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The State Library consists of two libraries – the State Reference Library, which has a more
international focus and the Mitchell Library which is our Australiana collection.
It is Australia’s oldest library and started life as the Australian Subscription Library in 1826. It
was taken over by the New South Wales government in 1869 and became the Free Public
Library of NSW.
David Scott Mitchell
Let me introduce to you our first and foremost gem – David
Scott Mitchell, Australia’s greatest cultural benefactor. In 1907
DSM, as he is affectionately known, bequeathed to the people
of New South Wales his extensive collection of books,
manuscripts, maps and pictures relating to Australia and
Oceania.
Mitchell had inherited is father’s wealth and so was able to
indulge his passion for collecting as a full‐time
pursuit. Mitchell’s formidable buying power meant that he was
able to beat competitors to extremely rare and important
material.
But he also saved many important collections from almost certain destruction. For example,
Mitchell disagreed with the late 19th century colonial attitude that the documentary
evidence about the (then recent) convict past ought to be expunged from the record. He
realised it was sensitive information at the time, but he knew that it was a very important
part of Australia’s story and would one day be told by future historians. He was right of
course – these records are used daily by researchers.

The Mitchell Reading Room today

Mitchell also left a large sum (in today’s dollars about $13 million) with which to build on
the rich foundation he bequeathed to the people of New South Wales and today we
continue to collect private records such as family papers, letters and diaries as well as
photographs, maps and plans and of course books and journals – any paper based and
electronic records that document life in NSW.

Our collections are kept for posterity. We are considered a library of last resort – in 50
years’ time we may be the only place left in Australia where you will find a publication – this
is particularly so for small publishing runs such as resources produced by family history
societies. The State Library is also a legal deposit library. This means anything published in
NSW must be deposited with us – and that includes many thousands of published family
histories and other publications by Family History societies across the state.
We do not lend anything from the Mitchell Library. In many cases, we hold duplicate copies
in the State Reference Library and we can often lend these to your local library if you can’t
visit us. You can contact your local library to arrange this service.
We can also copy items for you if you are not able to come into the Library, copyright
permitting, of course.
We have also embarked on the Digital Excellence Program: $48.6 million in funding from
the NSW Government will provide the initial five years of a 10‐year digitisation program. It
is estimated that 12 million items will be digitised (In 2015, 2.6 million newspaper pages
have been digitised and loaded onto Trove).
Our digitisation program will not only greatly increase online access so that anyone,
anywhere, can access the Library’s collections, digitisation also preserves collections by
reducing handling of valuable and fragile documents. We have identified the most in‐
demand, fragile and valuable collections to be digitised across a range of formats, many of
which are of great interest to family history researchers.
Manuscripts:
What is a manuscript? In a nutshell, it is an unpublished document such as a letter or diary.
The Mitchell Library has the most significant collection
of manuscripts in Australia. This is because we existed
well before the National Library of Australia.
Consequently we hold the lion’s share of Australia’s
early colonial foundation documents. Examples are
the journal kept by Joseph Banks on board the HMS
Endeavour with James Cook; nine out of the eleven
known First Fleet Journals; Bligh’s log of the mutiny
on the Bounty, explorers’ maps and also their diaries
that describe this strange new land, and first contact
with Indigenous groups.
These are just some of the many thousands of
manuscripts we hold – actually about 12 kilometres of
manuscripts are stored underground and offsite.
This is the original manuscript of Ethel Turner’s
classic children’s novel “Seven Little Australians”
(Location: MLMSS 7019).

And these manuscripts have been written by the famous, the infamous or the obscure. The
reason we have collected them is because in some way, they document life in NSW.
We receive new manuscripts nearly every week – people donate or bequeath or sell
manuscripts to us and sometimes we purchase at auctions.

Government records
Because DS Mitchell was collecting before State Records, the NSW government repository,
existed, we hold many colonial government records and records of convict administration –
these are especially useful for tracking ancestors in the first part of the 19th Century.
Governor’s despatches
The governors of New South Wales regularly forwarded despatches to the British
Government giving detailed reports on matters of major and minor importance. We hold
these in our collection from 1813‐1879.
Employment and dispersal lists: assisted passengers 1848‐1854
An example of what you may find in the Governor’s Despatches are the Employment and
dispersal lists. These relate to assisted passengers and contain additional information to
what you will find on the assisted passenger lists. Also known as shipping returns, they were
filled in by Emigration Agents on the arrival of every emigrant ship and forwarded to the
governor who then sent them on to the Secretary of State for the Colonies in London.
You know that saying ‘he must have swum’ – well you may well find him in the Employment
and dispersal lists because some used different names when gaining employment in NSW
and some took the names of the people whose place they took when that person could not
undertake the voyage. These lists also show that in some cases children were separated
from their families and sent to other employers.
23,000 of these records from 1848‐1854 have been transcribed and are now available to
search on the CD ROM Employment and dispersal lists: assisted passengers 1848-1854 [QLD,
NSW, VIC] by Aileen Trinder. There are many other revelations to be discovered in the
Governors Despatches such as records pertaining to convicts – assignment lists, convicts
absconding, free convicts returning to England, lists of gangs, lists of men in convict work
places like lumber yards and convicts who have reoffended.

