of their early, failed abortion law 
reform attempts, came the 1974 Royal Commission on 
Human Relationships chaired by Elizabeth Evatt, Anne 
Deveson and Felix Arnott. 

Both experts and ordinary people brought their 
personal experiences to the public sphere. The 
Commission’s report spoke to a new pluralism in 
Australian family life, acknowledging that there is more 
than one way to be a good parent. Its message, however, 
was damaged by the report’s initial framing by the media 
as a ‘sex report’ advocating revolutionary changes. 

Though this set back the evolution of the personal 
into the political, the new politics of gender and sexuality 
would continue to change Australia as overlapping and 
fractured groupings of voters, no longer cleaving to Left 
or Right, would come to be the norm.

In response to a question on how Michelle’s 
undergraduate students see the era and those who 
lived through it, she said that that they are genuinely 
astonished. The sheer extent of reform the era brought, 
the last before neo-liberalism brought it all to a halt, was 
extraordinary. 

Take a bow.
Report by Jessica Stewart



6

2019  ANNUAL  LUNCHEON

Photographs of Margret Campbell, guest speaker Deborah 
Cheetham, members, volunteers, school groups and guests.

The sound of clapsticks signalled the commencement 
of the 25th Annual Luncheon as Margret Campbell 

performed the Acknowledgement of Country and led 
guests into the Strangers Dining Room at Parliament 
House. Board Chair Jozefa Sobski welcomed guests to 
this celebration of the Library’s 30th year. Among the 
members and guests were our Parliamentary hosts Penny 
Sharpe MLC and Bronnie Taylor MLC , other Members 
of Parliament, and patrons Elizabeth Evatt and Elizabeth 
Webby.

About 68 students attended this year from Ashcroft 
High, Auburn Girls, Cheltenham Girls, Georges River 
College Penshurst Girls Campus, Kogarah High, Rooty 
Hill High, St Johns Park, Sydney Girls, Tempe High, 
and Wenona School. 

The delicate scrape of fork meeting plate provided 
a discreet background to Librarian Barbara Henery’s 
Library report (see report opposite).

Vice Chair Suzanne Marks introduced our esteemed 
speaker, opera singer Deborah Cheetham, enumerating 
the many awards bestowed upon her which honour her 
unique contribution to the Arts in Australia. Deborah 
spoke from the heart, highlighting the significance of 
woven song and its connection to Aboriginal culture 
(see report page 1).

Deborah’s speech held the audience in thrall. At 
its conclusion, there was enthusiastic applause. Tyra 
Beazley, a Year 10 student of Aboriginal heritage from 
Penshurst Girls 
C a m p u s , 
thanked the 
speaker.

A repre-
sentative from 
each of the 
schools drew 
the raffle 
tickets and 
d e l i g h t e d 
winners claimed their prizes.

Jozefa closed proceedings by thanking the Luncheon 
Committee and volunteers for their tireless work and 
supporters for their attendance, without which the 
Library would not be able to continue to provide its 
invaluable service to the community.

Kris Clarke
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2019  ANNUAL  LUNCHEON
Library Report (edited version)
This year we 
are reaping 
the benefits 
of modern 
technology and 
social media 
in promoting 
our collection. 
Apart from 
a c c e s s i n g 
our records 
through our website, they can also be accessed throughout 
the world on TROVE. Our archive of primary source 
materials is still in the process of being catalogued. We 
also collect feminist and other badges so if you have any to 
donate, please do! 

Two major institutions featured our materials to enrich 
their exhibitions this year. 

The Wollongong Art Gallery’s exhibition — Future 
Feminist Archive: Live! In Wollongong featured 
International Women’s Day marches there in 
1938, 1979 and 2019.  It included an eyecatching 
2018 poster borrowed from our Library featuring 
Ursula Le Guin’s famous quotation and our motto, 
‘To keep women’s words, women’s works alive and 
powerful’. 
The Canberra Museum and Art Gallery borrowed 
a banner first carried by women for the Anzac Day 
march in 1981 in memory of women raped in war. 
The exhibition was titled Activism: forces for change 
in Canberra. Digitised archival film footage of the 
march was also provided.
Our internet presence has increased approaches from a 

variety of institutions about using our holdings. 
Our Library holds many artefacts from the Pine Gap 

Women for Survival Peace Camp in 1983, where 800 
women set up camp for two weeks near Alice Springs. That 
camp generated a stunning series of banners which were 
created by artist Frances Phoenix and others.

