
The Search for Significance !
Imagine fossicking around archives and museums, discovering meaningful 
treasures and stories, forging stronger links with community history, and playing 
a part in helping the caretakers of these collections turn them into sustainable, 
vital and engaging community assets. !
I have had the opportunity over the last year or so to do this. I’ve discovered that 
in Australia enthusiasts in the sport of gliding, in the days when it was do-it-
yourself or not at all, have made a significant contribution to aeronautical 
engineering. Many design elements, evolved through trial, error and devotion to 
the sport in paddocks and sheds – personal endeavours that were unregulated, 
unfinanced and relied on very basic technology, have been taken up by 
commercial aviation companies in the manufacture of larger airplanes. I’ve learnt 
wartime prisoners have their own way of making meaningful experiences and that 
sometimes these efforts can have a uniting impact on their communities back 
home. Amongst the ‘important’ collections and objects that museums and 
historical societies care for is a plethora of records of local community groups, 
local government studies, maps, plans, photographs, voters’ rolls, catalogues and 
material from local businesses, family histories, reminiscences and personal 
papers, local newspapers, scrapbooks and directories, ephemera on a terrific 
range of subjects, local publications produced in small print runs and so hard to 
access today, and ‘back to’ or commemorative material. Many discoveries are 
merely interesting, but some are meaningful or poignant or important. !
In the northeast of Victoria, near the Snowy Mountains, lives an old man called 
Jim Simpson. As a young man he was captured by the Germans early in WWII 
and imprisoned in Staleg IV camp. In the line he was warned by a fellow prisoner 
not to expect to keep his lovely thick cream jumper he was wearing. Jim promptly 
went to the toilet, took his jumper off and unravelled it to create balls of wool. 
This was the beginning of a tremendous project of love, patriotism and a 
determination to survive the experience and make something of it. !
Jim spent the next three years trading his cigarette ration for other prisoners’ 
jumpers, socks and blankets, and collecting wool from Red Cross parcels. He 
unravelled, washed and deloused it all in boiling water, then turned it all into 12 
ply. He removed the metal handles from Dixie pans (eating utensils), straightened 
them out and sharpened their ends on the cement floor of the ablution block. And 
he planned the design and details for a map of Australia. !
He then began to knit. With nothing but his memory to rely on he knitted the 
landmass of Australia with state boundaries, rivers and lakes, and a red cross to 
indicate Corryong, his home town. He knitted the Indian and South Pacific Oceans 
and the entire coastline of Australia with all its islands and the Barrier Reef. Above 
the map he knitted the Australian coat of arms and the words ‘Made in Staleg IV 
B by FS.OBS. J.O. Simpson 409238 RAAF. Feb 1946’. The blanket is just over 6 
feet by 6 feet, was knitted in one piece and, so the story goes, the German prison 
guards looked on in amazement the whole time. !
Jim was working in the forest outside the prison camp when the Russians arrived. 
The chaos of liberation meant that he couldn’t get back to camp to rescue his rug, 
despite desperate attempts. But his prison mates had long been caught up in this 
marvellous project and they packed it up and took it with them, having faith they 



would find Jim again. This they did and for over sixty years the rug was rolled up 
in his bag and sat under his bed awaiting funding for conservation, preservation 
and display in his local museum. This has only recently been achieved after a 
great deal of community effort and grants from the federal government. !
Professional historians know the world is full of stories that can shed light on the 
intricacies of our social, technical and cultural history. We can and ought to make 
good use of the material cared for in these community collections. We also ought 
to support the caretakers because they care for the very stuff of our livelihoods. 
These collections form the backbone of Australia’s cultural heritage. Their 
caretakers provide research services for students, family historians, local councils 
and businesses, and for professional historians. They conserve, preserve, display 
and interpret their local and community history for anyone who shows an interest 
in it. But these people are usually part of small, volunteer run, local historical 
societies, museums and community groups. Many have funding constraints and 
many are held back by the lack of professional involvement and advice. There is 
an ever-present risk that fragile material will disintegrate or be destroyed by 
insects, that potential sources of information will remain inaccessible without 
cataloguing, or even that the caretakers will throw up their hands in despair and 
dump the lot in the tip. !
Fortunately the importance of these collections has been recognised and efforts 
are being made to provide some assistance. Federal and state governments are 
providing funding towards improving the management and care of these 
collections under the Community Heritage Grants program and the Victoria’s 
Heritage, Strengthening Our Communities program. Museums Australia (Vic) has 
revamped their accreditation process to make it possible for community and 
volunteer run museums to achieve accreditation. They are also providing training 
in a number of areas to help museums reach professional standards. Increasingly 
the caretakers of these collections are prepared and willing to take a leap into the 
world of professionally managed collections based on carefully thought-out 
policies and procedures. A significance assessment is one of the important steps 
in this process. !
Assessing the significance of an object or a collection has been a recently 
emerging area in museum work, particularly for small museums, and it is well 
suited to professional historians. The bulk of the work requires perception, 
interpretation and understanding what it is about history that is meaningful to 
people. It is achieved through research, discussion and thoughtful consideration – 
skills and abilities that historians have in abundance, whether or not they have 
had experience in museums. !
Community museums would welcome a supply of historians to help them with 
this work. Who knows how many treasures like Jim’s rug are waiting to be made 
accessible to historians, history enthusiasts and other researchers and museum 
visitors. !
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