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The Cairns Historical Society respectfully acknowledge the 

Traditional Owners of the lands on which we live and work 

and we extend our respect to all First Nations Peoples across 

Cairns, FNQ and the Torres Strait.

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T 



   The Cairns Historical Society Annual Report 2020/21    3

C O N T E N T S
Introduction 4

Vision and Mission  4

Overview 5

President’s Report 6

Management Committee  8

Achievement and Highlights 18

Our Stories:  34

Our CHS Collections  36

Our Research Centre 38

Our Learning and Education 40 

Our Volunteer Community 44

The Society in Action  46

Operations 48 

Financial Summary 53

Sponsors 55

Appendices:  

Financial Statement & Auditors Report 56

Historical Society, Cairns, North Queensland Inc.

t/a Cairns Historical Society & Cairns Museum

Annual Report for the financial year ending  
30 June 2021.



   The Cairns Historical Society Annual Report 2020/21    4

O U R  V I S I O N
A thriving organisation that values its people and its 

collection and is recognised by all its stakeholders 

for the skill, generosity and creativity with which it 

seeks to make the history of Far North Queensland 

(FNQ) accessible to current and future generations. 

INTRODUCTION

O U R  M I S S I O N
• To collect, preserve and share a collection 

of documents, images and objects that are 

significant to the history of Cairns or FNQ. 

• To curate and manage a leading Museum 

and cultural tourism experience in FNQ. 

• To recruit, train and enhance the skills and 

well-being of a volunteer workforce. 

• To enable FNQ history, heritage, educational 

and creative projects with locals and visitors 

from around the world by providing expertise 

and a quality and accessible collection. 
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The Cairns Historical Society is the keeping place for 

a nationally significant collection of over 85,000 items 

from the Cairns district and FNQ covering the area 

from Cardwell to Normanton and the Torres Strait. 

The collection contains over 40,000 resource items, 

including archival documents, books, newspapers, 

maps and journals, as well as over 39,000 scanned and 

searchable photographic images and more than 5,000 

individual objects. 

This content is accessible through the Society’s 

Research Centre. Members of the public can book time 

in the Research Centre to search the collection, with a 

research assistant on hand to advise. Research enquiries 

can also be made via email. 

A significant volume of our effort is in the managing 

and conservation of the community’s collection. 

Our teams assess, research, report on, clean, scan, 

catalogue, conserve, pack and house all the items 

we accept into the collection. Every item generates 

its own body of work in order to truly deliver on our 

commitment to professionally manage the collection for 

future generations. 

The Cairns Museum showcases material from the 

community’s collection and is the most recognisable 

face of the Cairns Historical Society. 

Renovated thanks to the Cairns Regional Council (CRC)

and reopened in 2017, the Cairns Museum’s brief is to 

reveal the past and engage with present Cairns as a 

tropical city. 

In addition to the permanent galleries and retail 

offering, Museum activities include group tours, school 

tours, holiday programs and an annual program of 

temporary exhibitions. 

O V E R V I E W
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PRESIDENT’S REPORT

On behalf of my Management Committee colleagues,  

I am pleased to present The Historical Society, Cairns, North Queensland Inc. 

(the Society Inc.) Annual Report 2020–21. 
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This year was like no other and has been 

defined by Covid-19. Like all of you, the 

Society has been navigating the ups and 

downs of border closures, lockdowns 

and re-openings, with all the attendant 

flow on effects for Cairns tourism and 

business activity in general. As we go to 

print, international and national borders 

remain closed, so we expect the impact 

to continue in 21/22. 

Like all businesses in Cairns, the Society 

is focused on ensuring the organisation 

can continue to trade through the tourism 

downturn. In response to the current 

challenges with decreased Museum 

visitation and revenue, the Society has 

shifted its focus to the local market. We 

have continued to invest in the family and 

schools market, where we have a unique 

offering, as well as identifying skills- 

based activities and events for adults. 

In addition, we have ensured a vibrant 

temporary exhibition program offering 

to appeal to returning local visitors. 

Interestingly, enquiries to our Research 

Centre remain at unchanged levels 

despite Covid impacts. 

This challenging time has been utilised 

to develop a new website and strategic 

plan (Strategic Plan 2021 - 2024) which 

has already achieved one goal; the 

appointment of an Executive Officer, 

Fleur Anderson, to help deliver the plan 

and its vision. 

This will ensure we continue to grow a 

vibrant, inclusive and professional cultural 

organisation that provides best practice 

exhibitions, collections management, 

research and conservation services, 

and which is accessible, responsive and 

engaging for local residents, children and 

audiences from around the world. 

This appointment will allow Museum 

Manager, Suzanne Gibson, to go forward 

as Museum Curator with a dedicated 

focus. Suzanne has been integral in 

the redevelopment of the Museum and 

we thank her wholeheartedly for the 

excellent role she has played in the 

business.

I would like to thank our generous 

sponsors, in particular Cairns Regional 

Council who are our major sponsor, 

platinum sponsors MacDonnell’s Law 

and our local patrons and donors for 

their ongoing support. The staff and the 

volunteers are the beating heart of the 

organisation and I would like to thank 

and congratulate them for helping realise 

the Management Committee’s ambitions 

over the past year and adapting to these 

uniquely challenging times. 

Importantly, a final thank you to all the 

local community members and visitors 

who access the Society’s services, 

including the Museum. It is you who 

we and the collection are here to assist 

in the documenting and telling of the 

unique stories of Cairns and Far North 

Queensland.

Dr Clive Skarott AM, HonDUniv 

President
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PO Box 319 Cairns, Queensland, 4870 

School of Arts Building,  

corner Lake & Shields Streets, Cairns

Phone: (07) 4051 5582 

Email: info@cairnsmuseum.org.au 

www.cairnsmuseum.org.au

The Society is governed by a Management. 
Committee. Its existence, functions and powers 
are set out in the Constitution of The Historical 
Society, Cairns, Far North Queensland Inc. 

