
THE UNIVERSITY OF NEWCASTLE 

HISTORY CLUB 

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 

STUDENT RESEARCH PAPERS 

AUSTRALIAN HISTORY 

Printed at the University of Newcastle 



PREFACE 

The 1983 i s s u e  o f  S tudent  Research Papers b r i n g s  t o  a  c l o s e  
t h e  s e r i e s  o f  good f i rs t  y e a r  h i s t o r y  essays  on l i f e  and work i n  
Newcastle in '1938.  For t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  yea r s ,  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  depar tment ' s  
involvement wi th  t h e  1938 volume o f  t h e  Bicentennia l  H i s to ry  P r o j e c t ,  
we have been t r a i n i n g  s e l e c t e d  s t u d e n t s  i n  in te rv iewing  techniques and 
documentary r e sea rch  methods wi th  a  view t o  b u i l d i n g  up a mosaic o f  
impressions about t h e  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  o f  t h i s  a r e a  dur ing  t h e  1930s. 
The p r o j e c t  has  r e s u l t e d  i n  n e a r l y  100 in t e rv i ews  on l i f e  i n  1938 f o r  
t h e  National  Oral  H i s to ry  P r o j e c t ,  a  chap te r  on unemployment i n  A u s t r a l i a  
f o r  t h e  forthcoming Bicentennia l  H i s to ry ,  t h i s  s e r i e s  o f  publ i shed  
s tuden t  r e sea rch  papers  and a  l a r g e r  a r r a y  o f  unpublished essays  and 
surveys by s t u d e n t s  o f  t h i s  department and o f  t h e  neighbouring C . A . E .  

We have adopted t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  pub l i sh ing  on ly  t h e  b e s t  l o c a l  
h i s t o r y  e s says  each y e a r .  The group o f  s e l e c t e d  s t u d e n t s  i n  1983 was 
sma l l e r  t han  i n  prev ious  yea r s  and, given ou r  group method o f  proceeding 
with t h e  p r o j e c t ,  t h e  range o f  work we were a b l e  t o  achieve  was somewhat 
circumscribed.  Never the less  t h e  t h r e e  papers  o f  t h i s  i s s u e  provide  
information which h e l p s  t o  b u i l d  up t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  s o c i a l  l i f e  we have 
been exp lo r ing  dur ing  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  y e a r s .  

The papers  by Doyle and Trim both  dea l  w i th  t h e  l i v e s  o f  men 
who were involved i n  coal-mining i n  t h e  Newcastle a r e a  i n  1938, and show 
t o  some e x t e n t  t h e  impact coalmining had on t h e  whole family.  I n  c o n t r a s t  
Munrols paper  i s  based on an in t e rv i ew with an a r c h i t e c t  who l e f t  
A u s t r a l i a  t o  g a i n  exper ience  i n  England and Europe be fo re  r e t u r n i n g  t o  
Newcastle t o  p r a c t i s e  i n  1937. 

The 1938 p r o j e c t  i s  now completed. Because o f  s t a f f  sho r t ages  
we have decided n o t  t o  mount a  s i m i l a r  p r o j e c t  i n  1984 b u t  t o  u se  t h e  
year  t o  review t h e  success  o r  o the rwi se  o f  t h i s  s e r i e s .  For it is 
important t o  emphasize t h a t  t h e  e s says  i s s u i n g  from t h i s  l o c a l  h i s t o r y  
research  have been t r a i n i n g  e x e r c i s e s  l a r g e l y  f o r  first yea r  s t u d e n t s  
and it i s  t ime t o  a s s e s s  whether t h e y  have been e f f e c t i v e  t each ing  
e x e r c i s e s .  We expect  t o  be  back i n  1985 with a  new s e r i e s  o f  
Student  Research Papers  t o  cont inue  what we hope i s  a  u s e f u l  instrument  
i n  r econs t ruc t ing  p a r t  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  p a s t .  

