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y  I  y r a n n y  o f  d is ta n c e '  is a ph rase  tha t

i  m o s t  A u s t ra l ia n s  re c o g n is e .  W h i l e
I  g o ld ,  w o o l  a n d  th e  bu sh  re m a in  

d o m i n a t i n g  ye t  m y th - r id d e n  th e m e s  o f  A u s 

t r a l ia ' s  h is to r y ,  i t  has b e e n  t h e  l a n d m a r k  

t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  t r a n s p o r t  a d v a n c e s  th a t  
h a v e  f i r m e d  A u s t r a l ia  as th e  m o s t  c i t y -  

b o u n d  p o p u la t i o n  in the  w o r l d ,  an d  c rea ted  
p a r t i c u la r  pa t te rns  o f  n a t io n a l  d e v e lo p m e n t .

F ro m  o v e r l a n d  t e le g r a p h ,  ra i l ,  m o t o r  

veh ic le s ,  re fr ige ra t ion ,  t e le p h o n e ,  te le v is io n ,  

f a c s im i le ,  s a te l l i te  an d  th e  In te rn e t  w e  can  

t ra c e  th e  ba t t les  ag a ins t  d is ta n c e  th a t  ha ve  

b e e n  f o u g h t  an d  w o n .  O n e  c o u ld  say th a t  

th e  l o n g - t e r m  s u r v iv a l  o f  c o u n t r y  c e n t re s  

w i l l  to  s o m e  e x te n t  d e p e n d  o n  h o w  re c e n t  

c o m m u n ic a t i o n s  te c h n o lo g ie s  are u t i l ised  to  

i m p r o v e  t h e i r  b u s in e ss  a n d  i n f o r m a t io n  

base.

L ib ra ry  users ha ve  be e n  w e l l - s e r v e d  by  

t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a d v a n c e s ,  s ta r t in g  w i t h  o n 
l in e  p u b l i c  access c a ta lo g u e  d e v e lo p m e n ts  

a n d  m o v in g  th r o u g h  to  In te rn e t  r o l l o u t  to  

p u b l i c  l ib ra r ies ,  as has a l re a d y  c o m m e n c e d  

in a n u m b e r  o f  States.

C o m m u n i c a t i o n  is e n h a n c e d  b o th  g l o 

b a l l y  and lo c a l l y  th ro u g h  In te rne t  p ro v is io n .  

T h e re  is th e  o b v io u s  b e n e f i t  o f  o p e n in g  up  
n e w  w o r l d  resources to  loca l  users, b u t  the  

reverse is a lso the case. M a k in g  loca l services 
an d  c o l l e c t i o n  in fo rm a t io n  m o re  acce ss ib le  

v ia  th e i r  w e b s i te  g ives  the  lo c a l  l ib ra r ie s  a 

n e w  ro le  as p ro v id e r s  o f  u n iq u e  resources  
based on  th e i r  spec ia l  h o ld in g s .

T h e  r ichness  o f  loca l  h o ld in g s  is c o n s id 

e ra b le .  T h e  B ic e n te n n ia l  H i s t o r i c  R eco rd s  

S ea rch  s h o w e d  th e  b r e a d th  o f  m a te r ia l  in 

p r iv a te  ha nds .  W e  can  o n l y  guess at the  re

s o u rce s  o f  t h e  lo c a l  c o l l e c t i o n s  th a t  m a n y  

p u b l i c  l i b ra r ie s  h a v e  c a r e f u l l y  d e v e lo p e d  

w i t h  th e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e i r  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e  
n e w  t e c h n o lo g y  age has th e  p o w e r  to  g iv e  

u n iq u e  c o l l e c t i o n s  n e w  a u d ie n c e s .

O n e  th a t  I k n e w  w e l l  a f e w  years  b a c k  

is t h a t  o f  t h e  R o b e  P u b l i c  L ib r a r y  in th e  
s o u th  east o f  S ou th  A u s t ra l ia .  W e l l - o r g a n 

ised ,  its l o c a l  h is t o r y  c o l l e c t i o n  c o m p l e 

m e n te d  a lo c a l  i n t e r p r e t i v e  c e n t r e  w h i c h  

ha d  used se lec ted  m a te r ia l  f r o m  the  c o l l e c 

t io n .  T h e  resu l t  w a s  a s o p h is t ic a te d  p re s e n 
ta t io n  o f  R obe 's  r ic h  h is to ry  f o r  the  v is i to r .

R obe  w a s  on  th e  o v e r la n d  ro u te  fo r  the  
m a l i g n e d  C h in e s e  g o ld  m in e rs  o f  th e  n in e 

te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  a n d  a c e n t re  f o r  the  s o u th 

eas te rn  c ra y f is h  in d u s t ry ,  to  n a m e  b u t  t w o  

d is t i n c t iv e  fea tu res .  M u c h  o f  th e  c o n te n t  o f

th e  c o l l e c t i o n  c o u ld  be  i n v a l u a b l e  in s u p 

p o r t i n g  c u l t u r a l  t o u r i s m  to  th e  so u th e a s t  

co a s t ,  v ia  t h e  w e b .  As th e  w o r l d  b e c o m e s  
s m a l le r  t h e re  is a lso  an in c re a s in g  in te res t in 

th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  t h a t  th e  c u l t u r a l  la n d s c a p e  
can  o f fe r .  Loca l  c o l le c t io n s  can  e x p la in  those 

d i f fe re n c e s .

