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E. H. BURGMANN AND THE DEPRESSION IN NEWCASTLE 1930 - 33. 

IDEAS AND PRACTICE. 

by 

JENNIFER CRONIN 

SYNOPSIS: 

Burgrnann was warden of St. John's Theological College at Morpeth from 1926 to  1934. His reputation 
in Newcastle during the Depression was that of a radical clergyman with equally radical social and political 
views. Through his widely publicised attitudes to the Depression, unemployment, Communism and other 
related issues, he earned the reputation of a "red", a "liberal" and a "radical". His image was that of an Australian 
b u m  who would champion the cause of the working class. However, Burgmann is as difficult to categorise 
in his political beliefs as in his theology. It is hard to determine how much of his reputation was justified and 
how much created for him by those who considered him a hero. This paper attempts to  examine, firstly, his 
views on the Depression and unemployment, secondly how these were put into action, and thirdly to judge 
whether his reputation as a radical was justified. The paper also attempts to examine Burgmann's view of the 
Church's responsibilities towards the unemployed. It attempts to  illustrate his belief in education of the 
people to help them alleviate their conditions. The Clara St. eviction case in 1932, and the Synod resolution 
to double the dole, in 1933, are used as examples of Burgmann's ideas in practice. 
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In the light of his reputation as a champion of the working class, Burgmann's actual achievements o n  behalf 
' 

of the unemployed seem at first glance, paltry. The two m s t  controversial and public episodes in which 
he involved himself during the Depression brought little direct improvement in the living conditions for 
the large population of enemployed in the Newcastle region. The significance of his participation in the 
Clara St. eviction issue is uncertain, although the aquittal of the defendants was attributed to him.' The 
resolution put t o  Synod in 1933, in favour of doubling the dole, certainly expressed genuine concern for 
the unemployed in their distress, yet seems grossly impracticable. However, to judge Burgmann on the results 
of these incidents is t o  misunderstan'd his conception of his role as Churchman during the crisis years of 
the Depression. His stand is made clear in a letter to Batty in 193 1. He envisioned a "mediatory ministry" 
in which it was necessary 

aspirations of the leaders of  all the conflicting forces that 
are operating in the national life. We might be able to do much 
to help keep people calm and clearheaded in a time of great 
 distress.^^ 

Burgmann's responsibility was to people, not to party politics. Burgmann hoped to create an awareness of  
social injustice in the community, and to encourage its underprivileged members t o  take up political lobbying 
for reformHe believed that "the highest welfare of society must be the highest welfare of the indiv id~al . "~  

Thus Bnrgmann saw himself in an educatory role rather than in a political one. His real .'radicalism'lay in his 

Although such views resulted in his being called a communist, Burgmann was far from being so, His lectures 
to the W.E.A., his use of the Morpeth Press, and his articles and letters in the newspapers, were all part of 
Burgmann's attempt t o  help the people and their leaders in both Church and State, understand all sides of 
the issues surrounding the D e p ~ e b n a n d  politics of  the time. It concerned him that people should understand 
the issues they voted. on , and so be able t o  improve their conditions by parliamentry means rather than 
revolution." To this end he constantly explained the faults and advantages of systems such as capitalism. 

"From the Christian point of view there is a fundamental defect 
in both capitalism and communism. Both at present accept a mater- 
ialist philosophy of life and set out to organise human beings as 
so much machinery ... Neither rises t o  a conception of  man as a 
personal and spiritual being." 12 



So then, Burgmam's Christian principles, rather than his supposed political leanings, lead him to  take a "radical" 
stand in litical issues An example was his attitude t o  an piction incident at Tighes Hill, Newcastle in June 
1932. l q  returned serviceman, unemployed and unable to pay the rent, was given notice of eviction of him- 

. . . self and his family. On arrival to supervise the eviction, the police were met by a crowd of protesters. Amid 
varioufly reported circumstances, fighting broke out and 8 .protestersand 2 police were admitted to hqpital; 
a number of arrests were made. This was not a minor incident. The brutal behaviour of the police and the 
political backpedalling of their superiors and the government, aroused much resentment and anger among the 
people of Newcastle. 

There was some dis ute as to how the fighting started but witnesses insisted that the police attacked first 
without warning. ' & papers carried lengthy accounts of the incident and there was widespread speculation 
about the motives of the authorities. The affair became a major subject of letters to the editor and appeals 
were launched to raise funds for the defbnce of those arrested for participation in the vi61ence.17 The papers 
throughout June recorded continuing arrests of partici ants, and reports of the numerousLneetings of 
Trade Unions and other protesting bodies kept pace.' 'There was general : rssentment against the system which 
firstly kept a man unemployed, and then turned him out on the street. 