She i l ah  Gray 
P e t e r  Hempenstall 
Margaret Henry 
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Above t h e  ground i n  1938 

by Dot Trim 

Men employed by t h e  coal  mining companies i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s were 
faced with f requent  stoppages causing l o s s  o f  wages and unsa t i s fac to ry  
working condi t ions  which i n  tu rn  cont r ibuted  t o  danger t o  hea l th  and s a f e t y .  
Added t o  these  i s s u e s  was t h e  f e a r  o f  unemployment: a f e a r  t h a t  l ingered  
from memories o f  t h e  depression years .  To t h e  married man with a family 
t o  support these  i s s u e s  were a cons tant  source of  worry whereas t h e  young 
s i n g l e  man, while s t i l l  concerned, may not  have been a s  deeply a f f e c t e d .  
The l a t t e r  appears t o  be t h e  case  f o r  M r  A . ,  a s i n g l e  man i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s. 

The t h i r d  of  f i v e  ch i ld ren ,  M r  A.  was born a t  Charlestown and has 
l i v e d  t h e r e  a l l  h i s  l i f e .  The tendency f o r  ch i ld ren  t o  follow i n  t h e i r  
p a r e n t s f  foo t s t eps  i s  t r u e  o f  t h e  A.  family, a s  a l l  f i v e  ch i ld ren  have 
remained i n  t h e  a rea .  M r  A.  was born i n  Charlestown and l i v e d  h i s  e n t i r e  
l i f e  the re ,  h i s  two e l d e r  boys followed t h e i r  f a t h e r  i n t o  employment a t  t h e  
mines. 

Charlestown i n  i t s  e a r l y  years  was a small mining v i l l a g e .  M.T.Daly 
s t a t e s  t h a t  most o f  Newcast lefs  modern su  urbs commenced a s  mining towns 9 and grew up independent of  t h e  p o r t  town. Charlestown is  s i t u a t e d  s i x  miles 
from Newcastle, and before  t r a n s p o r t  l i n k s  improved was considered t o  be 
i s o l a t e d .  People s e t t l e d  t h e r e  t o  be near  t o  t h e i r  work p lace .  M r  A. 
considered h i s  family belonged t o  t h e  working c l a s s  a s  d i d  t h e  major i ty  
o f  t h e  f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  a t  Charlestown i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s. 

M r  A .  s e n i o r  was working i n  t h e  mines during t h e  depression years  
and although never unemployed he was lucky t o  have one o r  two days work 
some weeks. M r  A. remembers t imes were hard during those  years  but  t h e  
family thought it fo r tuna te  t o  have a roof over t h e i r  heads, food on t h e  
t a b l e  and reasonable c lo th ing  t o  wear. The worst of  t h e  depression was over 
by 1934 but  f o r  many ind iv idua l s  economic recovery was slow and every wage 
counted. 

In  1933 M r  A . ,  a t  t h e  age of  four teen ,  l e f t  school a f t e r  approximately 
s i x  months1 secondary education and commenced work a t  John Darling c o l l i e r y  
as  a s t a b l e  boy. M r  A.  s a i d  t h a t  f u r t h e r  education d i d  not  make any d i f fe rence  
t o  work oppor tun i t i e s  and i f  a job became a v a i l a b l e  it was b e s t  t o  leave 
school and t ake  i t .  

John Darl ing c o l l i e r y  was opened a s  a r e s u l t  o f  an increased demand 
f o r  coal  by t h e  s t e e l  indus t ry .  A geological  survey was c a r r i e d  out  i n  
1922 3nd John Darling c o l l i e r y  was begun i n  1925, f i r s t  producing coal  i n  
1927'. By 1937 Jogn Darling was t h e  l a r g e s t  mine i n  t h e  Broken H i l l  
P ropr ie t a ry  group. 

