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It w as said of Co lin  W atson  that he 
w as 'A  man w ith his head in the air 
and his feet p laced  firm ly on the 

ground'.

For m ore than forty years Co lin  
W atson  m aintained an abiding com 
mitment to expanding the role of the 
public library in the com m unity as a 
professional librarian , lib rary pro 
moter and innovator.

He began his professional career 
w hen  not all pub lic  libraries w ere  
pub lic ity  funded and coverage  w as 
lim ited —  these were the days of the 
card catalogue. W h en  he retired, he 
was well-satisfied w ith the universal 
coverage of public libraries through
out Australia, funded by state and lo
cal governm ent and using the latest 
com puter technology.

Colin  Stanley W atson  was born in 
N yah  W est, northwest V ic to ria , on 
18 O ctob er 1927, the son of w heat 
farmers and C lydesdale  horse breed
ers. He attended Yarraby State School 
No  3398 and later m atriculated from 
Sw an  H ill H igh Schoo l in 1943. In 
1951 he graduated with a Bachelor of 
C om m erce degree from the U n iv e r 
sity of M elbourne and w ent to work 
for C o lon ia l M utua l Life Assurance 
Society, w h ich  he regarded as a tem 
porary career. In 1957 he com pleted 
a Prelim inary Certificate in Librarian- 
ship —  his d ip lom a paper was on the 
app lication of com puter technology, 
at that time in the very earliest stages 
of developm ent. He jo ined the Asso
ciation in 1957 and becam e an Asso
ciate in 1 967.

O n e  of his m any outstanding 
ach ievem ents w as as a leader in li
brary technology. He was the first li
brarian in A ustra lia  to use barcode 
techno logy and in 1972 introduced 
an autom ated book lending system 
on a m obile lib rary at D andenong 
V a lley , the first in the world.

The career of Co lin  W atson  is the 
more rem arkable in that he on ly held 
two library positions, both as ch ief li
brarian.

In 1 957 he was appointed city li
brarian for the C ity of Brighton, an af
fluent M e lb ou rne  bayside suburb 
w ith an under-developed library sys
tem. For the next fourteen years he 
filled  the position w ith  innovation , 
leadership and enthusiasm , raising 
the level of public usage of the library 
to the highest in M elbourne.

It w as in his second position, as 
foundation regional librarian  of the 
Dandenong V a lle y  Regional Library 
from 1971 until retirem ent in 1992, 
that his ach ievem ents w ere  rem ark
able. H e w as litera lly  given the o p 
portunity and scope to im plement his 
vision  of a pub lic  library service  of 
world  class. W ith  meagre resources, 
no buildings or staff and a population 
of 150 000 from five m unicipalities, 
he set about creating a public library 
at the forefront of innovation. By the 
tim e he retired, the service served a 
population of 320 000, through seven 
branch libraries and three m obile li
braries, in one of the country's most 
rapid growth corridors.

Services w ere  im plem ented in ar
eas of: m ulticultural services, English 
as a second language, adult literacy, 
com puter technology, non-book m a
terials, com m unity developm ent pro
grams, local area networks, school 
and pub lic library developm ent and 
more. O ne  of the most significant was 
his interest in and developm ent of li
brary promotion, publicity and public 
relations. W a tso n  trave lled  to the 
Un ited  States in the 1970s, gain ing 
m any ideas for library prom otion, 
w h ich  he becam e the first to im p le 
ment in Australia.

C o lin  W atson  w as passionate ly 
com m itted professionally to develop  
the status and professionalism  of li
brary prom otion in libraries. He be
cam e a leading figure in the Library 
Promotion Com m ittee of V ictoria and 
his visionary com m itm ent lead to the 
establishm ent in 1 966 of the Austral
ian Library Prom otion C ouncil. D u r
ing the next tw enty years, he served 
that body as a vice-president, editor

of Australian Library N ew s for fifteen 
years and chairm an  of the judg ing 
panel for the Pub lic  Relations 
Awards.

In 1 983, in recognition of his out
standing contribution to the prom o
tion of libraries in A ustra lia  over 
twenty-five years, C o lin  had c o n 
ferred on him the A lfred M cM ick e n  
Award (M cM icken , a public librarian, 
was founder of the V ictorian  Prom o
tion body, the first such library body 
in the world ).

In retirem ent, he m ain ta ined  a 
professional involvem ent in m any or
ganisations, and was vice-president of 
Friends of Libraries Australia, a body 
he helped establish in 1994 —  having 
been invo lved  in Friends of Library 
activities since establishing in 1972 
the first pub lic library group in A us
tralia.

Colin  W atson  could be regarded 
as the 'agent p rovocateur' of library 
promotion, always the crusader, cam 
paigner, colum nist, writer and critic. 
In a paper published in 1 970 on 'Pub 
lic library developm ent', fie w rote 'I 
must stress first that as a general prin
c ip le I am very suspicious of the con 
cepts of standardisation and cen tra li
sation... because of the evils  of 
rig id ity and bu reaucracy  they can 
create. I prefer m uddling hum anity.'

This was Co lin  W atson, a profes
sional librarian  concerned  w ith  his 
staff, his com m unity  and the pub lic 
good. A  librarian w ith a strong social 
conscience, the librarian often push
ing against mainstream, often contro 
versial but always with a very persua
sive line, and highly respected.

Colin  W atson, the boy from Nyah 
W est m ade a marked contribution to 
the deve lopm ent of pub lic  libraries 
throughout Australia. H is m entoring 
of m any staff and those w ho  cam e in 
contact w ith him, remains one of his 
most abiding legacies of a man w ho 
never sought accolades, but w ho  tire
lessly worked for the im provem ent of 
the com m unity. a
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