
















Oil refinery tanks in Altona. 
"Melbourne's western region is both rural and industr-ial". 

and sensitivity. 
Those looking at the theme of women in unpaid work 

have been concerned to give women an opportunity to 
speak for themselves, as individuals, not as housewives. 
They have found that the common ground for all the 
women interviewed was creativity. They have been 
impressed by the stunning examples of handicraft they 
have seen - some of the ethnic crafts are of very high 
standards, outstanding even in a national context, for 
example the work of a Lithuanian weaver, a Latvian 
embroiderer, a Maltese lace-maker. They have noted 
the interaction between domestic and artistic activity, 
and have suggested that women are less inclined than 
men to put aspects of their life in unrelated boxes. 

The early researches of Melbourne's Living Museum 
of the West are focussing on huge themes, themes which 
are of more than local significance. Each theme- work, 
women's work, migration, is part of a broader context 
with its own existing research and literature. There is a 
great value in seeing these themes as part of an integrated 
whole. Workers are often migrants , and sometimes also 
women who Jive in a particular environment. A local or 
regional study makes it possible to look more carefully 
at the total picture- a picture which is both complex and 
simple. For our first few months our museum teams 
have been working on different themes, but for our next 
stage we may be looking, for example, at a total work
place from different perspectives - work, migration, 
women, the environment. The work re-union can bring 
out the wholeness of human experience for many who 
have lived and worked in Melbourne's western suburbs. 
For many of those who worked at the vast establishments 
of Angliss's meatworks or McKay's harvester works 

there was no strong barrier between home/neighbourhood 
and workplace. Their friends and relatives worked for 
the same firm. Marriages were made at work. There are 
many shades of experience in the industrial communities 
of Melbourne' s west - the explosions that could kill 
three young women in one go, the horrible accidents, 
the heavy lifting required in many jobs, the cold and the 
monotony. But also there were times of humour, mate
ship, kinship, the sense ofbelocging, the feeling of being 
part of one large family, there were war songs sung on 
the job at ICI. The girls received high wages - danger 
money - and were described as the best dressed girls in 
the west. There is great enthusiasm for any re-union. 
There is sharp awareness of hard practices, and a philo
sophical approach to difficult times as well as the militant 
unionism which has also played a part. For many people 
contacted by Living Museum team members, work was 
a satisfying experience. 

This culture is different from the culture associated 
with opera or life in an affluent residential suburb. It is a 
culture with roots in the region- a culture that has been 
through hard times but maintains its loyalty and affection 
for the place and its people. There are other cultures 
which are also strong in the region - the various ethnic 
cultures which survive their transplantation to a foreign 
land, which are kept going by ties built in new commun
ities , through language school, church, through social 
events, through community centres. Each new wave of 
migrants brings in new strands of culture and in time this 
is reflected in the physical environment as new buildings 
are erected to cope with perceived needs. No artefact in 
a museum with walls can adequately convey the nature 
of these changes. How can a museum convey a sense of 



Old stock route between Newmarket and Angliss meatworks. 
"The people oft he region are the main resource. The region itself is the other resource". 

the struggle to improve the environment? One interesting 
possibility is to develop the idea of the ecomuseum - to 
regard the buildings and natural features of the region as 
part of the museum, the artefacts of the museum. Such 
an approach must go hand in hand with research and 
interpretation. There must be increasing opportunities 
for ordinary people to record their own history, the 
history of their own trade, their own neighbourhood up 
to the present. Everyone has a store of knowledge and 
experience which can be shared, given the opportunity. 
The wealth of oral tradition needs to be backed up by 
research using a wide variety of sources. For its first few 
months oflife Melbourne's Living Museum of the West 
has concentrated on the oral approach, on living memory. 
This has had the advantage that we can say to people in 
the region who may be diffident or hesitant, " You're the 
expert. Nobody else knows what you know. Please join 
us in the process of discovering and showing and telling 
the story of our region" . At some stage, Melbourne' s 
Living Museum of the West will try to go right back in 
time to discover and tell more of the Aboriginal people 
who once lived on the plains and in the river and creek 
valleys. At some stage, once the museum has some sort 
of permanent working base, it will be possible to provide 
spaces for local people to develop their own exhibition 
about what seems important to them. Before too long, 
hopefully, the museum will acquire a bus which will 
enable it to travel throughout the region - both as an 
exhibition bus and as a research bus - parlc in the street 
for a day and get people to drop in their photos for 
copying, or leave a name and address for a chat and an 
interview. At some stage, it may be possible to develop 
a museum of contemporary history. For the moment, 
we are an infant museum, with a very long way to go. 

From our initial crawl.ing stage we are now moving at a 
great rate, learning all the time. The experience we are 
gaining, the contacts we re making, the momentum we 
are building up must not be lost. We will be striving to 
become a permanent fixture on the museum scene, but 
hopefully we will never lose the feeling of being part of 
the region and of being responsible mainly to the people 
of the region. 

The use of an employment scheme to begin our mus
eum raises some questions. Without it, the museum 
would have been perhaps a small team of " experts" 
instead of the broad base of people from many walks of 
life and with a range of experiences and contacts to help 
them in their work. 

Without it we would perhaps never have started. Yet 
it is questionable as to whether it is fair to employ 
people on a project with only short-term job security. 
Much has been expected of us because we are such a 
large project. Much cannot be done in twelve months. It 
has taken years to develop some of the main ecomusees 
of France. In our voyage through time and space and 
with a major commitment to interactive exhibitions, we 
will, like all museums, need substantial funding in the 
future to enable us to live and grow. Although we are at 
the service of local people in our region, we also regard 
ourselves as part of a world-wide movement to record 
and present working people's history. We owe govern
ment and the museum world our thanks for the encourage
ment given us and hope that it may continue in the 
future . 

In return we hope to give back some of the strength 
and excitement generated in a museum which is living 
and closely bound up with a region and its people. 


