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Acknowledgement of Country
The Friends of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre acknowl-
edge, celebrate and pay our respects to the Ngunnawal and 
Ngambri peoples of the Canberra region and to all First 
Nations Australians on whose traditional lands we meet 
and work, and whose cultures are among the oldest con-
tinuing cultures in human history.

Kathryn Dan, University Archivist, Retiring
Kathryn Dan has just announced that she will be retiring 
from the University, finishing work mid-February 2026.
Kathryn was appointed as University Archivist in 2018, 
following Maggie Shapley’s retirement, with responsibil-
ity for the University Archives and records management. 
The ANU Archives thrived under Kathryn’s inspiring di-
rection, including its component collections, the Noel 
Butlin Archives Centre, the Pacific Research Archives, 
the National AIDS Archive Collection and the historical 
records of the ANU. It is the largest non-government ar-
chives in Australia.

Kathryn’s commitment to the NBAC can be traced back 
to 1997 when, as President of the Australian Society of 
Archivists, she was deeply involved in the successful cam-
paign to prevent the closure of the NBAC, issuing press 
releases and writing to the Vice-Chancellor on behalf of 
the ASA. In July 1998, Kathryn was seconded from the 
National Archives of Australia as temporary University 
Archivist pending Sigrid McCausland’s appointment.

Kathryn’s retirement is a huge loss for Archives and for the 
Friends of the NBAC.
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Committee 2026
The new FNBAC Committee was elected at the AGM on 
28 November. The members for the forthcoming year are:

Chair: Professor Bruce Scates
Deputy Chair: Dr Pierre van der Eng
Secretary: Ewan Maidment
Treasurer: Dr Maggie Shapley
Committee: Debra Leigo, Anne Piggott, Carol McNally, 
Dr Michelle Staff, Dr John Handmer, Colleen McEwen
Ex Officio: ANU Archivist, Kathryn Dan
Public Officer: Carol McNally

At the AGM the FNBAC Patrons were also endorsed for 
another 12 months: 

Professor Joy Damousi AM, FASSA, FAHA
The Honourable John Faulkner
The Honourable Ros Kelly AO
Professor Simon Ville FASSA

The new committee looks forward to working together in 
2026.

Chairperson’s report
Bruce Scates, FNBAC Chair

Membership
Four new members – Dr John Handmer, Dr Michelle 
Staff, Dr Kim Wells and the NSW Nurses and Midwives 
Association – have been welcomed to the Friends since 
the last AGM. 
Sixteen members who were unfinancial by more than two 
years or longer have been removed from the membership 
register. 
The Friends currently have 64 members. 23 members are 
unfinancial. Reminders were sent out prior to the Novem-
ber AGM.

The FNBAC Patrons are Professor Joy Damousi AM, 
Hon. John Faulkner, Hon. Ros Kelly AO and Professor 
Simon Ville. We are grateful to them all for their continu-
ing support. 
The FNBAC committee members in 2025 were: Bruce 
Scates (Chair), Joshua Black (Deputy Chair), Ewan 
Maidment (Secretary), Maggie Shapley (Treasurer), 
Kathryn Dan (ex-officio), Michelle Staff (Newsletter 
Editor), Carol McNally, Debra Leigo, Colleen McEwen, 
Anne Piggott, and Pierre van der Eng. 

In June 2025 Bruce Scates was asked to provide addi-
tional support for an ANU Study Tour in Europe.  Fam-
ily, work commitments and health issues obliged him to 
remain in Europe for the remainder of the year.  Bruce 
extends his thanks to the Friends for this extended ‘Leave 
of Absence’ and signals his thanks to Josh Black, Ewan 

Maidment and Kathryn Dan for attending to key tasks 
during his time away. Bruce will be returning to Australia 
in February 2026 and is willing to continue to serve as 
Chair of the Friends.

Carol McNally is the Public Officer. Colleen has contin-
ued her magnificent work as Convenor of the Conserva-
tion Fund. Maggie Shapley edited the December 2024 
issue of the FNBAC Newsletter. Michelle Staff kindly 
took over the newsletter editing in 2025.

Thanks to those who served on the Friends’ committee 
in 2025, its officers, the University Archivist, committee 
members and our auditor, Betty Ferguson.

Committee meetings were held quarterly in 2025, in 
March, July and September and November. All are hybrid 
meetings (i.e. in-person and via Zoom). The Friends are 
very grateful to Kathryn Dan, the University Archivist, 
who attends every committee meeting ex-officio, for 
kindly hosting all the Friends’ meetings held during the 
year.

