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Michael John Saclier, 1937–2020

Michael Saclier, a doyen of Australian archivists, passed away on 3 April, aged 82, a tragic 
victim of COVID-19. Michael worked at the Archives Office of NSW after he finished 
university. In 1968 he became Principal Archivist in the Archives Office of Tasmania. 
From 1972 until his retirement in 1997 Michael was the Archives Officer at the Archives 
of Business and Labour (now the Noel Butlin Archives Centre) at the Australian National 
University. Michael was instrumental in the establishment of the Australian Society of 
Archivists and was its first President from 1975 to 1977. He was respected by his staff, 
readers, depositors and his archival colleagues, who awarded him honorary membership 
of the ASA in 1985 in recognition of his unique contribution to the profession.1

Michael was born in Sydney, the son of Ian Saclier and Katharine ‘Kit’ Murray. He had one 
older brother, Timothy. As a child, Michael went to Catholic schools in Sydney, mainly in 
Mosman. In 1946, after Ian Saclier returned from 6 years of war service, the family moved to 
Queensland to take up farming. In Queensland, Michael went to various parochial schools 
and the correspondence school as his family moved from farm to farm. In 1950 Michael went 
to board at Eagle Heights Marist College on Mount Tamborine and, after his parents 
separated, he boarded at St Gregory’s Marist Brothers College, Campbelltown, NSW. 
Michael recalled that St Gregory’s was an agricultural school for boys interested in pursuing 
a life on the land, not an academically orientated school. A voracious reader and not very 
gregarious, Michael found St Gregory’s ‘even more hellish’ than Eagle Heights. A good 
scholar in most subjects, Michael particularly liked biological science and after completing 
the leaving certificate chose to study science at the University of Queensland.2

Not well prepared for university studies, Michael failed the first year. He then shifted 
to Sydney where he started a part-time Arts course at Sydney University in 1959 while 
working briefly as a Clerk in the Department of Labour and National Service and then 
mainly at the Law Book Company as an editorial assistant. In 1964, when under
graduate research in Australian history was uncommon, Michael completed a full- 
time honours year in History, submitting his thesis on visitors to the Australian 
colonies in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, supervised by Hazel King. He 
read NSW Governors’ despatches, AJCP microfilms, manuscripts, memoirs and news
papers and other sources at the Mitchell Library, where Pat Beddie was in charge of the 
Reading Room and became acquainted with a number of the staff members and 
scholars such as Manning Clark and Ian Turner.

The archives office of NSW and the archives office of Tasmania

Baiba Berzins and Michael were both History Honours students at Sydney University in 
1964. Baiba wrote that Michael’s path into the archives profession was much more direct 
than her own: ‘he went straight into archives administration after leaving the hallowed 
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institution on the hill above Broadway. He knew what most Australians, including me, 
did not: that there was such a profession’.3

In fact, as Michael recorded in his oral history interview, Jo McIntyre, who was then 
a Library Assistant at the Mitchell Library, had invited Michael to the Library’s Christmas 
party where she suggested that he finds work at the Mitchell Library and should go to see 
Ron McGreal, the State Librarian. McGreal graciously informed Michael that, although 
there were no jobs open at the Mitchell, one was going in the Archives Office. Michael 
was interviewed for 10 or 15 minutes by Russell Doust, the Senior Archivist, and was 
appointed as an Archives Assistant to start in the New Year, January 1965. Michael 
commented that ‘nobody ever plans to be an Archivist’.

The Archives Office was located in two basement floors of a newly built wing on the 
Domain side of the State Library. Most of the records were held on site. Readers used the 
Mitchell Library reading room. Rare visits were made to the ‘absolutely diabolical’4 

woolsheds at Shea’s Creek to retrieve records. Michael’s duties involved arrangement 
and description, reference work on roster, supervision of readers and retrieval. Michael 
proudly remembered seeking Lawrence Hargarve’s letter announcing his discovery of 
gold, at the request of Manning Clark, and locating it in the famously difficult Colonial 
Secretary’s correspondence series.

Michael did not have formal training in archives administration. In his oral history 
interview, he explained that he attempted to enrol in the Library course to undertake the 
Archives options, but John Metcalfe, who was in charge of the UNSW Library School, 
had insisted that Michael complete three units of cataloguing before taking the Archives 
options. Instead, Michael learnt on the job working with the Archives’ six other staff – 
Dawn Troy, Peter Orlovich, Brian Stuckey, Jill Caldwell and Dick Rothwell. Series were 
explicated in detail and item listed in accordance with the model espoused by 
Dr Schellenberg during his visit to Australia ten years earlier. Michael’s major processing 
task was compiling inventories of records of NSW District Councils dating from 1842. 
There was little proactive searching for records, but Michael did travel with Russell Doust 
to Broken Hill on one occasion to collect outlying records.