M r  A. obtained h i s  p o s i t i o n  a t  t h e  mine through h i s  f a t h e r ,  who was 
a coal  miner who had worked a t  Waratah, Dudley and John Darling c o l l i e r i e s .  
This arrangement of  employment was not  unusual then and s t i l l  occurs t o  
some extent  even now. M r  A ,  a t tended an in terview and remembers f e e l i n g  



a b i t  s t r a n g e  about h i s  f i rs t  job which was, i n  f a c t ,  i n  t h e  s t ab l e s '  
belonging t o  t h e  c o l l i e r y .  He remained i n  t h e  s t a b l e s  u n t i l  1940-42 
(Mr A.  was unsure o f  t h e  yea r s )  and then  went i n t o  t h e  mine a s  a  sh i f tman.  

M r  A .  had s i x  mi l e s  t o  t r a v e l  t o  work each day. He worked a  
broken s h i f t  i n  t h e  s t a b l e s .  Work commenced a t  5 a.m. u n t i l  10  a.m. t hen  
resumed a t  3  p.m. u n t i l  6  p.m. Because o f  l ack  o f  p u b l i c  t r a n s p o r t  a t  t hose  
hours  M r  A .  rode a  b i k e  t o  work; i n  l a t e r  yea r s  he  used a  motor b ike .  
M r  A .  d i d  not  p a r t i c u l a r l y  enjoy h i s  work i n  t h e  s t a b l e s  b u t  s a i d ,  "You had 
a  job t o  do and you d i d  it - beggars c a n ' t  be   chooser^'^.^ Condit ions were 
no t  t o o  bad i n  t h e  s t a b l e s .  Four people were employed t h e r e ,  t h r e e  youths 
and one o l d e r  man who M r  A .  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  t h e  'boss  horseman'.  

The s t a b l e s  were c l o s e  by t h e  p i t  t op .  M r  A ' s  d u t i e s  included feeding  
t h e  ho r ses ,  c leaning  t h e  s t a b l e s ,  harness ing  t h e  ho r ses  and t a k i n g  them t o  
t h e  p i t - t o p  ready f o r  t h e  wheelers  each morning. M r  A.said t h e  ho r ses  
r e tu rned  t o  t k e  s t a b l e s  by themselves.  To use  h i s  words, "glad t o  g e t  o u t ,  
poor d e v i l s t t .  A f t e r  they  r e t u r n e d  they  were hosed down and t h e  boss  
horseman was r e spons ib l e  f o r  checking t h e  cond i t i on  o f  t h e  horses  and f o r  
dec id ing  i f  t hey  were f i t  t o  go down t h e  mines. M r  A s a i d  t h a t  t h e  ho r ses  
sometimes developed bad shou lde r s  o r  s u f f e r e d  from i n j u r i e s .  

Alan Walker noted  t h a t  t h e  coa l  mining i n d u s t r y  has always been6 
no to r ious  f o r  t h e  exten% and t h e  frequency o f  i t s  i n d u s t r i a l  upheavals .  
John Darl ing c o l l i e r y  was no except ion  a l though M r  A .  was not  always a f f e c t e d  
by these '  d i s p u t e s ,  h i s  f a t h e r  and o l d e r  b r o t h e r  were a s  they  were 
employed i n  t h e  mine. He r e c a l l e d  t h a t  t h e  ho r ses  were sometimes used a s  
a  reason f o r  going ou t  on s t r i k e ,  f o r  example t h e r e  was a  s t r i k e  i n  August 
1936 over  t h e  cond i t i on  o f  a  ho r se  s e n t  down t h e  mine. I t  was s a i d  t h a t  
two horses  had been i n j u r e d  and t h i s  one was t h e  on ly  ho r se  a v a i l a b l e .  
The wheelers ob jec t ed  t o  t h e  h o r s e  and t h e  men l e f t  t h e  mine ynd he ld  a  
meeting. They would n o t  r e t u r n  u n t i l  t h e  ho r se  was rep laced .  M r  A .  r e c o l l e c t e  
t h a t  t h e  wheelers would sometimes Itgo o u t t t  over  t h e  cond i t i on  o f  a  ho r se  
when they  wanted a  day o f f .  

