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The collection can be seen as an expression of Australian patriotism, just 
like the appreciation of the Australian bush that came from painters of the 
Heidelberg School and the first generation of bushwalkers; or the appearance 
of the Australian writing of the 1890s; or the political impulse towards a 
federation of the Australian colonies.

There was democracy in Mitchell’s collecting and his bequest. The idea 
was growing that libraries were for all: collecting was not just a gentlemanly 
pursuit. One contributor to the Sydney University Magazine wrote in Mitchell’s 
student days that ‘the seed of liberty is education; the diffusion of education 
through the remotest districts, and to every class of our community, is the 
primary duty of this generation’. Bringing education to every class was a 
nineteenth-century idea that captured Mitchell’s imagination, but specifically 
through the growth of public libraries.

Eileen Chanin gives us a vivid and humane picture of the man 
himself, prowling bookstores for works on ‘beetroot sugar, the wesleyan 
Mission Fund, burlesque drama, or company reports’. The boxes marked 
‘miscellaneous’ attracted him most of all. In 1900 James tyrrell, a young 
bookseller, described Mitchell at the age of sixty-four as ‘a typical bookworm 
with stooped, rounded shoulders’.

The next year, he was snubbed over the official ceremony for the proclamation 
of the Commonwealth of Australia and it left him hurt and withdrawn, but 
not a recluse. He sent a friend a letter thanking her for sending him bookplates 
of King George and Queen Mary, telling her ‘I feel as if I had come greatly to 
London and been given the Garter! Or something like that and it is all your 
doing.’ Chanin tells us that ‘to the end of his life, Mitchell was in full possession 
of an unclouded intellect’, working on his papers and photographs until his 
death in 1907.

George Orwell wrote, ‘So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue 
to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface of the Earth, and to take 
pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless information’. It is a spirit that 
lives in the Mitchell collection and is captured by this biography.

 
Bob Carr
Premier, New South Wales  
1995–2005
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