In May 1967 Michael commenced a Commonwealth Research Scholarship at Sydney 
University working on an MA thesis on the administration of Governor Ralph Darling in 
NSW from 1825 to 1831. Michael married Wendy Mildren in April 1967 and, later 
that year, on the recommendation of Russell Doust, Michael was appointed Principal 
Archivist of the Archives Office of Tasmania, succeeding the late remarkable Peter 
Eldershaw. Michael’s research project was shelved after they moved to Hobart.

In May 1968 Michael commenced duty as the statutory officer in charge of the 
Archives Office of Tasmania (AOT), within the State Library of Tasmania, with respon
sibilities to preserve and provide access to public records, including local government 
records, and control their disposal. The AOT also administered holdings of colonial 
newspapers, Australian Joint Copying Project microfilms and private records, such as the 
Van Diemen’s Land Company, the Crowther Collection and the papers of Clifford Craig.

Michael joined a small dedicated staff of archivists: Mary McCrae, Ian Pearce, Bill 
Taylor and Margaret Littlejohn. The Archives was temporarily located in the first stage of 
the new State Library building, pending transfer to the 6th and 7th floors of the Tower 
then under construction. More modern records, subject to recall by Departments, were 
stored in a vault under the Supreme Court in Franklin Square,5 while older records in 
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more constant use by researchers were held on site in the State Library building. Over the 
following 4 years a major preoccupation of the Archives staff was organising and making 
more detailed finding aids for the records to be transferred to the new building, which in 
fact did not occur until after Michael had left.

Michael found Tasmanian Government Departmental Secretaries and even Ministers 
were approachable and sympathetic. Surveys, listings, assessments, disposals and trans
fers of records of the Attorney-Generals, Premier’s, Education, Police and Prisons 
Departments were made, and systematic records management encouraged. The Hydro 
Electric and Forestry Commissions were not cooperative. Much effort was also put into 
salvaging local government archives following Council mergers and persuading Town 
Clerks to follow record-keeping practices. Michael found time to visit King Island to see 
the Harbour Master, without much success, and to travel to Queenstown with Mary 
McCrae trying to collect records of the Mt Lyell Mining and Railway Company which 
eventually were transferred to the Tasmanian Archives.

The Noel Butlin Archives Centre, Australian National University

Michael had missed out on the position of Archives Officer at the ANU Archives in 1968, 
when Robert (Bob) Sharman got the job. His chance came up again when Sharman left to 
become Assistant State Librarian in South Australia.

In July 1972 Michael Saclier and his family moved to Canberra and he took up his duties as 
Archives Officer at the vaguely named either ‘ANU Archives’ (which it was not) or the 
‘Archives Unit’ in the Research School of Social Sciences (RSSS), at the Australian National 
University.

The Archives had been established at ANU in 1956, the first business archives in the 
country (followed by the University of Melbourne in 1962). Twenty-five years on, Michael 
noted that eight universities then held business and industrial archives (ANU, Melbourne, 
Sydney, Newcastle, Wollongong, Wagga Wagga, Armidale and Townsville), several large 
firms (notably BHP, Westpac and the National Australia Bank) made internal provision for 
their archives, and other collections were to be found in the State Libraries.6

When Michael arrived, the ANU Archives occupied approximately 10,000 shelf feet (3,000 
shelf metres), housed mainly (on compactus) in the newly built hemi-hexagon at the back of 
the Coombs Building but also in a remnant of its former repository (the only access down 
a steep staircase), in a nearby basement and a cottage (now the Gardeners’ Depot, formerly 
part of the Canberra Cottage Hospital). The holdings were categorised as ‘records, pamphlets, 
[some bound volumes of] newspapers and microfilm [notably the records of the AWU 
Queensland Branch]’.7

The collection reflected the research interests of Professor Noel Butlin and his colleagues in 
the Department of Economic History, RSSS, in pastoral finance in the late nineteenth century, 
such as the Australian Agricultural Company (AACo), Elders Smith Goldsborough Mort Ltd 
(Elders GM), and Squatting Investment Co Ltd, as well as a small and growing collection of 
trade union papers reflecting the research interests of labour historians. In 1973, 850 daily 
visits were reported, mostly long-term PhD candidates working on a single collection.

From the beginning, Michael sought to widen the scope of the collection – in the first 
instance to urban manufacturing companies and employer organisations. Over the next years, 
the substantial records of Humes Ltd (concrete pipes), Dalgety’s, CSR Ltd, Tooth & Co, 
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Adelaide Steamship Company with many others joined the AACo and Elder GM on the 
shelves.

In 1976 Michael went to the UK to oversee the transfer of the records of the about-to- 
be-closed London office of the AACo (together with those of the Peel River Land & 
Mineral Company). At the same time, he negotiated the deposit of the London records of 
Dalgety-New Zealand Loan Ltd.