A  n u m b e r  o f  th e  N a t io n a l  L ib ra ry  o f  A us-  

t r a l ia ' s  C o m m u n i t y  H e r i t a g e  p r e s e rv a t io n  

g ran ts  a p p l i c a t i o n s  f r o m  l ib ra r ie s  a n d  c o m 

m u n i t y  h is to r y  o r g a n is a t io n s  re c e n t l y  ha ve  

re q u e s te d  d i g i t i s a t i o n  o f  p h o t o  a n d  o th e r  

c o l l e c t i o n s ,  s u c h  as a r c h i t e c tu r a l  b u i l d i n g  

p lan s ,  as a m e a n s  o f  r e d u c in g  w e a r  an d  tear 

on  o r ig in a ls .  Th ese  p ro je c ts  go  b e y o n d  pres

e r v a t i o n  s u p p o r t  —  th e y  a l l o w  access  as 

n e v e r  be fo re .

W h i l e  the re  c o n t in u e s  to  be an in te rest in 

th e  C D - R O M  fo r m a t  fo r  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  p h o 

tos a n d  d o c u m e n ts ,  it is the  In te rn e t  tha t  o f 

fers th e  best s c o p e  fo r  b ro a d  access to  such 

resources. L in k e d  to  a w ebs i te ,  loca l  p ic to r ia l  
da tabases w i t h  im a g e  a t tachm e n ts ,  fo r  e x a m 

p le ,  m e a n  t h a t  in te re s te d  re s e a rc h e rs  an d  

e n th u s ia s ts  c a n  d e lv e  in to  c o l l e c t i o n s  th a t  

w e r e  p r e v i o u s l y  g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  d is p e rs e d  

a n d  r e la t i v e ly  h id d e n .

T h e  d o w n s i d e  o f  the  w e b  is its sheer 
w e ig h t  o f  in fo rm a t io n ,  bu t  the  l ib ra ry  p ro fes 

s ion  is b e g in n in g  to  c o m e  to  g r ip s  w i t h  the  

need  to  m a in ta in  i n fo r m a t io n  on  A u s t ra l ia n  

d ig i ta l  resources, w i t h  leadersh ip  f ro m  the N a 

t io n a l  L ib ra ry  o f  A us tra l ia .

T h e  p o te n t ia l  o f  loca l  c o l l e c t i o n s  can  be 

re a l ised  w i t h  te c h n o lo g i c a l  s u p p o r t ,  b u t  th is  

c a n n o t  be a c h ie v e d  w i t h o u t  f i n a n c ia l  inves t
m e n t  a n d  i n f o r m e d  staff . T h e  la c k  o f  a n a 

t io n a l  A u s t ra l ia n  S tud ies  c u r r i c u l u m  is a lso  

re le v a n t .  W i t h o u t  an i m p r o v e d  n a t io n a l  f o 

cus o n  o u r  h is to ry  an d  e n v i r o n m e n t  w e  face  

less in te res t  f r o m  n e w  g e n e ra t io n s .  L ib ra r ies  

are a f fe c te d  b y  e d u c a t io n a l  shifts.

S o m e  re s u rg e n c e  o f  h is t o r i c a l  c o m m i t 

m e n t  is n e e d e d  as o u r  n a t io n 's  c o n s t i t u t io n  

c o m e s  u n d e r  s c ru t in y  an d  w e  lo o k  to w a r d  a 

m o re  m a tu re  s o c ie ty  in the  tw e n ty - f i r s t  c e n 
tu ry .  T h e re  c a n  be  l i t t le  d o u b t  th a t  such  m a 

t u r i t y  d e p e n d s  o n  th e  k n o w l e d g e  th a t  o u r  

c i t i z e n s  h a v e  o f  th e  pas t  a n d  t h e i r  u n d e r 
s ta n d in g  o f  t h e i r  p la c e  in th e  c o n t i n u u m .  

P ro p e r ly  ha rnesse d ,  a s o l id  sense o f  h is to ry  
can  c re a te  b e t te r  c u r r i c u la ,  i m p r o v e  to u r is m  

m a n a g e m e n t ,  d e e p e n  e n v i r o n m e n ta l  u n d e r 

s ta n d in g  a n d  c re a te  a m o re  in fo rm e d  v ie w  o f  

o u r  c u l t u r a l l y  d iv e rs e  o r ig in s .  Lo ca l  s tud ies  

c o l l e c t i o n s  c a n  p la y  a s p e c ia l  r o le  in th is  

k n o w le d g e  p rocess .  ■
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