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Window to the stars - the Giant Magellan Telescope 
 
Known by many for the devastating fire damage it sustained in January 2003, 
the Mt Stromlo Observatory, on the Western edge of Canberra, is far from extinction.  
Home to a team of scientists and engineers working on projects beyond what most of 
us dream about, Mt Stromlo Observatory is, indeed, rising like a phoenix.   
 
In the centuries-old quest to refine human understanding of the universe in which we 
live, the tools we use to throw light at the dim frontiers of knowledge are evolving 
rapidly.  Australian astronomers, engineers, and technologists have just embarked on 
an international partnership to design and build the most powerful extension to the 
human eye yet known: The Giant Magellan Telescope (GMT).  
 
Scheduled for completion in 2016, this telescope will be able to detect cosmic 
objects 75 times fainter than those seen with the Hubble Space Telescope, and 
produce images up to 10 times crisper.  Using techniques currently being prototyped, 
this Giant Eye on the Sky will become the platform for unprecedented discovery and 
insight into the formation and evolution of planetary systems other than our own and 
the dark forces that shape the very fabric of the cosmos. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professor Penny Sackett 

 
Serving on the Board of Directors for the GMT is Professor Penny Sackett, Director of 
the Research School of Astronomy and Astrophysics at Mt Stromlo and Siding Springs 
Observatories, part of the Australian National University.  Professor Sackett took her 
PhD in theoretical physics from the University of Pittsburgh, and has held numerous 
positions with international institutions including the Institute for Advanced Study at 



 

 

Princeton, USA and the Kapteyn Astronomical Institute in the Netherlands.  Her 
personal research interests include dark matter, galactic structure, and extra solar 
planets. As part of The Canberra Series, the Friends of the National Library are proud 
to host Prof Sackett at 12:30pm on Wednesday, 6 June, in the Library’s Conference 
Room, where we will hear more about The Giant Magellan Telescope.  If you would 
like to truly broaden your perspective on our little place in the universe, come along! 
Bookings recommended as seating is limited. Ph (02) 6262 1698.  $5 at the door. 
 
Oh, and by the way, if you’re anything like me, and have a keen interest in astronomy 
but little in the way of knowledge, a recent publication by the National Library of 
Australia might fill in some black holes!  Australian Backyard Astronomy, 
by Dr Ragbir Bhathal and Jenny Bhathal covers topics such as what makes a star shine 
and explode, and what is there beyond our solar system. Pick up a copy from the 
National Library Shop (RRP $24.95).  Don’t forget, Friends get a 15% discount too. 
 
 
National Library of Australia – an appreciation by Stuart Braga 
 
(This is the second in our series of Friends’ favourite memories of the National 
Library.  Please send your contributions of no more than 500 words to 
friends@nla.gov.au or to the address at the bottom of this newsletter.) 
 
It gleamed in the summer sun like the Parthenon reborn. This was in January 1969, 
and my wife Patricia and I were on our honeymoon. The splendid, newly opened 
temple to the Deus Libra took our breath away. So it should. For forty years from 
1927, its empty site had been a reproach to the nation and the subject of ridicule 
from visitors. A.P. Herbert, the English writer, was shown around Canberra not long 
after the inauguration of the provisional Parliament House. ‘They took us out to a 
grand terrace … our friend pointed to an empty field and said: “That is the National 
Library.” “Remarkable,” we said; and so it was, for at that moment there was passing 
through the National Library a real Australian cow.’   
 
We had come to visit my uncle, Jack Braga, whose library had not long before been 
acquired by the National Library of Australia, now able and determined after these 
long years of delay to fulfil its charter of providing first class information services and 
research facilities to the nation. Uncle Jack showed us proudly around the 
magnificent building where he had become a familiar and respected figure. No longer 
housed in cramped accommodation all over Canberra, the library was already showing 
its enormous strength.  
 
The Main Reading Room was dominated by a great bank of cabinets holding the card 
catalogue of a vast collection of books, and in each branch of the collection: 
Orientalia (now Asian), Manuscripts, Pictorial (now Pictures) and Maps there was an 
atmosphere of professionalism, pride, commitment and efficiency. Over-awed, we 
left through the incomparable foyer, flanked by those splendid Leonard French 
stained glass windows. This was indeed a temple.  
 
In more recent years we have returned to become intensive users of almost all the 
library’s specialised collections – Manuscripts, Maps, Pictures, Newspapers and the 
Asian collections. In each, the library’s inexhaustible riches never cease to amaze. 
The skills and commitment we saw in 1969 have developed as have the collections 
themselves.  