This year’s History Week theme was Women, Memory 
and Landscape. Sherri Hilario and Lynne Morton curated 
a themed exhibition featuring our Pine Gap Collection. 
The Library also launched a very successful outreach event 
entitled The Story Café. (see report page 3)

Our quarterly Newsletter continues to highlight the 
milestones of our achievements, celebrating our anniversary 
year with a history of the Library including contributions 
from co-founder Shirley Jones and long term volunteeer 
Jane Pollard. 

The current volunteers, with the support of an excellent 
Board, continue to build the Library’s profile, ensuring 
our collection is updated and professionally maintained 
and improving its access within and beyond Australia. I 
commend their work and thank them all on behalf of the 
Board. 

Barbara Henery
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Meeting digital challenges
When I commenced at the Library in 2011, I worked on 
the serials. This brought me into contact with Koha, the 
recently implemented open source library management 
system. 

Over time, my role expanded into exploring ways 
in which the Library catalogue can be enhanced by the 
considered adoption of new features. That task seems 
easy compared to the challenge of migrating records to 
an independent web accessible catalogue. Jane Pollard 
and other librarians took that major leap in order to 
improve the accessibility of the Library’s holdings for 
users, at the same time ensuring that the data was secure.

Librarians have become early adopters of 
technological change. A global collaboration of 
librarians and information technology professionals 
oversees the maintenance and development of Koha. 
It is increasingly important to ensure that the library 
system remains interoperable, enabling for example the 
display of the Library’s records on Trove. The Library 
values its role as a contributor to Trove, which displays 
an extraordinary wealth of Australian resources. To 
date, the Library has contributed 11,500 records, many 
relating to material not held in other libraries.

The decision to digitise the poster collection has 
been the most significant project that the librarians have 
undertaken since the adoption of Koha. 

The plan was originally conceived as both a means of 
preserving the posters, by reducing the need to handle 
the originals, and as a tool so that cataloguers could easily 
identify duplicate posters. Shortly after work began, 
a new feature on Koha allowed a thumbnail of each 
poster image to be uploaded to the related record on 
the catalogue. Not only were our initial aims met by this 
long-term digitisation plan, we also generated significant 
public interest in viewing the poster collection online.  

Many issues had to be addressed before the project 
commenced. We needed to consider what equipment 
would be needed to produce a suitable image, to 
understand the legal and moral rights of the creators of 
the posters, to determine how to deal with orphan works 
and to formulate a work plan given the budgetary and 
staffing constraints.

Perhaps the most concerning moment occurred 
when we received a professional estimate in excess of 
$50,000 about the equipment needed to take adequate 
images. This was clearly unachievable. 

Although it would have been optimal to photograph 
the posters lying flat, this was not a viable option on a 
very limited budget. We were still grappling with ways to 
reduce perspective distortion when a student volunteer 
suggested that we could affix the posters to a vertical plane 
with magnets. For a very small outlay, the digitisation of 
the poster collection proceeded. Images already held by 
the Library substantially reduced the workload and the 
poster collection is now digitised with both an archival 
image for preservation purposes and a deliverable image 
for identification on the catalogue. The magnets are 
still put to good use, with batches of new posters being 

digitised from time to time, and displays set up.
The audio and audio-visual material held in both the 

archives and library collections is the focus of our next 
major digitisation project. Frequent formatting changes 
necessitate vigilance, as previously reformatted material, 
for example from VHS to DVD, may require further 
reformatting to MP4.  Analogue items are particularly 
fragile, degrading with use and the conditions in 
which they have been stored. Work is now underway to 
prioritise the items that are in formats considered to be 
obsolete or at risk. 

This process presents both challenges and 
opportunities. The librarians and archivists will have 
easier access to the material, to preserve it where 
possible and to make it readily available to the Library’s 
users. The overwhelming challenge is that the task of 
reformatting is resource intensive. No attempt will be 
made to enhance recordings provided they can be easily 
understood. That work may be undertaken selectively in 
the future. 

The Library has recently supported the Canberra 
Museum and Art Gallery’s Activism exhibition by 
supplying a banner for display (see photograph above), 
research support and a DVD film that was converted to 
MP4. Collaborations of this kind will ensure that the 
Library’s materials can be made available to wider public 
audiences.

I am particularly excited that the digitisation of 
the Library’s materials has paved the way for more 
discussions with creators, women’s organisations and 
other institutions about specific items in the collection, 
as well as broad discussions about women’s groups, 
women’s activism and women’s individual activities. 
As we gain more knowledge about women’s issues, 
campaigns and organisations, we have new opportunities 
to record this material in a variety of formats, enriching 
existing catalogue entries and providing supporting 
material for exhibitions or histories. In this way, the 
Library can continue its 30 year history of preserving 
and telling women’s stories.