The FNBAC Conservation Fund Committee members 
were Colleen McEwen (Secretary), Carol McNally, and 
Professor Mark Wilson and Associate Professor Keturah 
Whitford, both from the ANU College of Business and 
Economics. 
Restoration work on the following five items was com-
pleted in the last twelve months for a total cost of $6,402:
1. Amalgamated Workers Union and Australian Work-
ers Union, Longreach (Western District), Members Roll 
1897–1903 (Ref: E161/37 (iii)) Cost $1,782 (CF)
2. Amalgamated Workers Union of Queensland, Hughen-
den Branch, Roll Book, 1906–1909 (Ref: E161/24 (iv)) 
Cost $1,980 (CF)
3. AMP Head Office Letters and Circulars 1892–1917 
(Ref: N434/823) Cost $1,980 (GF)
4. Australian Agricultural Company Illuminated Address 
1905 (Ref: N17/1) Cost $660 (CF)
5. AMP Index to Death Register 1914–1934 (Ref: 
N434/586) Cost $1,980 (CF) 

This year the Friends’ Committee has also allocated 
$1,980 from the General Account for the restoration of 
the volume of AMP Head Office Letters and Circulars 
1892–1917 Ref: N424/823). See the 2025 Conservation 
Report for details.

Special events 
Following the 2024 AGM on 15 November last year, 
Carly Johnson, an ANU History student, gave a presenta-
tion on student and staff activism at the ANU drawing on 
holdings of the ANU Archives.

Katerina Teaiwa, Professor of Pacific Studies in the 
College of Asia and the Pacific at the ANU, delivered the 
23rd ANU Archives Annual Lecture, ‘Islands, Archives 
and Ancestors’, on Thursday 14 November 2024, the 
evening before the last AGM, in the McDonald Room, 
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Menzies Library

Brenda L. Croft, Professor of Indigenous Art History and 
Curatorship at the ANU, presented the 24th annual lec-
ture, ‘The long journeys of “Handsome” Joe Croft, father 
and son’, on Wednesday 28 May 2025. The lecture coin-
cided with the anniversary of the walk across the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge in a public demonstration of support for 
the Stolen Generations. We are indebted to Professor 
Croft for her powerful address on so historic an occasion. 

Renew ANU consultations
The FNBAC did not receive a response to its submission 
to the ANU Vice-Chancellor, sent on 30 October 2024, 
regarding the Organisational Change Proposal Research 
& Innovation, released on 17 October.

Two ANU Archives positions have been disestablished 
– declared ‘surplus’: the Repository Assistant and the Ar-
chives Assistant (vacant). The occupant of the Repository 
Assistant position was made redundant. There have been 
no further cuts to the Archives’ staff so far.

Three staff from the Records team moved to Legal, 
Governance and Risk under the Chief Operating Officer 
portfolio and are undertaking Freedom of Information 
and some data governance work. Changes for ERMS and 
records management are still to be resolved.
The ANU Archives’ reporting line has moved from the 
University Librarian to the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Re-
search Infrastructure and Entities), Professor Tim Senden, 
who is now also responsible for the ANU Library. There 
is no longer a formal structural connection between the 
ANU Archives and the ANU Library.
Disestablishing the Scholarly Information Services Com-
munications team and reducing staff in Digital Scholar-
ship team that undertakes digitisation of archival material 
has impacted on some of the Archives’ activities.
A second Voluntary Separation Scheme has been an-
nounced, open to staff in areas both undergoing formal 
organisational change and those not undergoing formal 
organisational change.
Membership/donation campaign
The committee reviewed the outcome of Rounds 1-4 of 
the campaign. A fifth round for 2025 was planned, but 
put on hold, due to poor timing (after 30 June) and the 
possibility that the approaches might be misconstrued as 
a response to ANU budget cuts. In the meantime, ANU 
Advancement will be asked for its advice.

The FNBAC Newsletter 
Maggie Shapley edited No. 56, December 2024, Michelle 
Staff is editing the newsletters published in 2025. We 
express our thanks to both Maggie and Michelle for their 
immensely valuable work promoting the Friends.

In closing, I thank all members of the Friends for their 
work this year and Ewan Maidment for his valuable assis-
tance in preparing this report.

