
AUSTRALIAN HISTOBY 

No. 7 

1 9 8 2  





PREFACE 

The 1982 i s s u e  of Student Research Papers continues t h e  
p r a c t i c e  began l a s t  year of publishing t h e  b e s t  f i r s t  year essays 
on aspects  of  l i f e  and work i n  Newcastle 1938. A s  explained i n  
t h e  l a s t  i s sue ,  t h e  His tory  Department of t h e  Universi ty,  along 
with colleagues from t h e  C . A . E . ,  i s  involved i n  research and 
wri t ing  f o r  t h e  1938 volume of The Austral ian Bicentennial 
History Pro jec t .  We have been t r a i n i n g  se lec ted  s tudents  t o  
interview Novocastrians about l i f e  i n  1938 from an interview 
schedule arranged by t h e  National Oral History Projec t  connected 
with t h e  1938 volume. 

Ten s tudents  were se lec ted  t h i s  year t o  ca r ry  out  a t  l e a s t  
one interview (one s tudent  Barbara Gaudry interviewed four  people) 
and then,  on t h e  b a s i s  of control led  background reading, t o  w r i t e  
an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  essay on t h e  problems der iv ing from work 
(or  the  lack of i t )  which faced a family during 1938. The r e s u l t s ,  
l i k e  l a s t  year, were varied and many of t h e  same problems were 
encountered desp i t e  our i roning out  many of t h e  wrinkles assgciated 
with t h e  1981 p r o j e c t .  These papers a r e  valuable mainly a s  
t r a i n i n g  exerc ises  f o r  our f i r s t  year s tudents .  We have continued 
t o  publish them i n  t h i s  form because, i n  s p i t e  of t h e i r  incomplete 
nature ,  they help  t o  give ou t s ide r s  a glimpse of t h e  rhythms 
of p r i v a t e  experience associa ted  with l i f e  i n  Newcastle and t h e  
coa l f i e lds .  

The papers by Gaudry and Owens deal  with t h e  l i v e s  of  men i n  
Newcastle heavy indus t ry  i n  1938. Paynels paper a l s o  deals  with 
t h a t  work experience but  adds a dimension t o  do with t h e  Anglican 
church and i t s  handling of i n d u s t r i a l  i s sues .  The e f f e c t s  of  
r e l i g i o n ,  of Pr imi t ive  Methodism s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  on t h e  l i f e s t y l e  
and expectat ions of a mining family a t  Dudley i s  a l s o  h ighl ighted 
i n  C u r t i s ' s  essay. F ina l ly ,  Deacon examines r e f l e c t i v e l y  t h e  
meaning of a s i n g l e  person's  l i f e  experience i n  1938 within t h e  
wider p a t t e r n  of ' h i s t o r y ' .  

These a r e  t e n t a t i v e  s t e p s  towards 'people 's  h i s t o r y ' .  . 
We hope t h e  Student Research Papers w i l l  cont r ibute  a l i t t l e  t o  
the  data  f o r  a s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  of t h i s  a rea  and with it, t o  t h e  
s t o r y  of what it meant t o  be an Aust ra l ian  i n  1938. 

Sheilah Gray 
Peter  Hempenstall 
Margaret Henry 
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Mr. H 1 s  childhood during t h e  20 ' s  and 30 ' s  was f i l l e d  with poverty 
and i n s t a b i l i t y .  H i s  childhood unlucki ly  coincided with troubled times 
f o r  Newcastle's economy. J . C .  Docherty a s s e r t s  t h a t  "In June of  1933, 
38% of the  c i t y ' s  male workforce were e i t h e r  unemployed o r  p a r t l y  
~ n e m ~ l o ~ e d ~ ~ . l  M r .  H 1 s  f a t h e r  was unfor tunate ly  one of those  s t a t i s t i c s  
who found himself with t h e  impossible t a s k  of  r a i s i n g  a family of seven 
on l i t t l e  o r  no income. Because of  t h e s e  circumstances M r .  H. was with- 
drawn from school a t  the  age of  14, a f t e r  only e igh t  years  of  r egu la r  
schooling.  He remembers with p r i d e  and r e g r e t  t h e  schoolmasterls  dismay 
a t  los ing  such a promising s tudent .2  That M r .  H. was considered such a 
promising student  was q u i t e  an accomplishment i n  i t s e l f ,  given t h e  cons tant  
changing of accommodation t h e  family was forced i n t o  by changing for tunes .  
M r .  H.  remembers a t  l e a s t  s i x  d i f f e r e n t  homes he inhabited a s  a c h i l d .  
One change i n  f inanc ia l  circumstances t h a t  Mr. H .  remembers with g l e e  
was t h e  in t roduct ion  of t h e  c h i l d  endowment scheme. This was introduced 
by J .  Lang i n  March 1927 and f o r  M r .  H .  it meant add i t ions  t o  h i s  wardrobe. 
H i s  wardrobe had h i t h e r t o  comprised t e e - s h i r t  and s h o r t s ,  nothing more. 
The poverty t h a t  Mr. H .  experienced a s  a c h i l d  d id  not  diminish a s  he grew 
t o  manhood. A s  Sheilah Gray suggests  "a p i c t u r e  o f  i n t e r m i t t e n t  unemploy- 
ment i n  Newcastle extending a s  f a r  back a s  1921, ind ica tes  t h a t  f o r  many 
people t h e  depression of t h e  1930's was only t h e  coup de 