We also hold records pertaining to convicts in other locations that were once part of New
South Wales such as Norfolk Island, Queensland and the biggest collection of non‐NSW
convict records is something that David Scott Mitchell saved from certain destruction, and
those are the Tasmanian papers.
These are a rich source of information that can be a real supplement to what the Tasmanian
Archives hold. They include lists such as assignment lists, police records, court records,
guard books and so forth.
Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP) is another example of a large collection of
government (and some private) records we hold.
The AJCP consists of 10,000 microfilm of government documents held in the UK National
Archives as well as UK County Records Offices pertaining in some way to Australia. Included
are documents held in private hands in Britain as well.
I urge you however to remember NSW State Records because, of course, they are the main
repository for Government records.

Family and personal papers
We hold papers of well‐known families such as the Macarthurs and the Berry Family.
The Berry papers (MLMSS 315) include a wide variety of records such as those about timber
getters, records about assigned and free servants and tenants including such details as
provisions and wages, even a list of members of the estate’s brass band.
We also hold thousands of personal papers of individuals who are not so well known – but
their papers in some way shed light on life in NSW. An example is the Williams family of
Cootamundra (Location: MLMSS 8617).
William Williams wrote to his aunt in England between 1902 and 1938 and these letters
were acquired from the family in England (Location MLMSS 8617). They provide every day
insights into the life of a country family over a long period in the early 20th century in New
South Wales. The family ran a stock and station agency in Cootamundra which continues to
trade.
Another example is the Morris family letters (Location: MLMSS 8681). William and Agnes
Morris migrated in 1877 on the Trevelyan. Their letters home describe real estate, family
affairs and their work. The plight of a widow is described in Agnes’s heartrending letter
written to her sister in law describing her husband’s illness and death in 1891.
We hold thousands of family bibles because they often contain genealogical information
such as family trees. Talking of which, we hold many family trees that have come to us as
part of a larger collection of family papers.

With over one million immigrants (assisted and unassisted) arriving in Australia from the
United Kingdom in the 19th century, passenger and shipping records are an essential source
for the family historian.
The Mitchell Library holds thousands of official logs as well as private journals of passengers.
Whilst we might not have your ancestor’s journal, we may well have a journal that was kept
on the same voyage as your ancestor and your ancestor may even be mentioned –
remember it was a long time on a boat with a small number of people.
Some journals provide great detail about traditions and conditions on board, social
hierarchies, health, illness, births and deaths, daily entertainment, fellow passengers, and of
course what it felt like to leave home, possibly forever, and to start a new life in an
unfamiliar land on the other side of the globe.
Shipboard newspapers were designed to entertain the shipboard community.
Ship newspapers can also expose shipboard class distinctions. For example the newspaper
Zealandia Look‐Out was for cabin passengers only – its circulation amongst the steerage
passengers was forbidden so the steerage passengers set up their rival paper the Zealandia
Free Press.
As well as containing passenger lists and records of births and deaths at sea, content
included illustrations, advertisements and reviews of shipboard entertainments and
activities. During some voyages, passengers paid a subscription towards the reprinting of
their shipboard newspaper on arrival in port.

Charitable societies touched the lives of thousands of Australians. Perhaps the most
significant collection we hold are the papers of the Benevolent Society. It is Australia’s
oldest charity (being founded in 1813) and continues its work today.
Its records are extensive, and are regularly used by family historians who are perhaps
tracking down details found on a birth or death certificate. These records can be
surprisingly detailed and sometimes really moving accounts of the ‘inmate’s’ plight and also
bring to light new connections and solve family mysteries.
We also hold records of other organisations such as Barnardos and the Ashfield Infants
Home.

Political parties and Business papers

Perhaps your ancestor was a member of a political party and active in the local branch. We
hold the papers of some political parties including the Labor Party and the Liberal Party, as
well as the papers of many politicians.
We also hold the papers of many businesses small and large – such as AGL, Tooth’s brewery
and AWA which contain records pertaining to staff.

