
I The University of Newcast le 

History Club 

Department of History 

STUDENT RESEARCH PAPERS 
IN 

AUSTRALIAN HISTORY 

Price : 50 cents 



THE U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  NEWCASTLE 

H I S T O R Y  CLUB 

DEPARTMENT O F  H I S T O R Y  

STUDENT RESEARCH P A P E R S  

I N  

A U S T R A L I A N  H I S T O R Y  

No. 6 

1 9 8 1  

Printed a t  the University o f  Newcastle. 



PREFACE 

This yea r  sees  a s s l i g h t  change i n  the  na tu re  and emphasis o f  t h e  
published Student  Research Papers. In previous yea r s  t h e y  have been 
t h e  product o f  Second Year s tuden t s  working on t o p i c s  o f  t h e i r  own 
choice from primary sources .  A s  o f  1981, Aust ra l ian  His tory  i s  a 
f i r s t  year  s u b j e c t  only,  and it was thought i n i t i a l l y  t h a t  the  q u l l i t y  
o f  primary research by First Year s tuden t s  would not  be up t o  t h e  
s tandard  we had s e t  f o r  the  Research Papers i n  previous years .  

However we have, i n  1981, gained t h e  oppor tuni ty  f o r  a new kind 
o f  h i s t o r i c a l  t r a i n i n g  exe rc i se ,  f o r  t h e  Department has become 
involved i n  research  and w r i t i n g  f o r  t h e  1938 volume o f  t h e  Aus t r a l i an  
Bicentennial His tory  P ro jec t .  In  p a r t i c u l a r  a Working Par ty  has been 
organised t o  c a r r y  ou t  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  survey o f  l i f e  i n  Newcastle i n  
1938 us ing  an in terv iew schedule adapted from t h e  o r a l  research  
'headquartersf  o f  t h e  Bicentennia l  P ro jec t .  

The Working Par ty ,  comprising Universi ty and CAE s t a f f ,  decided 
t h a t  s tuden t s  from both i n s t i t u t i o n s  should be i n v i t e d  t o  a s s i s t  i n  
o rde r  t o  widen t h e  scope o f  t he  e n t e r p r i s e  and t o  provide use fu l  
t r a i n i n g  i n  research  and w r i t i n g  techniques.  The exe rc i se  would be 
in t eg ra t ed  i n t o  e x i s t i n g  Aust ra l ian  His tory  courses a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  
s tudents  normal assignment work. 

Each i n s t i t u t i o n  has proceeded i n  the  manner b e s t  s u i t e d  t o  i ts  
course requirements.  We i n  t h e  Univers i ty  chose some f i f t e e n  s tuden t s  
from over a hundred i n  ou r  First Year course and gave each a s e t  o f  
background readings on n a t i o n a l  and l o c a l  h i s t o r y  f o r  t h e  1930s and 
some t u i t i o n  i n  in terv iewing techniques. The s tuden t s  chose t b e i r  
own interviewees,  people who were a r t i c u l a t e  and had good memories o f  
Newcastle i n  1938, were a t  l e a s t  f i f t e e n  years  o l d  then and were s t i l l  
l i v i n g  i n  Newcastle i n  1981. Because o f  competing course demands, each 
s tuden t  was requi red  t o  do only one in terv iew and then  t o  w r i t e  an 
i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  paper on t h e  i s s u e s  fac ing  men o r  women i n  Newcastle i n  
1938, 

This was very much a p i l o t  p r o j e c t  and t h e  r e s u l t s  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  
t r i a l  and e r r o r  gropings o f  t he  o rgan i se r s  and t h e  s t u d e n t s .  The 
narrow in terv iewing base,  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of  saying  anything s i g n i f i c a n t  
about i s s u e s  from t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  one in terv iew,  t h e  l ack  o f  good l o c a l  
background pub l i ca t ions  f o r  1938 (except  newspapers), t h e  v a r i a b l e  
q u a l i t y  o f  in te rv iewees ,  t h e  vagar ies  of c a s s e t t e  recorders  were j u s t  
some o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered along t h e  way. In  t h e  end we d i d  
no t  i n s i s t  on an in-depth t rea tment  o f  i s s u e s  f ac ing  men and women but  
encouraged s tuden t s  t o  make t h e  b e s t  o f  t h e i r  in te rv iew and readings,  
s t r e s s i n g  t h e  importance o f  ana lys i s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

The b e s t  o f  t h e  r e s u l t s  appear i n  t h e  following pages.' The f i r s t  
two have chosen t o  widen t h e i r  t reatment  beyond t h e  experience o f  
t h e i r  interviewees t o  dea l  with genera l  educat ional  and l i f e s t y l e  
i s sues  o f  t h e  time. The o t h e r  t h r e e  have focussed on t h e  p a t t e r n s  of  
t h e i r  s u b j e c t s '  l i v e s  and t r i e d  t o  s e t  them a g a i n s t  a backdrop o f  
Newcastle work and s o c i e t y  i n  1938. For reasons o f  c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y ,  
the  names of interviewees have n o t  been used. 



