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Museums and memory: The power of story 
 

Doreen Lyon 

Abstract 

This paper is an exploration of the ways in which a small, volunteer run community museum 
can tell distinctive stories and engage with audiences in ways larger state and national 
institutions can’t. This is done through using examples of projects undertaken by the 
Wollondilly Heritage Centre at the Oaks. These include actively reaching out to communities 
and partnering with local, state and national organisations where possible. 

 

Keywords: volunteer run museums, community engagement, partnerships. 

I am a volunteer with The Oaks Historical Society and help to manage a community history 

museum, The Wollondilly Heritage Centre, at The Oaks. I have titled this paper “The Power of 

Story” because I believe that local museums and historical societies have a unique ability to 

present the history of Australia through their collections and archives. While our State and 

National museums must attract large audiences to maintain their position, small museums 

can offer smaller, intimate glimpses in life from yesterday and today. The challenge is how to 

do just that and I would like to share some of the ways our museum has successfully utilised. 

Community history 

Our local areas hold many examples of community history which can be explored. Mary 

Hutchinson in her book with Anne Bolitho in 19981 offers examples from local walking groups 

to shops and schools. From the people’s stories grew other stories of living and working in 

Canberra and these in turn created small publications and displays in local libraries and 

museums. This is a method which works! 

In 2008 our museum was documenting local businesses and wanted to know more about the 

local poultry industry. We discovered that there was a strong Estonian involvement in 

Thirlmere in the development of the supply of eggs to the Sydney market. With the assistance 

of the Migration Heritage Centre at the Power House Museum we were able to run group 

sessions with the local Estonian community who took backyard chooks in a more economical 

direction by using Estonian practices of co-operative purchasing. Chooks need grain and grain 

was in high demand after the Second World War so by combining their buying power local 
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farmers could buy a train load of grain. They extended this by building a supermarket, start a 

craft co-op and build a retirement village between 1950 and 1970 using one pound shares. 

The community willingly shared their experiences in words and photos and the result was an 

exhibition and book plus a filmed record from two local Estonian farmers. 

The opening of the exhibition was by the Estonian Consul and the Northern Dancers and 

Estonian choir provided cultural context. Over 300 people came, many from Canberra and 

Adelaide. The catering was shared between our ladies and the Estonian ladies with legendary 

results. 

The Estonian community were very gracious in sharing their stories for the exhibition and 

many also shared their migration stories. Most of them came to Australia in the late 1940s 

from DP camps in Germany. They could not return to Estonia because of the communist 

presence. Many had been community leaders before the war and would have suffered from 

communist persecution. Our second exhibition drew on their memories and their craft. 

Migrant stories are especially important to record because there may not have been a 

previous opportunity for them to engage directly with the local community. 

We were fortunate to receive funding from Arts NSW for this project as well as practical 

assistance and training from the Migration Heritage Centre, but other projects have drawn 

from our extensive collections. Our popular publication “Women’s Voices” draws from family 

history and follows the lives of Mary Wild, the first white woman to settle in The Oaks, Granny 

Long an Aboriginal midwife and healer, plus nurses, teachers and new migrants and is created 

and published in house and locally printed to keep the prices down. 

In 1990 we presented an exhibition about the local coal industry which could not have been 

achieved without the help of the local miners and their families. They willingly shared their 

stories as well as providing objects to create a small display and facsimile mine. They recorded 

their own stories to tape which we still use in the mine display. Many of them are now retired 

and have joined our volunteers to restore mining equipment, build a very impressive new 

mining display with a pit pony and continue to assist in caring for our grounds and gardens. 