In the subsequent court case in Newcastle, 18 of the 30 defendants, who had been charged with riotous be- 
haviour and obstruction of the police, were acquitted, but the remaining 12 were committed for retrial at a 
venue outsick Newcastle. The choice of Singleton for the new trial appeared to many people as a deliberate 
attempt to obtain a conviction since it was clear that another Newcastle jury would be unlikely to  find 
the men guilty. To many, the anemployed seemed to be confronted by a system which could not be beaten, 
and which has no regard for their welfare. Burgmann, by means of attendance at public meetings and correspondence 
with the papers, had been a participant in the debate. With the move for a retrial he was able to take a more 
prominent part. - 
A public meeting was called in Newcast@ Town Hd.on  8th November, to  protest the change of venue for 
the trial and to  organize a deputation to the Premier. l9 Burgmann, with his reputation as a speaker on such 
matters from his association with W.E.A., was invited to address the meeting. He spoke on the aims of the jury 
system and summed up all the salient features of the debate. If the trial was moved to  Singleton, the defendants' 
right to challenge was useless and the Crown could pick the jurymen and judge. This contravened the 
principles of representation and community judgement. Furthermore, no adequate reason was given for the 
change of venue. The case belonged "to the Newcastle people and.the Newcastle atmosphere" and to take 
it to the pastoral setting of Singleton would set it in a different climate of feeling".20 As far as Burgmann was 
concerned, and many agreed - This lead to only one possible conclusion: a conviction was deliberately 
being sought. Burgmann sugested "concentrated fue on the premierwZ1 as a means of action, and if that 
failed, more meetings and resolutions. The speech was strongly commended by Dr. H. V. Evatt, Justice of the 
High Burgrnam's speech was made into a pamphlet and circulated t h o u  out Singleton. When the 
jury there also refused to convict the defendants, Burgmann was given the credit.'How much this was 
justified is debatable,~but he was certainly a man whose views had created a large following by this time. This 
is a large generalisation very hard to verify among thinking people. The resolution of the issue did not lead 
to any largescale socid reform but it did demonstrate to  the unemployed that they possessed the 

Burgmann had been active in other areas before the Clara St. furure. Through his lectures for the WE.kBurgmann 
, had become familiar with the problems of miners and industrial workers and he used this platform to express 

his views on unemployment and poverty.27 As well, his lectures illustrated his ideas on education and society. 
. ' Education should "enable men and women to achieve the full enjoyment of their personal powers and abilities ... 

that these ... will be used in such'a way that the service of Australia will be a natural expression of the service 
of God and man."28 Many of these lectures were printed in full in the Newcastle Morning Herald, as were ome of his 
artich. A review of his artitle "The Fight Against Poverty", was published in the Herald in October 1932!9 The . 
Editor was so struck by "the bum& zeal for humanity " it expressed that despite his o w s i t i o n  to  Burgmam's 
political stand, he invited Burgrnam to send in anything else he wanted to have, printed. 
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The result was a profusion of articles and letters by Burgmann, concentrated around the time of the Clara 
St. debate in November; this may have had some bearing 011 the credit attributed to Burgmann in the case. . . 
A series of articles on "Capitalism a?d Christianity" showid the "world of difference between the spirit 
of Capitalism and the spirit of ~ h r i s t i a n i t y . " ~ ~  In a November article he made an interesting summation of 
the attitude of society towards unemployment: 

* 
"The bourgeoise mind is rooted in self-interest and competative struggle ... 
It is a matter of climb hard and reach the top before the other fellow., When he 

32 is secure, then he can afford to dispense charity." 

By 1933, Burgmann seemed to  be making headway in lus efforts t o  arouse the social co~science of the Church 
and Government. In 1930 he had been instrumental in the appointment by Synod of a Select Committee to 
report on social and industrial problems.34 He himself was appointed to the Committee as were the Dean 
of the Cathedral and Shellshear, two of h s  co-workers in the dole resolution. In 1932 the latter two men passed 
a Synod resolution stating that "work is the moral and spiritual need of every man". 35 Thus when the issue 
of unemployment came up in Synod in 1933, it did not represent a radical departure. However few would 
have predicted that the conservative non-political Anglican Synod would be stirred t o  take the political field 

"Our greatest danger is that fatalistic mood in which we 
inwardly decide that nothing can be done. Something can 
be done. The dole can be doubled. This will bring life add 
hope to   thousand^."^^ 

The resolution was passed unanimously. It is evident that Burgmann and his friends had been preparing the 
ground for some time. 