Lynne Morton
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Celebrating 30 years: the 
Library at Ultimo

After its chequered early history, the Library is 
currently marking 14 years located at Ultimo Community 
Centre. The move from the cramped space in Town Hall 
House, where the Library had been since early 1999, 
took place late in 2005. Our debt of gratitude to the City 
of Sydney Council is immense — we have now enjoyed 
20 years as its tenant, and have had great support both 
from Councillors and from the staff in the city and at 
Ultimo. We thank them all.

The four key volunteers interviewed for the May and 
July Newsletters this year — Shirley Jones, Jane Pollard, 
Bev Sodbinow and Christine Lees — played a major part 
in planning the layout at Ultimo and organising the 
move. It is a tribute to them and later volunteers that 
the space has proved so useful and adaptable, although 
plans are being made at present to reorganise some of 
the furniture.

Since 2005 the librarians and archivists have 
continued to sort and catalogue the collections; the 
move into digitisation (as discussed in the article on the 
opposite page) has been a difficult although satisfying 
process, enabling the Library to display images of its most 
valuable and interesting books, serials, posters, archives 
and other holdings to the world. There have been major 
acquisitions of material from women’s organisations in 
South Australia and Western Australia as well as local 
organisations and individual women. There are now 
over 11,000 books, 500 separate titles for serials, 1600 
posters and 300 badges in the Library’s collections, plus 
other unique material especially in the archives.

The Library has been organising talks, exhibitions, 
fundraising events and other activities since its 
foundation in 1989. It has always been much more 
than a library. The Annual Luncheon in 2019 was sold 
out once again (see pages 6-7) and the Lunch Hour 
Talks continue to promote women writers and delight 
audiences (see pages 4 and 5). The Library has marked 
History Week since 2012, beginning with Bev Kingston’s 

ground-breaking speech on ‘Feminism and Fashion’ 
accompanied by an exhibition of clothing from the 

archives. History Week exhibitions in collaboration with 
the City of Sydney branch library upstairs have been 
successful, and this year for the first time we organised 
a ‘story café’ in conjunction with our exhibition (see 
page 3).

The two biggest exhibitions organised by the Library 
were held at Parliament House. In 2009 we put on 
Remembering Pine Gap, about the Women’s Peace Camp 
in November 1983 attended by hundreds of women 
from throughout Australia. Many of those women 
donated material for the exhibition to add to the 
Library’s already rich collection of story boards, banners, 
posters, photographs, and memorabilia. The collection 
relating to Pine Gap and the Cockburn Sound protest in 
1984 has continued growing ever since, with two more 
important additions this year.

In 2011, the Library curated an exhibition at 
Parliament House to celebrate the Centenary of 
International Women’s Day. The Library’s posters, 
banners and other items were on display along with 
material borrowed from the Trades Hall collection and 
from women’s organisations throughout NSW.

Over the years the Library has been committed to 
recognising the contribution of ordinary Australian 
women to their communities and to national life. The 
Tapestry Project, initiated in 1996, encourages women 
to write their own stories or those of their mother, 
grandmother or friend. The Oral History Project 
includes the story of Aboriginal woman Euphemia 
Bostock, a successful artist and political activist: her 
story can be found in the February 2012 Newsletter. 
The Library’s first DVD arising from the Oral History 
Project, More than Boat People - the Vietnamese Migration 
Experience through Women’s Eyes, was launched in 2007. 
Another important production, resulting from the 
collaboration between Sybil Jack from the Library and 
the Chinese Heritage Association of Australia, was the 
book Chinese Women’s Stories, published in 2012.

Here’s to the next 30 years of Jessie Street National 
Women’s Library!

Jan Burnswoods
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Feminist Libraries around the world
Overseas for three months this year, I made a point of 
visiting sites relevant 
to the Library.

