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FAIRBAIRN COLLECTION — ACQUISITION 
Statement by Minister for Culture and the Arts 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Culture and the Arts) [9.04 am]: I am pleased to inform the 
house that the state government has acquired a rare historical archive of letters, memoirs and diaries associated 
with Resident Magistrate Robert Fairbairn in the colony of Western Australia. Robert Fairbairn was born in 1841 
and grew up in the Murray district of the south west of Western Australia. Throughout his career he worked in 
various public positions across the state, including in Busselton, Greenough and Derby. He died in 1922.  

The Fairbairn Collection, as it is known, was acquired by the State Library of Western Australia last week at 
auction. It provides an insight into both Fairbairn’s working and personal life through his reflections and 
observations and as captured by pictures and mementos from his life. There are more than 3 000 items in the 
archive, some of which include Robert Fairbairn’s memoirs, diaries and personal office records; letters and 
replies from social friends, acquaintances, family members and colleagues; numerous studio and family 
photographs, including fine painted miniatures of early settlers; and interesting diaries and other personal items 
associated with the Fairbairn, Bussell and other Western Australian families. Robert Fairbairn’s memoirs include 
stories about learning from growing up with “the natives”, descriptions of the impact of the introduction of 
convicts into Western Australia, and profiles of and anecdotes about notable early Western Australians. His 
detailed descriptions have been described as humorous and sometimes heart wrenching. The archive is expected 
to shed new light on our colonial past and will be of particular interest to researchers and historians. It will add to 
the story of our state’s unique history and will be one of the gems in the heritage collection at the State Library.  

I am pleased to have an opportunity to draw attention to the value the State Library provides to Western 
Australia in collecting, preserving and providing access to our published heritage and original historical records, 
right in the heart of the Perth Cultural Centre. The State Library also provides numerous online and e-resources 
for information, learning and education, and many of these are accessible from home using public library 
membership.  

The price paid for the total collection was $600 000 plus GST and a 15 per cent buyer’s premium, making a total 
of $750 000. A portion of the library’s acquisitions budget is earmarked each year for the acquisition of 
unexpected and highly significant items such as these. I am pleased the State Library has secured the valuable 
archive of Robert Fairbairn, ensuring that it will stay in Western Australia in a publicly accessible collection. I 
commend the staff of the State Library for initiating this action.  
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