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OHAA NSW Field Trip Report                   
Visiting the Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection of the
Historic Houses Trust at The Mint  8.8.09
It was one of those balmy Sydney Saturdays when members gathered at The Mint (headquarters of the Historic Houses Trust in Macquarie Street) on 8 August, keen to learn about the Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection.  Megan Martin, Head of the Collection, spoke about the work of the Trust, the history of the Mint and the way the Collection is utilised.  The Collection supports the interpretation and management of the Trust’s properties, provides a specialist research resource for scholars and professionals working in heritage and conservation and is a remarkable resource for the general public.

We spent time in the open space of the Central Courtyard behind the Mint while Megan explained the history of the collection of buildings that make up the Mint and its diverse prior occupants.  Untrammelled by decoration (other than a solitary tree and a casual arrangement of old-fashioned cloth deck-chairs on the lawn) the clean lines of the courtyard, the scale of the space and its enclosure by mellowing sandstone boundaries provided a calm buffer from Macquarie Street.  Indeed, so inviting is this space that an anonymous city worker comes regularly at lunchtime to sit and read.

When the Trust had the opportunity to move from its cramped offices in Lyndhurst in Glebe to the Mint in 2001 an architectural upheaval and adaptation of buildings was required, as was great care to appropriately augment the 1850s Coining Factory for contemporary use.  The Trust’s needs included conference facilities, accommodation for Trust staff (previously scattered in different locations) and an appropriate space for the Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection.

One of the guests at the official opening of the Mint in November 2004 was a very elderly man in his 90s.  Though his grandfather was long dead, as the ninth child of a ninth child this man’s own personal history reached back to 1854 when his grandfather came to Sydney as part of the contingent of Royal Engineers which built the Mint.  Megan recalled, He remembered his father’s stories of his father and The Mint, and was bowled over by being in the actual building, and by being able to see enough original fabric to allow him to imagine his grandfather here.

Megan pointed out some of the architectural features and the pleasures of working in a building so beautifully adapted – exposed walls and beams, traces of paintwork -  and the peculiarities of working around the substantial walk-in safe.

The Trust’s headquarters and the Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection are now part of a wonderful resource at the city’s centre.   The Collection is located on the ground and first floors of the Coining Factory buildings and includes an eclectic range of materials such as pattern books, wallpapers, trade catalogues, passementerie, personal papers, publications, hardware and fittings, as well as a pictures and library catalogue and colonial plants database.  Part of the collection of garden ornaments (an ornate seat, a replica Sydney Harbour Bridge and a gathering of gnomes) is displayed in the glassed display area as you enter the building.   
While the Trust was still headquartered at Lyndhurst, one of the Trustees well known to OHAA members, Janis Wilton, was keen to review the accumulation of tapes and paperwork in the Trust’s oral history collection:  Siobhan McHugh undertook this project and prepared a report to guide the Trustees on its potential uses.  

Siobhan was engaged by the Trust to interview Harry Seidler, particularly his recollections about his design of his parents’ home, the Seidler House, which is one of the Trust’s properties.  With any oral history interview there can be glitches in the process and Siobhan shared her experiences of technical difficulties encountered at the OHAA seminar in May 2004.  This interview highlights the remarkable resource that this Collection provides, not only for the Trust in its interpretation of Seidler House and the architect’s recollections of the changing face of Sydney’s architecture; but also for the public and as a resource for OHAA members who might wish to learn how other members practice interviewing.  It is impossible to imagine the range of uses such a recording will bring to the future.

Given the Collection’s focus is to support the interpretation of the Trust properties, oral history has also been utilised in understanding how spaces within its buildings have been used.  Megan highlighted recent work at Susannah Place where ‘new’ spaces have become available and the task of interpreting their use and decoration during the 1940s has begun.

The Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection is open Monday to Friday.  It was only on this special occasion that the Trust allowed members of the OHAA to visit on a Saturday.   We are grateful to Megan Martin who very generously came to work on her weekend solely to show us some of the treasures and resources of the Collection.  She set out a wonderful morning tea of scones and impossibly thick cream served in pottery and bowls brought in from home, which induced us all to linger round the large central table as though the space was our own!  

For further information about the history of The Mint, see the Historic Houses Trust website: www.hht.net.au/museums/the_mint  
The Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection is at:  www.hht.net.au/research/library  and the catalogue can be searched online:  //library.hht.net.au
Roslyn Burge