The p r o j e c t  r equ i re s  s t i l l  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  work t o  improve t h e  
in terv iew schedule,  t o  provide manageable and r e l e v a n t  background 
readings,  t o  prepare s tudents  f o r  t h e i r  encounters and t o  t r a i n  them 
t o  k n i t  in te rv iews and research  toge the r  i n t o  h i s t o r i c a l  ana lys i s .  
These th ings  w i l l  be done i n  t h e  years  t o  come, f o r  our  r e s u l t s  have 
encouraged us t o  t h i n k  t h a t  such an exe rc i se  can be,  with proper  
d i r e c t i o n ,  a u se fu l  t o o l  i n  l e a r n i n g  an h i s t o r i a n ' s  s k i l l s .  I t  remains 
an exe rc i se  f o r  F i r s t  Year s tuden t s  and we a r e  aware t h a t  expecta t ions  
should not  be  p i t ched  too  high.  Nonetheless, t he  information and 
i n s i g h t s  gathered s o  f a r  w i l l  con t r ibu te  t o  an accumulating body o f  
research  mater ia l  i n  l o c a l  h i s t o r y  which w i l l  a t  t h e  same time a s s i s t  
i n  the  w r i t i n g  o f  t h e  Bicentennial  His tory  volumes. 
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The in terview with M r .  D.  o f  Merewether revealed t h a t  most o f  
h i s  l i f e  i n  1938 was s t r i c t l y  governed by h i s  work on the  rai lways,  
o r  more p a r t i c u l a r l y  by h i s  hours o f  work. S h i f t  work a f f e c t e d  
almost a l l  a spec t s  o f  h i s  l i f e ,  from family and s o c i a l  l i f e  t o  
r e l i g i o u s  l i f e .  Another predominant theme i n  h i s  r eco l l ec t ions  was 
the  f inanc ia l  problems with which h i s  family were faced during t h i s  
period, and t h e i r  means o f  coping with them. The very l imi ted  educ- 
a t ion  which he was ab le  t o  a t t a i n  c l e a r l y  influenced h i s  l a t e r  l i f e  
and it is evident  t h a t  although M r .  D 1 s  work on the  railways enabled 
him t o  t r a v e l  and experience o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  Aust ra l ia ,  h i s  outlook 
and awareness o f  the  ou t s ide  world remained f a i r l y  narrow and 
r e s t r i c t e d .  

S h i f t  work was a s t r o n g  fea tu re  i n  Newcastle indust ry ,  f o r  i t  
af fec ted  t h e  i ron  and s t e e l  workers a s  well  a s  men on the  railways 
and tramways. "Shif t  work [was however] abominated by everyoneff, 
and although while a coalminer a t  Kurri Kurri M r .  D.  had s t ruck  f o r  
10 months i n  favour o f  the  a b o l i t i o n  o f  s h i f t  work, h i s  t r a n s f e r  t o  
the  railways forced him t o  endure again i ts  hardships.  The extens ive  
e f f e c t s  on h i s  way o f  l i f e  were a l l  detr imental  and r e s t r i c t i n g :  
s h i f t  work and t h e  i r r e g u l a r  railway r o s t e r  d r a s t i c a l l y  upset  the  
balance o f  normal family l i f e ,  r e s t r i c t e d  h i s  r ec rea t iona l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  
and a l s o  prevented regular  church at tendance.  A s  one Newcastle s h i f t -  
worker s t a t e d  i n  reply  t o  an inquiry ,  "I do not  go t o  church. I have 
not  got  the  time. I go t o  workf1.* 

The l imi ted  s o c i a l  l i f e  o f  M r .  D. and h i s  family was due t o  both 
t h e  i r r e g u l a r i t y  o f  h i s  work and the  l ack  o f  money a v a i l a b l e  f o r  such 
a c t i v i t i e s .  S h i f t  work prevented the  family from making any arrange- 
ments f o r  fu tu re  s o c i a l  out ings ,  and t h e  weary condit ion i n  which t h e  
f a t h e r  returned home from work meant t h a t  many weekends were spent  a t  
home. The few clubs o f  Newcastle a t  t h e  time, such as  t h e  Businessments 
Club and t h e  T a t t e r s a l l ' s  Club were f a i r l y  exclus ive ,  and the re fo re  
because o f  a s t r i c t  household budget, entertainment was l imi ted  t o  such 
venues as  t h e  l o c a l  pub, footbal l  matches, Friday n ight  shopping and t h e  
occasional  v i s i t  t o  the  p i c t u r e s .  Holidays t o  Queensland each year were 
only made poss ib le  through h i s  f r e e  i n t e r s t a t e  railway pass ,  and once 
the re  t h e  family spent  two weeks i n  a cheap cot tage  where fruit  cases 
held up t h e  beds and " r a t s  jumped across  the  r a f t e r ~ l ! . ~  Thus M r .  D . ' s  
work s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a f f e c t e d  t h e  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  of  h i s  family, but  
more importantly,  i t  a f f e c t e d  family l i f e  and t h e  r e l a t ionsh ips  wi th in  
t h e  family i t s e l f .  
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