 

 

 
Perhaps the greatest change has been in technology. Long gone are the great banks of 
catalogue cards, and there have been several generations of computers. It is hard to 
instance just one key use of the powerful on-line facilities now available. For this 
user, it might be the capacity to email catalogue entries to one’s home computer; it 
means the end of errors in bibliographies. Others might mention the array of 
databases or the Library’s leadership in co-operative ventures such as Pictures 
Australia. Then there are the fine exhibitions, at once harnessing, guiding and 
informing the nation’s collective memory. Taken together, the library’s role in 
modern Australia means that Geoffrey Blainey’s ‘tyranny of distance’ is disappearing 
fast. 
 
After nearly four decades, the great building by the lake retains its pre-eminence, 
though it now has a growing number of neighbours. It contains many great national 
treasures. It remains a national treasure itself. Fundamentally, this is true because of 
the people who make it all happen. Like all Friends of the National Library of 
Australia, we know that we have friends in the National Library of Australia. 
 
(Stuart Braga is a retired teacher and writer of military history, notably Anzac Doctor: 
The Life of Sir Neville Howse, Australia’s First Victoria Cross Winner, and Kokoda 
commander: a life of Major-General "Tubby" Allen) 

2007 Kenneth Myer Lecture 

As mentioned in last month’s edition of this newsletter, the Friends are delighted 
that Michelle Grattan has accepted our invitation to present the 2007 Kenneth Myer 
Lecture.  The Kenneth Myer Lecture is delivered annually in honour of Sir Kenneth, 
who was chairman of the National Library of Australia Council from 1972 to 1982 and 
a long time friend of the Library.   

The inaugural lecture was delivered by Gough Whitlam in 1990 and some of the 
distinguished Australians who have presented since then include Nugget Coombs, 
John Mulvaney, Peter Doherty, Sir Gustav Nossal, Fiona Stanley, Harry Seidler and 
Tim Costello. 

Michelle Grattan is one of Australia’s most distinguished political journalists with a 
career spanning 37 years in which she reported on, often breaking herself, some of 
the nation’s most important political news. 

Commencing her career at the Melbourne Age in 1970, Michelle joined the Canberra 
Press Gallery the following year.  Following many years as the Age’s Chief Political 
Correspondent, Michelle served as Editor of the Canberra Times, before returning to 
the Age and moving on to the Australian Financial Review and then the Sydney 
Morning Herald.  In 2004 Michelle returned to the Age, where she is now Political 
Editor and Bureau Chief.   



 

 

Michelle Grattan is known for her fastidious approach to her work, with an unrivalled 
reputation for credibility and accuracy.  Many players in the game of politics recall 
phone calls from Michelle at all hours of the day or night seeking to check that one 
final fact necessary to support her story for next morning’s edition.  In recognition of 
outstanding contribution to reporting Australia’s current affairs, she was awarded the 
Graham Perkin Award for Outstanding Political Journalist of the Year in 1988. 

Michelle is the author of many books, including Can Ministers Cope (with Patrick 
Weller) in 1988, and Australian Prime Ministers, of which she was editor, in 2000.  
Most recently she ventured into what was for her new territory, with the publication 
in 2004 of the delightful Back on the Wool Track, in which Michelle recounts her visits 
to the towns and stations explored by famous war correspondent C E W Bean, who, in 
1909, was commissioned by the Sydney Morning Herald to write a series of articles on 
the wool industry in western New South Wales. 

Michelle Grattan’s lecture “Is Politics Still a Vocation?” will be delivered in The 
National Library Theatre, at 6pm, Thursday, 9 August.  Donations to the National 
Treasures are welcome.  There is no doubt that this will be a very popular event.  
Make sure you book early ph (02) 6262 1698. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michelle Grattan, Parliament 
House, 2002 
Photo by Pat Scala 

Libraries Australia 

Can you imagine being able to search simultaneously in the catalogues of most of 
Australia’s major libraries for their holdings of a particular hard to find book?  Well, 
imagine no more; thanks to the marvellous “Libraries Australia”, this is more than 
just wishful thinking. 

This wonderful resource, which can be accessed from the Library’s web-site and the 
sites of participating libaries, enables you to search across the combined catalogues 
of Australian libraries - national, state, public, university, TAFE and government - 
with one search. The database lists more than 40 million items including books, maps, 
pictures, journals, films and videos, CDs, DVDs, government reports, newspapers, 
talking books, musical scores and much more.  

You can use Libraries Australia not only to find library resources, but also to help you 
locate a library in Australia that holds the item and to place a request using the 
service. Some items are available in full text online. There are also links to Australian 
and overseas online book shops.  