We hold an extensive collection of material relating to Indigenous people.
Some of the most significant records are the Tindale genealogies. Norman Tindale was an
anthropologist and these are his field notes, genealogical notes and photographs collected
in 1938. We hold the NSW component and strict access conditions apply. Contact our
Indigenous Services Branch if you wish to access these.
Information varies in the Tindale Genealogies, because it depended how willing the
interviewees were to give genealogical information – remember, 1938 was right in the
middle of the Stolen Generations period and many people were understandably unwilling to
give information about their families for fear of repercussions.
We hold four mission station records from the colonial period as well as church papers and
records of pastoral stations where Aborigines worked in a variety of roles such as stockmen,
cleaners and cooks.
We hold photographs from various collections such as the papers of missionaries. The one
on the left is one of many taken on the 1965 Freedom Ride through New South Wales.
Aboriginal cultures are oral cultures and language articulates the relationships between
Indigenous peoples and their connection to their land and community.
We have developed a language website from the hundreds of word lists that have been
found in explorers’ journals, missionaries’ papers and other colonial documents in the
collection. Some of these are the only remaining documentary evidence of a group of
people.

One of our most famous set of gems are the personal diaries and letters documenting
Australian’s experiences of the Great War.
Principal Librarian William Ifould’s great idea was to acquire the original journals and diaries
of servicemen and women written during the war. Recognising their significance for future
researchers he advertised in newspapers in Australia, New Zealand and in the United
Kingdom for servicemen and their families, saying that the Library would pay good money
for their unedited diaries.
The diaries capture the authentic and personal observations of those who served ‐ scribbled
in the trenches before a battle, even carried into battle in breast pockets, or written out in
shaky hand after combat or in hospital, some of them are dirty and smudged ‐ but they have
an immediacy that no official account could ever convey.

We hold over 1200 volumes of diaries and letters written by 550 diarists including soldiers,
nurses, journalists and artists.
The Library’s collections are an essential supplement to official war service records of the
National Archives of Australia and the Australian War Memorial.

The diaries are now digitised and fully transcribed on our website.
We probably won’t have your grandfather’s diary but we may have the diary of someone
who served in his battalion.
The transcript is keyword searchable.
This wonderful website is due to the dedicated work of our Library volunteers without
whom such access to handwritten documents would not be possible.

Images are a great way to supplement the written account of your ancestor’s life.
It is a little known fact that we are the biggest repository of pictures in New South Wales.
We have over 2000 paintings and many thousands of prints, drawings, watercolours and
photographs.
The main difference is that we collect pictures to document life in NSW ‐ though we do have
some items that are of great aesthetic value, some are just rudimentary sketches.
For example: William Gardner’s images of farms in Northern NSW would be some of the
only existing images of that area and provide a lot of information and their naïve simplicity
is also rather charming.
We have images of Sydney from all decades of settlement which will show what the town
looked like when your ancestors arrived. We hold images of towns, images of houses and
streets, people, shops and clothing and events. .
We also have a number of images of passengers on ships and conditions on migrant ships.

Ships Pictures
I must make a special mention of our holdings of tens of
thousands of ships pictures in the Library.
Collecting pictures of ships was a consuming hobby in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries and some collectors
generously donated their collections to us.
Many of these collections have online contents lists or indexes so you can search for a
specific ship. A word of warning: It’s a little known fact that pictures of convict ships are
rare.

We have 1.24 million photographs in our collection. The image on our left is our earliest –
1845 ‐ in fact this is the earliest photograph known to exist in Australia. We know the date
because photographs were so rare at that time, that having one taken was the subject of a
newspaper article.
We hold photographs of family groups, individual portraits, towns and places and events
dating from the 2nd half of the 19th Century through to 2015. And like our manuscripts, they
are not just of well‐known people.

We have approximately 11,000 hours of oral histories.

Oral history is special – the tone of the voice, the pauses, the emphasis on particular words,
really brings depth to the information conveyed.
Oral history is also important because it gives a voice to those who may not ordinarily have
left a written record.
For example, we hold tapes and transcripts of interviews with migrants in the Ethnics Affair
Commission collection; you can hear builders of the Sydney Harbour Bridge speaking about
their experience and we have a number of interviews with Holocaust survivors who
migrated to Australia after the war.