The reasons for which the Society is established are: 

a Collect, catalogue and maintain records relating to 

the history of FNQ, including written and printed 

material, photographs, audio, video and objects.

b Providing access to this material to Members and 

the general public via the Research Centre, lectures, 

publications, field trips, public programs and 

exhibitions.

c Establish and maintain a museum focusing primarily 

on the Cairns district and surrounds.

d Undertaking appropriate conservation, handling and 

storage methods for the collections of historic items.

e Encouraging the study and writing of FNQ history 

(for example, by issuing awards).

f Cooperate with other historical societies and 

museums to share and exchange material and 

information.

THE MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

Management Committee of The Historical Society, 

Cairns, North Queensland Inc. (the Society Inc.)

Central Hotel corner Lake and Spence Streets
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The Committee gratefully acknowledges the support and dedication of 
the volunteers who contribute to its operations. There were nine meetings 
held in the Financial Year 20-21 and one Annual General Meeting.

POSITION NAME MEETINGS 
ATTENDED

President Dr Clive Skarott 9

Vice-President Dr Jan Wegner 7

Secretary Lyn Warwick 7

Treasurer David Goodman 7

Appointed Member Leslie Lofthouse 7

Elected Member Megan Lilly 5

Appointed Member
Geoff Wharton

*Commenced role in April 2021
1

Appointed Member
Dr Nicky Horsfall 

Manager Archives & Research
9

Appointed Member
Pauline O’Keeffe

Manager Images 
7

Appointed Member
Suzanne Gibson

Manager Museum
8

Management Committee of The Historical Society

Management Committee Members L to R: Clive Skarott, Leslie Lofthouse, Jan Wegner, Suzanne Gibson, 
Pauline O’Keeffe, Geoff Wharton, Lyn Warwick, Nicky Horsfall, Megan Lilly, David Goodman.
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Clive is a born and bred North Queenslander 

with a history of community service and 

business development. He was appointed 

President of the Cairns Historical Society in 

2016. Currently, Clive is the Chairman of the 

Cairns and Hinterland Hospital and Health 

Service; Chairman of James Cook University 

(JCU) Dental; Chairman of LiXiA Pty Ltd; and 

Deputy Chairman of selectability Pty Ltd. 

Previous roles include: Chairman of Ergon 

Energy Ltd; Director of Energy Queensland 

Ltd; Chairman Cairns Port Authority; Chairman 

Queensland Port Authorities Ltd; Director 

and Patron of Advance Cairns; Treasurer 

Regional Development Australia (FNQ & 

TS Area); Director, Company Secretary and 

Chief Executive Officer of Electricity Credit 

Union Ltd; President Far North Queensland 

Cricket Umpires Association; and Treasurer 

Cairns State High School P&C Association.

Honours  
2019 

Honorary Doctorate – JCU for a long and 

significant contribution to Cairns and FNQ 

– multiplicity of roles and support to JCU.

2012 

Member (AM) the General Division of the 

Order of Australia for service to the community 

of Queensland through infrastructure 

development for export expansion and 

tourism access, establishment of Credit 

Union services, and a range of tourism, 

sporting and educational organisations.

2011 

Cairns Citizen of the Year.

2007 

Distinguished Service Award – 

Australian Credit Union Movement.

M EE T  TH E  MANAG EM ENT 
COM M IT TEE

CLIVE SKAROTT 
AM, HonDUniv

PRESIDENT
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DR JAN WEGNER  
BEd/BA (Hons), MA, PhD.

VICE PRESIDENT

Jan recently retired from her 

position of Senior Lecturer in History 

at James Cook University (Cairns 

Campus). She has published in her 

research interests of mining history, 

environmental history and north 

Queensland history. She volunteers 

for the National Trust of Queensland, 

Chinese History in Northern 

Australia Inc., Australasian Mining 

History Association, Royal Historical 

Society of Queensland, and the FNQ 

Roller Skating Club as well as the 

Society. She still supervises several 

research students as an adjunct 

lecturer at James Cook University. 

Lyn was elected to the Committee as Secretary at the 

Annual General Meeting in 2018. She retired as Secretary 

of the Cairns RSL Sub Branch in 2017. She also worked 

in the office of Hon Warren Entsch MP where she was 

the senior Electorate Officer, and prior to that was the 

Member for Barron River in the Queensland Parliament. 

Lyn has served on a number of boards and before her 

parliamentary career worked mainly in the not-for-profit 

sector. She was born in Cairns but lived in many parts of 

Australia due to her husband’s role as an army officer.

LYN WARWICK
SECRETARY
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Leslie has been a prominent Australian business 

woman for over 40 years until her retirement in 

2016. With exceptional experience and skills in 

corporate growth and development, she has had 

a highly successful career in the travel industry 

where she established her own company which 

she floated on the Stock Exchange in 1999.

In recent years, she has turned her CEO 

and Chairman expertise to assisting small-

to mid-size enterprises in diverse industries. 

In every instance she has started from the 

ground up turning struggling companies 

into healthy, motivated and financially 

secure entities. She achieves great results 

by acting as mentor and counsellor to 

Chairmen, board members and CEOs.

Leslie has extensive experience in the 

recruitment of senior level managers 

in commercial, not-for-profit and 

government organisations including 

CEOs, Financial Controllers and Senior 

Project Managers over 10 years.

In 2000, Leslie was inducted into the 

Businesswomen’s Hall of Fame, an initiative 

of the Australian Businesswomen’s Network 

which celebrates the achievements of 

Australia’s inspiring business women. She 

recently retired as a Fellow of the Australian 

Institute of Directors having been a Fellow 

for over 20 years. She was instrumental 

in resurrecting the Australian Institute of 

Company Directors activities in Cairns in 

2007 and served on the local committee for 

seven years. More recently, Leslie served as 

a Volunteer guide at the Cairns Museum.