 

 

To show interested Library users how to gain maximum advantage from Libraries 
Australia, and to mark Libraries and Information Week, the National Library will be 
holding an information session on 22 May 2007 from 12.30-1.30pm in the Ferguson 
Room.  Enquiries to (02) 6262 1266 or email: info@nla.gov.au. 

Friends of the NLA Book Club 
 
The Friends Book Club is held on the last Tuesday of each month, from 7-8.30pm in 
the Friends Lounge at the National Library.  The May meeting will be held on 29 May 
and the selected text is Elizabeth Jolley’s The Well.  Unfortunately The Well is 
currently out of print.  The ACT Public Library Service has three copies in its 
collection, and please remember there are a host of wonderful second hand 
booksellers in Canberra who are likely to also have copies on their shelves – worth a 
few phone calls at least!  If you are still unable to find a copy, Margaret Astbury, 
facilitator of this month’s book club, has come up with a great idea - simply read 
another text by Elizabeth Jolley and depending on those who come together on 
29 May, discussion may centre around Jolley’s work in general.    

If you would like to participate in the May Friends Book Club, please RSVP to Sharyn 
in the Friends Office on (02) 6262 1551 or sobrien@nla.gov.au.  Numbers are limited 
to a maximum of 30 participants.   

NLA Book Club – Advance Notice: 
26 June – The Infidel by Ayaan Hirsi Ali  
31 July -  Mr Pip by Lloyd Jones 

July Event - Weston - Canberra’s horticultural pioneer 

The name Weston will be very familiar to anybody with a passing knowledge of the 
history of Canberra and its place names.  Thomas Charles Weston MBE was the capital 
city’s chief forestry officer and horticulturist from 1913 to 1926.  A suburb, street and 
park are named after him.   

The Friends Committee is pleased to announce that Dr John Gray will present a talk 
in the Conference Room at 6pm on Thursday, 19 July entitled Weston: A Life of 
Horticulture.  This is a combined event arranged by the Friends and the Australian 
Garden History Society.  Dr Gray is an experienced landscape architect. 

Weston was responsible for the planting of more than two million trees in the 
Canberra area.  His work left an indelible impression on Canberra; on his death the 
Sydney Morning Herald referred to Weston as “a poet, an artist and a tree-planter in 
one”.   
 
According to Dr Gray, “Charles Weston's successful 'greening' of Canberra in its 
foundation days made an unparalleled contribution to the achievement of a unique 
National Capital. The Weston legacy is the creation of Canberra as a 'city in the 
landscape’.” 
 
Further details, including the bookings number for this event will be provided in the 
June edition of the newsletter. 
 



 

 

Brisbane Tour 
 
Planning is well underway for the Friends tour to Brisbane to coincide with the 
Brisbane Writers Festival, to be held on held 12 to 16 September 2007. 
 
The tour will feature the various events offered by the Writers Festival, and is also 
likely to include tours and a dinner at the new State Library of Queensland, including 
a private inspection of the Library’s Writing Place exhibition, a backstage tour of the 
Queensland Performing Arts Centre, tours of the Roma Street Parklands, an evening 
at the opera, and a dinner cruise on the Brisbane River’s Kookaburra River Queen. 
 
We anticipate that tour participants will make their own way to Brisbane, and meet 
the group on 12 September. Estimated cost of the tour will be approximately $1000 
(excluding travel to and from Brisbane), although the final costing will depend on the 
accommodation rates we manage to secure and any other costs which may be added 
to the itinerary. 
 
We would be delighted to hear from those Friends who may be interested in 
participating in this tour.  Full details of the tour will be sent out to those who have 
expressed interest as soon as the itinerary and costs have been finalised. To register 
your interest please contact the Friends Executive Officer on (02) 6262 1551 or email 
friends@nla.gov.au. 
 
Daytime book Club 
 
As advised in last month’s Newsletter, we have received a suggestion from one of our 
members that we should start a daytime book club for Friends who are unable to 
attend the evening group.  This book club would run 2-4pm on a weekday and be 
open only to members of the Friends of the National Library. 
 
If you are interested in joining this day time book club please contact the Friends 
Executive Officer, Sharyn O’Brien, on (02) 6262 1551 or friends@nla.gov.au. You will 
need to provide details of which weekday(s) you would be available, as well as your 
contact details. We are also looking for a permanent volunteer coordinator for the 
group. If a coordinator cannot be found, then the group will be run in the same 
fashion as the evening book club, where the position of the coordinator rotates 
amongst the group participants. 
 