With the encouragement of the ACTU and labour historians, the trade union collection 
grew too, finally representing most areas of industrial activity. The records of employer 
organisations and some professional associations were also sought and deposited. In 1975, 
the Archives Unit was renamed with the more descriptive title – the Archives of Business 
and Labour (ABL), RSSS.

Space was always a problem. The University was expanding; office space was at 
a premium. Covetous eyes were cast on Archives’ area on the ground floor of the RSSS 
hemi-hexagon (designed to be easily converted into offices). Talk of housing the archives in 
the basement of a proposed addition to Menzies Library persisted but never eventuated.

In 1978 Michael jumped at the chance to take up the University’s offer of 3,880 square 
metres on the lower floor of the structure above the Acton Tunnel, then being built to 
take Parkes Way under the University Campus (See Figure 1). Ideal in many ways, it had 

Figure 1. Unloading a consignment of records received by the Archives of Business and Labour in 
Repository A in the Tunnel, Acton Underhill: Pennie Pemberton (Deputy Archives Officer) and Michael 
Saclier (Archives Officer) on the left; Charles Dawson (Repository Manager) on the right, with one of 
Charles’ team of students, centre, c.1981.
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one major problem – designed as a carpark, it had a low floor loading – ruling out the use 
of compactus. Michael worked with enthusiasm to overcome this problem with carefully 
placed static shelving and wide aisles, a blessing to those pushing trolleys.

With most of the internal fitting-out done in-house by the University Works 
Department, the collection (3,697 shelf metres) was moved into the new space by 
January 1981. The office and reading rooms followed in April, and the venue was opened 
by the Deputy Vice Chancellor on 25 September. Michael was very proud of the unique 
experience of having 100% expansion room. The structure was renamed Acton Underhill 
in 1980 but remains ‘The Tunnel’.

The Archives’ staff level rose from 5 to 7 early in Michael’s time. With a keen interest 
in promoting professionalism in the Archives’ community, he was a great supporter of 
the University of NSW Archives Diploma course in Archives Administration and 
recruited largely from that source. He also fought at length for recognition of status 
and appropriate salaries of his staff within the ANU.

Michael was an early advocate of computers (the first terminal had its own room in the 
new offices, see Figure 2). It was first used to prepare the annual List of Holdings and the 
occasional newsletter, ABLative. Both were distributed widely to archival institutions, 
libraries and university departments with relevant interests. (Both were supplanted by the 

Figure 2. Michael Saclier and Tam Best and ‘the computer’ (Mark II), n.d.
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Webpage in 1995.) Michael also began work on a database of the holdings, including 
a catalogue of the Archives’ holdings of maps and plans.

He was also an advocate of conservation – not so much of the individual artefact, but 
rather the basic conservation and preservation of paper records, preferably on the large 
scale. To this end, funds were raised, and a basic conservation area was established in 
a cottage adjoining Acton Underhill. Michael had plans for conservation workshops, but 
the matter lapsed in difficult economic times.

However, seminars intended to introduce intending honours students and new post
graduate students to the world of archives in general and the ABL collections in 
particular were a great success. So too were tours for the UNSW Archives Diploma 
course students and others on their visits to Canberra to view the national collections.8

Discussions and plans for associating the ABL with the University’s own archives went 
on for 6 years, 1974 to 1980, but the merger did not eventuate until 1998 when Kathryn 
Dan and then Sigrid McCausland were appointed as the first University Archivists.

Professor Noel Butlin died in April 1991. By June, RSSS Faculty had agreed to the 
renaming of the Archives as the Noel Butlin Archives Centre (NBAC), ‘in honour of the 
late Professor Noel Butlin who had been instrumental in the establishment of the 
Archives, and had been a distinguished scholar in the Research School over a number 
of years’.9 The newly named Centre was opened in April 1992 (Figure 3). It was seen as an 
‘opportunity to reassess and refocus collecting strategies and to explore repositioning the 
Centre in relation to its user clientele’.10

In fact, the Archives was to be a victim of Michael’s success. In response to changes in 
industrial legislation and union movement policies driving a fundamental restructure of the 
Australian trade union movement, the trade union collection rapidly expanded in the late 

Figure 3. Michael Saclier addressing the audience at the Noel Butlin Archives Centre renaming 
ceremony, April 1992, with Dr Cameron Hazlehurst, ‘Keeper’ of the Archives, in the background.
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1980s and 1990s, accommodating massive bodies of displaced records, and finally represent
ing most Federally registered industrial organisations (except the Clerks and Electrical Trades 
Union) and many of their predecessors. The collection was now standing at 13,000 shelf 
metres (and more space was needed) and it covered a much wider range of holdings – not 
least, the National HIV/AIDS Collection, and the archives of the Institute of Public Affairs and 
the Australian Conservation Foundation, and a major deposit of Friendly Society lodge 
records from Manchester Unity Independent Order of Oddfellows-Victoria.