The coup de grace came f o r  M r .  H 1 s  family i n  February 1937 when once 
again  t h e  f a t h e r  was dismissed from t h e  Newcastle s t e e l  works. 1n.March 
of  t h e  same year a t  t h e  age of  20 M r .  H. was of fered  an unsk i l l ed  labour- 
e r ' s  pos i t ion  with t h e  same company. Mr. H. claims t h a t  'it was t h e  con- 
sc ien t ious  and loyal  a t t i t u d e  shown by h i s  f a t h e r  towards BHP t h a t  had 
motivated t h e  company t o  make t h e  o f f e r  of a job t o  himself .5 The 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  feeding and c lo th ing a family o f  seven now res ted  heavi ly  
upon t h e  shoulders of  Mr. H. With a pas t  s teeped i n  poverty and i n s t a b i l i t y ,  
M r .  H .  g r a t e f u l l y  accepted a job with BHP, a job t h a t  was t o  l a s t  f o r  
almost f o r t y  years .  This need f o r  a secure  exis tence  t h a t  would meet t h e  
demands generated by ensuring a fami ly ' s  su rv iva l  seems t o  have coloured 
t h e  a t t i t u d e  of  both M r .  H. and many of  h i s  fe l low workers towards both 
employment and employer. There is  evidence t o  suggest t h a t  employers 
took advantage of  t h i s  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  work fo rce .  

In 1938 under t h e  guidance of  Essington Lewis, "an i n d u s t r i a l  ~ h u r c h i l l ~ ~ , ~  
IIBHP1s p r o f i t  soared t o  £1,300,461, higher than any p r o f i t  ever  made by an 
Austral ian c ~ m ~ a n ~ ~ ~ . ~  I t  is  tempting t o  agree with t h e  Trades Hall  a r t i c i e  
published i n  1936 t h a t  t h i s  unprecedented high p r o f i t  was b u i l t  I1upon t h e  
sweat and blood o f  t h e  metal workerst1.8 There i s  evidence t h a t  t h i s  r h e t o r i c  
does have some t r u t h  i n  i t .  Helen Hughes no tes  t h a t  llthroughout t h e  1930's 
labour condi t ions  were favourable t o  t h e  i n d u ~ t r ~ ~ ~ . g  The unemployment with- 
i n  Newcastle throughout t h e  1920's and 30 ' s  seems t o  have weakened t h e  
worker's pos i t ion  so  g r e a t l y  t h a t  it l i t e r a l l y  became a quest ion of  s t e e l  
o r  s t a r v e .  This f a c t o r ,  added t o  BHP1s negative pol icy  towards unionism, 



made poss ib le  t h e  continuation of p r o f i t s  paid f o r  by t h e  workers, most 
assuredly  i n  sweat and too o f t e n  i n  blood. 

In  1938 Mr. H. was rece iv ing from BHP a wage of £3.6s, "which was 
approximately 30% below t h e  average weekly ~ a ~ e s ' ~ . l O  Helen Hughes claims 
t h a t  i n  comparison with B r i t i s h  and Continental s t e e l  wage r a t e s ,  Aust- 
r a l i a n  wage r a t e s  were amongst t h e  lowest during t h e  depression and t h e  
slowest t o  r i s e  a f t e r  t h e  depression.  She a s s e r t s  t h a t  i n  1937 I1Aust- 
r a l i a n  wage r a t e s  were s t i l l  below those  of 1929". l1 This is i n  s p i t e  of  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  BHP 'Inow had an impetus t h a t  nothing shor t  of  another  nat ion- 
wide slump could haltll .12 Another disadvantage t h a t  M r .  H.  and many l i k e  
him were forced t o  cope with was s h i f t  work. M r .  H.  descr ibes  s h i f t  work 
a s  a I1major s o c i a l  and family handicap1'. l3 H i s  own personal experience 
of s h i f t  work added t o  t h e  experience of belonging t o  a family whose 
f a t h e r  was on continuous s h i f t  work f o r  many years  must s tand him i n  good 
s tead  on t h i s  sub jec t .  