ANU Archives Report
Kathryn Dan, Associate Director, Archives and Collec-
tions

Highlights 

The ANU Archives continues to build and make available 
collections of national research significance to a wide 
range of researchers. Organisational changes at ANU 
have impacted the ANU Archives during 2025. Reduction 
of two archives staff roles in late 2024 impacts the effi-
ciency of repository management and delivery of material 
to researchers. The contraction of the Digital Scholarship 
team in the University Library has slowed the pace and 
scope of archives material digitised and made avail-
able online to researchers. On a positive note, the ANU 
Archives has been strengthened with the move to the 
Research and Innovation portfolio. ANU Archives and 
ANU Collections are now part of the same team within 
the Research Infrastructure and Entities group headed by 
Pro Vice-Chancellor Professor Tim Senden. Longstanding 
relationships with the Library continue and the bringing 
together of Archives, Library, Collections and Drill Hall 
Gallery has potential for collaborative partnerships and 
sharing of expertise.
Staff continue to provide a high level of professional 
services to researchers, in person and online. The rich 
resources we hold are promoted through exhibitions, both 
onsite and through lending, and increased engagement 
with student cohorts at undergraduate and graduate level.
We are also grateful to the Friends who raise significant 
funds for conservation treatment of items – work we 
would not be able to undertake without this support. The 
continued care for the future of the ANU Archives is 
appreciated. 
Research use
As at 31 October 2025, the number of archives users was 
1,186 and the items used was 29,101. This is significantly 
higher than the same time in 2024 and indicates a long-
term trend of steady usage.  

Reference enquiries included steady numbers of academ-
ic researchers, local and family history researchers, stu-
dents from undergraduate to postgraduate level, requests 
relating to publications, and enquiries from depositors. 
The most common subjects of enquiry were business 
records including pastoral companies and Tooth and Co.; 
trade unions and the labour movement/politics; the ANU; 
and Pacific topics. 

Significant research to support land title was undertaken 
by the Lands Commission of Papua New Guinea. The 
Commission sent a team including the Commissioner and 
Senior Registrar to undertake research on land records 
held in Australian archives. 
Archives staff have added subjects guides to our website 
to assist researchers to find relevant records. Guides were 
added on Equal Pay and Women in trade unions (https://

https://archives.anu.edu.au/collections/noel-butlin-archives-centre/guides-finding-and-using-collection/subject-guides.


4

archives.anu.edu.au/collections/noel-butlin-archives-cen-
tre/guides-finding-and-using-collection/subject-guides).

The Australian Memory of the World Committee rec-
ognised the significance of ANU Archives holdings by 
listing the Tooth and Company records on the Australian 
register of documentary heritage of importance to world 
memory. The Register notes that the Tooth and Company 
collections at ANU and the Powerhouse Museum ‘are 
an outstanding representation of the major Australian 
industry of brewing and hotels’ (https://www.amw.org.au/
register/listings/tooth-and-company-collections).
Learning, teaching and research support
Archives staff provide support for learning and teaching 
through presentations on archival literacy and sources 
for study. Staff have reviewed the approach to presenting 
material, focusing on depth of study with a smaller range 
of items of significance with rich layers of meaning.
This year staff presented to students in:

•	 ECHI1006 The Australian Economy past and Present

•	 PASI3002 Gender and Sexuality in the Pacific
•	 HIST8037 Seminar in Advanced Historical Research

•	 HIST3007 Making History

•	 The National Indigenous Summer School – Environ-
mental Justice (1 December 2025)

Researchers and research students were supported 
through several events including the ANU Indigenous 
Family History Research Residency 2025 with the Re-
search Centre for Deep History.

Digital access
Digitisation: 

The Archives continues to work with the Library’s Digital 
Scholarship team on digitisation projects. Business cases 
for digitisation of high use and high value archives are 
developed and prioritised by the Archives team. Collec-
tions are only able to be digitised where foundational 
collection description and relevant preparation has been 

completed by ANU Archives staff. Continuing digiti-
sation is important to enable wider access to research 
archives and to support researchers directly accessing 
selected online resources in self-service mode. 

Significant archival resources added to the Open Re-
search repository this year have included: 

•	 Approximately 260 plans of ships from the Adelaide 
Steamship Company. The plans date from circa 
1860s–1960s, including many ships requisitioned by 
the Australian Government for use during the First 
and Second World Wars.

•	 Approximately 140 photographs taken by Associate 
Professor Roderic Lacey. These photographs were 
taken by Roderic Lacey in Papua New Guinea in the 
1970s when he was researching the oral history tra-
ditions of the Enga people as well as traditional land 
use and management. The photographs document 
traditional cultural practices which were already in 
decline at the time.

•	 Approximately 440 posters collected by anthropolo-
gist and activist Richard Eves during the 1990s and 
early 2000s. The posters relate to a variety of subjects 
including human rights, family and sexual violence, 
HIV/AIDS, health, elections, government, crime and 
women’s rights in Papua New Guinea. 

