Researching the
History of Your Place
Heritage Information Series 4

This is Guideline
No.4 of a series of 12
prepared by City of
Gold Coast to assist
owners of heritage or
character properties in
maintaining or finding
out more information
about their property.
This guideline is intended for
the use by property owners
to find out more about their
properties’ history and
therefore help to inform the
decisions they make.

Introduction
Researching the history of your house or place of residence can be a rewarding and
interesting experience. Finding out the age of your dwelling and about the previous owners
or occupants can lead to a greater understanding and appreciation of your property, and
the suburb where you live.
Researching this history can also be a frustrating and time consuming experience. In
some cases, the available evidence cannot verify the date of construction or the person
responsible, and when this happens there is little that can be done to answer these
questions.
There are two main types of evidence you will need to research and understand – physical
evidence and documentary evidence. In very few cases is there one single piece of
information that tells you the history of your place and in most circumstances it is necessary
to assemble a story from a series of sources.
Usually there will be some costs involved in this research – costs for copying of title deeds
and perhaps other material from libraries and other places.

Physical evidence
Physical evidence is the evidence of the house itself (also
known as fabric), and of the suburb or area where you live.
Building styles and techniques change over time, and
pinpointing the construction period of a place, as well as later
alterations, can be determined by looking at differences in
materials, design, paint schemes and architectural features.
Houses built in the 1910s and 1920s were different from
those built in the 1940s and 1950s, which were different from
those built in the 1970s and 1980s, and so on. Guideline No.
9 outlines the pattern of development of housing on the Gold
Coast and should be used in conjunction with this guideline.
•• Begin by looking at your property and noting its physical
features, such as:
•• What materials is it built from – timber weatherboards, fibro
or brickwork?
•• Is the house raised on timber stumps or built flat to the
ground on a concrete slab?
•• What is the roof made of – corrugated metal sheeting,
concrete tiles, or terracotta tiles?
•• What shape is the roof – a pyramid, skillion, a ‘butterfly’
roof, or a ridge and hip?
•• Is the house single storey or two storey?
•• Does the house have a front and side verandah, or a
ground floor patio?

These are all clues to the age of your place. In the most
general terms, a single storey timber house raised on stumps
with a pyramid or ridge and hip roof of corrugated metal
sheeting is an ‘early’ house (pre-1950), whereas a timber
or fibro house with a skillion or butterfly roof is a ‘median’
house (1950-1960s), while a double storey brick house with a
concrete tile roof is a ‘later’ house (1970s or beyond).
Buildings are usually changed over time, to modernise them
or meet new needs. Unless extensions or changes are done
not long after the construction of a building, they are normally
observable by the use of later styles and materials. Much like
an archaeologist, you can ‘peel’ back the various layers to find
the original parts of a building as well as later additions.
In many cases previous changes to buildings are discovered
through the process of renovation, when the removal of later
linings and walls reveals the placement of old doorways, walls
and other features.