Daily visits to Centre were now running at 1,400 a year, besides mail and telephone 
queries. Researchers ranged across many disciplines: ‘eclectic social research’. They came 
from many universities across Australia with an increasing number from British and 
North American universities. Many more private researchers, local and family historians 
also made their way to The Tunnel. The Archives now had little in common with its 
parent body, the Research School of Social Sciences.

The NBAC was reviewed in 1987, favourably, and again in 1995. The latter report was 
never finalised and engendered uncertainty in users and prospective depositors alike. 
Staff numbers were cut and charges (both on users and depositors) were discussed. 
Closure was on the cards. Michael battled on for a year or so, before retiring on 
27 March 1997, after 25 years in office. The Annual Report recorded: ‘the staff will 
miss his professionalism and good humour but will endeavour to carry on the ‘good fight’ 

Figure 4. Some current and former NBAC staff and colleagues at Michael Saclier’s farewell party (‘retiring 
after 25 years of dedicated, entertaining and stupendous service’), 21 March 1997: (l -r) Charles Dawson, 
Ben Natali (with child), Barry Howarth, Jill Caldwell, Pennie Pemberton, Colleen McEwen, Michael Saclier, 
Clive Beeson, Tam Best, Caroline McNally, Maureen Purtell, Janet Howse, Tatiana Antsoupova, Kate 
Harrington (a student on placement at the NBAC), Raj Jadeja and Emma Jolley.
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in his name’. Michael’s farewell party was largely attended by current and former staff, 
researchers and depositors – as the invitation read ‘it was the end of an era’ (see Figure 4).

The archives section of the Library Association of Australia

Michael mentioned in his oral history interview that he was attracted to work at the ANU 
Archives by the professionalism of its staff. He complimented his career in archives 
administration with passionate advocacy for the archival profession. In 1985 the 
Australian Society of Archivists awarded Michael an honorary membership in recogni
tion of his enthusiasm as convenor of the Steering Committee that laid the groundwork 
for the formation of the Society and for his continuing commitment as its foundation 
President from 1975 to 1977.11

The Archives Section of the Library Association of Australia (LAA) was formally 
constituted in 1951 ‘to promote the preservation and study of archives and 
manuscripts’.12 In 1954, following the Schellenberg seminars in Canberra, an ‘under
ground’ archives journal was privately produced: The Bulletin for Australian Archivists, 
subtitled, ‘edited on behalf of all Australian Archivists by H.J. Gibbney B.A. (Hons), 
Commonwealth National Library, and A. Horton B.A., Public Library of New South 
Wales’. Bob Sharman (Archives Office of Tasmania) also collaborated on its production. 
In August 1955, during the LAA Conference in Brisbane, the Archives Section decided to 
take control of the Bulletin. It was renamed Archives and Manuscripts (A&M) at the 
suggestion of the Mitchell Librarian, Phyllis Mander-Jones. The first issue of A&M was 
published in November 1955, edited by Mander-Jones and Allan Horton. Jim Gibbney 
was Editor of subsequent issues of A&M up to Vol. 1, No. 6, November 1959, when Bob 
Sharman took over.13

During 1958 meetings of archivists discussed breaking away from the LAA to form an 
Australian Institute of Archivists. A constitution of was proposed and a steering committee set 
up consisting of Ian Maclean, Thea Exley, Stewart Broadhead, Bruce Burne (Archives 
Division, CNL), Harry Nunn, Martin Merchant (Archives Department, Public Library of 
Victoria), and Bob Sharman (Tasmania).14 The movement collapsed, partly because a number 
of influential archivists declined the Steering Committee’s invitation to become foundation 
members.15 In 1974 Thea Exley explained that the committee ‘finally decided that it was not 
a viable proposition at that time because of the small potential membership’. Exley added that 
in the meantime a fair proportion of archivists remained in the Archives Section of the LAA, 
partly because most State archives were still subordinate to library managements which 
usually insisted on Library qualifications and membership of the LAA.16

In early 1972 Michael’s ‘rather over strenuous prose’ had threatened a breach with his 
friend Bob Sharman. As Editor of Archives and Manuscripts, Sharman had taken the liberty 
of revising a damning commentary by Michael on the LAA Archives Administration 
syllabus to read that, regarding LAA papers 101–103, ‘few subjects could be more 
irrelevant’.17

Michael was offended by Sharman’s editorial intervention, but just after arriving at 
the ANU Archives in August 1972, he wrote to Sharman offering an olive branch. 
Sharman replied in October stating that for many years he had advocated that: (1) 
archives institutions, at least at the government level, should be independent of library 
organisations; (2) the archivists of Australia should form their own independent 
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organisation; (3) at least one university or college in Australia should have a post- 
graduate course in archives administration and that (4) if an Australian society of 
archivists were formed, an effort should be made to take over Archives and 
Manuscripts.