•	 Approximately 670 posters from the collections in-
cluding the Family Planning Federation of Australia, 
ACT UP, Australian Federation of AIDS Organisa-
tions, and Geoffrey Harrison, from public health cam-
paigns circa 1980s–1990s relating to the prevention 
and treatment of HIV and AIDS in Australia and The 
Pacific throughout the late 20th century.

•	 Approximately 185 photographs dating from circa 
1920s–1970s, collected by B.F. Hutchings while 
preparing his history on Bundure Station, a pastoral 
property located in the New South Wales Riverina 
Region.

•	 Approximately 6,000 staff cards recording the 
employment history and personal details of staff 
working for the Australian Mutual Provident Society 
(AMP) circa 1910s– 1960s.

The priority copying of vulnerable audio-visual format 
material continues to be a focus and involves Archives 
staff in liaising with the AV project officer and preparing 
material for digitisation. 

Collections digitised so far include
•	 ANU Instructional Resources Unit Sound Record-

ings.

•	 SCUNA (ANU Choral Society) recordings.

•	 Stephen Wurm (linguist) recordings.

•	 AMP oral histories and advertisements.
Access via portals:

The ANU joined JSTOR Digital Stewardship Services 

Sophie Netchaef (Powerhouse Museum), Abbey Turrell and Kathryn Dan (ANU 
Archives) with the certificates of inscription for the Tooth and Company Collection.

https://archives.anu.edu.au/collections/noel-butlin-archives-centre/guides-finding-and-using-collection/subject-guides.
https://archives.anu.edu.au/collections/noel-butlin-archives-centre/guides-finding-and-using-collection/subject-guides.
https://www.amw.org.au/register/listings/tooth-and-company-collections  
https://www.amw.org.au/register/listings/tooth-and-company-collections
https://www.amw.org.au/register/listings/tooth-and-company-collections
https://www.jstor.org/site/collection-list/?portalefq=VGhlIEF1c3RyYWxpYW4gTmF0aW9uYWwgVW5pdmVyc2l0eQ%3D%3D
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with an introductory offer in 2022. JSTOR is a subscrip-
tion-based service enabling access to primary and second-
ary sources for scholarship. Scholarly audiences unfamil-
iar with the ANU Archives will encounter our research 
collections via this service.  ANU Archives and Digital 
Scholarship staff are negotiating the addition of newly 
digitised collections to JSTOR including: 

•	 Ethnographic films from Papua New Guinea from 
researcher Ole Christensen.

•	 Indian Seamen’s Union membership records.

•	 Adelaide Steamship Company ship plans and photo-
graphs.

•	 Maps and plans from the Noel Butlin Archives Centre 
including pastoral stations.

ANU Archives’ descriptive data continues to be harvest-
ed by Trove (National Library of Australia) and via this 
means digitised content is contribute to the Digital Pasifik 
portal (https://digitalpasifik.org/) 

Collection management
Archives staff completed processing several large col-
lections and made a significant number of items publicly 
accessible via the Archives database (AtoM). Additions to 
the catalogue included:
•	 Carol Jenkins research collection on sexual health in 

the Pacific, ANUA 525, 470 items.
•	 Bruce Hall Historical Collection, ANUA 784, 195 

items.
•	 Lenox Hewitt personal and political papers, ANUA 

789, 162 items.
•	 Professor Brian Kennett, seismology research papers, 

ANUA 813, 137 items.
•	 Ralph Bulmer, Pacific anthropology and ethnobiolo-

gy papers, ANUA 763, 583 items.

•	 Bryant Allen Pacific research papers, ANUA 777, 505 
items.

7,500 item descriptions were added to the database in the 
period January–October 2025
New accessions
In 2025 the Archives sought donation or received records 
in the following collecting streams:

Noel Butlin Archives Centre:

•	 Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL).
•	 Additions to Marcus Clark and Co.

•	 Additions to Maritime Industry Association of Aus-
tralia.

•	 A commemorative 8-hour day poster from Martin 
Ferguson.

•	 Maritime Union of Australia Newcastle branch.

Pacific Research Archive:

•	 Papers of economist Ron May

•	 Small quantities of additions to existing collections.

University Archives:

•	 Professor Malcolm Whyte, ANU Medical School 
papers. Professor Whyte is still alive at 105 and has 
given us his diary from his time as a medical student 
in the 1940s.

•	 Rick Kuhn research papers.

•	 ANU Marketing photographs and audio-visual items.