Among the most common alterations to older buildings has
been the enclosing of verandahs and undercroft areas for
additional living space, the removal of dividing walls between
dining and drawing rooms to create modern-style open plan
living areas, the conversion of back verandahs and rooms
into kitchens and bathrooms, and the replacement of wooden
windows with metal framed windows.
From the 1980s, a boom in the renovation of historic and
character buildings has meant that many have gained pseudo
heritage details, such as fancy Victorian-period front stairs and
verandah trimmings, which were never there originally. Some
of these are of American colonial style and do not suit the
Australian context, let alone the simple cottages and houses
that most people on the Gold Coast inhabited in former
years. As these period replicas have aged, it is often difficult
to decide if they are original or not, and you may need expert
help.
Sometimes the age of a house can be determined by
researching the type of hardware and fittings, or from dates
on newspapers used as lining under linoleum or wadding in
walls. Just be aware that these may have been added at a
later time, but they do provide a latest date for construction of
the building. If, for example, you find materials dating to 1910,
then it is very likely that the house was built somewhere up to
this year, but not afterwards. The main exception to the rule
comes when houses were built from older, recycled materials.
Some building materials did not become fashionable or
commonly available until a certain time, and this can provide
clues to a construction date. For example, fibro was not widely
used until the 1920s, and was most popular on the Gold
Coast during the 1950s-60s.
Another thing to consider is the age of the suburb or area
of the Gold Coast in which the house is located. Southport
was an ‘early’ settlement in terms of residential development,
being settled by Europeans in the 1880s. The first houses
were constructed around this time and into the early 20th
century. Coolangatta was next, being settled by Europeans in
the 1900s, with the first houses built around that time and into
the 1920s and 1930s. For other places, you may be able to
get an idea of how old a suburb is by finding out how old the
churches and schools are.
Street networks can be another clue. When land is subdivided
for residential development, streets are made to provide
access to these allotments. Ideas about how suburbs
should be laid out have varied over time. If an area has a grid
pattern for streets (squares and rectangles) and a wider road
pavement, then this usually means that it was first set out
in the 19th or early 20th century when town planning was
strongly influenced by concepts from Classical Rome. By the
1920s the Garden City movement had become fashionable,
and this advocated for a picturesque, irregular road pattern or
network with narrower streets

Documentary evidence
Documentary evidence includes written records, photographs,
maps and other paper records from which you can piece
together the history of your house.
For anyone thinking about doing historical research on the
Gold Coast, a trip to the Gold Coast Local Studies Library
at Southport is highly recommended. The friendly librarians
there should be able to help you find some more clues and
information on whatever task you are undertaking. The library
is located on the first floor of the Southport Branch Library,
at the corner of Garden and Lawson Streets, Southport. The
Gold Coast Local Studies Library is open 10.00 am - 5.00 pm
Monday to Friday, and 10.00 am - 12.00 pm on Saturdays.

Title deeds
The main piece of documentary evidence to research and
analyse is land title records. Houses are built on land that
is bought and sold between different owners over time.
Importantly these transactions are recorded on the land
title deeds. To obtain a copy of a land title, you will need the
property description of the site in question, which should be
on your rates notice. If not, you can use your street address.
The property description is usually a series of numbers
arranged, for example, as Lot 1 on Registered Plan 23456,
or Survey Plan 23456. There are variations on these plan
descriptors – a townhouse development is often described as
CTP 23456 (Community Title Plan) or a strata titled unit may
be described as BUP 23456 (Building Unit Plan).
Copies of titles have all been digitised and are held by
the Queensland Department of Natural Resources and
Mining. You can obtain a title search, copy of a registered
document or plan relating to a block of land, or a title search
or registered document relating to a water allocation, by
visiting a ‘DNRM’ business centre or the titles registry office.
The current website address for the Department of Natural
Resources and Mines titles registry office is http://www.nrm.
qld.gov.au/property/titles/searchregisters.html.

It is best to ask for the ‘historical’ copies – you do not need
the current title as the task at hand is to find the earlier titles.
The title deed itself is usually a small document of one to
four pages in length and lists the owners and changes of
ownership of the land over time. If a property is subdivided,
new titles are generated for those subdivisions, and the
process continues for further subdivisions.
You may have the title deed for the last subdivision, but there
should be a reference to the previous title – usually in the
top left hand corner of the title are the words “Previous title”,
or “Ref(erence) to previous”, and this will provide ‘Volume’
and ‘Folio’ numbers. These are the number of the titles in
sequence with other titles (the Folio) and the particular book
number the titles were filed in (the Volume). You will need to
copy or purchase a copy of this title deed in order to carry out
this research.
The aim is to trace the titles backwards in time to when
the original parcel of land was first surveyed and sold to
private individuals. When you cannot trace back the title any
further in time this probably gives a good clue on the date
of creation of the allotment of land in question and a date to
work forward from to establish a date of construction for the
house. For Gold Coast sites, because many suburbs were not
established until relatively recently, this research may ‘stop’ in
the 1920s or 1930s or even the 1960s or 1970s. The titles tell
you who owned the property, sometimes the occupations of
those owners, if they died while owning the property, who it
was transferred to, when new owners acquired the site or a
new title deed issued.
Importantly, the title deed gives information about when
mortgages were taken out against the security of the land.
This is important because the owner of the land taking out
a mortgage on the land may, but not always, indicate the
construction of a house.
It may be useful to write out on a separate piece of paper
the names of all owners, from the earliest to the most recent,
and record which ones took out mortgages, when and for
how much. This gives a pattern of ownership and possible
development of the property over time.