New Member Benefits with The Brassey Hotel - Canberra 
 
The Brassey Hotel of Canberra is located within the central, quiet, leafy tree lined 
suburb of Barton.  Set in two and a half acres of lawns and gardens, on the fringe of 
the parliamentary triangle, it is within walking distance to many of Canberra's tourist 
attractions, including the National Library.   
 
The Brassey is proud to support the National Library as a new sponsor and is offering 
all members of the Friends of the National Library the following discounted 
accommodation rates:   
 
Overnight accommodation in a single standard room $120 or in a single Heritage Room 
$152 (both including full buffet breakfast): on an unlimited basis and subject to 
availability. This represents a saving on the walk-in rate of $25 and $43 respectively!  



 

 

 
To make a booking please quote your membership number when you contact the 
Brassey on email: info@brassey.net.au, ph (02) 6273 3766, fax (02) 6273 2791 or toll 
free ph: 1800 659 191.   The Brassey is located in Belmore Gardens & Macquarie 
Street, Barton, ACT, 2600 

 
SPECIAL OFFERS 

 
 

SEASON OF SONG 2007 
presents 

Four Canberra Songsters 
 

Four leading Canberra singers – Sheena Smith, soprano, Lainie Hart, mezzo-
soprano, Richard Phillips, tenor, and James Elford, bass-baritone 

with Colin Forbes, Noela Bermingham and Phillipa Candy, piano 
 

Schubert Lieder, six Irish folk songs arranged by Geoffrey Pratley and English art song by 
composers such as Ivor Gurney, Roger Quilter and Vaughan Williams (including Songs of 

Travel). 
 

Sunday 27th May at 3pm in the Music Room,  
Wesley Music Centre, National Circuit, Forrest 

Friends of the National Library of Australia are entitled to admission at the discounted price of $22. 
This includes program and refreshments.  Tickets at the door ONLY. 

Enquiries: Oliver Raymond, 02 6295 9613 or artsong@cyberone.com.au 

 
Coming Events  
May 2007 
 
The full programme of events can be consulted in the ‘What’s On’ section of the 
National Library’s website at http://www.nla.gov.au/apps/events/ 
 
Friends Events 

Henry Lawson Tour 
Tuesday 1 May – Thursday 3 May  
 
 

A bus load of Friends take a tour of Henry Lawson country via 
Carcoar, Blayney, Bathurst, Sofala, Cudgegong valley, 
Mudgee, Gulgong and Eurunderee Ck 

Friends Bookclub 
Tuesday 29 May, 7-8:30pm 
 

Join the Friends Book Club for a literary discussion on 
Elizabeth Jolley’s The Well. 

The Canberra Series:  Prof 
Penny Sackett: The Giant 
Magellan Telescope 
Wednesday 6 June, 12:30 – 1:30pm 
 

A fascinating lunchtime lecture on the new generation of 
telescopes by the Director of Mt Stromlo and Siding Springs 
Observatories, Professor Penny Sackett.  

 



 

 

 
NLA talks and events 
 

Why Can’t the English Teach 
Their Children How to Dance?
Wednesday 9 May, 12:30pm 
Ferguson Room, free 
 

A Dance Week talk with the Library’s Curator of Dance, Lee 
Christofis. 

Joseph Lycett: Convict Artist 
Wednesday 16 May, 12:30pm 
Exhibition Gallery, free 
 

Join Roger Butler, Senior Curator Australian Prints, Drawings 
and Illustrated Books, National Gallery of Australia, for an 
exploration of the exhibition, Joseph Lycett: Convict Artist. 

What is Libraries Australia? 
Tuesday 22 May 12:30 – 1:30pm 
Ferguson Room, free 
 

Tap into the combined collections of Australian libraries to help 
you find information for work, leisure and research. 

Film – The Oyster Farmer 
Thursday 24 May, 6pm 
Gold coin donation 
 

A young man runs away to an isolated Australian river and gets 
a job with oyster farmers 

 
 
NLA exhibitions 
  

Joseph Lycett: Convict 
Artist  
Until Sunday 27 May 2007 
Exhibition Gallery  
Free 

 

English born Joseph Lycett was transported to New South Wales 
in 1811 after being convicted of forgery.  After returning to England 
he produced the most extravagantly illustrated account of the 
colony, published in London in 1824-25. Lycett's works in 
watercolour and oil are among the most important visual records 
of early New South Wales and Tasmania.   

How’s That! 
Until Sunday, 17 June 2007  
Visitor Centre 
Free  

 

The National Library holds a significant collection of cricket 
memorabilia, particularly from the pre-World War II period, and it 
continues to acquire the memoirs of past and present players.  
This exhibition features some of the key pieces from this 
collection. 

 

 