Storage space is managed carefully but continues to be 
under pressure with modest annual growth required to 
build unique archival research material.

Engagement: public events and exhibitions
Annual Lecture:

The ANU Archives Annual Lecture, organised in con-
junction with the Friends of NBAC, was held on 28 May 
2025. Significantly in Reconciliation Week, Professor 
Brenda L. Croft, Professor of Indigenous Art History and 
Curatorship at ANU spoke powerfully of ‘The long jour-
neys of “Handsome” Joe Croft, father and son’, reflecting 
on family, culture and archives.  As with previous annual 
lectures, a recording is available online (https://youtu.
be/4SKLBdLddT8?si=nvs608hhwLbvL_jb. 

Exhibitions:

Continuing from their anniversary in 2024, the AMP 
exhibition ‘175 years of AMP’ was on display in Menzies 
library until March 2025. The Australian Mutual Prov-
ident Society formed in 1849 and in 2022 transferred 
extensive holdings of historical records to the ANU Ar-
chives. The company made financial donations to support 
selected digitisation of their archives. As a result, almost 
7,000 items of advertising posters, staff records, indexes 
to Board minutes, photographs, slides and audio-visual 
material is available online via the Open Research repos-
itory. Digitising the audio-visual formats was particularly 
important as these would be inaccessible due to lack of 
play-back equipment and vulnerability of the formats. 
(Australian Mutual Provident Society digitised archives 
https://hdl.handle.net/1885/268784). An online version of 

Prof. Brenda L Croft giving the ANU Archives Lecture, 28 May 2025.

https://digitalpasifik.org/
https://archivescollection.anu.edu.au
https://youtu.be/4SKLBdLddT8?si=nvs608hhwLbvL_jb
https://youtu.be/4SKLBdLddT8?si=nvs608hhwLbvL_jb
https://hdl.handle.net/1885/268784
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the exhibition continues to be available (https://archives.
anu.edu.au/exhibitions/175-years-amp).

‘Through adversity to the stars: 100 years of Mt Stromlo 
Observatory’ celebrated the 125th year of the Canber-
ra Solar Observatory in 2024. The physical exhibition 
was on display in the Menzies Library from March to 
September 2025. The online version continues to pro-
vide access to the rich history of Mt Stromlo Obser-
vatory and the people who have worked there (https://
archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/through-adversi-
ty-stars-100-years-mount-stromlo-observatory). 

Currently on display in the Menzies Library and Ar-
chives’ reading room is ‘Our Nearest Neighbour: explor-
ing the historical relationship between Papua New Guinea 
and the ANU’. Coinciding with the 50th anniversary of 
independence, the exhibition traces the deep association 
between ANU researchers and the people and places of 
Papua New Guinea. An online exhibition will follow. 

Lending items from the ANU Archives for exhibitions 
curated by other cultural and collecting institutions ex-
pands awareness of our holdings. The Canberra Museum 
and Gallery borrowed items from the Archives for their 
exhibition ‘Outer Space: Stromlo to the Stars’ on display 
November 2024–November 2025. 

Conservation Report
Colleen McEwen, FNBAC committee member

Established in February 2009, the Conservation Fund 
supports the restoration, repair and stabilisation of fragile 
records in the Archives collection. It was listed on the 
Register of Cultural Organisations (ROCO) in 2011 and 
is a Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) allowing donors to 
receive an income tax deduction for donations over $2.  
The Friends is also registered as a charity with the Aus-
tralian Charities and Not-for-profit Commission.
The Fund is managed by a committee with members 
Professor Mark Wilson and Associate Professor Keturah 
Whitford from the ANU College of Business and Eco-
nomics, Friends Committee member, Carol McNally and 
me as administrator. I would like to thank Mark, Keturah 
and Carol for their continued support.  

Between 2021 and 2024, the Friends’ Committee ran 
a targeted program to increase membership and raise 
contributions to the Conservation Fund.  A total of 21 
organisations, primarily trade unions, were approached.  
Four unions joined as corporate members, and three con-
tributed a combined total of $4,450 to the Fund.  Follow-
ing a review of the program’s outcomes, the Committee 
decided to pause and reassess our approach. 

We continue to rely on the generosity of members to add 
a donation to the Conservation Fund when renewing their 
membership, or through one-off donations.  In addition, 
funds from the Friends’ general account are occasionally 
allocated to support and enhance restoration efforts.   