Furthermore, Sharman advised Michael that he believed that most, if not all, the 
archivists who were members of the Archives Section of the Library Association would be 
in favour of a separate society. Lastly, Sharman, who was returning to librarianship as the 
Assistant State Librarian of South Australia, made it clear to Michael that someone else 
would have to take on the job of forming a professional organisation of archivists.18

Michael wrote back confirming that Sharman’s views on the formation of an associa
tion of Archivists were very close to his own, and reported that he and Gerald Fischer, of 
the University of Sydney Archives, had been sounding out opinion on the matter.19

Sharman repeated his challenge in a circular sent to archivists in June 1973: ‘If 
Australia is to continue to have an archives journal . . . You should see that some 
organisation other than the Archives Section of the Library Association of Australia 
takes over responsibility for it’. In response, Michael wrote a letter to the editor titled, 
‘The future of Archives and Manuscripts’, published in the August 1973 issue of A&M, in 
which he speculated on the meaning of professionalism and its implications for the 
journal:

A new editor is likely to have no more success than the present one unless we decide to act 
like professionals and support our professional journal actively . . . A profession might be 
defined (and I have no doubt many will differ with me) as a group bound together by the 
exercise of common skills in the pursuit of common goals and subscribing to a common 
ethic. Are Australian archivists a profession in the light of this definition? I think they are . . . 
But one important factor is that they lack a professional body to set professional standards of 
training, practice and conduct, to act as guardian of those standards and to promote the 
interests and objects of the profession.

Michael accepted Sharman’s challenge with a clear picture in mind of the work involved:

My present and growing conviction is that the time has come to forget the failures of the past 
and to make a new attempt to organise ourselves in a society which can lead and support the 
archivists of Australia in their professional lives.

This is not something to be embarked on lightly or quickly. It requires organisation, support 
and careful planning, it requires consultation, discussion and mature consideration by 
members of the profession.20

Michael stated in his oral history interview that three factors favoured the new attempt to 
form a society of archivists: meetings of archivists and associated discussions occasioned 
by the visit of the Canadian Dr W. Kaye Lamb, former Dominion Archivist, commis
sioned to advise on the development of a national archives system; the establishment of 
a post-graduate archives administration course at the University of NSW in 1973 and the 
inactivity of the Archives Section of the LAA between General Meetings held at Biennial 
Conferences of the Library Association.

In August 1973 a Steering Committee to investigate and promote the formation of an 
association of archivists was established in Perth at a meeting associated with the Biennial 
General Meeting of the Archives Section of the LAA. It coincided with a meeting of 
ANZAAS at which the Australian Historical Association was formed, as well as 
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a National Conservation Seminar where the Institute for Conservation of Cultural 
Material was formed. Michael participated in all three events and reported on each of 
them in his new A&M column, ‘Miscellany’, which carried ‘notes on products, publica
tions, people, techniques and events likely to be of interest to archivists’.21

The steering committee consisted of Michael as convener, John Cross (Archives Office 
of NSW), Pat Quinn (Bank of NSW) and Gerald Fischer (University of Sydney Archives). 
Chris Hurley was co-opted as a representative of the Commonwealth Archives Office 
(CAO) in December 1973 and was later replaced by Max Franklin (CAO) when Hurley 
was transferred to London. Corresponding members to liaise with the profession in the 
States were also appointed: John Love (SA State Archives), Paul Wilson (Queensland 
State Archives), Margaret Medcalf (Battye Library and Archives in WA), Mary McRae 
(Archives Office of Tasmania), and Anne Green (CAO, Melbourne).

The Steering Committee established that support existed among archivists working at 
the Commonwealth Archives, tested meticulously detailed models of the proposed orga
nisation by a nation-wide survey of archivists, organised consultative meetings in all States, 
addressed the vexed question of membership categories and qualifications for professional 
recognition, distributed membership application forms, and reported on progress towards 
its objectives in Newsletters published between April 1974 and March 1975.22

The Australian Society of Archivists

Finally, a draft constitution was hammered out which was taken to the Inaugural General 
Meeting of the Australian Society of Archivists (ASA), held in Seminar Room A in the 
Coombs Building at the ANU on 5 and 6 April 1975, and adopted with minor amend
ments. The Steering Committee was disbanded, having achieved its goal, but it was not 
the end of the task for Michael who then took on the role of President of the ASA. The 
other members of the first ASA Council were Ian Maclean (Vice-President), Patricia 
Quinn (Secretary), Max Franklin (Treasurer), Andrew Lemon (Editor), and Lee 
McGregor, Peter Orlovich, Diane Patenall and Ian Peace (Councillors). Regional con
venors were appointed to call local meetings and liaise between the Council and local 
members.

