
Building a Life: The Jennings Germans Story explores the lives and legacy of the 150 
German carpenters who came to Canberra in the early 1950s to build 1850 homes 
for construction company AV Jennings. After travelling halfway around the world, 
these young men began to build not only houses, but also a life for themselves. 
Brick by brick and friendship by friendship, they altered the physical and cultural 
landscape of Canberra and left a legacy that has lasted generations.

The exhibition brings together a vast collection of traditional clothing photographs, 
original documents, letters, diaries, tools, personal documents, suitcasesand 
stories of the men who undertook a new life in a vastly different country. 
Interviews with surviving members and their families reveals a very personal 
story of bravery tinged with naivety. 

The ‘Jennings Germans’ were carpenters who came to Canberra in the early 
1950s, They earned their name vecause they were contracted to build homes for 
construction company AV Jennings. Arriving in two groups late 1951 and early 
1952 all the men were single, aged between 21 and 31 and non-english speaking. 
Accommodation was in hostels in Canberra including Hillside, Capitol Hill and 
Ainslie hostel.

The exhibition gives the visitor an insight into the history of building Canberra. 
The homes were build by the Jennings Germans within two years, after which 
the men went on to work on Telstra Tower, Parliament House and many more 
Canberra homes in the ensuing years.

Community Programs:

CURATOR TALK: Working with the Jennings Germans community  
Thu 26 March: 1–2pm   
Hear about the wonderful journey Senior Curator Sharon Bulkeley took in exploring the social his-
tory of one of Canberra’s most interesting migrant groups - the Jennings Germans. The legacy of 
these 150 migrants and the changes they made to the Canberra landscape and community, is one 
of heritage, culture and lederhosen.  

IN CONVERSATION: The original Jennings Germans   
Thu 30 April: 1–2pm  
Hear first-hand from the original Jennings Germans about their experiences in Canberra during the 
1950s and beyond. Learn of the challenges and opportunities that the city represented, as a hot 
and dusty foreign place became a home. 

IN CONVERSATION: The Women’s Experience   
Thu 14 May: 1–2pm  
The women in the Jennings Germans story were integral to the success of their partner’s contribu-
tion in a new country. Hear from some of these women about their experiences building a life in 
Canberra as migrants in the 1950s. 

Official opening  5.00 Friday 14 February 2020 
Canberra Museum and Gallery 
Exhibition on display from February 15 to 18 July 2020 

EXHIBITION

Building a Life: The Jennings 
Germans Story

www.cmag.com.au

Media contact: 
Paul Webb Marketing Coordinator, 
ACT Museums and Galleries
Telephone: 62072131 M: 0421 055 469 
Email: paul.webb@act.gov.au

Canberra Museum + Gallery 
Cnr London Circuit and Civic Square 
Telephone:  62073968 
Monday – Saturday 10am-5pm
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