From 2009 to 2024 our conservation efforts were mainly 
focused on the restoration of Pre-Federation Australian 
Trade Union minute books listed on the UNESCO Mem-
ory of the World Register. This year we have expanded 
our activities to include badly damaged archival records 
in the collection in need of urgent repair. Since 2009 43 
records have been restored at a cost of $49,198.70. The 
current balance of the Conservation Fund is $978.32.

Restoration work on the following 4 items was complet-
ed in the last twelve months for a total cost of $6,402: 
AMWU, Longreach (Western District), Members Roll 
1897–1903 (Ref: E161/37 (iii)); AMWU of Queensland, 
Hughenden Branch, Roll Book, 1906–1909 (Ref: 
E161/24 (iv)); Australian Agricultural Company Illu-
minated Address 1905 (Ref: N17/1); and AMP Index to 
Death Register 1914-1934 (Ref: N434/586).  

This year the Friends’ Committee also allocated $1,980 
from the General Account for the restoration of a volume 
of AMP Head Office Letters and Circulars 1892-1917 
(Ref: N424/823). 

Exhibition review
Bob Crawshaw

‘Our Nearest Neighbour: Exploring the Historical Rela-
tionship between Papua New Guinea and the ANU’ is a 
timely exhibition celebrating Papua New Guinea’s 50th 
anniversary of independence. 
Located within the Menzies Library at The Australian 
National University, the exhibition offers a lively and 
insightful look at Australia’s relationship with our nearest 
neighbour. It highlights The Australian National Universi-
ty’s work in Papua New Guinea.  

ANUA 639-8 from the David Eastburn Collection.

https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/175-years-amp
https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/175-years-amp
https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/through-adversity-stars-100-years-mount-stromlo-observatory 
https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/through-adversity-stars-100-years-mount-stromlo-observatory 
https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/through-adversity-stars-100-years-mount-stromlo-observatory 
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Papua New Guinea is one of the most geographically and 
culturally diverse countries in the world. It covers the 
eastern half of the island of New Guinea, while Indonesia 
controls the western half. Mainland New Guinea is only 
six kilometres from the northernmost part of Australia. 
The country includes significant islands like New Brit-
ain, New Ireland, and Bougainville. A massive mountain 
range runs the length of the main island, with peaks over 
4,000 metres. Swampy lowlands and river deltas dom-
inate the southern coast, and dense tropical rainforest 
covers much of the country. The country’s political, eco-
nomic, and cultural history has been profoundly shaped 
by its geography.

Arguably, Papua New Guinea is the most linguistically 
diverse country in the world. Within its population of 
nine to ten million, there are hundreds of ethnic groups 
and over 800 languages. Villages separated by just a 
valley might speak mutually unintelligible dialects. Many 
communities maintain traditional ways, including sub-
sistence farming, elaborate ceremonies, unique art, and 
complex kinship systems. 
Yet few Australians are well-informed about Papua New 
Guinea, and even fewer realise that Australia’s histori-
cal connection with the country dates back to colonial 
times. This includes the involvement of colonial agents 
in the notorious yet often overlooked Pacific labour, or 
Blackbirding, trade. An album in the exhibition features 
photographs of some of the shackled, forsaken men 
forcibly recruited to work in Australian cane fields and 
plantations. 
Australia officially administered parts of Papua New 
Guinea from 1906, and during the Second World War, the 
country was a vital battlefront in the Pacific War. Thou-
sands of Australian troops fought the Japanese, supported 
by 18,000 New Guineans who delivered essential sup-
plies to the Allies along dangerous trails and through 
dense jungle. Streets in many Australian towns and cities 
bear the names of legendary battles such as Buna, Koko-
da, and Ramu. 

The exhibition explores wartime history, with the most 
captivating display being Gordon Thomas’s memoirs. A 
newspaper publisher before the war, Thomas survived 
the Japanese invasion and was kept in Rabaul to manage 
the town’s commercial freezer. His manuscript is avail-
able through the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau. A moving 
moment in the Thomas display is reading the list he made 
of his European neighbours who went missing during the 
war.
Australia took control of Papua New Guinea in 1949 and 
administered the country through a network of district, 
patrol and agricultural officers. Known as Kiaps, over 
2,000 of these officers served in towns and remote patrol 
posts around the country. The exhibition features sam-
ples of their reports and their training programs. Other 
documents highlight the officialese of Australian colonial 
administrators. 

Calls for independence in Papua New Guinea grew 
stronger from the mid-1960s as decolonisation swept the 
globe. After the 1972 Australian election, the Whitlam 
Labour government made independence for the country 
a key foreign policy goal. Papua New Guinea gained 
self-government in December 1973 and achieved com-
plete independence two years later. For 50 years, PNG 
and Australia have maintained positive relations marked 
by cooperation, aid and trade, and recently the two coun-
tries strengthened their connections by signing a mutual 
defence treaty. 