The LAA wound up its Archives Section at its conference in Melbourne in 
September 1975. Michael wrote to the LAA acknowledging that ‘archivists in Australia 
have a considerable debt to the LAA under whose aegis they have sheltered for so long’.23 

The ASA took over Archives and Manuscripts from the Library Association, publishing 
its first issue, Vol. 6, No. 6, in February 1976, together with a bimonthly ASA Bulletin 
which was first published in May 1975, both edited by Andrew Lemon. The Australian 
Advisory Council on Bibliographical Services (AACOBS) agreed to allow the ASA to 
nominate an archival representative (previously nominated by the LAA). The Special 
Minister of State, Lionel Bowen, was lobbied seeking ASA representation on the pro
posed Australian Archives Task Force.

The Society connected with Bruce Burne (National Archives of Fiji) and archivists in 
Papua New Guinea and New Zealand. In 1976 the ASA was admitted as a Category 
B member of the International Council on Archives (ICA) and Ian Maclean had discus
sions about a proposed Pacific Regional Branch at its conference in Washington. Peter 
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Orlovich and Diane Patenall started work on developing a Directory of Australian, New 
Zealand and SW Pacific Archives and Manuscript Repositories.

Lee McGregor convened a subcommittee to investigate conservation training and how 
to tackle it at a national level, and with Michael lobbied strongly in support of introdu
cing a course for conservators at the Canberra College of Advanced Education. Ian 
Maclean and Michael addressed Commonwealth government neglect and under- 
funding of the Australian Archives. Michael presented a submission on the operations 
of the Australian Archives to its Director-General, Professor RG Neale, in May 1977. Ian 
Pearce lobbied the Tasmanian government over proposed changes to the relationship 
between the Tasmanian Archives Office and the State Library.

The ASA Council addressed internal matters, forming sub-committees to review its 
constitution, administer its membership, and oversee its financial management. Branches 
were established in Melbourne, Sydney, Canberra and Brisbane. Michael prepared By- 
Law No.1, Regional Organisation, at the direction of Council, having entered into an 
acrimonious debate in the ASA Bulletin with Anne Green, Melbourne Branch Chair, over 
participatory democracy in the Society’s decision-making. By the Biennial General 
Meeting in May 1977, membership totalled 235 (137 professional members, 98 associate 
members).

In his Council report to the Biennial General Meeting on 14 May 1975, Michael said 
that he was stepping down ‘with both relief and regret, relief at no longer having to 
carry the burden of the past 2 years, regret at leaving so many things undone or 
unfinished or still potential’. Michael added that ‘I would . . . cherish the hope that 
I may be able to contribute further to an organization which is very close to my 
heart’.24

In his professional life, Michael was a leader by nature. He was most comfortable in 
command of the ship and from the bridge he gave colleagues encouragement, opportu
nities and scope to exercise their professional abilities. Michael’s next and last major 
opportunity to lead the archival profession at a national level was his role in the 
formation of the Australian Council of Archives.

The Australian Council of Archives

Baiba Berzins reported that there was a ‘feeling in the Society and in the archival 
community that there was a need for some formal means of facilitating communication 
and cooperation between archival institutions and for articulating coordinated views’.25 

In response to a resolution, moved by Michael, of the 1979 ASA Biennial General 
Meeting (BGM) in Sydney, the ASA established an ad hoc National Consultative 
Machinery Committee (NCMC) to ‘inquire into the question of consultative machinery 
for the community of archival institutions’.26

Chris Hurley was elected Convenor of the NCMC, and Michael was elected as 
a member of the Committee.27 The NCMC focused on the work of the Australian 
Advisory Council on Bibliographic Services (AACOBS) which claimed to speak for the 
whole community of libraries and archives in Australia. The Committee felt that, even 
though Michael had represented the ASA on AACOBS since 1975, the peak council had 
failed to adequately represent the interests of archivists and archival institutions. In 
particular, the Committee was concerned that the ASA was marginalised in AACOBS 
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and would be excluded if proposed changes to the AACOBS constitution were 
approved.28

Hurley presented the NCMC’s comprehensive Report to the ASA BGM in Melbourne 
in May 1981. It recommended that the Society consider supporting the establishment of 
a new body, quite separate from AACOBS, with ‘the aim of inducing the institutions . . . 
to take up the question for themselves to form the body, and to decide what its role and 
functions might be’.29 The BGM accepted the Committee’s recommendations in full and 
adopted a policy of support for the concept of a separate national consultative body for 
archives and records offices.30

The National Consultative Machinery Committee was reconstituted for a further 2 
years, with Michael as Convenor. Its instructions were to circulate Hurley’s Report to all 
institutional members of the ASA for comment, together with a questionnaire, to collate 
the responses and, if the outcome of the survey were favourable, organise a preliminary 
meeting of representatives of archives institutions to consider the shape of the proposed 
archival body.31

The organisational method of the campaign to build a peak council of archival 
institutions was similar to that used to separate the ASA from the Library Association, 
but Michael’s strategic skills were essential to the success of both campaigns. They are 
illustrated in his correspondence with Lindsay Cleland in July 1981.