LESLIE LOFTHOUSE
FAICD

APPOINTED MEMBER
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DAVID GOODMAN
FCA, B.Bus – Acct, Dip FP, Dip MB, CTA, AFP, 

LGMA, AFSL 484965 JP (Qual)

TREASURER

David was raised in Cairns and obtained a Bachelor 

of Business – Accountancy at Queensland Institute 

of Technology. He joined Ernst & Young, Chartered 

Accountants in Brisbane and worked in the audit area 

with local, national and international clients. After 

completing chartered accountant qualifications, he 

joined Hall Chadwick (now Crowe Horwath), returning 

to Cairns as audit manager. He then moved to Mulgrave 

Shire Council as finance manager and assistant to 

the Shire Clerk. However, David’s passion for small 

business enterprise led him to establish an accountancy 

practice at Smithfield in 1988. He later added a 

financial planning arm to the business. Today, his 

clients are located throughout Australia and overseas.

David’s qualifications include: Diploma in Financial 

Services, Diploma of Financial Planning, Local 

Government Auditor, Local Government Clerk, 

Registered Tax Agent, Australian Financial Services 

Licensee and Justice of the Peace (Qualified). 

He is a Fellow of the Institute of Chartered 

Accountants in Australia, Chartered Tax Advisor 

with the Taxation Institute of Australia, Member of 

the Financial Planners Association and Member of 

the Local Government Managers Association.

Currently David is President of Far North 

Queensland Amateur Turf Club and 

Treasurer of Cairns Historical Society.

David has served on various Committees 

in a variety of roles including:

•	Institute of Chartered Accountants 

Qld Student Council

•	Local Government Accountants in Queensland

•	Cairns/Mulgrave Rotary Club

•	Finance Director of Cairns Hockey Association

•	Chairman of the Roman Catholic Diocese 

of Cairns Audit Committee

•	Member of KickArts Contemporary Arts Board

•	Deputy Chairman and Treasurer 

Trinity Anglican School Board.
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Geoff is a consulting historian based in North 

Queensland. Following a career in librarianship 

and public affairs management in the mining 

industry in Weipa and Brisbane, Geoff established 

a practice in community relations and as a public 

historian. He is a member of the Professional 

Historians Association (Queensland). 

From 1998 to 2005, he managed the implementation 

of the Ely Bauxite Mining Project Agreement for Alcan 

South Pacific on Western Cape York Peninsula. Recent 

projects include the research and compilation of a 20th 

anniversary commemorative book and documentary 

for the Western Cape Communities Trust, assistance 

to the Napranum Aboriginal Shire Council with 

historical images repatriation, and the preparation 

of a detailed report on World War I military service 

for the Yarrabah Aboriginal Shire Council. Geoff 

was awarded the Medal of the Order of Australia 

(OAM) in 2016 for service to history and Indigenous 

communities. He is the honorary curator of the Cape 

York Collection in Weipa for the Weipa Town Authority.

GEOFF WHARTON
OAM, BA (Hons), AALIA, MPHA.

APPOINTED MEMBER

Megan joined the Society soon after she moved to 
Cairns from Melbourne in 2014. Along with a long-
standing interest in history she felt it would be a good 
opportunity to better understand her new home. 
Megan has worked in librarianship, industrial relations 
and human resources, and prior to her retirement, 
in the community sector. When not doing bits and 
pieces for the Society, she is on the committee of 
one of Cairns’ smaller local disability groups and 
contributes to the Friends of the Botanic Gardens. 
She also enjoys learning piano, photography, drawing 
and Italian with varying degrees of success. 

MEGAN LILLY
BA, GradDip Librarianship,  

Grad Dip Industrial Relations

ELECTED MEMBER
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SUZANNE GIBSON
BA, Grad Dip (History), MA 

(Museums and Collections) 

APPOINTED MEMBER 

Suzanne Gibson is the curator 
of the Cairns Museum. She has 
worked for ABC Radio as a 
journalist, documentary maker 
and online producer, in private 
practice as an oral historian and 
heritage consultant and for the 
National Museum of Australia 
as a Museums and Collections 
intern and oral historian.

VALE WARREN TIDMARSH
PASSED AWAY 28.01.2021 

Warren Tidmarsh passed away unexpectedly at the 
end of January. Warren was a valued member of 
the team, and he continues to be missed, not only 
for the contribution he made, but also for his cheery 
manner and willingness to share his expertise.

Warren studied accountancy part time at QIT (now 
QUT) while working with a Chartered Accountant. After 
a year Warren moved to Birch, Carrol and Coyle again 
working in accountancy and completed his Diploma in 
Business, which had taken six years of part time study.
Warren also worked in Tully as a Public Accountant.
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Nicky grew up in Cairns, attending Cairns North State 

School (which no longer exists) and Cairns High School. She 

then studied at the University of Queensland, including one 

year at its Townsville campus, with a major in Microbiology. 

She worked at pathology laboratories in Sydney and 

Brisbane, and at CSIRO Animal Health laboratory in 

Brisbane. She also spent 18 months backpacking around 

Africa, Europe and Asia. 

On returning to Brisbane, she began an Arts degree at 

the University of Queensland, majoring in Archaeology. 

A PhD at James Cook University in Townsville followed, 

investigating Aboriginal occupation of the tropical 

rainforest near Cairns. This was partly supported by 

consulting in cultural heritage management, which led to a 

position as Cultural Heritage Officer for the Department of 

Environment and Heritage in Cairns. The Laura rock art area 

was a particular focus. 

She then returned to consulting, retiring 10 years ago, and 

has travelled widely around North Queensland, frequently 

with Traditional Owners. 