The most striking displays showcase the long-stand-
ing and ongoing relationship between ANU and Papua 
New Guinea. This is demonstrated through collections, 
notebooks, reports, photographs, sketches, and stud-
ies conducted by ANU anthropologists, demographers, 
geologists, linguists, political scientists, historians, and 
environmentalists. 

University researchers have undertaken extensive re-
search in Papua New Guinea from the 1950s to the 
present day. They have also gathered art, utensils, elab-
orate ceremonial headdresses, musical instruments, and 
weaponry from the Sepik to the Southern Highlands. The 
ANU’s School of Archaeology and Anthropology, along 
with the Archaeology and Natural History Collection, 
has generously loaned rarely seen artefacts to the exhibi-
tion.
Competing for attention are vividly coloured photographs 
taken by Dr David Eastburn, a social-ecological systems 
geographer. Eastburn spent much of his career working 
with communities during periods of change, including 
during Papua New Guinea’s transition to independence. 
Many of his images have become iconic and form a his-
toric and cultural record of daily life, ceremonies and cus-
toms in some of the country’s most remote regions. 
Perhaps the most surprising exhibition items are the 
notebooks of Catholic priest Kevin Curley. Father Curley 
acted as a go-between for opposing sides during the Bou-
gainville succession crisis in the 1980s. He recorded his 
conversations in code to keep them confidential. Before 
he passed away, Curley visited the Noel Butlin Archive 
Centre (NBAC) to assist staff in deciphering his notes. 
His modest notebooks showcase the range of fascinating 
and unusual materials held by the NBAC.  

The Curator has adeptly showcased the diversity and 
complexity of Papua New Guinea, as well as the range 
and wealth of ANU scholarship. Our Nearest Neighbour 
is a must for those interested in the history of Australian 
colonial governance, the scope of ANU’s Pacific research 
and the complexity and diversity of our nearest neigh-
bour.  

The exhibition runs until April 2026, and the NBAC has 
plans for an online version. 



8

Researching women’s history in the Noel But-
lin Archives
Maggie Shapley, FNBAC treasurer

As a volunteer researcher and editor for the Australian 
Women’s Register (womenaustralia.info), I recently 
received a request to expand an entry for Anna Stew-
art – her one-line entry on the Register had come about 
because she stood as an ALP candidate for the seat of 
Frankston at the 1979 Victorian state election. In 2008 the 
Victorian government had provided a Centenary of Wom-
en’s Suffrage grant to document more than 800 women 
who had stood for election to the Victorian parliament up 
until that time. 

I discovered that there was so much more to say about 
Anna Stewart, who after working as a journalist, had 
moved into research and advocacy in the trade union 
movement in the early 1970s. The trade union collections 
at the Noel Butlin Archives Centre were an obvious start-
ing point to find out more.  

As Industrial Advocate for the Federated Furnishing 
Trades Society, she successfully led the first Australian 
blue collar union campaign for maternity leave award 
provisions in 1975, while pregnant with her third child. 
She then became the Federal Research Officer for the Ve-
hicle Builders Employees’ Federation of Australia where 
she fought for childcare facilities in car plants, researched 
work value cases and initiated a campaign against sexual 
harassment, adding the right to work free of sexual ha-
rassment to the union’s log of claims and forcing employ-
ers to recognise it as an industrial issue. As the Senior 
Federal Industrial Officer at the Municipal Officers’ As-
sociation from 1982, Stewart set up women’s committees 

in most State branches of the union and developed strong 
policies in relation to women workers, particularly in the 
area of sexual harassment. She also developed an affirma-
tive action policy, which the MOA adopted in 1983. 

But it was in the records of the Australian Council of 
Trade Unions (ACTU) held at the Archives that I was 
able to find examples of her own words: a founding mem-
ber of the ACTU’s Women’s Committee, she was asked 
to provide a submission to contribute to the ACTU’s 
Working Women’s Charter, in which she argued against 
recognising childcare as only a women’s issue and 
warned against simply confirming the status quo rather 
than effecting real change for working women. She writes 
‘a woman’s charter is to no avail if it is: drawn up entirely 
by men, restricted to childcare and maternity leave [and] 
excludes the right of men to a non-sexist education and 
employment’ [NBAC N147/13, AS to Harold Souter, 
28.9.1976]. 