Postal directories
Documents called Post Office Directories (sometimes called
Wise’s Post Office Directories) can help identify who once
owned or lived at your property. These directories were used
by postal workers and postmen among others who needed to
know where people lived, and were published from the 1860s
into the 1940s.
The Gold Coast Local Studies Library at Southport holds
copies of these post office directories, on microfiche, in four
volumes from 1868 to 1949. The State Library of Queensland,
which is part of the South Bank Cultural Centre complex in
South Brisbane, also holds copies of the directories.
While these post office directories list the names of people
living in the larger cities of Queensland such as Brisbane and
Townsville, street by street and suburb by suburb, this is not
as straightforward for the Gold Coast. The ‘Gold Coast’ did
not exist until the 1950s, so there are no entries for residents
living on the ‘Gold Coast’ in the post office directories.
The main localities were Southport, Coolangatta, Burleigh
Heads, and the hinterland areas, and these are recorded in
the Country section of the directory for each year. However,
the listings for each of these Gold Coast localities merely
recorded an alphabetical list of names of residents, without
showing the streets they lived in. This can make accurate
research of early residents and where they lived quite difficult,
so you may need to consult other information sources.

Telephone books
For more modern houses (post 1950), consulting telephone
books can be useful and rewarding. Telephone books largely
replaced post office directories from this period onwards. The
State Library of Queensland holds old copies of telephone
books from the 1950s, and into the 1960s and 1970s and
beyond on Microfiche (FICHE 384.6 com). These were
published annually. Entries for the Gold Coast are contained at
the back of the Brisbane phone books for each year. The Gold
Coast Local Studies Library holds hard copies of telephone
books from 1967 onwards.
Once you have worked out a list of owners of the site in
question, and you have a vague idea of the age of the house
from that process (say the land was first subdivided into a
small residential allotment in 1960 for example), start going
through telephone books from this period onwards and finding
the name and address of the owner in the phone book.

Sometimes, but not always, an owner acquired land but did
not build on it for some years while they saved, as borrowing
restrictions were more controlled in the past than they are
now. For example, if you have determined that an owner
acquired the subject site in 1960 and owned it for 20 years,
but their name does not appear in Gold Coast telephone
books as living at this address until 1965, this can indicate a
date of construction of the house as circa 1963 or 1964.

Architecture, Building and Engineering journal
Another source which is potentially useful for researching
the date of construction of houses at the Gold Coast is
an architectural journal called Architecture, Building and
Engineering (ABE), which was published monthly in Brisbane
from 1945 to 1972. In the 1950s and 1960s, the ABE would
publish lists of building plans recently approved by the South
Coast Town Council. Two typical entries from the issue of
February 1959 state as follows:
Dwg., Pacific St, Mermaid Beach, for ET Archer,
“Ryeside”, Mermaid Beach.
Dwg., Pacific Highway, Miami, for Mrs MAL Prynne, 11th
Avenue, Kedron.
The first entry records the approval of construction of a
dwelling house at Pacific Street, Mermaid Beach for a Mr ET
Archer who was at the time living at ‘Ryeside’ in Mermaid
Beach, and the second records the approval of construction
of a dwelling house at the Pacific Highway for Mrs Prynne of
Kedron. It is highly likely in these examples that the names
of those listed were the owners of those lots at the time, and
therefore their names would appear on the land title for these
allotments.
The ABE for each month also records details of approvals
of flats, shops, sheds, garages and additions to houses
and, where relevant, these entries can record the name of
the builder concerned. Architects’ names are not normally
recorded.
The ABE entries are really useful but it can be extremely time
consuming to wade through the entries. It will be helpful to
have a firm idea on a particular year to research as it may take
hours and hours to peruse each entry, looking for the specific
name of the owner, the street and suburb. The good thing is
that if you can stumble across a building approval entry for
the correct owner, the street and suburb, then this is a fairly
clear statement, and perhaps the best documentary evidence
that you can find, for proof of the date of construction of the
building in question.
Unfortunately the Gold Coast Local Studies Library does not
hold copies of the ABE. This research, if contemplated, will
need to be done at the State Library of Queensland.