I have a deep 
appreciation for our 
poster collection. 
Posters are unique, 
primary documents 
which reveal histories 
of struggle  too often 
unacknowledged and 
forgotten. With their 
motto, ‘advancing 
the power of art to 
educate and inspire people to 
action’, it was a privilege to be 
introduced to the Center for 
the Study of Political Graphics 
(CSPG) and its founder Carol 
Wells as they too celebrate 30 
years. Located in Los Angeles 
California, CSPG is an 
educational and research archive 
with over 90,000 human rights 
and protest posters going back to 
the 19th century from around the world. In collaboration 
with other institutions, they have mounted  some 24 
theme based exhibitions. Several of these exhibitions can 
be viewed online, including Reclaiming the F-word: Posters 
on International Feminism(s), which includes Australian 
posters. (http://www.politicalgraphics.org/exhibitions)

In London  there was the exhibition Women on Screens: 
Printmaking, photography 
and community activism 
at Lenthall Road 
Workshop 1970s–1990s, 
at Hackney Museum. 
One of the founders 
of the Workshop was 
Australian Chia Moan. 
Like many of the poster 
collectives here in 
Australia, they were ‘a 
valued contributor to the 
women’s movement’s 
culture, resources and 
ambitions.’

Inspired by 
our collaboration 
with Ciara Phil-
lips during last 
year’s Biennale of 
Sydney, I spent 
a day at Glasgow 
Women’s Library 
(GWL). Located in 
a city with a strong 
working-class his-

tory, GWL has stayed true to its grassroots origins while 
growing into a cultural, social and political force. The 
Library houses a lending library, museum and archives 
collections and has an exhibition/performance/events 
space. In addition to literacy, numeracy and  lifelong 
learning programs 
there are numerous 
projects, events and ex-
hibitions. One project 
is the Women Make 
History research group 
which has nine wom-
en’s Heritage Walks 
around Glasgow. Each 
brochure includes a 
map and directions 
and is packed with in-
formation. I arrived 
with a copy of Jessie Street: a revised autobiography, which 
was enthusiastically received, and left with 21 Revolutions: 
New writing and prints inspired by the collection at Glasgow 
Women’s Library (https://womenslibrary.org.uk).

My next stop was the Feminist Library in London. 
Unfortunately their move to new premises  had been 
delayed and  the rooms were filled with boxes. The 
Feminist Library was founded in 1975 to preserve 
writings and knowledge of the Women’s Liberation 
Movement. In addition to its holdings of books, serials, 
archives, posters and 
ephemera, there is a 
book club, shop, arts and 
community programs and 
it publishes its own zines, 
all ‘with a clear political 
imperative to provide 
an explicitly feminist 
space for organising 
and networking.’ The 
Feminist Library will re-
open in its new premises 
in February 2020 (https://feministlibrary.co.uk).

Returning to Paris more than 30 years after leaving 
to move to Australia, I was looking forward to visiting 
the Marguerite Durand Library but it was closed for 
renovations.  The Library was founded in 1931 when 
feminist journalist Marguerite Durand handed over 
her substantial archival collections to the City of Paris. 
The holdings have grown to over 40,000 items, serials 
and archives going back to the 17th Century.  A petition 
to save the Library when it was threatened with being 
devolved into the Paris municipal library system in 2017 
mobilised scholars, activists and trade unionists from 
around the world and gained over 10,000 signatures.  
The Library is due to re-open in 2020. (https://www.
paris.fr/equipements/bibliotheque-marguerite-durand-
bmd-1756)

Jessie Street National Women’s Library is in good 
company.

Sherri Hilario
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Capital Investment Fund
Since it was launched in September 2009, the Capital 
Investment Fund has reached $432,560.42. Our target is 
$500,000, the interest from which will provide essential 
support for Library operations. If you would like to 
contribute, please indicate on the membership/donation 
form on this page.
CIF donations since July 2019: 

Cathy Bloch
Ruth Callaghan
Eva Castle
Sue Comrie-Thomson
Patricia Curthoys
Marie de Lepervanche
Anne Giles
Mary Henderson
Beverley Kingston
Elizabeth Lonergan
Bridget McKern
Diane Openshaw
Alice Oppen
Daniela Torsh
Estate of the Late Joan Bielski

General donations since July 2019
Donations of money help meet day-to-day running costs: 

Jan Aitkin   Suzanne Baker Karen Banfield
Judith Conway   Jane Counsel Elizabeth Evatt
Gail Hewison   Marie Keay Kathleen Lamoureaux
Suzanne Marks   Pippa Peston R McClean
Joanna Quinn   Linda Shaw Jozefa Sobski
Ros Strong   Hilary Taylor Rosalind Wallis

Donations of material expand our collection:
Lyneve Amoore  Pamela Ditton  Deborah Jordan     
Maree Klemm    Glenda North   Jane Pollard
Spinifex Press    Text Publishing

MEMBERSHIP / DONATION FORM

I wish to:    join the library  renew my membership 

    make a donation

Date:  ............./............./............. 