I n  J u l y  1937 a  wheeler was suspended f o r  i ll  t r e a t i n g  a  horse.  
M r  A .  remembers t h i s  wheelergas 'la ho t  headed f e l low who h i t  t h e  horse  
over  t h e  head wi th  a  sp rag t t .  There was a  demonstrat ion by t h e  men followed 
by a  wel l-prepared s t a y  down which commenced on t h e  30th J u l y .  One hundred 
and e i g h t y  seven workers s t ayed  i n ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  whom were wheelers .  
M r  A .  r e c a l l s  t h e  men, women, and c h i l d r e n  w a i t i n g  a t  t h e  g a t e  t o  t h e  c o l l i e r y .  
P o l i c e  were t h e r e  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e  crowd and t h e  g a t e s  were kept  locked u n t i l  
t h e  men came o u t .  There was a  b i g  reunion  when t h e  men l e f t  he mine a t  
8.10 p.m., 31 J u l y ,  a f t e r  t h i r t y  seven hours  and t e n  minutes .  6 

This  was n o t  t h e  f i n i s h  o f  t h e  d i s p u t e  however; B H P t o l d  t h e  men 
t h e r e  would be  no f u r t h e r  work u n t i l  t h e y  would guarantee  t h e r e  would be  no 
more i n t e r r u p t i o n s  t o  o p e r a t i o n s  t h a t  yea r .  A f t e r  a  meeting he ld  by t h e  
men M r  Hoare (P re s iden t  o f  t h e  Northern D i s t r i c t  Minersr  Federat ion)  i s sued  
a  s ta tement  say ing  t h e  r e a l  i s s u e  o f  t h e  d i s p u t e  was no t  t h e  horse .  I t  was 
B H P f s  r e f u s a l  t o  cons ide r  a  l o g  o f  c laims d i r e c t e d  towards inc reas ing  
wages, s a f e t y ,  and employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  The men r e fused  t o  guarantee  
t h e r e  would be  no f u r t h e r  i n t e r r u p t i o n s  and so  B P c losed  i t s  t h r e e  
c o l l i e r i e s ,  Burwood, Lambton B and John Darl ing.  1 'd 

The New South Wales I n d u s t r i a l  C p p i s s i o n  then  c a l l e d  a  compulsory 
conference and a  compromise was reached.  The men agreed t o  guarantee  
un in t e r rup ted  ope ra t ions  and a l l  B H P mines resumed work on 2 August 1937,. 



A t  one s t a g e  during t h i s  period t h e r e  were n ine  mines i d l e ,  apa r t  from 
t h e  B H Plyines, and four  thousand s i x  hundred and t h i r t y f i v e  men were 
a f f e c t e d  . 

Another i s s u e  of  importance t o  coal  miners i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s was 
t h e  t rend towards mechanization. Mechanization ranked high i n  s ign i f i cance  
a s  a means t o  s t a b i l i s e  t h e  indu2sry which had su f fe red  a d r a s t i c  dec l ine  
between t h e  years  1925 and 1930.- Alan Walker noted two f a c t o r s  responsib le  
f o r  t h i s  ?%as t i c  dec l ine  i n  N.S.W.: t h e  l o s s  of  overseas markets and l o c a l  
d i spu tes .  

Mechanization, t o  t h e  extent  o f  t h e  in t roduc t ion  o f  one coal  c u t t e r  
i n  1936 and one coal  loader  i n  1937 i n  t h e  V i c t o r i a  Seam tunnel ,  had a l ready 
taken p lace  but with t h i s  exception up u n t i l  1938, John Darling Col l i e ry  
was mainly worked by c o n t r a c t  miners us ing p i c y ~  and shovels  t o  f i l l  one ton  
sk ips  which were hauled by horses underground. The skips  were then wound 
i n  t h e  s h a f t  t o  t h e  su r face .  This ygthod had i t s  drawbacks and from 1938 
t h e  mine was progress ively  changed. 