Cleland, the ASA President, wrote to Michael as Convenor of the Consultative 
Machinery Committee, pointing out that AACOBS would be again considering revisions 
to its constitution at its annual meeting in August and suggesting that this would give the 
ASA an opportunity to approach ACCOBS to seek membership of its National Council 
and to table Hurley’s NCMC Report.32

Michael’s wrote back to Cleland, without consulting his fellow committee members 
due to time constraints, explaining in tactical detail how such an approach was bound to 
fail. Addressing Cleland’s fall-back position of simply separating from AACOBS, Michael 
wrote that it is ‘unnecessary and provocative. Unnecessary because AACOBS is in fact 
withdrawing from us . . . provocative because it would involve giving reasons for our 
departure and those would be difficult to frame without stating the unpalatable’.33

Peter Orlovich wrote to Cleland confirming his concurrence with the views in 
Michael’s letter and adding that Michael’s

letter expresses resolute, but well-tempered views on the matter, and will allow posterity to 
judge that the course of action which we are now obliged to take was not hasty and ill- 
conceived but based upon mature and prudent deliberation.34

The Consultative Machinery Committee reported to the 1983 ASA BGM in Adelaide that 
an overwhelming majority of institutions surveyed favoured the formation of a national 
consultative body and, under the auspices of the ASA, Michael was charged with 
organising a meeting to inaugurate the new body. He convened the meeting attended 
by representatives of 26 institutions at the Archives of Business and Labour in 
November 1984. Michael reported to the Canberra Times that it was an opportunity to 
allow an exchange of ideas on archival methods and promotion of the standardisation of 
archival techniques and controls with ‘the potential to greatly improve effectiveness of 
archives throughout Australia and to make their information more readily available to 
the public’.35 The meeting approved ‘in principle the formation of an organisation of 
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archival institutions to provide a continuing basis for cooperation and consultation 
between those institutions’ and appointed a drafting committee consisting of Michael, 
Baiba Berzins (Mitchell Library) and Clive Smith (Westpac Archives) to work on 
a constitution and an administrative plan.36

The organisation, known as the National Archival Forum, was formally established at 
an inaugural meeting held in Canberra at the Australian Archives on 4 July 1985. Peter 
Crush was elected inaugural President/Secretary and ‘a year later handed over to his 
successors a functioning Council representing some 40 institutions’.37 The name was 
changed to the Australian Council of Archives at its first annual meeting in June 1986 and 
it continued to operate under that name until it folded in 200038.

A new sense of identity

In April 1975 Peter Orlovich addressed the Inaugural General Meeting of the ASA on ‘the 
Education and Training of Archivists’.39 He argued that the Diploma in Archives 
Administration course at the University of NSW would help to create ‘a more favourable 
environment within which [the ASA] may take root’ and that the course was already 
fostering among graduates ‘a new sense of identity – that is to say, a feeling of belonging 
to a distinctive profession, an emerging profession, and one that is as yet in its infancy in 
Australia’.40

Reviewing the progress of the ASA in 1985,41 Michael could claim that archival 
profession had taken shape, observing that

the Society has grown, and without doubt it represents a major part in the professional life of 
its members and influences many outside its ranks . . . and the major benefit which we hoped 
for in instigating the Society – the fostering and development of a professional identity 
amongst archivists – is no doubt a reality.42

Michael pointed to the relatively low professional membership amongst those with 
a ‘clerk mentality’ at Australian Archives and conceded that the ASA did not have the 
authority to exercise control over who might practice the profession, nevertheless he 
maintained that

archivists today are professionally more self-aware, more sophisticated and better informed 
than they were. There is much more interchange between archivists and between archives. 
In short I believe that there has been an improvement in the profession and its environment 
[a substantial part of which] can be laid at the door of the ASA. For that reason alone I am 
very proud to have been associated with its beginnings.43

Even now, the success of the ASA can be measured by its effective advocacy on archival 
issues, its involvement in regional and international archival organisations, the vibrancy 
of its conferences, the consistent scholarly and professional strength of papers published 
in its journal, the popularity of its ground-breaking textbook, Keeping Archives, and the 
value of its online courses and toolkits.

Michael’s own advocacy for the archival profession worked at two levels. On the one 
hand, as a master strategist and accomplished campaigner, he helped to establish the ASA 
as a means of developing the independence of the profession of archivists and of 
expressing their collective interests.
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On the other hand, Michael demonstrated his professional skills by developing and 
expanding the holdings of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre and maintaining effective 
control over the archives in his custody. At the same time, Michael exercised his some
what eccentric managerial skills by encouraging his staff to pursue their particular 
archival talents and interests to the utmost extent and by creating a social milieu in the 
Archives of collegiality inclusive of both archivists and researchers based on mutual 
respect.

