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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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WORK AND AMBITION I N  NEWCASTLE 1938: 

A MIDDLE CLASS CASE 

by John McQualter 

A dominant theme i n  Aust ra l ian  h i s t o r y  of  the  1920s and 1930s 
was the adjustment o f  Aust ra l ians  t o  secondary indust ry  a s  a  major 
cont r ibutor  t o  the  economy. Nowhere is  t h i s  represented more s t a r k l y  
than i n  the  Newcastle region where t h e  change from a  coal  town t o  t h e  
centre of  Aust ra l ian  heavy indus t ry  was d e f i n i t e l y  complete by the  l a t e  
1930s. This view of  Newcastle s o c i e t y  i n  the  l a t e  1930s considers  the  
h i s to ry  o f  the  r i s e  o f  heavy indus t ry ,  dominated by B.H.P.  and the  e f f e c t  
on the male, middle c l a s s  employee compared with t h a t  on the  working 
c l a s s  employee. 

By the  mid '30s the  B.H.P.  Board o f  Directors  had l a i d  the  ground- 
work which ensured the  fu tu re  v i a b i l i t y  of  the company a s  a  v a s t  f u l l y  
in tegra ted  operat ion.  They ensured t h a t  the  p lan t  was modern and 
e f f i c i e n t  and t h a t  technology was kept  a b r e a s t  of  world wide develop- 
ments. I n  t h e  shutdown of  1922-23 and during the  depression,  modern- 
i s a t i o n  schemes could be c a r r i e d  out  a t  cheaper cos t .  A number of 
s t e e l  f in i sh ing  indus t r i e s  were a t t r a c t e d  t o  Newcastle and became 
subs id iar ies ,  a s  d id  Rylands, Lysaghts and Titans;  o r  a s soc ia tes  a s  
did Stewart and Lloyds. During t h e  '20s B.H.P.-owned c o l l i e r i e s  and a  
shipping f l e e t  were e s t ab l i shed .  By 1929 t a r i f f  p ro tec t ion  was'begin- 
ning t o  r e l i e v e  t h e  pressure  o f  competition from overseas s t e e l .  In 
1935 the B,H.P.  gained a  monopoly on s t e e l  production by taking over 
A.I.S. 

This per iod  o f  Aust ra l ian  h i s t o r y  where secondary indust ry  was 
gaining s t r eng th  was one where t h e  working c l a s s  was increas ingly  
mobilised i n  unions, e s p e c i a l l y  the  new metal t r ades  unions, and 
t h e  A. L. Throughout t h i s  period "the r u l i n g  c l a s s  was c u l t u r a l l y  
on the  defensivefq2 and the  llhegemony o f  the  a t  i t s  most 
incomplete. The managers o f  the  B.H.P.  were defending agains t  a  
working c l a s s  onslaught .  Connell and I rv ing see  t h e  conservative 
p o l i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e s  a s  "loyalty t o  t h e  Empire and B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n s ;  
s t r i c t  law and o rde r ,  inc luding the  absolute  r i g h t  o f  property owners 
t o  con t ro l  those whom they h i red ,  and t o  f i r e  them i f  they couldn ' t ;  
it assumed t h a t  proper ty  and r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  conveyed a  moral r i g h t  t o  
r ~ l e ~ ~ . ~  The f i r s t  of  t h e  above a t t i t u d e s  would have been placed i n  
jeopardy dur ing the  '20s when B r i t i s h  s t e e l  was a  major competitor,  
but  t h e  l a t t e r  a t t i t u d e s  a r e  borne o u t  i n  labour r e l a t i o n s .  I n  1936 
t h e  B.H.P .  workforce was only 25% unionised and union o f f i c i a l s  were 
accompanied by "works policemen1' when discuss ing grievances with the  
w ~ r k e r s . ~  The Board would not  consider  any at tempt by a  union t o  t e l l  
it who it should employ and union delegates  engaging i n  recrui tment a t  
t h e  works were gismissed and would f i n d  it hard t o  ge t  another job i n  
heavy indust ry .  I n  1922 the  decis ion  of  the  company t o  shut  down the  





Ins ide  the  household, male and female areas  of  a c t i v i t y  were 
sharply divided. There was l ack  o f  any involvement on t h e  p a r t  o f  
the  interviewee i n  the  woman's domain of  meal prepara t ion ,  shopping 
o r  housework; t h e  whole realm of  household budgeting was a mystery 
t o  t h e  male. The above de l inea t ion  o f  sex r o l e s ,  one suspects ,  was 
j u s t  a s  t y p i c a l  i n  an Aust ra l ian  working c l a s s  household. The middle 
c l a s s  housewife's d u t i e s  were probably made e a s i e r  by t h e  employment 
o f  domestic "help". Another o f  Connel and I rv ing 's I1Bourgeois morality1'  
s t r ands  was the  maintenance o f  decorum. This would be i l l u s t r a t e d  by 
t h e  whole middle c lass ' fami ly  s i t t i n g  down together  a t  meals, i n  the  
dining room, with a t t e n t i o n  t o  t a b l e  manners. The interviewee s t r e s s e d  
t h a t  a t t e n t i o n  was paid  t o  the  company t h a t  h i s  ch i ld ren  kept .  The 
l e i s u r e  time of  the  middle c l a s s  spent  i n  some family a c t i v i t i e s  l i k e  
p icn ics ,  t r i p s  t o  "the bush" ( t o  maintain t h e  u rban i t e ' s  ingrained 
Aust ra l ian  reverence f o r  the  bushman image?) o r  beach a l s o  maintained 
decorum. Chari ty concerts ,  working bees and bazaars were supported by 
the  b e t t e r  o f f  i n  t h e i r  l e i s u r e ;  t h e  interviewee was most p a r t i c u l a r  
t o  s t a t e  t h a t  h i s  family helped the  needy "at  every opportunity". 

Leisure time was scarce .  H i s  occupation dominated the  breadwinner's 
l i f e .  S h i f t  work could upset  the  normal rou t ine  and have d i sas t rous  
e f f e c t s  on family harmony.ll "Employees had t o  meet the  B.H.P.  's demands 
t o  work overtime o r  r i s k  l o s s  o f  Of t h e  f i v e  days o f f  each 
month my interviewee enjoyed, up t o  t h r e e  could be worked a s  overtime. 
For the  ambitious, work had t o  dominate l i f e ,  l i k e  the  case o f  Rudd 
~ w e e t a ~ ~ l e l ~  o r  t h a t  of  the  interviewee here ,  who had t o  s tudy i n  h i s  
time o f f  on board the  s h i p  t o  s i t  f o r  h i s  f i r s t  and second engineer 's  
t i c k e t  exams. 

The i s s u e  facing the  group d e a l t  with here  was p rosper i ty .  The 
employee who stuck with t h e  B.H.P. would be wel l  rewarded. This paper 
deals  with t h e  case o f  one such man. The expansion of  the  B.H.P. and 
its a l l i e d  heavy indus t ry  i n  Newcastle i n  t h e  l a t e  1930s preceded f o r  
some t h e  long boom i n  Aus t ra l i a  from 1950-1970. The p rosper i ty  o f  the  
men loyal  t o  t h e  company symbolised the  r i s e  and dominance i n  Aust ra l ian  
p o l i t i c s  of  a pa r ty  s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h e i r  e n t e r p r i s e .  For these  men, t h e  
working c l a s s  challenge ended and middle c l a s s  ideas prevai led . '  
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