The Herald gave generous space to the account of the proceedings of the Synod motion and Burgmann's speech 
was recorded in On the basis of the Federal Statistician's Report, he claimed that 25 - 30% of trade 
unionists were permanently unemplc'yed. Industry could not deal with the problem but something must be done 
at both State and Federal levels, and a solution to  alleviating the conditions of  the unemployed could be found 
in doubling the dole. Copies of the Synod resolution were sent to all members of  State and Commonwealth Parl- 
iaments whose electorates were within the Diocese. 

Although on the surface economically naive, the proposal t o  double the dole had a sound basis. The Rev. Lee 
quoted to  Synod the findings of a wellknown economist, who declared that "an increase in the dole would be 
of benefit t o  the state ... because of the need of doing everything possible to  strengthen the prima industries ... 
stimulation of consumption.40 The motion was applauded by the Trades Hall and union It was 
followed by a campaign by Burgmann to encourage public support for the petitioning of  the Premier. His 
method was as usual, public address and letters to the papers. At public meetings he received enthusiastic support. 
Momentum was added to the campaign when the Synod of Riverina and Armidale and the Presbyterian Assembly 
of N.S.W. all passed resolutions in favour of increased assistance for the unemployed?3 In a letter to the editor 
in June Burgmann wrcte; 

"lf churches, trade unions, shire councils ... and party organisations 
could forget their political dogmas and sink their social prejudices for 

Unfortunately, the members of Parliament as a whole did not share his view. i n  their replies to Synod, most gave 
accounts of what was already being done. Replies ranged from a balance sheet of assistance to the unemployed, 
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from the Department of the Interior, to the enthusiasm of R. James M.H.R. who expressed his ho e that 
the.resolution would be "readily accepted by the responsible leaders of government in Australia. ,*$5 
some replies were noncornmital or answered that "the matter has been taken up in the appropriate quarter". 46 

Most replies were selfjustifying, or as in the case of A. Howarth member for Lorn, openly sceptical; "kindly 
advise me how the Synod proposes tmaise the neccessary money to  carry out their suggestion". 47 

Despite those reactions the Synod's pressure was not entirely futile. An editorial on March 24 statedWif the effect 
of the S:[nod's decision is nothing else but a reminder to the State and Commonwealth of the poignant 
realities associatb? with unemployment, it will be b e n e f i ~ i a l " . ~ ~  This proved to  be the case as the government 
finally granted extra relief to the unemployed?9 Whether Burgmann and the Anglican Synod can take the 
credit for this move is uncertain, but there is little doubt that their campaign exerted a significant and unusual 
pressure on the State governments in the depth of the Depression. 

Whatever the results, it is clear that Burgmann was held in respect by the working class for speaking out in 
defense of the unemployed.. At a public meeting in Cardiff in November, where Burgmann had spoken in 
favour of petitioning the Premier, the Chairman said "It was pleasing that men of the calilPre of Mr. E.H. 
Burgmann were repared to associate themselves with a movement that aimed at bettering the condition of the 
working class.'*5g There is no doubt that Burgmann made full use of his position as a public figure to put forward 
the interests of,the oppressed classes, and it would seem that the greatest justification of his reputation lies in 
this. If he was a radical, it was only in comparison to his fellow churchmen. His real achievements as a "champion 
of the working class" were in the realm of educating people to a social awareness and stirring them to take 
action themselves by his own example. That he was held in respect by the working class of Newcastle for his 
attempt to-help them improve their conditions during the Depression, was seen at his consecration as Bishop 
of Goulbourn in Newcastle Cathedral in May 1934. The building was "crowded with Trade Unionists". unusual 
in a Church which has a predominantly middleclass laity.51 If only as a mouthpiece for the problems of the 
unemployed of the Depression, it would seem that his reputation as a supporter of working class interests is 
no more than he deserves. 



FOOTNOTES: 

1. H. Oakes, "The Episcopate of  E.H. Burgmann". M.A; thesis for A.N.U. 1966 unpublished p.31 

2. Batty's correspondence, ?.rchiv& o f  Newcastle Uni.library. Letter from Burgnlann at  S t .  John's College 

Morpeth to Bishop Batty, 6/9/31 

3. Morpeth Review, June 1928, "The Roblem of Life", E.H. Burgmann p.8 

4. Pam Lane, "The Episcopate of  Fran cis de Witt Batty" B.A. Honours Thesis Newcastle Uni. n n p u b k h d  

p.66 

5. An&can Diocese of Newcastle Yearbook, 1932, p.79 

8. Oakes, 0p.cit ., p.30 

it to  continue." Quote from E.H. Burgmann The Beginning and End of Things. 