Title: Mr/Mrs/Ms/Miss/Dr/other

Name: ....................................................................................................................

Address: ................................................................................................................

Tel: (h)................................. (w) .............................. (m) .......................................

Email: (Please print BLOCKLETTERS)

................................................................................................................................
   Please send newsletters by email instead of hardcopy.

Membership Category
  Full Member $60      Life member $1,000

   Organisation $120     Student $20 (conditions apply)

  Concession $30 (Pensioner/Centrelink Concession Cardholders)

A membership year runs from 1 January to 31 December. Members joining after 
1 October are financial until 31 December of the following year.

Donations (donations over $2 are tax deductible)

   I wish to make a donation of $............................... 

   to the Library for general purposes

   to the Library’s Capital Investment Fund

  I am willing to have my name published in the Newsletter 

  I wish to remain anonymous

Payment Details

CREDIT CARD PAYMENTS:  Westpac Bank is no longer accepting 
manual vouchers for credit card payments. Therefore, payments will no 
longer be issued the yellow credit card receipt. Credit card payments 
can still be made in the usual way and will be processed electronically. 
Please contact Jean Burns at the library if you have any questions.

  Enclosed is my cheque/money order for $ .........................................

 (payable to Jessie Street National Women’s Library)

  Please charge my MasterCard/Visa with $ ..........................................

 Name of cardholder: ................................................................................

 Card no. .......................................................................................................

 Expiry date ............./............. CCV_ _ _ 

Signature: ..............................................................................................................

Auto Debit Authorisation

  I authorise JSNWL to charge this, and all future membership 
renewals as they fall due, to the credit card number above on this 
form.

   I authorise JSNWL to charge $ ........................annually to the above 
credit card as a donation to 

    the Library for general purposes or to 

   the Library’s Capital Investment Fund.

Signature: ...............................................................................................................

Become a volunteer
  I would like to help the Library by becoming a volunteer. (You will 

be contacted for an interview.)

Please forward the completed form to:

Jessie Street National Women’s Library
GPO Box 2656, Sydney NSW 2001

Congratulations to our Annual 
Luncheon raffle prize winners 

1st Two nights’ accommodation at the Sofitel Sydney 
Darling Harbour — Anne Driver

2nd  Connie Dimas Sterling Silver jewellery — Jacquie 
Seemann

3rd David Jones gift voucher — Anne Driver
4th Framed poster from the Library collection — Jane 

Brunero
5th Gift voucher for Gallery Shop, Art Gallery of 

NSW — Elizabeth Webby
6th  Harbour Cruise for two, donated by Captain 

Cook Cruises — Anne O’Driscoll
7th Signed copy of Her Mother’s Daughter by Nadia 

Wheatley, plus bottle of wine — Lenore Coltheart
8th Signed copy of The Seventies by Michelle Arrow, 

plus a bottle of wine — Sue Ememeus
9th Signed copy of Saffron and Silk by Anne Benjamin, 

plus a bottle of wine — Simone McDougall
10th Two bottles of wine — Margaret Edwards

A big thank you to all our donors!
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Jessie Street National Women’s Library
GPO Box 2656 Sydney NSW 2001

ISSN 1838-0662
ABN 42 276162 418
Registered Charity No. CFN10255

Postal Address:
GPO Box 2656

Sydney, NSW 2001

Telephone:
(02) 9571 5359

Email:
info@nationalwomenslibrary.org.au

Visit our website:
www.nationalwomenslibrary.org.au

Note: Please advise the Library if your contact details have changed.

Visit us:
523–525 Harris Street (cnr William Henry Street), Ultimo

Please use the intercom for admittance
Level access is via the Ultimo Community Centre in Bulwara Rd

Opening times:
The Library is open to the public Monday to Friday 10 am to 3 pm

Borrowing policy:
The public can access items using the interlibrary loan system. The public cannot borrow 
items but may use them in their library of choice. A loan collection is available to financial 
members

How to reach the Library:
There are several ways to travel to the Library:

 The Library is a 20 minute walk from Town Hall Station through Darling Harbour or 
from Central Station via the Goods Line walk or via Harris Street

 Bus 501 (Railway Square to Ryde/West Ryde) at Ian Thorpe Aquatic Centre stop
 Bus 389 (Maritime Museum to North Bondi) at Harris and Allan Streets stop
 Light rail from Central Station or Dulwich Hill to Exhibition stop
 There is limited two hour street meter parking available

Find us on social media:


