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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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In 1938 t h e  world was approaching t h e  climax o f  what had thus  f a r  
proved a very t roubled  decade. Newcastle had shared t h e  world-wide 
problems of a s h a t t e r e d  economy and the  growing t h r e a t  t o  world peace. 
However, Novocastrians a l s o  faced roblems uniquely t h e i r  own. I t  was, 
and s t i l l  i s ,  "a c i t y  o f  workers",' predominantly i n d u s t r i a l  workers, 
s t rugg l ing  t o  cope with t h e  condit ions and demands of  labour a t  a time 
when management he ld  t h e  upper hand. Many were faced with an i n a b i l i t y  
t o  make the  most of  themselves and t h e i r  l i f e ,  being denied the  oppor- 
t u n i t i e s  t o  do so.  There were, of  course, f e a t u r e s  which brightened 
l i f e  i n  Newcastle i n  1938, most stemming from a c e r t a i n  Novocastrian 
s p i r i t  which t h e  time produced. These p o s i t i v e  and negat ive  aspec t s  
of l i f e  have a p a r t i c u l a r  a s soc ia t ion  with Newcastle because it was 
an i n d u s t r i a l  c i t y ,  made up almost e n t i r e l y  of  i n d u s t r i a l  workers, 
with a working c l a s s  outlook and values.  B i l l  K .  was an ironworker a t  
Lysaghts i n  1938, As  such, h i s  experiences would be t y p i c a l  of  many 
Novocastrians, This paper i s  based on h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  and those o f  
h i s  wife, ~ o r o t h ~ .  

Docherty po in t s  ou t  t h a t  t h e  changing face  and g r e a t  expansion of  
Newcastle a f t e r  1912 was due t o  "the sharp changeover from mining t o  
heavy i n d ~ s t r ~ l l . ~  The growth of s t e e l  and associa ted  i n d u s t r i e s  i n  
Newcastle continued r a p i d l y  throughout t h e  1920s and 1930s. The 
c i t y ' s  population was boosted by an i n f l u x  of i n d u s t r i a l  workers 
while many miners moved t o  t h e  c o a l f i e l d s  areas  f u r t h e r  inland.  4 ' 
The brooding presence of  t h e  i n d u s t r i e s  was most apparent .  The scene 
is portrayed graphica l ly  and accura te ly  by Dymphna Cusack when she  
descr ibes  "the innumerable f a c t o r y  chimneys, [with] towering above 
them a l l ,  s i g n  and s e a l  o f  Newcastlels exis tence ,  t h e  smoke-stacks o f  
the..,Broken H i l l  P ropr ie t a ry  under t h e i r  perpetual  s i lve r -b lack  
 cloud^^^.^ Thus by 1938 t h e  economy and appearance of  Newcastle were 
dominated by heavy indust ry .  

The i n d u s t r i e s  he ld  a s i m i l a r  domineering s tance  over t h e  l i v e s  of  
those who worked wi th in  them. Excessively long hours and ros te red  
shift-work, cu t  deeply i n t o  t h e  workers1 e f f e c t i v e  l e i s u r e  time. 
Enforced overtime, with no s t i p u l a t e d  maximum, wa? a major grievance 
o f  t h e  labour force .  An enquiry he ld  i n t o  shift-work i n  Newcastle i n  
1936 by J u s t i c e  Browne found t h a t  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  the  ' h o s t  pernic ious t t  
working o f  systematic overtime the  44 hour week had become "merely a 
f a rce t t .  Many B.H.P. workers were being regu la r ly  employed f o r  52 hours 
per week.6 The s i t u a t i o n  worsened towards t h e  end o f  1938 due t o  
accelera ted  production. There was unemployed labour which could have 
been c a l l e d  upon t o  meet t h i s  increas ing demand, bu t  i n d u s t r i e s  found 
it l e s s  c o s t l y  t o  l i m i t  t h e  number o f  s k i l l e d  tradesmen employed, and 
t o  o f f e r  overtime t o  men a l ready employed. The problem of the  shortage 
i n  l e i s u r e  time was exacerbated by the  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  was no paid  
annual leave o r  publ ic  hol idays .  Some workers enjoyed the  luxury o f  
one week!s annual leave,  without pay. 





minimum. The worker simply lacked t h e  power t o  s t and  up f o r  h imsel f ,  
and t h i s  weakness was r e f l e c t e d  n o t  only  i n  t h e  working condi t ions  b u t  
a l s o  i n  l i v i n g  s tandards .  Af t e r  t h e  purchasing o f  n e c e s s i t i e s  from 
t h e  Co-operative S t o r e  t h e r e  was "very l i t t l e "  l e f t  over  f o r  e n t e r t a i n -  
ment o r  saving.15 Incomes i n v a r i a b l y  had t o  be  supplemented by back- 
yard gardens, t h e  keeping o f  pou l t ry ,  and such a c t i v i t i e s  as f i sh ing ,  
r a b b i t t i n g  and blackberrying.  Those f o r  whom t h e  going became impossible 
joined s i m i l a r  unfor tunates ,  a s  we l l  a s  the  unemployed, i n  t h e  shanty-  
towns which grew up around Hexham, Short land,  Carr ington and Nobby's. 
Some of  these  remained occupied f o r  many yea r s .  

Thus, l i f e  f o r  sh i f t -workers  i n  Newcastle i n  1938 o f f e r e d  l i t t l e  
scope f o r  l uxur i e s  and b a s i c  working-class a t t i t u d e s  hardened. By 
necess i ty ,  v i s i o n  and thought were r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h i n g s  d i r e c t l y  
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  immediate circumstances. Hence people on the  whole led  
an i n s u l a r  l i f e ,  wi th  l i t t l e  knowledge, experience o r  i n t e r e s t  i n  
p laces  and events  o u t s i d e  t h e i r  own spheres .  This  a f f ec t ed  people i n  a 
long-term manner as  well  a s  on an immediate b a s i s .  Pragmatic i s s u e s  
of  day t o  day ex i s t ence  elbowed a s i d e  l e s s  t ang ib le  concerns such a s  
educat ion and self-improvement. These f e a t u r e s  o f  l i f e  i n  1938 have 
formed a s t igma which Newcastle, f a i r l y  o r  u n f a i r l y ,  s t i l l  bea r s  today. 
That i s ,  many people cons ider  t h a t  be fo re  they  can "do anything" 
worldly oy c u l t u r a l  they  must f i r s t  leave Newcastle. 

Despite the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and drawbacks o f  l i f e  i n  Newcastle, a 
s p i r i t  e x i s t e d  wi th in  t h e  c i t y  which helped form i t s  major p o s i t i v e  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  The people recognised t h a t  t hey  were Aus t r a l i an  
c i t i z e n s  and B r i t i s h  s u b j e c t s ,  b u t  they  were a l s o  f i e r c e l y  Novocastrian. 
There was a seemingly incongruous p r i d e  a t t ached  t o  l i v i n g  i n  Newcastle. 
B i l l  K .  a s c r i b e s  t h i s  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  most men were " s h i f t  workers i n  
industry",16 and a l s o  claims t h a t  t h e  hardships ,  as o u t l i n e d  above, 
c rea t ed  a s p e c i a l  kind o f  mateship. This a l s o  extended t o  t h e  family 
of  t h e  worker. People banded t o g e t h e r  and "you always had someone t o  
t u r n  to".17 People shared and helped o u t .  I n  t h e  same vein,  men and 
women joined toge the r  t o  make t h e  very most o f  t h e  l e i s u r e  time a v a i l -  
a b l e  i n  r e l a t i v e l y  inexpensive g r o u p - a c t i v i t i e s  such a s  s p o r t  and 
p icn ic ing .  People "made t h e i r  own fun1118 i n  a b i d  t o  deny t h e i r  
problems f o r  a while.  

This ,  a s  one can imagine, was a d i f f i c u l t  t a s k .  Indeed, i f  t imes 
were bad, f u t u r e  prospects  too were "not very  bright".19 Radio con tac t  
kept  Novocastrians informed on t h e  worsening world s i t u a t i o n ,  and 
memories of  t he  depression as .we l l  a s  t he  cu r ren t  s t a t e  o f  l i f e ,  
guarded them a g a i n s t  be ing  unduly o p t i m i s t i c .  These f a c t o r s  were 
exacerbated by Newcastle's being "a heav i ly  working c l a s s  c i t y  
dependent upon a s i n g l e  i n d u s t r y  which was very s e n s i t i v e  t o  economic 
f luc tua t ionsn .  20 This was underl ined during t h e  Depression, with t h e  
s t e e l  i n d u s t r y  being one o f  t h e  ha rdes t  h i t .  C lea r ly  t h e  immediate 
fu tu re  a s  we l l  a s  t h e  e x i s t i n g  s i t u a t i o n ,  o f f e r e d  l i t t l e  f o r  Novocastrians. 

Thus one can s e e  some o f  t h e  a spec t s  o f  t h e  Gorking man's l i f e  i n  
Newcastle i n  1938. The ove r r id ing  theme is  i t s  r e s t r i c t e d  and oppressed 
na tu re .  Many Novocastrians j u s t i f i a b l y  f e l t  cheated by t h e  i n a b i l i t y  
t o  savour l i f e  f u l l y .  Whilst  t hese  observa t ions  a r e  based on t h e  
i n d u s t r i a l  working c l a s s ,  i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  many of t h e  po in t s  i l l u s t r a t e d  
would have a f f ec t ed ,  e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y ,  t he  remainder of  
Newcastle's populat ion:  t h e  c i t y ' s  almost t o t a l  dependence on the  s t e e 1  
indus t ry  demanded t h i s .  Although it gave p r o s p e r i t y  t o  t h e  c i t y  and 
people of Newcastle, one cannot h e l p  f e e l i n g  t h a t  a t  times t h e  s t e e l  
i n d u s t r y  produced ba r s  and chains o f  a non-ferrous kind f o r  i t s  dependents.  
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