This especially lovely part of our collection consists of about 200,000 to 250,000 sheet maps.
Many of these maps are going to be useful to you as family historians.
Sometimes a map is the only place where you will find information or it may solve a
mystery.
As our home is generally our biggest purchase in our lifetime, so it was for our ancestors. So
land research is a key area in understanding the lives of your ancestors and maps are
sometimes an excellent way to start and a fantastic way to illustrate your account of your
family history.
We also hold 14,000 parish maps and these are like a visual index to land records held at the
Land and Property Information Authority. You may be aware that the LPI website allows
you to view digitised parish maps. This is a wonderful resource but we also hold many
editions of parish maps that are not on that database.
We hold maps of pastoral runs and squatting runs, maps of commercial buildings, survey
maps of parcels of land, mining leases and topographic maps for NSW that show what
buildings existed at a given time, to mention only a few examples.

There are over 3,000 maps in parliamentary papers that cover a huge range of topics such as
disease, plague, flood maps, reclaimed land, maps about land disputes between squatters
and selectors, maps showing the building of roads and railways, courthouses, hospitals and
schools.

Perhaps our most well‐known collection of maps is our subdivision plan collection. We hold
40,000 real estate agents’ subdivision plans which were elaborate renderings of the Land
Titles Office deposit plans. Their date range is about 1860 to 1930s, a period in which there
was massive land speculation and the breakup of large estates both in Sydney and rural
areas.
These plans were placed in shop windows, on telegraph poles and handed out to people at
auctions. Because they were meant for short term use, they were generally printed on
cheap paper, which is now in a very delicate condition so they were identified as a priority
for digitisation. We’ve made available Sydney suburbs up to the letter E on the catalogue
and more will be coming soon. Rural areas will be addressed in the next financial year.
The catalogue records for subdivision plans are fantastic because they contain links to both
the list of subdivision plans of a particular suburb and the digitised maps themselves.

We hold about 120 kilometres of books. Like all our other material, these are held in
perpetuity.
As we are a legal deposit library we have thousands of useful sources such as local histories
and family histories, cemetery listings, pioneer registers other lists published by family
historians.
That is to say nothing of the street directories (yes there is more than just Sands!) and
almanacs from the 19th and 20th centuries, trade directories and journals, pastoral
directories and gazetteers. If you can’t find a location mentioned on a birth, death or
marriage certificate, you can check a 19th century gazetteer.
We also hold thousands of telephone directories going right back to 1885.
Immigrants’ handbooks such as the one on this slide provided information about the choice
of ship, the best time to sail, the fitting up of a berth, outfit and extra provisions, rations and
how to cook them, what to take and how to take it, and social life on board ship.
All great information that you can thread through the narrative of your ancestor’s life.

Digging for these gems

Now I am going to take you on a whirlwind tour of the State Library’s website to give you a
taste of what is available. We’re going to have a quick look at all those items I have circled in
red. But I should mention that the Library’s website and search facilities will be changing
around November 2015 which will make our website much more accessible. The content will
remain the same but the look will change.
You will still find all sorts of amazing things in there, and that is why I want to demonstrate
the possibilities to you now, even though the look is changing.
On a really positive note, the digitisation program is really starting to pay dividends. And you
will find lots on line particularly in some formats such as maps.

Ask‐A‐Librarian service and answers to common questions

In some cases a trip to the library to view non‐digitised original material might be required
as we don’t lend anything from the Mitchell. If you can’t make it to the library you can
always send in an inquiry to the library via the Ask‐A‐Librarian service. We can spend an
hour on your query and that service is free. If you want copies you can order copies
remotely too, though charges do apply.
We had 5000 inquiries in the last financial year and a quarter were from family historians!
Getting copies and other common questions are answered in the “How do I” dropdown
menu from the main State Library page.

Discover collections
Let’s take a quick peak at our Discover Collections Page which is where you will find some
nice snap shots of our collections for such subjects as Agricultural and rural Life, the Jewish
community in Australia and a very useful introduction to shipboard life and the sorts of
resources we hold.

Shipboard brings to life the emigrant experience whilst leading the researcher to personal
shipboard journals, diaries and letters, published ships newspapers and ephemera drawn
from the vast collections of the SLNSW. The various forms of voyage narrative are a rich and
unique source of information unavailable elsewhere.

World War I

You can find the Library’s collection of our WWI diaries from the Library’s Commemorative
WWI website, highlighted at the top of the homepage.
The centenary of WWI has provided an impetus for the Library to digitise its unique WWI
material and showcase its unrivalled collection of WWI diaries.

From here you can access this alphabetical list of diarists

Selecting a diarist will retrieve a biographical entry for the diarist that includes a summary of
their war service, portrait photograph and oral history (if available) and links to the digitised
diary, with transcript, in the Library catalogue.

