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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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ISOLATED, POOR, BUT HAPPY: 

LIFE I N  WEST WALLSEND 1938 

* 
by Marjorie White 

Newcastle as  a coal  mining town, and l a t e r  a s  an i ndus t r i a l  c i t y ,  
had a predominantly working c l a s s  population. In the  l a t e  19301s, a s  
now, thousands o f  Newcastle women had t o  cope with having a s h i f t -  
worker i n  the  home. One theory advanced t o  explain why the  abuse of 
analgesics is "quite markedly regionalt t  i n  Newcastle, i s  t h a t  the  
s t r a i n  and pressure of having a shift-worker i n  the family causes 
many women t o  r e so r t  t o  minor pa in -k i l l ing  preparations.  l 

Although the  shift-worker caused a s p e c i f i c  problem t o  those . 
l iv ing  i n  i ndus t r i a l  towns, problems of  Newcastle women were s imi la r  
t o  the  problems o f  o ther  Austral ian women. Economic background caused 
a wide var ie ty  i n  the  types o f  these  problems. For example, i n  1939 
Jess ie  S t r ee t  could argue: "The shortage o f  domestic workers brings 
un to ldhardsh ip  t o  many homes I t  causes overs t ra in  and i l l - hea l t h  
t o  many mothers o f  families".? Obviously she was speaking of a woman 
who could afford  t o  pay f o r  domestic help. The woman interviewed, 
however, was, i n  1938, so poor t h a t  her  main problem was the  very 
survival  of he r  family. While acknowledging t he  wide var ie ty  o f  
problems faced by women i n  the  1930ts,  t h i s  essay w i l l  concentrate 
on poverty and i so la t ion ,  which were the  dominant themes i n  the  
interview conducted. I t  must be kept i n  mind though, t ha t  what the  
wr i t e r  might think a problem was not always a problem t o  the  woman 
being wri t ten  about. 

Attitudes t o  women i n  1938 were generally the  same nationwide, 
and more pa t r i a rcha l  and s e x i s t  than they a r e  today. The r o l e  o f  
women was c l ea r1  defined. Females were expected t o  care  f o r  the  
home and Donald Hornets mother was a typ ica l  example; 
he r  l i f e  was dominated by the family and the  boredom of the kitchen 
s i nkO4  O r  again, "marriage was the  crown and summit of  one's  expec- 
t a t i ons  and women hoped t o ,  and were expected to ,  marry1';5 and again, 
"Not even Miles Franklin and Marjorie Barnard, successful  independent 
women though they were, could afford  t o  be completely honest about 
t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  Education and/or t r a in ing  fo r  a career  
were of ten  considered unnecessary and a waste of  money. In 1940, 
25.9% of the students a t  New South Wales's only un ivers i ty  were 
female. Today there  a r e  s i x  s t a t e  un ive r s i t i e s ,  and a t  Sydney 
University alone 42.7% of the  s tudents  a r e  female. 7 

Mrs. P. ,  t h e  woman interviewed, was a g i r l ,  l iv ing  i n  West Wallsend 
i n  1938. West Wallsend had been a mining "boomt1 town a t  the  beginning 
of the  20th Century but as  the mines closed, had gradually declined. 
The steam t r a i n  from Newcastle t o  West Wallsend was discontinued i n  
1930. An a l t e rna t i ve  t ranspor t ,  twice da i ly  t o  Cockle Creek and then 
by r a i l  t o  Newcastle, ceased soon afterwards. In the l a t e  t h i r t i e s  
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"West Wallsend was very i s o l a t e d ~ . ~  I n  1938 the  d i s t r i c t  had a popu- 
l a t i o n  of 5,000. Nearly a l l  were miners o r  ex-miners and t h e i r  
f ami l i e s .  Mining communities a r e  known t o  f e e l  h o s t i l i t y  t o  o t h e r s  i n  
d i f f e r e n t  c a l l i n g s ,  and t h e  sma l l e r  t h e  community, and t h e  more i s o - '  
l a t e d  it is ,  the  s t ronger  t h i s  f e e l i n g  becomes .9 Thus West Wallsend 
was doubly i s o l a t e d  by a t t i t u d e  and lack  of  t r a n s p o r t .  During t h e  
depression and afterwards,  West Wallsend had one o f  t h e  h ighes t  r a t e s  
o f  unemployment i n  Aus t ra l i a .  Joseph L i t t l e r ,  a t a i l o r i n g  manager' o f  
West Wallsend s a i d :  " A t  one time we had 670 on r e l i e f  work" and "years 
ago, 93% had been unemployedw. lo The poverty o f  t h e  people, and the  
i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  town, made it d i f f i c u l t  t o  o b t a i n  employment. L i t t l e r  
was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  Young Ci t i zen  Movement which helped unemployed 
youth. He s a i d ,  "I have pa id  t h e  f a r e s  o f  boys and g i r l s  t o  go t o  
Newcastle t o  in terv iew employers. When they a r e  asked where they l i v e ,  
and they say  West Wallsend, the  em loyer  decides it i s  too  f a r  t o  
t r a v e l ,  and they s k i p  them over". 15' 

Mrs. P . ' s  f a t h e r  had been unemployed s i n c e  1933, except  f o r  
pe r iod ica l  r e l i e f  work on t h e  Mount Sugarloaf road. Her e l d e r  b ro the r  
had been unemployed s ince  leaving school s i x  years  before .  He grew 
vegetables f o r  t h e  family, and t h e  surplus  was b a r t e r e d  with neighbours 
f o r  o t h e r  foods tuf fs .  He a l s o  looked a f t e r  and milked t h e  cow. I n  t h e  
summer he picked b lackber r i e s  which grew around t h e  abandoned mine 
s h a f t s  and i n  t h e  bush. By "jumping t h e  r a t t l e r "  he was a b l e  t o  s e l l  
t hese  ("for t h r e e  pence a pannikinIf) a t  Sydney's Paddy's Markets. 
He had been on one o f  these  t r i p s  i n  1932 and had gone t o  see  t h e  
Harbour Bridge opened. He was thus a b l e  t o  b r ing  back t h e  news o f  
DeGrootls premature dash t o  c u t  the  ribbon before  Premier Lang. 
Mrs. P I S  boyfriend worked a t  t h e  Forestry unemployed r e l i e f  camp a t  
Bulahdelah. He rode h i s  b i c  c l e  s i x t y  miles  each Monday, and re turned 
t o  West Wallsend on Friday. lt: Mrs. P. I s  secon'd b ro the r  was employed 
a t  Stewart Lloyds a t  Mayfield. He a l s o  rode h i s  b ike  t o  work - a 
d i s t ance  of  about t h i r t e e n  mi les .  The hundreds of  workers who con- 13 verged on t h e  i n d u s t r i e s  a t  s h i f t - t i m e  were known a s  "wheeled spiders".  
As  t h e  only employed male i n  the  family o f  seven, t h i s  b ro the r  aged 16, 
handed h i s  e n t i r e  pay packet  t o  h i s  mother each week. H i s  exact  wage 
i s  no t  remembered; however i n  1939, "a metal process worker, assuming 
he commenced work a t  14 would rece ive  15/6 pe r  week and a t  19 he 
would rece ive  €3-3-6". 4 

The problems of  a family l i v i n g  on do le  r e l i e f  and such a meagre 
wage must have a f f e c t e d  t h e  whole family, bu t  e s p e c i a l l y  themother. 
She had t o  do a l l  t he  domestic work, a s  we l l  a s  cope with t h e  severe  
psychological s t r a i n  o f  cont inual  poverty.  The domestic work was 
heavy. A f u e l  s tove ,  copper, and ba th  h e a t e r  made house work unpleasant  
and inconvenient.  Mrs. P e t s  family were paying t h e i r  house o f f  by a 
weekly r e n t a l  which was 8/-. Clothes were always "hand-me-downstf. 
The family d i e t  was good, and included home-grown eggs and pou l t ry ,  
milk, b u t t e r ,  and cream, f r e s h  vegetables and home-baked bread. 
Sausages cos t  s i x  pence a pound and T-bone s t e a k  c o s t  1/6 per  pound. 
The butcher ,  who drove a horse  and c a r t ,  and kept  t h e  f l i e s  away from 
the  meat with a gum t r e e  switch,  c a l l e d  d a i l y .  

Mrs. P.  had l e f t  school  when she was 1 3  years  of age; t h e r e  
appeared t o  have been a negat ive  p a r e n t a l  a t t i t u d e  t o  education. 15 
According t o  Professor  Turney, "a problem f o r  i s o l a t e d  schools  i s  t h e  
c h i l d ' s  low motivat ion caused i n  general  by lack  o f  p a r e n t a l  enthusiasm 
f o r  education".16 However t h e r e  were more e n t h u s i a s t i c  a t t i t u d e s  



According t o  r eco rds  i n  1939 t h e r e  were 100-150 g i r l s  o u t  o f  work 
i n  West Wallsend. " I t  was e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a  g i r l  o f  14 t o  ea rn  he r  own 
l i v i n g ,  o the rwi se  h e r  people had t o  keep her". l8 Mrs. P.  was f o r t u n a t e  
enough t o  f i n d  a  job a s  a  nurse-maid. She walked fou r  mi les  t o  work 
a r r i v i n g  a t  7 a,m. and l eav ing  a t  7 p.m. Eventua l ly  she  saved enough 
money (by c o l l e c t i n g  b o t t l e s ,  and s e l l i n g  s i x  f o r  one penny) t o  buy a  
b i c y c l e  which gave h e r  some measure o f  freedom on h e r  r a r e  time of f  
duty.  She had Sunday o f f  each week. Her wages were l o / -  weekly, 
which she handed t o  h e r  mother.  Long hours  and low wages were common 
a s  t h e r e  were no r e g u l a t i o n s  governing such work. I n  1939 E l i zabe th  
Simmons, manageress o f  a  women's employment agency s a i d :  "The domestic 
workers commenced work a t  6.45 a.m. and had no approximate f i n i s h i n g  
t ime.  Af t e r  d inne r  t hey  were expected t o  answer t h e  door  o r  te lephone.  
They had one f u l l  day, s t a r t i n g  a t  10 a.m. o f f  each week, and from 
Saturday a f t e r  lunch u n t i l  Sunday n i g h t  o f f  once a  month". Mrs. Simmons 
a l s o  s a i d  "wages were no t  l e s s  than E l  a  week".19 

Af t e r  working such  long hours  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  t ime o r  i n c l i n a t i o n  
f o r  s t i m u l a t i n g  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  There were no d a i l y  papers  o r  
magazines i n  Mrs. P . ' s  home. She s a i d  simply: "we c o u l d n ' t  a f f o r d  
them". Light  music and s e r i a l s  were l i s t e n e d  t o  on t h e  "wireless" .  
There seemed t o  be no awareness o f  t h e  o u t s i d e  world so  t h a t  ignorance 
and i s o l a t i o n  were almost  complete. This does no t  mean t h a t  Mrs. P.  
f e l t  depr ived .  In  f a c t  she  f e e l s  t h a t  young people  o f  today l ack  many 
advantages which s h e  had when young.20 The family r e l a t i o n s h i p  was warm 
and c l o s e - k n i t .  IVhen c h i l d r e n ,  she  and he r  s i s t e r  used t o  p l ay  f o r  
hours i n  r a t h e r  i d y l l i c  surroundings,  "under w a t t l e  t r e e s  by a  creek". 
They would d r e s s  up i n  d i scarded  and well-worn f i n e r y  and make up t h e i r  
faces  with c a s t - o f f  cosmetics from o l d e r  f r i e n d s .  They e n t e r t a i n e d  
aunts  and mother with family c o n c e r t s .  "The women i n  t h e  family 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  loved t h e  S a l l i e s ,  and we spen t  a l l  t h e  t ime we cduld 
g e t t i n g  f r e e  en te r ta inment  a t  t h e i r  c o n c e r t s ,  h a r v e s t  f e s t i v a l s ,  and 
any s p e c i a l  dos . ! l 2 l  

The Sa lva t ion  Army had been a c t i v e  i n  t h e  Newcastle and Coa l f i e ld s  
d i s t r i c t  almost s i n c e  t h e  f i r s t  a r r i v a l  o f  Sa lva t ion  Army o f f i c e r s  i n  
A u s t r a l i a  i n  1881. Apparently t h e  Army was no t  always a s  favourably 
received i n  nearby M i n m i  a s  i n  West Wallsend. A r e p o r t  i n  t h e  War Cry 
i n  t h e  e a r l y  e i g h t i e s  t e l l s  o f  a  l a r r i k i n  who knocked Captain Jenny 
Walker from a  b r i d g e  i n    in mi . 2 2  In  1890 t h e  Sydney Mail had f u r t h e r  
news of t h e  Army i n  t h e  C o a l f i e l d s ,  and s t a t e d ,  "Evan Williams, a  
miner from M i n m i  was forwarded t o  t h e  Dar l inghurs t  Receiving House 
t h i s  a f te rnoon a s  a  dangerous l u n a t i c .  Two months ago he jo ined  t h e  
Sa lva t ion  Army and i s  now rav ing  mad". 2  3 

In Mrs, P o ' s  home h e r  f a t h e r  was l'boss", a l though h e r  mother was 
obvious ly  t h e  "lynch-pin". There was always enough money f o r  f a t h e r  
t o  enjoy a  few b e e r s  on Saturday n i g h t  i n  one o f  West Wallsend's s i x  
pubs. This  was a  pu re ly  mascul ine a c t i v i t y .  Anzac Day was a l s o  
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