Photographs

Other documents

Early photographs are an invaluable way of learning more
about the age and history of a place. The relative expense
of early photography and the loss of records over time has
meant that, for many 19th and early 20th century buildings,
there are not many old photographs available. Only the most
important public buildings or houses of the wealthy tended
to be photographed. However by the 1950s, and at a time
when more people owned homes, cameras became more
widely available and the Gold Coast boomed as a holiday
destination. Many people were taking photos of scenery,
streets and their new house or holiday accommodation. Your
place may have been recorded in this way.

The Gold Coast Local Studies Library contains all kinds of
material and information about the Gold Coast, including
the history, culture, environment, and the development of
the region. There is also material to undertake family history
research. It is a reference library only which means that none
of the books or other materials can be borrowed, but which
also means they should always be available.

Aerial photographs of various parts of the Gold Coast were
taken from the 1920s. Being taken from a height, they do not
show fine details, but can be used to identify what buildings
and suburbs appeared in the landscape at different periods in
history.
Many photographs of Gold Coast buildings and streets
from the 19th century through to the present are available
electronically through Picture Gold Coast, or can be viewed
at the Gold Coast Local Studies Library. If you are able to
contact former owners or their families you may also be able
to obtain copies of photographs they have taken. Some aerial
photographs are available at the Gold Coast Local Studies
Library, while a wider selection can be obtained from the
Department of Natural Resources and Mines, Landcentre, Cnr
Main & Vulture Street, Woolloongabba, Brisbane.

The Gold Coast Local Studies Library contains a large
selection of historical books on the Gold Coast and
Queensland generally; newspapers, serials and manuscripts
on a range of topics; births, deaths and marriages indexes;
also shipping lists, council minutes, maps, plans, and
oral histories. There is also a large collection of historical
photographs, arranged by suburb, which are also available
on-line at Picture Gold Coast (use the above Local Studies
Library web link to access Picture Gold Coast).
There are also extensive clippings files on a wide range of
topics at the Library including people, places and subjects,
which are compiled by the librarians themselves and taken
from local and regional newspapers, available for use in the
Library.
As the Local Studies Library has historical information on
all Gold Coast suburbs, including photographs and other
curios, these sources can help provide a historical context
to the house being researched and provide some important
background to the historical research to be undertaken.
As noted earlier, the Gold Coast Local Studies Library holds
microfiche copies of Queensland Post Office Directories from
1868 to 1949, and hard copies of telephone books from 1967.
It also holds microfilm copies of the Brisbane newspaper the
Brisbane Courier and Courier Mail from 1846.
The local Gold Coast newspaper, the Gold Coast Bulletin, has
been published for many years (and was previously called the
South Coast Bulletin). The Gold Coast Local Studies Library
holds copies of this newspaper from 1897 on microfilm.
For the years from 1929 to 1961, the main articles in this
newspaper have been indexed and copies of this index are
held on microfiche. The index is an extremely useful tool for
historical research. Arranged alphabetically, the index gives
information on suburbs, areas, events, etc over this period
and is extremely detailed. This resource could be very useful
in trying to establish background context and the history of a
particular suburb or area. This index is also held at the State
Library of Queensland (FICHE 919.432016gol), as are copies
of the South Coast Bulletin and the Gold Coast Bulletin.

This aerial photograph is of part of Southport and was taken
in 1960.