She has published a number of papers on her work in the 

rainforest and at Laura, and contributed to national and 

international conferences. She has volunteered at the 

Cairns Historical Society for nearly 20 years, managing the 

Research Centre and Archives since 2012. 

DR NICKY HORSFALL
BSc, BA (Hons), PhD 

APPOINTED MEMBER



Pauline O’Keeffe’s qualifications as BEdSt 

(UQ) and further studies in teaching, children’s 

literature and libraries, have led to a varied 

career in education and libraries. 

Pauline has been a volunteer with the Cairns 

Historical Society Imaging Department since 

2004. She became Manager of that area in 2014. 

She is keenly interested in FNQ history having 

published 14 Bulletins on a variety of topics 

as well as co-authoring the Cairns Historical 

Society publication Northern ANZACS: How the 

First World War shaped Far North Queensland. 

She was awarded the S E Stephens Award in 

2016 for her contribution to FNQ history and 

granted Life Membership of the Cairns Historical 

Society in 2020. 

PAULINE O’KEEFFE 
BEdSt, Grad Dip (Arts) Children’s 

Literature, AALIA

APPOINTED MEMBER

Troop ship “Kanowna” 
leaving Cairns wharf 1914 
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	30% down on pre-COVID targets. This is inline with tourism industry 

results for Cairns (doesn’t include school visits, openings, lectures 

and talks).

	24% of Museum visitors live in the Cairns Regional Council area. 

	17% of all our visitors are local families, compared with 7% pre-COVID. 

This growth is attributed to our holiday programing and workshops.

M US EU M AT TEN DAN CE

VISITORS

11,650

ACHIEVEMENTS AND 
HIGHLIGHTS 20–21
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FIVE TEMPORARY EXHIBITIONS WERE HELD WITH THE FOCUS 

ON ENCOURAGING REPEAT LOCAL VISITATION THROUGH 

ADDITIONAL EXHIBITIONS

A partnership exhibition 

celebrating 70 years of 

Surf Life Saving in North 

Queensland and answering 

the question: why do you need 

surf lifesavers when there’s no 

surf!

Explored the symbolism of 

the costumes and dances 

that accompany Chinese 

celebrations. A partnership 

with the Cairns and District 

Chinese Association Inc.

Two local collectors and their 

intriguing passions. 

Teddy Powell’s Miniature 

Steam Engines was a hit 

for the holidays, with Teddy 

entertaining big and little kids 

with his working stationary 

steam engines. 

Shaverology: exploring the 

art and design of industrial 

age shaving was a playful 

sweep across the evolution 

and commercialisation of the 

humble razor, through the 

large and eclectic collection of 

Theo Tremblay.

Our exhibition exploring 

the changing face of 

Christmas in Cairns, 

through historic collection 

items in conversation with 

contemporary stories from the 

local community.

The story of the Cairns 

souvenirware business, Reef 

Productions, who worked with 

local Indigenous and non-

Indigenous artists to produce 

high quality, screen-printed 

souvenirs. 

SAFE IN THE WATER 
(Sep - Nov 2020 ) 

LIONS AND DRAGONS: 
THE SIGHTS AND 

SOUNDS OF  
CHINESE NEW YEAR 

(Feb - April 2021) 

CHRISTMAS IN THE 
TROPICS  
(Dec 2020) 

REEF PRODUCTIONS: 
MIGRANTS, MAKERS 
AND MERCHANDISE  

(May - Aug 2021) 

OBJECTS OF 
FASCINATION 

 (Jan 2021) 

TEM P OR ARY E XH I B ITS 
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MORE THAN 85,800 ITEMS IN THE  

CAIRNS HISTORICAL SOCIETY COLLECTION: 

303 items were accessioned into the 

object collection, almost entirely the 

result of two major acquisitions – the 

Les Paul Miniature furniture collection 

and the Reef Productions Collection. 

735 objects and their entries were 

deaccessioned due to duplication, 

poor condition or poor provenance. 

4227 digital images were added to the database 

(Perfect Pictures). 

Significant Image Donations that were processed: 

Peden Donation: over 800 images from 30 albums.

Doherty Donation: over 200 images from 10 albums.

Electricity Museum Donation: over 400 images. 

OBJECTS 
COLLECTION

6290

IMAGES 
COLLECTION

38,770

COLLEC TIONS  &  R E S E ARCH 
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2,000 archives entries were accessioned to and 175 deaccessioned from the database  

(Lib Code – CME Plus) because they were duplicates or didn’t fit with our Collections Policy.

28,600 catalogue entries were updated, including linking a further 1300 digitised 

documents to the catalogue records to improve accessibility. 

Significant donations: a collection of material from the Cairns Post archives, primarily 

photographs and local newspapers which are unlikely to be made available digitally by the 

National Library of Australia on TROVE (e.g. The Tablelander, Tableland Advertiser, Cairns 

Sun, Port Douglas & Mossman Gazette, Douglas Times). 

ARCHIVE 
COLLECTION

40,740
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LI FELON G LE AR N I N G  
&  EDU C ATION 

1406 students participated in the 

Museum on the Move Trailer program, 

from 14 local schools.

735 students were engaged through 

the resource hire of our travelling 

Museum School Trunks.

535 students visited the Museum 

from 13 schools.

 

In 2020-21 the Society secured its 

Activity Zone on the ground floor 

of the School of Arts. Securing this 

space was integral our dedicated 

new Children’s Museum Audio Guide. 

Including:

• 54 bookable children’s holiday 

workshops for families

• 4 ‘Steam with a Theme’ children’s 

workshops, in partnership with the 

Cairns Children’s Museum.

• 4 themed in-house trails for 

children, including themed activities 

for Chinese New Year and NAIDOC 

Week.