10. Oakes, =t., p.104. "Just where the Church is making social justice a live issue it would be difficult to say ... 
1 believe that the Church has a large opportunity but I am not very hopeful of  that opportunity being seized 

in time." Letter from E.H.B. t o  P.T. Kirk, 21 October, 1938 

11. "Sane Socialism" The Future of  Labour. Address t o  Carrington branch of the Labor Party, advocating 

the methods of British Socialists. - N.M.H. Nov. 7 1932 p.5 

12. E.KB.,Religion in the Life of the Nation, St.  John's College Ress, Morpeth, 1930, p.31 

13. Morpeth Review March 1931, no.] 5 p.12 

14. N.M.H. Nov. 1 1933  - 
15. A lengthy account of the event was published in the N.M.H. 15th June, 1932 - 
16. N.M.H. June 15 1932 - 
17. N.M.H. June 18  1932 - 
18. N.M.H. June 16, Meeting o f  Sec. o f  Trades Hall with Sec. of Police. 

N.M.H. June 20, charges made - 
N.M.H. June 21, Carrington A.L.P. criticises N.M.H. support o f  police, report o f  furthercharges- - 
N.M.H. June 22, four more convictions - 
N.M.H. June 27, conference of Trade Unions and Unemployed Workers Movement in Newcastle. - 
NM.H. June 29, meeting o f  clergymen t o  send deputation to the Premier Dean of the Cathedral included. - 
N.M.H. Nov. 9 1932, "almost all the councils except Waratah and City, plus all the Trade unions had registered - 
protests t o  the Minister for Justice." 

19. Full report in N.M.H. Nov. 9 1932 p.6 

20. _Ibid. 
21. Ibid. - 
22. St. Mark's Review Feb. 1961, No. 2 3  p.5 

23. Oakes,op.cit., p.31 

24. N.M.H. June 1 6  1932 p.7 - 
25. eg N.M.H. June 27 1932, conference of  Trade Unions and Unemployed Workers movement. 

26. N.M.H. June 29, 1932. meeting of "clergymen, industrial representatives and public bodies t o  ask government 
t o  provide a rent allowance for the assistance of  unemployed tenants and small landlords. 

27. Oakes, op.cit., p.30 - 
28. E.H.B. The Education of an Australian. p.95 

30. Oakec,, p.30 



Page 34 



Page 35 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Sources 

INTERVIEWS 

Mr. H. Arkell, layman and synodsman during the 30's Morpeth Conference Centre, 14th February, 1978; 

PUBLISHED WORKS OF E.H. BURGMANN 

The Education of an Australian, Sydney, 1944, Angus and Robertson. 

Religion in the Life of the Nation, Morpet h, 1930 St. John's College Press. 

"The Tragedy of Thinking" Morpeth Review, vol. 1 1928 

"Leadership" Morpeth Review, vol. 2 March 1928 

"The Art of Life",yorpeth Review, vol. 3,  March 1928 

"The Problem of Life", Morpeth Review, Vol. 4 June, 1928 

"Crime and Punishment", Morpeth Review, vol. 5 September 1928 

"The Price of Peace", Morpeth Review, vol. 6 Dec. 1928 

"The Culture of the Future", Morpeth Review, vol. 7 1929 

"The Cure of Souls", Morpeth Review, vol. 8 1929 

Whither Australia, the Morpeth Booklet series. 1932 

NEWSPAPERS AND PERIODICALS. 

The Newcastle Morning Herald, 1932 April, May, June, Oct ., Nov., Dec., 

1933, Jan, Mar., May., June., July, Nov., 

Anglican Diocese of Newcastle Yearbook, 1933, 1932 

St.  ark's' ~ e v i e w ,  Feb., 196 1 No. 23 

The Morpeth Review, from 1928 to  1934 

issues not listed above : Sept. 1932, vol. I1 no. 21, March 1931, no. 15, Jan., 1934, no. 26 vol. 3. 

The Morpeth Booklets, "Revolutionary Communism", G.V. Portus 

The Morpeth Booklets "Communism and Christianity" G.V. Portus. 

Newcast le University Library 

Correspondence of Bishop Batty A06578 

Synod correspondence 1931 - 36 AB7412 

Synod Minutes AB707437 1930 - 34  

St. Johns College Correspondence. 1925 - 34 AB7079, AB7080 

SECONDARY SOURCES: 

A.P. Elkin , The History of the Diocese of Newcastle, Newcastle 1957 

G. Greenwood, Australia, A social and Political History, 1955 Sydney , Angus and Robertson Pty Ltd. 



THESES 

H. Oakes, "The Episcopate of E.H. Burgmann to 1947", 1966, thesis submitted to the Australian 

National University for the degre  of Master of Arts. Unpublished. Photocopy held in Newcastle 

University Library. 

Pam Lane , "The Episcopate of Francis de Witt Batty . " Unpublished thesis for B.A. Honours at 

Newcastle University Archives of Newcastle University AB8890. 