They work in the “Hands-on-History” program we run for primary schools, by explaining the 

work of a coal miner. This involvement included sponsorship from the coal industry to 

construct disability access to the museum and a new entrance! 
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Tell them your story 

These projects result in exhibitions about our local area and we find that our visitors want to 

know about us – so we tell them our story! Our story features the lost heritage of the 

Burragorang Valley and our exhibitions tell this story in various ways. We show a film of the 

flooding of the valley to create a water supply for Sydney by harnessing the wild rivers which 

created Burragorang and taming them with the mighty Warragamba Dam – the biggest dam 

in the southern hemisphere in 1960. The story is continued in the recordings and stories of 

the people who lost their heritage from the Gundungorra families to the early Irish ticket of 

leave convicts, then German and Italian migrants and local pastoralists. Theirs is a continuing 

story retold at annual reunions and in our exhibitions. Many of our volunteers have 

connections to the Valley and share their knowledge with children in our “Hands-on-History” 

programme in the kitchen and laundry of our slab built cottage and in the agricultural pavilion. 

While the story of Burragorang Valley is our core message, each of the fifteen villages which 

make up this shire of Wollondilly can contribute new stories. The demographics are changing 

all the time; from farming and other agricultural pursuits to the commuter culture; from 

mainly Anglo-Australian societies to vegetable growers from Malta, Italy, Greece and 

Vietnam; now including shop keepers from, India, Pakistan and Lebanon there are so many 

stories to explore and record and share with the wider community. 

Discover new opportunities and funding 

Sometimes it is possible to attract funding by taking up a national conversation such as the 

recent involvement with the “Forgotten Children” – the child migrants sent from England 

after World War 1 to Canada, Rhodesia, New Zealand and Australia. A local Dr. Barnardo Farm 

Training school existed until 1959 and there were many local people who remembered them 

and even some who were Barnardo Boys at the time. This project created another exhibition 

and attracted funding for filming attracted new audiences. 

However, not all projects are exclusive to the Museum; we have also reached out to the 

community development team at our local Council and have initiated special events during 

Seniors Week with their help and their funding. The first event asked for people from local 

retirement homes to bring in an apron and tell us the story of the apron. It was a simple idea 

which was picked up by the Illawarra ABC Open team who sent Sean O’Brien to record the 
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stories and bring in a photographer to take the photos. The result was a small book and DVD 

which sold very well and encouraged us to try more such projects. We now have six books of 

stories published and have increased our visitation as well as our shop production and 

increased relevance and respect from the local Council. The little books are providing a 

window into the lives of local people. ABC Open has assisted us in training in oral history and 

filming so we can produce our own short films using VIMEO. 

We also try to work with the local Community Centre in their projects by installing displays 

and recording stories on International Women’s’ Day and also with the local Land Council. 

Our archives hold a growing collection of stories from local Aboriginal people and we are a 

recognised source for help in finding their family histories. NAIDOC week2 celebrations are 

also an opportunity to share stories which have resulted in closer relations with our Aboriginal 

communities. Harmony Week is an obvious opportunity to share stories which can attract 

funding. 

To add to these opportunities are co-operation with the National Trust Heritage Week and 

NSW History Council, both organisations have themes each year which can be taken up as 

opportunities, which are then publicised in other places. 

All these projects have helped us to be sustainable and relevant within our communities and 

we continue to expand and seek out local history and record the stories of today. Australia 

needs to hear these stories because they tell us about ourselves and our neighbours and the 

past. It is especially important to record the stories of local people now because they have a 

freshness and immediacy which will be very significant to future historians. And people like 

to see themselves in museums – not always stories from the past! 

Conclusion 

Our organisation has worked hard to establish itself in the local community and have received 

much needed help and encouragement from local businesses and families and our volunteers, 

however the financial support from Arts NSW and our local Council and practical support from 

the Migration Heritage Centre and ABC Open have been invaluable. They give us confidence 

to continue and opportunities for training. Without them our task would be almost 

impossible. 
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Notes 

1. Bolitho & Hutchison (1998) Out of the Ordinary: Inventive Ways of Bringing 
Communities, their Stories and Audiences to Light. 

2. NAIDOC week is usually the first week in July, it empowers Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples to tell their stories, take up opportunities to promote their 
heritage and culture and have a strong voice on issues which affect them. 
Engagement between indigenous Australians and local history groups is mutually 
beneficial. 
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