• Launched a Children’s Museum 

Audio Guide with Box Jelly Theatre 

and CQU New Media students. 

Funded through a Regional Arts 

Development Fund Grant (RADF).

S C H O O L S

TOTAL 
STUDENTS 
ENGAGED

2,676
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Despite COVID-19 restrictions, the Society was able to run a 

number of small group activities, including:

• 4 bookable sessions on Caring for Collections in the Tropics.

• 1 meet the collector tour hosted with Theo Tremblay, as part of 

Objects of Fascination.

• 1 opening hosted for Reef Productions: Migrants, Makers and 

Merchandise.

• 2 Museum studies students hosted who worked on a range of 

projects including Christmas in the Tropics.

• 1 emerging conservator was mentored (ex-JCU student). 

A D U LT  L E A R N I N G
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651 requests for assistance were received and actioned by the 

Society’s Research Centre and Imaging. Almost half were in-

person and the remainder via email (258 research visitors, 178 

email requests for Archives, and 215 for Images). These ranged 

from people writing books of local history to residents wanting 

to know the history of their house.

4 publications available for sale: Cairns Range Railway, Cairns 

Mulgrave Tramway, Step Back in Time, Northern Anzacs.

12 issues Cairns Historical Society Bulletin (Issues 689 -700).

COM M U N IT Y  O UTR E ACH & 
EN GAG EM ENT 

R E Q U E S T S  F O R  A S S I S TA N C E

P U B L I C AT I O N S

REQUESTS

651
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in cash and in-kind 

contributions from 

government sponsors 

(CRC, RADF, QRIDA).

Three series of Public Lectures with topics 

including:

‘When the Italian Navy Came to Town in the 

1930s’

‘Letizia De Rosa - 33 Grafton Street: not just a 

guest house but a home’

‘Trip to Cooktown, Laura and Battle Camp, 

August 1958’

‘The Tom McDonald 10000 Centenary Air Race 

18-19 September 1976’

‘Location, location, location: Locating the Barron 

River mouth c1876 and why it matters’

‘The Red Cliffs of Western Cape York Peninsula: 

Bauxite Discoveries 1802-1955’ 

 6 member newsletters 

 Quarterly CHS Member News e-newsletters

 Quarterly Museum News e-newsletters

 8 Schools e-newsletters 

 6 Trade e-newsletters 

P U B L I C  L E C T U R E S

PARTNERSHIP 
VALUE

$276,830

• $253K CRC in cash and in-kind contributions for 

operational requirements.

• $7200 RADF grant for an Indigenous curator for 

the Reef Productions exhibition.

• $7K RADF grant to develop a dedicated 

children’s audio guide, with Box Jelly Theatre 

company and CQU New Media students.

• $8.8K QRIDA (Qld Rural and Industry 

Development Authority) grant to move the 

Society’s website to WordPress and to update 

the look and feel. 
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585 people are 
members of our Society

M EM B ERS H I P

SATIS FAC TION

“Staff were wonderful, my son had a lot of fun” 

- 8 months ago.

“Definitely worth the visit. The staff were lovely 

and the volunteer who guided us through the 

Museum was very knowledgeable. You can 

definitely spend 2 hours there. Will be going 

again.” - 2 months ago. 

TRIP ADVISOR 4.5 STARS  
# 9 OF 84 THINGS TO DO IN CAIRNS  
(253 REVIEWS) 

“A great story of your local region... the setup 

and displays are amazing, … taking visitors 

on journey through the history of Far North 

Queensland. … I will be returning over the next 

few months to check out any new exhibits.”  

 – May 2021

 

“Fully recommend, a small and informative 

place. Staff were helpful and amazing. The 

setup was exceptional.” - March 2021 

GOOGLE BUSINESS STAR RATING  
4.5 STARS (297 REVIEWS)

Mavis Tinney with grandson 
Ashley Wilson on a tricycle



   The Cairns Historical Society Annual Report 2020/21    27

3,193 items from 244 merchandise lines were 

sold in the Cairns Museum retail shop. 

Most popular items were Indigenous designed 

coasters, animal chocolates and finger 

puppets. 

Sales peaks occurred during our school 

holiday and winter periods, prior to lock 

downs, and this was attributed to our school 

holidays workshop programs, which proved 

popular with local families.

OPER ATIONS

VOLU NTEERS

VOLUNTEER 
HOURS

16,517

ESTIMATED 
VALUE OF 

VOLUNTEER 
HOURS

$330,340

64 existing volunteers and new recruits 

provided 16,517 hours, approximately 2,202 

working days of service in front of house, 

lifelong learning and education, collections and 

research, membership and publications. At a 

conservative rate of $20p/h, this equates to a 

$330,340 contribution. 

19 skills training programs provided or 

supported by the Society for staff and 

volunteers in collections handling, guiding, 

digitising and children’s hosting.

Our volunteers are drawn from every division 

of the Cairns Regional Council area and aged 

between 14-80 years. 

Covid-19 challenges included not being able to 

run an annual recruiting drive and a number of 

volunteers exiting mostly due to the pandemic 

impacts of decreased visitation and closures. 

As of 30 June 2021 there were 54 volunteers. 

Catalina plane being moored at Cairns. The bowman 
of the Catalina takes aboard a towline preparatory to 
the flying boat being moved to another mooring buoy 
at Cairns, 12 Jan 1944. The RAAF Catalina squadrons 
based at Cairns were Nos. 11 and 20 Squadrons.
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M U S E U M 

“Dear Mayor I write to you 

to express my unexpected 

delight upon having visited 

Cairns Museum. The Museum, 

and in particular its volunteer 

staff, would make me proud if I 

were a local. 

It is refreshing to visit a 

Museum that is so directly 

pertinent not only for the 

Cairns Community, but also for 

the Australian Community at 

large. 

With thanks, and the hope 

you will continue to support 

and enrich this little gem of an 

institution.”