Her assistance to the ACTU’s Maternity Leave Test Case 
before the Arbitration Commission in 1979 is also evident 
in the files. This case, led by ACTU Industrial Advocate 
Jan Marsh, resulted in working women being granted the 
right to up to 52 weeks unpaid maternity leave and the 
right to return to their job after leave. On the day the Ar-
bitration Commission’s decision was delivered, Stewart 
sent a telegram to Jan Marsh: ‘Congratulations on a bulls 
eye STOP That will show them STOP’ [NBAC Z282/Box 
697, 9.3.1979].  
The new expanded entry for Anna Stewart can be found 
at: https://www.womenaustralia.info/entries/stewart-an-
na/.

Buy now, pay later: One of many research 
opportunities at NBAC 
Pierre van der Eng, FNBAC Deputy Chair

Concerns about mounting household debt in Australia 
have been articulated frequently. But public discussion 
about such concerns has been part of Australia’s public 
discourse throughout the last 75 years. A difference is that 
today’s concerns focus on the high cost of housing that 
drives indebtedness, while in the 1950s concerns were 
related to household borrowing increasing for purchases 
of household durables: cars, refrigerators, radios, televi-
sions etc. 

Galup polls in the 1950s indicated that most purchases of 
household durables involved hire purchase credit. ‘Hire 
purchase has become an established part of family life’, 
as the Toowoomba Chronicle (22 July 1963: 3) expressed 
it. It was crucial to the modernisation of household life 
and the growth of companies producing or selling house-
hold durables in Australia.
A range of companies extended hire-purchase credit; 
finance companies such as Custom Credit, Esanda, Indus-
trial Acceptance and Australian Guarantee. They worked 

Telegram from Anna Stewart to Jan Marsh, 1979, NBAC Z282/Box 697, 
9.3.1979

http://womenaustralia.info
http://womenaustralia.info
 https://www.womenaustralia.info/entries/stewart-anna
 https://www.womenaustralia.info/entries/stewart-anna
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with large retailers of household durables to facilitate 
access to hire purchase loans. Companies producing 
durables also had their own hire purchase credit func-
tion if they were retailing their products themselves. An 
example is the Electrolux company which had a squad of 
travelling salesmen to demonstrate vacuum cleaners in 
the home and persuade households to sign purchase and 
hire-purchase contracts. 

Until the 1980s, the ABS generated incomplete estimates 
of the degree to which Australian households took to 
hire-purchase and other forms of consumer credit. Never-
theless, the estimated outstanding balance of the instal-
ment or personal credit industry indicates a big increase 
from an average of around 5% during 1945–1955 to 
15–20% throughout 1960–2005.

In the 1950s, public concerns were articulated about 
the increasing household indebtedness, the practices of 
hire-purchase companies in selling loan contracts and 
dealing with loan arrears (e.g. Tribune, 17 December 
1958: 8). State Premiers called for tighter federal gov-
ernment controls on the industry (e.g. Daily Advertiser, 
19 Jun 1951: 1). Hire purchase companies organised 
themselves in Australian states, before they in 1958 estab-
lished the Australian Hire Purchase and Finance Confer-
ence national organisation. 
The main purposes of the association were to educate 
the public about hire purchase and lobby governments 
in relation to regulations affecting parts of the industry. 
Reflecting the fact that other forms of consumer credit 
emerged, the organisation changed its name in 1965 to 
the Australian Finance Conference, in 2017 to the Aus-
tralian Finance Industry Association (http://www.afc.asn.
au/)
The association deposited its 1958–1992 records in the 
NBAC, where they are still waiting for closer study. 
(https://archivescollection.anu.edu.au/index.php/austra-
lian-finance-conference). Several questions arise: Was the 
association successful in addressing public concerns ar-
ticulated in the 1950s and after? Did it inform households 
sufficiently to take out loans within their means and avoid 
loan arrears? Was it effective in keeping government 
controls on the industry at bay? 

Note from the Editor
Michelle Staff, FNBAC committee member

For feedback or contributions to the next issue of this 

newsletter, please email me at michelle.staff@anu.edu.au. 

Contact 

Postal address:

Friends of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre Inc.
c/o ANU Archives

R.G. Menzies Building
2 Fellows Road
The Australian National University
Canberra ACT 2600
Phone:

(02) 6125 2219

Email:

nbac.friends@gmail.com 

Website:

https://archives.anu.edu.au/events/friends-noel-butlin-

archives-centre

http://www.afc.asn.au/
http://www.afc.asn.au/
https://archivescollection.anu.edu.au/index.php/australian-finance-conference
https://archivescollection.anu.edu.au/index.php/australian-finance-conference