The mine workers saw mechanization a s  an immediate t h r e a t .  I t  was 
genera l ly  feared  t h a t  machinery would cause f u r t h e r  u n e m p l o ~ ~ n t  i n  an 
indus t ry  t h a t  was a l r eady  g ross ly  over-supplied with labour.  M r  A .  cannot 
r e c a l l  f e e l i n g  t h a t  h i s  job was threa tened but  h i s  f a t h e r  was concerned 
t h a t  complete mechanization would d i sp lace  him. This f e a r  o f  displacement, 
by t h e  men, was t o  r e s u l t  i n  a long and b i t t e r  s t r u g g l e .  

In 1937 disputes  began a t  p a r t i c u l a r  mines where mechanization 
was being introduced,  notably  Burwood and John Darling. M r  A .  s a i d  he 
r e c a l l s  t h e  d i spu te  was over who was going t o  man t h e  machinery. Gollan 
r e c a l l s  t h a t  " the company a t  f i r s t  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  i t  should choose t h e  men 18 
t o  opera te  t h e  machines, and t h e  union i n s i s t e d  t h a t  s e n i o r i t y  should apply1'. 

I n  September 1937,a s t r i k e  which was t o  s e e  one thousand men i d l e  
and l a s t  t h r e e  months,began. M r  A ' s  f a t h e r  and b ro the r  were among those  
men and a s  t h e  s t r i k e  lengthened Mr A. was o f f  work a s  well  - when t h e  p i t  
ponies were sen t  t o  p a s t u r e  on 11 November. 

On 11 October t h e  Minerst Federat ion paid ou t  t h e  f i r s t  s t r i k e  pay. 
M r  A .  r e c a l l s  t h i s  s t r i k e  pay was only  a v a i l a b l e  t o  married men su f fe r ing  
severe  hardship with f a m i l i e s  t o  suppor t .  He added t h a t  when t h e  men 
returned t o  work they had t o  pay t h i s  money back t o  t h e  Miners' Federat ion.  

M r .  J e f f e r i e s  (B  H P C o l l i e r y  General Superintendant) i ssued a 
statement i n  November saying t h e r e  would be no l 0 s 2 ~ o f  hands a t  John Darling 
c o l l i e r y  due t o  mechanization f o r  e ighteen months. Gollan s t a t e s  t h a t  
t h e r e  was no complete r e so lu t ion  of  t h e  d i f fe rence  between t h e  company and 
t h e  union. The union f i n a l l y  accepted a mod36ied s e n i o r i t y  p r i n c i p l e  and 
t h e  men re turned t o  work on 7 December 1937. 

Working condi t ions  had long been an i s s u e  i n  t h e  coal  mines. 
M r  A .  saw h i s  employment i n  t h e  s t a b l e s  a s  a s tepping s tone  t o  jo in ing 
h i s  f a t h e r  and b ro the r  i n  t h e  mines. M r  A .  r e c a l l e d  he f e l t  t h e  1938 d i spu te  
over t h e  log  of  claims t o  improve working hours, s a f e t y ,  and h e a l t h  hazards 
was of importance t o  him a s  these  i s s u e s  would one day a l s o  a f f e c t  him. 
On 7 September 1938 twenty t h r e e  thousand men stopped work; inc luding 
dependants one hundred thousand persons were a f f e c t e d .  With t h e  exception 
of one o r  two p r i v a t e l y  owned mines every coal  mine i n  Aus t ra l i a  was i d l e  
f o r  s i x  weeks. 



During t h e s e  s t r i k e s  f a m i l i e s  surv ived  by " t i ck ing  up" goods a t  
t h e  l o c a l  shops. M r  A .  s a i d  t h e  bus iness  people would s t and  by t h e  miners 
u n t i l  t h e  s t r i k e  was over  and they  were a b l e  t o  pay up. "You d i d n ' t  f e e l  
any d i z f e r e n t  t o  anyone else because we were a l l  i n  t h e  same boat  around 
here". People s tood by and helped each o t h e r  a s  much a s  poss ib l e .  M r  A ' s  
mother had £20 and she  would lend E l  a t  a  t ime t o  f r i e n d s  and neighbours 
around t h e  a r e a  and they  would repay h e r  when they  could22 In  exchange f o r  
t h i s  s e r v i c e  t h e  people would b r i n g  Mrs A. home produce. The A.  family,  
un l ike  many o t h e r s ,  d i d  no t  have a  backyard garden o r  keep pou l t ry .  