April 2021 

S C H O O L 
P R O G R A M 

“The Year 2 students really 

enjoyed the visit from the 

Cairns Museum to describe 

life around the time of the 

Kuranda Railway construction. 

The visit was well organised 

and each station showed a 

different aspect of life at that 

time. The volunteers were 

very knowledgeable and 

answered many questions 

from the students. We took 

photos of the artefacts and the 

children were able to compare 

these objects with present 

day objects. It was a terrific 

learning experience and really 

brings our local History unit to 

life.” 

June 2021

R E S E A R C H 
C E N T R E 

“You are amazing - thank 

you for value adding to my 

enquiry. It is very kind and 

very proactive of you to 

suggest the book and take 

the trouble to contact me 

again. It so happens, as part 

of my research for the photo I 

came across the same book at 

Boolarong Press and it arrived 

at my home this week!!!!!!!!! 

Thank you once again for 

being so conscientious and 

client oriented - I look forward 

to visiting the Museum when I 

next travel to Cairns to visit my 

Mum and sister.”

June 2021

V IS ITOR BOOKS
F E E D B A C K  &  R E F L E C T I O N S 
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T R I PA D V I S O R 

“Housed in a lovely old original 

building the museum follows 

the history of Cairns from the 

aboriginal landowners, to the 

first settlers, early life, World 

War II and current times. 

Lots of interesting personal 

stories and original artifacts to 

be seen. 

Staff were very friendly and 

happy to answer questions. 

All in all a nice way to spend a 

couple of hours.”

April 2021

G O O G L E 

“This is a nice little museum in 

the City of Cairns and a must 

visit if you would like to learn 

about the history of Cairns. 

Staff are friendly and there 

will be volunteers guide you. 

Museum is well organized 

and educative. You can find 

parking on the nearby streets 

for free. It will take maximum 

of two hours to see.”

September 2020

FA C E B O O K

“Cairns Museum is the place 

that you shouldn’t forget to 

visit. It is in the middle of the 

city. There you can find a 

group of extremely friendly 

guides who are always ready 

to make your experience 

the best. In the museum, 

you could know more about 

lifestyle, history, events, 

animals, indigenous people in 

Cairns and why Lake Street 

is called like that, could you 

imagine why ???? It was an 

amazing experience, you will 

never regret going there.”

September 2020

Crew members of Bush Pilots 
sitting inside aircraft
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@ C A I R N S M U S E U M 

# C A I R N S M U S E U M

People with cast nets fishing 
on Cairns Esplanade 1981.  
Photographer Sylvia Card

2020/2 1  SOCIAL  M EDIA

COM BIN E D FIGU RES OF CAIRNS H ISTORICAL SOCIET Y 

AN D CAIRNS M USEU M SOCIAL M E DIA CHANNE L S 

REACHED A COMBINED AUDIENCE OF 257K. 

ORGANIC 
IMPRESSIONS**

103K

CLICKS

5.8K
ESTIMATED 
VALUE OF 

SOCIAL MEDIA

$48K

USERS

50K

TOTAL REACH*

205K
FOLLOWERS

4.6K

*Reach is the number of people who have seen our content.
**Impressions are the number of times our content displayed.



ON LI N E  AC TIV IT Y

BLOGS 
PUBLISHED IN 

2020/21

21

 NEW VIDEOS 
CREATED/
PUBLISHED

5

VISIT US

EXHIBITIONS

PHOTOGRAPHIC 
COLLECTION

EVENTS

LIBRARY & ARCHIVE

TOP 5  
MOST VISITED PAGES 

CREB cooking demonstration in front of television 
camera -Lyn Jones senior homecraft advisor.  

Photographer Noel C Davies.
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N E W WEBS ITE  DE VELOPED

New design of the Cairns Museum 
WordPress website.

L A U N C H  S C H E D U L E D  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 1

WEBSITE PAGE 
VIEWS 2020/21

53K
1.5K VISITORS 

PER MONTH
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The following case studies have been 

chosen to showcase the community 

and stories behind the Society, from the 

precious collection to the important role 

volunteers play in protecting, conserving 

and sharing our community’s history. 

OUR STORIES 

OUR 
COMMUNITY

OUR HISTORY
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C U LT U R A L  C O N N E C T I O N 

The collection is often accessed by Traditional Owners 

seeking access to cultural heritage items associated with 

their group or country. We have a full disclosure approach 

to access but typically we can provide very little information 

on where items were taken from, as this was rarely recorded 

at the time of donation.

The Museum now has a policy of not accepting donations 

of Indigenous cultural items unless the prospective donor 

has made contact with the Traditional Owners for the area 

where the items originate. Once this has been facilitated, 

we will only accept cultural items if donors consent to the 

future return of objects to their Traditional Owners, in the 

event of a request being made.

The recent offering of a rainforest shield and lawyer cane 

basket from a Tablelands family triggered this process. 

Based on the location of their farm, the prospective donors 

made contact with Ngadjon-Jii Traditional Owner Ernie 

Raymond and his sister Margie Raymond and shared their 

story of acquiring both objects. Ernie and Margie shared 

some knowledge of the items and instigated further 

research for us and for the donors. The shield is in poor 

condition and has been reinforced with nails down one side. 

Ernie could not identify the design but did advise that the 

timber was not a timber typically used on his country for 

making shields. He was also unfamiliar with the use of nails 

as reinforcing. The donor family are now going back into 

their history and networks to see if they can identify where 

exactly it was first acquired, in the hope we can connect it 

with its Traditional Owners.

It is a great illustration of how the process of connecting 

objects with Elders and Traditional Owners, and connecting 

historical owners with Traditional Owners, creates a richer 

and more complex understanding of what we hold in trust.