Remembering his post-graduate research at the Archives of Business and Labour, 
Professor Frank Bongiorno wrote, ‘it’s those morning and afternoon teas at the Archives, 
where all manner of things found their way into the conversation, that I most vividly 
recall about those years’. Bongiorno’s point was that ‘this personal dimension to the 
relationship so many of us enjoyed with the Noel Butlin Archives and its staff made the 
ANU’s attempt to close it all the more traumatic’.44

A final measure of the outcome of Michael’s advocacy was the successful defence of 
the NBAC. Peter Orlovich designed his course for the education of professional archivists 
based on Jenkinson’s maxim that the duties of archivists are: firstly, to take all possible 
precautions for the safeguarding of their archives and for their custody; and only 
secondly (i.e. consequent on safe custody of the archives), to meet the needs of research
ers to the best of their ability.45

The sustained attack on the NBAC over the years from 1994 to 2001 threatened 
dispersal and closure of the Archives. Even after Michael himself had become a casualty, 
the attack was resisted by dedicated current and former NBAC archivists, who had, in 
Orlovich’s terms, a deep conviction that their primary and inescapable responsibility is 
towards the archives.46 A successful defence was mounted, with the strident support of 
the ASA and an alliance of academics and other researchers, trade unionists and 
a number of Federal politicians, together with their organisations, such as the 
Australian Historical Association, the Australian Society for the Study of Labour 
History, the Academy of Social Sciences, the Australasian Political Studies Association, 
the National Library, the National Archives, various trade unions, the Australian Council 
of Trade Unions, the Australian Labour Party and the Australian Senate.

The resurrection of the NBAC, stabilised, well staffed and in the professional hands of 
the ANU Archivist, if under the umbrella of the ANU Library for administrative 
expedience, is a further tribute to the efforts of Michael and his contemporaries in 
establishing a distinctive archival profession in Australia.

*                                                            

Addendum

In response to a request from the ASA council for recollections of former colleagues of 
Michael Saclier, Chris Hurley, with the assistance of Michael Piggott, wrote:47

In 1970, many archivists in Australia were employed as librarians, we were a special 
interest group within the Library Association (LAA), most government archivists in 
Canberra and Melbourne stood apart, Archives and Manuscripts was published by the 
LAA, archives studies (if offered at all) were a specialisation within postgraduate 
courses for librarians, there was no tertiary qualification and no basis for designating 
any job as archivist, we had no identifiable voice as advocates for ourselves or our 
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mission. No one could say without contradiction or demur what it meant to be an 
archivist. Within a decade, this had all changed and Michael Saclier played a leading 
role in that.

A process was well under way to separate all the government archives from the libraries, 
the ASA had been formed and took over as publisher of Archives and Manuscripts, 
a definition of professional archivist was embedded in the ASA Constitution, some employers 
began using it as a basis for recruitment (Michael amongst them at the Archives of Business & 
Labour), post graduate courses specialising in archives were being offered and we accredited 
them, we had been given a seat on AACOBS (the peak council representing libraries and 
archives institutions) on which Michael was our representative. Shortly thereafter, when 
AACOBS reconstituted itself and denied us a guaranteed seat, he was instrumental in forming 
the (now defunct) Australian Council of Archives (ACA), as the peak body within the archives 
industry. It was now possible to identify more clearly who we were.

In the August 1973 issue of Archives & Manuscripts, Michael issued a call to arms and 
continued to stir interest from then on until May 1975 in a column called ‘Miscellany’. He 
knew that a professional body could not do without the participation of archivists at the CAO 
(Commonwealth Archives Office, now National Archives) and that most of those employed 
there would not join the LAA. That guided his strategic efforts against push-back from 
colleagues who did not want to separate. Meetings were organised in Canberra to seek 
agreement and hammer out the form and purpose of a proposed society. Often they were 
held after hours on CAO premises. This was the first exposure for many of us employed there 
to a professional discourse outside of work. Michael wrote up the discussions, coordinating 
with parallel meetings held in other cities around the country. He prepared and circulated 
options papers and, in due course, conducted postal ballots. In 1974, he chaired the drafting 
committee that wrote the ASA Constitution. Following the inaugural meeting in 1975, he 
became the ASA’s first President.

For the role he played in all this, Michael should never be forgotten. But after that things 
fell apart and we do not honour him by glossing over that. The attempt to establish 
a professional job category based on a tertiary qualification failed – partly because of massive 
changes in the job market and partly because of a failure to align properly with records 
managers (despite good will on both sides and commitments to a common purpose). 
Confusion over our never-reconciled roles in recordkeeping and cultural heritage persists. 
The ASA has effectively abandoned the role of professional body (‘a group, of people in 
a learned occupation who are entrusted with maintaining control or oversight of the 
legitimate practice of the occupation’). The ACA was wound up leaving non-government 
archives institutions without a presence in the public policy discourse. Some of our govern
ment archives have disappeared back into library structures.

This is not a story of failure, however, individual or collective. This is an account of 
archives and archivists (however we think of them) engaged in a struggle to survive 
and evolve. Michael Saclier’s part during an important stage in that struggle was an 
heroic one.
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