From e a r l i e s t  t i m 5 3  mine owners had been i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  t h e  h e a l t h  
and s a f e t y  o f  t h e  miners .  M r  A .  s a i d  he d i d  n o t  cons ider  t h e  owners t o  
be i n d i f f e r e n t  a t  t h e  t ime . .  He s a i d  t h e s e  i s s u e s  were hard t o  remedy u n t i l  
more modern mining methods were in t roduced.  He could no t  r e c a l l  man$4serious 
acc iden t s  a t  John Darl ing i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s, "maybe a couple k i l l e d " ,  
but  he was no t  c e r t a i n .  

Coal d u s t  and dus t  a r t i f i c i a l l y  in t roduced i n t o  t h e  mines was a  
menace t o  t h e  h e a l t h  o f  t h o s e  employed underground, M r  A. s a i d  t h e r e  wasn ' t  
any underground plumbing f o r  water  t o  spray  t h e  dus t  i n  t h e  1930s. H i s  
e l d e r  b r o t h e r  was employed a s  a  'water  b a i l e r ' .  H i s  job was t o  t a k e  a  
f o r t y f o u r  ga l lon  drum o f  water  down t h e  mine and sp ray  t h e  t r a v e l l i n g  ways. 
M r  A .  r e c a l l s  h i s  f a t h e r  and b r o t h e r  were lucky a s  t h e i r  h e a l t h  d i d  no t  
s u f f e r  from working down t h e  mines. Many miners s u f f e r e d  seve re  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  
o f  h e a l t h  from pulmonary d i s e a s e s .  M r  A .  remembers some men had d i f f i c u l t y  
b rea th ing  and coughed a l o t  a s  though they  had t u b e r c u l o s i s .  

I n  r e t r o s p e c t  M r  A .  and h i s  family faced t h e  same i s s u e s  i n  t h e i r  
workplace i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s a s  t h e  mine workers a l l  over  A u s t r a l i a .  There 
was a  cons tant  s t r u g g l e  between t h e  employers and t h e  employees. The 
employers fought f o r  more e f f i c i e n c y  and g r e a t e r  product ion,  t h e  employees 
fought f o r  what t hey  considered t o  be  t h e i r  r i g h t s .  Judge Drake-Brockman 
descr ibed  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  c o a l  mining i n  A u s t r a l i a  a s  "an2ynbridled and 
unregulated con tes t  between employers and employees ...." . The yea r s  from 
1937 t o  1940 saw a number o f  minor and major s t r i k e s  but  through t h e s e  
stoppages I t e  miners achieved t h e  g r e a t e s t  changes eve r  made t o  t h e i r  
advantage. To ga in  t h e s e  changes t h e  workers had t o  put  up wi th  inconvenience 
and l o s s  o f  wages o f t e n  r e s u l t i n g  i n  m a t e r i a l  hardship .  

In  1938 M r  A. was n ine teen  yea r s  o l d ,  s i n g l e  and working above 
ground a t  John Darl ing C o l l i e r y .  He f e l t  t h a t  he was lucky t o  have a  job 
and had an o b l i g a t i o n  t o  h i s  employers and h i s  p a r e n t s .  Even though t h e  
i s s u e s  t h e  coa l  miners faced  d i d  no t  always d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t  M r  A . ,  he  was 
i n d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t e d  through h i s  f a t h e r  and o l d e r  b r o t h e r .  Being young and 
employed above ground d i d  n o t  g ive  M r  A.  an immunity t o  t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  
t h e  mineworkers. 
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