O U R  COLLEC TION

Our collection is made up of objects, images 

and archives. All have an important cultural 

connection. 
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The shield that was donated to Cairns Historical Society 
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O U R R E S E ARCH 
CENTR E 

S H A R I N G  O U R  H I S T O R Y 

The Research Centre has helped people with 

a wide range of research interests, including 

authors writing books. This year these include: 

Maria Larkins, whose book will celebrate 100 

years of Mt St Bernard School and Convent at 

Herberton, and Robert Grace’s well-researched 

history of Edge Hill. The team have also helped 

researchers establishing the Yidinji Cultural 

Centre at the Cairns TAFE, the Cairns Bukal 

Bukal project, and those interpreting the 

Aboriginal history of the Cairns Court House.

Cairns Court House 1961
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Female street performer and people at 

Carnival on Collins, September 2010



   The Cairns Historical Society Annual Report 2020/21    40

O U R  L E A R N I N G

This financial year, the Cairns Museum’s 

Education Team rolled out a new ‘Early 

Years’ incursion (when the Museum takes 

the experience to the school) offering for 

Kindergarten through to Year 1 students. 

These incursions have been developed to 

align directly with the History Strand of the 

Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences (HASS) 

Learning Area from the Australian Curriculum. 

The aim of these visits is to teach students 

about what life was like in the past through 

a hands-on, engaging, playful and age-

appropriate approach.

Freshwater State School booked an incursion 

for their cohort of approximately 100 Year 1 

students in April, 2021. Teachers requested a 

focus on toys and games from the past to tie in 

with their history unit of work. 

The Education Team visited 4 x Year 1 classes 

in half hour time slots. Students were shown 

vintage toys from the ‘museum magic basket’ 

and learnt all about them through storytelling 

and role play. 

Students also viewed a number of relevant 

photographs from our Imaging Collection and 

learnt songs and games from years gone by. 

The Education Team guided students to make 

connections from the past to their own lives, 

including similarities and differences, which is a 

strong focus of the Year 1 History Strand. 

The visit prompted in depth discussions back in 

class with teachers about what had been learnt 

and students wrote a short reflective piece on 

which toy they liked the best and why. 

L I F E L O N G  L E A R N I N G  &  E D U C AT I O N 
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CH I LDR EN ’ S 
PROG R AM M I N G

S TA K E H O L D E R 
F E E D B A C K  A N D 
R E F L E C T I O N S 

“1HB enjoyed a visit from the Cairns Museum. We 

learned about toys from the past. This relates to 

our HASS unit of learning about differences from 

the past to the present. The toys were mostly 

handmade by materials found in people’s homes. 

A great visit!”

- Year 1 Teacher, via Facebook Post to FSS page

“Today the Cairns Mobile Museum visited 

students in Year 1. The students learnt all about 

how children entertained themselves in the 

past by looking at different home-made toys, 

games and pastimes. The sessions were very 

informative with students so engaged during 

the presentations. Thank you to Belinda and 

the ladies from the museum for sharing your 

knowledge with the students, it was thoroughly 

enjoyable.”

- Year 1 Team, via Facebook Post to FSS page

“I really enjoyed the presentation and thought 

it was perfectly targeted at a Year 1 audience 

that held their attention for the entire session. 

Well done to you and the other ladies who came 

along today, it was fantastic.”

- Deputy Principal, P-3, via email
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O U R  V O L U N T E E R  C O M M U N I T Y

Currently we have a volunteer group of over 60 

active members; these volunteers work across 

the Collection (objects, images and archives), 

the Research Centre and Museum. 

About a dozen long-term volunteers are the 

brains trust of the Society, having been with 

the organisation for over 10 years, with several 

people volunteering their time for over 25 

years. The volunteers have kept the Society 

going through lean times and have made the 

organisation what it is today. A volunteer 

contributor of note is Dr. Dawn May, winner of 

the regional award for Long Term Volunteer 

(2018). She has been a guiding force for the 

preservation of history in Cairns for decades 

and enjoys helping the Society achieve its aims. 

Even during Covid new and inspiring volunteers 

have joined the Society. People such as Karen 

Oakes who volunteers three days a week, 

one day each in Archives, the Museum and 

the School Trailer Team. She is our Emerging 

Volunteer of the Year 2021. Karen enjoys the 

mix of research and also interacting with 

children. 

She reflects that the volunteering keeps her 

active. She enjoys learning interesting facts 

about the Cairns Region, meeting visitors and 

locals alike who have wonderful stories to tell 

about their time in Cairns. 

The Society also has student volunteers. They 

began volunteering with us as they completed 

their degrees and have stayed on, honing their 

skills as guides, or in collection team learning 

to handle old objects or becoming seasoned 

researchers. 

Mitchell, who is 24, has a Bachelor degree 

in Archaeology. He came to the Society in 

2018 and has continued mastering one area 

of knowledge after the other. He currently is 

volunteering in our front of house operations. 

You will find Mitchell in Reception or guiding 

tours some days, and others out at schools with 

our school trailer team. He is a favourite with 

the school kids, recently having been awarded 

$1 Million dollars from one school child for his 

efforts. He enjoys the camaraderie of the school 

team and gets a buzz from telling patrons 

interesting factoids.
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T H E  S O C I E T Y  I N  A C T I O N 
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OPERATIONS
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In 2020–21 the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted the Society. The impact 

of Covid, lockdowns and extended restrictions on our large older volunteer 

workforce resulted in some volunteers choosing to exit the organisation and 

others to not to return to duties whilst any restrictions were in place. 

The result is a smaller volunteer workforce and fewer overall volunteer hours 

contributed. Currently, numbers of collection based volunteers are starting to 

increase again and desk spaces, as with storage space, are now an ongoing issue. 