From the same easy access point you can also search right across all dairy transcripts using
keywords. This wonderful resource has really opened up research possibilities.

For example, I recently had an inquiry about soldiers going to Glasgow on leave.

Because I was able to search across the transcripts, I found about 370 references to Glasgow
in a matter of seconds. This would have been impossible without this facility. You might
also find references to your ancestor from within diaries of men who were not in the same
battalion. Perhaps they were in hospital together, or fought on the same front.

A little bit like Trove, we are also crowd sourcing transcripts of various WWI letters and
diaries. These are then cross checked by our volunteers who have done an enormous
amount toward transcribing the diaries.

Catalogue of Manuscripts, Pictures and Oral history

Another way into the WWI diaries, in fact all our manuscripts, pictures and oral histories is
through the Manuscripts and Pictures catalogue. The look of the catalogue will be changing
in late 2015, but the content will remain the same. The catalogue lists and describes each
collection we hold and in some cases provides a lot of information through a further
Contents List‐ especially if the collection is large.

Let’s say you are looking for ship board diaries. In the search box, put in the name of the
ship with the word (Ship) afterwards. You will get a mix of results of letters, diaries and
pictures. The first item on this list is an 1836 journal. It’s not digitised because there is no
thumbnail image. If you click on the title though, it will give you more information about the
journal.
If you want a copy of it you can order a copy from us for reference and research purposes or
come in and view the item.
By the way, many of our items are on microfilm which we issue instead of the original ‐ for
preservation reasons.
Many searches in the manuscript and pictures catalogue will turn up digitised images.
You can narrow your search to only look for digitised images by clicking on the “Records
with images” radio button.
You can click on the thumbnail to go into the record and enlarge the image.

I did a search for digitised images of Port Macquarie. I turned up 746! That’s to say
nothing of the images that are catalogued but not yet digitised – housed in albums in our
storage facility.

The main catalogue for books, journals, newspapers and maps

This is the main catalogue and it’s where you can look for books and maps. It too will be
changing in late 2015 but the contents will remain the same.
Keep in mind that most books are not digitised.

Keywords – I have entered the keywords Singleton genealogy but try other keywords for
different results.

I retrieved 18 results for my search – some will have duplicate copies held in the State
Reference Library as well – which is a collection we can lend from.
We don’t lend to individuals but we do lend to libraries so if you can’t make it in, ask your
library to borrow it on your behalf. If we only hold a copy in the Mitchell, ask your local
library who else holds that book and they can get it in on Inter Library loan for you.

We have 262 individual maps of Port Macquarie. I narrowed the search to digitised images
which turned up 22 maps.
The first one is an 1840s map of Port Macquarie land for sale.

Clicking on the title takes you to the bibliographic record and here you can find out more
about what the map is about.

Click on link to take you to the online image of the map
Our technology allows you to zoom right into the detail on this map ‐ you can see outlines of
buildings and owners names.

We have developed six research guides for some major topics in Family History.
You can access these from our home page here.

The aim of the research guides is to provide you with a check list of resources on a topic that
might be useful to you. It’s kind of like when you go up to the desk and ask the librarian for
assistance.

Let’s have a quick look at the Shipping Records Research Guide
Each research guide works on tabs
If you are looking for a picture of a ship, you will find the Ships Pictures Tab extremely
useful.

Here’s why: it brings up a list of collections of ships pictures – held both in the Mitchell
Library and in other libraries. Many of these have online contents lists or indexes to the
thousands of ships in that collection and this is all searchable from home.

Just drilling down into the first one of those contents lists – which you can do from home ‐
you can find if a picture of a specific ship is held and then order it ‐ or sometimes the link
may even take you to the image itself.

Going back to the list you can scroll down to the Ernest G Best collection.

Clicking on the link takes you into the record and on the right of the screen you will see
ships names. I am looking for the Knudson and I clicked on its name on the right of the
screen.

Here is the image and some information about the image. Like all our thumbnails, you can
click on it to view a larger image and print and order high quality copies

Apart from the six family history research guides, we have other research guides which you
will find useful as well, such as guides for maps and biographical resources.

Do come and visit us or phone or email us. We can’t do your research for you but our
expertise can help guide you through these sometimes complex records.
The gems of the Mitchell Library belong to the people of NSW and as you can see, there is a
huge amount of genealogical information to be mined in our archives.
The collections are there for you to discover, and be inspired by – just as David Scott
Mitchell wanted.