The Local Studies Library also contains survey plans of towns
as prepared by government surveyors and estate maps for
various suburbs prepared by real estate companies when
marketing and selling residential allotments. Survey maps
should give you the description of the land (portion, section,
allotment, subdivision etc), the area of the land, and often
the name of the owner. It is important to know that when
an owner is recorded that this will be the first person who
bought the land offered by the Crown at auction, and not any
subsequent owners through time.
The Library also has records of the previous local councils of
the Gold Coast area. Many years ago there were smaller town
and shire councils at Southport, Burleigh Heads, Coolangatta,
and Nerang, Coomera and Mudgeeraba among others. The
Library contains minutes of these council meetings, some of
the valuation registers and some rate books of these councils.
Valuation and rate books can be useful tools for researching
the histories of buildings as they contain lists of occupiers
and owners of properties. These can be difficult to wade
through, as the listings are arranged by land portion number,
subdivision and re-subdivision number, which do not relate
to modern land descriptions such as Lot or Plan, so you will
need the relevant maps for that period to match the allotments
up (which may be hard to find).
Part of a 1914 plan of Southport. Many of the names
here are of people who bought the land at auctions
that happened in the late 19th century and who may
no longer have actually owned this land when this map
was published. Most of these allotment were large,
being one acre (4046.8 m2) or more in size. Most were
later subdivided to create smaller allotments as well as
Davenport, Rawlins and other streets.

Valuation and rate books record the owners and occupiers of
each allotment for each year. These registers do not record
the value of improvements of land, such as the building of a
house, as vacant allotments are valued the same as improved
allotments. However, sometimes the valuer wrote comments
about what was there, such as ‘cottage’, ‘vacant land’ or
‘house and outbuildings’. Some Gold Coast registers also note
house plan details and installation details of septic systems
and reticulated water supply.
Overall, the best way to make the most of the Gold Coast
Local Studies Library is to explain what you are researching
to the librarians and request their assistance for access to
any holdings of the Library that may be useful in this exercise.
However, the Gold Coast Local Studies Library does not
hold all government records pertaining to the Gold Coast.
Many of course have not survived but others are held at the
Queensland State Archive at 435 Compton Road, Runcorn,
Brisbane. So it may also be worth a trip to the State Archive if
information cannot be found at the Gold Coast Local Studies
Library. The State Archive catalogue is searchable online:
http://www.archives.qld.gov.au .

This excerpt from the Valuation and Rate Book for the Town of Southport, 1939-49 shows that this property, portion 55, section 62,
subdivision 7, was owned by Carl Dionysius of Labrador. In 1944 it was bought by Dr John Bostock of the Wickham Clinic, Wickham
Terrace, Brisbane. It also notes that a septic system was introduced in 1945-46. Queensland State Archives Item 814713.

Limitations
One problem to keep in mind in doing this research is that
houses built for rental purposes only are often difficult to
research. In these situations the owner of the house, whose
name appears on the title deed, is never recorded as living in
the house in directories, phone books or titles of residential
properties. This means that the owner of a site and the
occupier of a house on that site may never match up. This
does not occur too often but a small number of houses are
constructed for rental purposes only and, perhaps, at the
Gold Coast more often than other places.
Another potential problem for researching houses on the Gold
Coast is that many, particularly in the post-war period, were
built as holiday houses or weekenders for people who lived
in Brisbane or indeed elsewhere. As a holiday house was not

permanently lived in, it will be difficult to find documentary
records of anyone living at the house permanently, such as
postal directories or telephone books.
It must be remembered that while every effort can be made
to date a particular house precisely, neither the physical nor
documentary evidence is completely reliable. The available
documents from these periods do not record for example
if a new owner buys an existing house, demolishes it, and
builds a new dwelling. Nor do they record the effects of floods
or sporadic fires causing the rebuilding of properties, nor
the possibility of new owners bringing onto the site existing
houses from elsewhere.

Where do I obtain further information?
Further information visit our web site at http://heritage.goldcoast.qld.gov.au or contact;
Office of City Architect and Heritage
City of Gold Coast
PO Box 5042
Gold Coast Mail Centre, QLD 9729.
Phone: 07 5582 8875

