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‘…wherever you go in Melbourne it’s like going on a 
holiday to a different city’   

 

 

 

Bathing boxes, Mornington Peninsula, Victoria 

https://www.australia.com/en/places/victoria.html 

This is the lovely experience of Fitzroy resident Rose Chong. Her interview, recorded with Marion and Rosa of the 
Fitzroy History Society, and the transcript are held in the Fitzroy Library collection and are part of the Fitzroy 
History Society Oral History Project undertaken between 2015 and 2017.1 

This and many other gems we discovered while undertaking an audit and gap assessment of oral history projects 
across the City of Yarra. We called the work ‘Yarra Talks’ and while listening to this talking, or reading their 
transcripts, we were increasingly struck by the importance of this project that had been commissioned by Yarra 
City Council with advice from its Heritage Advisory Committee. We came to appreciate that the significance of the 
City of Yarra’s combined oral history collections is remarkably high; offering associations and connections to 
events and people that have shaped this community, and potential avenues of research and greater 
understandings of the place’s history and development. We came across memories of Yarra dating back to the 
1920s and covering myriad aspects of life and living over the 20th and 21st centuries. We found widespread active, 
heartfelt and genuine engagement in recording and sharing oral history, often inspired by the imminent loss of 
knowledge of bygone eras. 

In a different part of Melbourne, a place that Rose Chong has quite likely been ‘on holiday’ too, is the City of 
Hobsons Bay and their Heritage Collection in Williamstown Library. Here there is a wonderful collection of history 
and heritage books, pamphlets, images, databases, grey literature, fiction and non-fiction. There is a little oral 
history here too. The Heritage Collection is a wonderful example of what is on offer to local and family history 
enthusiasts across Victoria and the staff in Williamstown offer a regular ‘Hands-On-Heritage’ session to provide 
research assistance to anyone who wants it. We attended one of these while working with the collection to help 
the library staff rationalise it. They have aspirations to accommodate it better, assist the wider community to 
better engage with and benefit from its contents, and for their collection to more accurately reflect the history of 
the local area and its community. We also held a round table meeting with local history and heritage stakeholders 
across the City of Hobsons Bay. These included representatives of the historical societies, museums, specialist 
history and heritage groups, independent historians and the Council. Just as with the oral history study in the City 

	
1	See	the	collection	of	portraits,	transcripts	and	audio	recordings	for	this	project	here	-	
https://oralhistory.fitzroyhistorysociety.org.au		
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of Yarra, it became more and more clear to us over the course of this project how important the idea and the 
practice of local history is to a community.  

People thrive with a strong sense of history and heritage. There is a desire for greater connectedness with like-
minded folk and for support in history endeavours. There is an enthusiasm to engage in research and historical 
projects, whether family- or local history based. There is a need for everyone to learn more about their place and 
their community, new or familiar, that can only be achieved by understanding it through a breadth of 
experiences, knowledges and voices.  

At the heart of all this endeavour, and in the best position to facilitate it, are the historical societies and libraries 
that are in our midst. And in the best position to facilitate them are the local government authorities that form 
the apex of local history and heritage networks. As we have recently found with just these two projects there are 
two things that are important:  

Firstly, future-proofing vulnerable collections by digitising; and  

Secondly, ensuring relevance, sustainability, dynamism and responsiveness in a focused collection. 

It is the local government, local libraries and local history networks that enable us all to appreciate the variety and 
differences to be found across Melbourne and Victoria, just as Rose Chong does. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