The impacts of Covid-19 on inbound travel (both domestic and international) 

continue to impact on the Museum’s visitation, general operations, programs and 

business model. The Research Centre has returned to pre-Covid levels, especially 

via email. Like all businesses in Cairns, the Society is focused on ensuring the 

business can trade through the current tourism downturn. 

The local market remains the only market with some certainty in trading 

conditions. The Society will continue to invest in the family and schools market, 

where we have a unique offering, as well as identifying skills- based activities and 

events for adults. 

A further focus is growing our membership through discounts and early-bird 

booking for events and workshops. 

OPER ATI N G ENVI RON M ENT 
2020/2 1
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During 20/21 the Society developed a new Strategic 

Plan (2021-2024) and reviewed its Constitution. 

The new constitution will be presented at the Society’s 

October 2021 AGM. If successful, the Society’s previous 

Management Committee would be replaced by a Board 

of Directors. In either case they and the new Executive 

Officer will be guided by the Society’s new Mission, 

Vision and Values as they consolidate, modernise and 

diversify the business.

We acknowledge that for 21/22 Covid impacts will 

continue to be felt.

As such we have revised our forecast revenue from 

Museum visitation downwards. 

This will place more financial pressure on the Society’s 

business model. 

From July 2021, the Society’s vision is to grow a 

vibrant, inclusive and professional cultural organisation 

that provides best practice exhibitions, collections 

management, research and conservation services, 

which is accessible, responsive and engaging for local 

residents, children and audiences from around the 

world.

OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 2021/22

F R O M  J U LY  2 0 2 1 , 
T H E  S O C I E T Y ’ S  
M I S S I O N  I S  T O  . . .

Collect, preserve and share a 

collection of documents, images 

and objects that are significant to 

the history of Cairns and FNQ. 

Curate and manage a leading 

Museum and cultural tourism 

experience in FNQ. 

Recruit, train and enhance the 

skills and wellbeing of a volunteer 

workforce. 

Enable FNQ history, heritage, 

educational and creative projects 

with locals and visitors from 

around the world by providing 

expertise and a quality and 

accessible collection. 
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In 21/22 our challenges involve: 

• The ongoing capacity to maintain a broad and 

dynamic program and deliver local exhibitions, 

events, experiences and learning programs that 

ensure strong local attendance and the ability to 

generate non-government revenue.

• The ongoing growth of the collection leading 

to increased requirements for conservation, 

management and storage. Shortage of adequate 

and permanent storage space impacts on the 

capacity of Cairns Historical Society to maintain 

adequate standards of care in perpetuity. 

In 21/22 our opportunities include: 

• To embrace the digital revolution and new 

technology to enable improved access to 

collections, establishing new audiences and 

increased reach. 

• To engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders to renew the Over Time Gallery and 

respectfully showcase Cairns’ unique Aboriginal 

culture to the world. 

• To increase partnerships and collaborations 

with industry, universities, local government and 

others, which is essential to grow and diversify 

the Society’s offerings. 

Inclusivity • Professional 
Respectful • Innovative

T H E  S O C I E T Y ’ S 
O R G A N I S AT I O N A L  VA L U E S  A R E
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• Increase open, accessible digital and physical access to the 

collection that is welcoming to all, including Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander groups and other community groups

• Deliver a dynamic temporary exhibition schedule with capacity 

to create or host exhibitions.

• Develop the concept for a renewed Cairns Over Time Gallery.

• Develop and deliver an early childhood program.

• Activate a vibrant, interactive and integrated education space 

that caters for local schools and family groups.

• Recruit a Collection Manager.

• Develop an implementation plan for the Strategic Plan 2021-24 

and deliver Yr 1 Actions.

• Negotiate a new resource and performance agreement 

with Cairns Regional Council which assists the long term 

conservation of the collection, delivers cultural heritage services 

to our community and demonstrates excellent public value.

O U R  PR IOR IT I E S  2 1/2 2
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FINANCIAL 
SUMMARY

This financial summary provides an 

overview of the Society’s financial 

performance and position for 2020-21. A 

more detailed analysis is provided in the 

audited financial statements included as 

appendices in the web available version 

of this annual report.

The major influence on the Society’s 

performance for 20-21 was COVID-19 and 

the associated loss of business caused 

by border closures. Museum visitation 

was 30% down on pre-COVID levels. 

However, the financial loss was offset by 

JobKeeper and Cash Flow Boost income. 

Growth in membership, photographic 

sales and schools programming also 

offset the decline in revenue from the 

restrictions on tourist visitation. It is 

worth noting that the Society has been 

running deficit budgets on the direction 

of Council, in order to expend cash 

reserves. 

O V E R V I E W 

For the 2020-21 financial year, an overall 

increase in income of $64,566 (12.97%) 

from the previous year was recorded. This 

increase is primarily due to an increase in 

JobKeeper and Cash Flow Boost funding 

from the federal government due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

I N C O M E
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For the 2020-21 financial year, an 

increase in expenses of $77,936 

(13.64%) from the previous year 

was recorded. This increase is due 

to a $90,000 provision recorded 

in the accounts for future gallery 

renewal.

E X P E N S E S

As at 30 June 2021, total assets were valued at 

$2.3 million, which amounted to an increase of 

$45,937 (2.04%) from the previous year. This 

movement was primarily due to an increase in 

current assets (cash) held. In addition to this, 

there was an increase in trade debtors and 

prepaid expenses from the prior year.

A S S E T S

As at 30 June 2021, total liabilities were 

valued at $1.78 million, an increase of 

$132,879 (8.08%) from the previous 

year. This movement is primarily due to 

the $90,000 provision in the accounts 

for future gallery renewal. In addition to 

this, there was an increase in income in 

advance and GST liability from the prior 

year.

L I A B I L I T I E S
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The Cairns Historical Society could not exist without 

the generous support of our sponsors

cairnsmuseum.org.au

THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS 
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