The forty-four hours of  every week t h a t  M r .  H. spent  within BHP were 
remarkable only f o r  t h e i r  dangers, exhaustion and poor working condi t ions .  
When asked about t h e  condi t ions  of  h i s  workplace, he responded, I1we used 
t o  c a l l  it t h e  aba t to i r s l1 .  l4 The Trades Hall  a r t i c l e  concurs t h a t  Ifthe 
works a r e  commonly c a l l e d  t h e  a b a t t o i r s  by t h e  Newcastle workers and t h a t  
t h e  number of acc idents ,  both f a t a l  and otherwise g ive  point  t o  t h e  sobriquet  
usedll.15 F . R . E .  Mauldon claims thatl*BHP1s motto of  s a f e t y  f i r s t  was 
s i n c e r e  and ef fec t ive1 ' .  l6 This c o n f l i c t s  with BHP1s  in t roduct ion  of t h e  
Bedeaux Bonus system during t h e  30 ' s .  This system e f f e c t i v e l y  aimed a t  
increasing t h e  p roduc t iv i ty  o f  t h e  workers. The Trades Hall  a r t i c l e  claims 
t h a t  I1 the ' inevi table  outcome of  t h i s  incessant  speed-up, d e s p i t e  e l abora te  
s a f e t y  f i r s t  campaigns and devices,  is a con t inua l ly  growing crop of 
accidentsl1. l7 I t  goes on, " the record number o f  acc idents  t r e a t e d  i n  one 
week a t  t h e  Company's F i r s t  Aid s t a t i o n  up t o  t h e  present  time was 80011.18 
M r .  H .  a s s e r t s  t h a t  when f i r s t  working a t  BHP t h e  f a t a l i t y  r a t e  was high.'' 
He f e l t  t h e  general a t t i t u d e  amongst h i s  worlanates towards t h e  dangerous 
na tu re  of  t h e i r  work t o  be one o f  apprehension and f e a r ,  l e s t  they too 
should be incapaci ta ted  o r  k i l l e d .  Nevertheless death o r  maiming was 
accepted a s  an i n t e g r a l  hazard of  t h e i r  work. 

The f e a r  of  maiming o r  death  on t h e  p l a n t  and t h e  lack of  q u a l i t y  of 
family l i f e  because of  s h i f t  work were accepted a s  t h e  l e s s e r  o f  two e v i l s ,  
t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  being unemployment. If by chance a man proved himself 
loyal  and conscientious then between a period of  t e n  and f i f t y  years  he 
might f ind  himself i n  a good pos i t ion  within BHP1s h ierarchy.  But a s  Helen 
Hughes po in t s  out "the process of  promotion was slow and uncer ta in  and a 
man might never be se lec ted  f o r  more rewarding workI1.20 So not  only was 
t h e  present  poor f o r  s t e e l  workers i n  t h e  30 ' s  but  t h e  f u t u r e  looked equal ly  
bleak.  The unions, t h e  working manfs usual  avenue of appeal and support 
do not appear t o  have been very a c t i v e  within Newcastle a t  t h i s  time. 

There a r e  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  could explain t h e  unionsf  r e l -  
a t i v e  i n a c t i v i t y ,  r e l a t i v e ,  t h a t  is, t o  p laces  such a s  t h e  "Wollongong 
a rea  which had s i m i l a r  economic and s o c i a l  problems11.21 Mr. H. claims 
t h a t  t h e  union movement within BHP i n  1938 was not  a s t rong one.22 The 
Trades Hall a r t i c l e  claims t h a t  "In t h e  BHP s t e e l  works only 25% of  t h e  
4,671 workers a r e  members of  t r a d e  unions11. 23 A. Trengove suggests  t h a t  
I1The depression had sha t t e red  many unions, i n c l u d i i g  t h e  Federated Iron- 
worker's Associat ion and only  a minori ty of BHP1s employees were union 
m e m b e ~ s l l . ~ ~  BHP a c t i v e l y  pursued a pol icy  of not  h i r i n g  m i l i t a n t  bnion 
labour. Helen Hughes suggests  t h a t  t h e  p r i c e  paid f o r  union involvement 
was high and l a s t i n g ,  "The works kept a record of  men dismissed f o r  union 
a c t i v i t y  so  t h a t  they would not be re-employed a t  t h e  steelworks o r  by 
associa ted  companies1'. 2S The unions, having been weakened by t h e  depress- 
ion were d e l i b e r a t e l y  kept i n  a s t a t e  of weakness and a s  Helen Hughes 



comments If the pressure  of  unemployment ou t s ide  t h e  i r o n  and s t e e l  indus t ry  
reduced t h e  number of  i n d u s t r i a l  d i spu tes  and made t h e  BHP1s h o s t i l e  
a t t i t u d e  t o  unionism This appears t o  be one of  t h e  cont r ib-  
u t ing  f a c t o r s  t o  t h e  working man's acceptance of dangerous and d e s t r u c t -  
i v e  work condi t ions .  

d 

A second f a c t o r  seems t o  be  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  t h a t  spr ings  from a s h i f t  
system of  work. A s  M r .  H. mentioned, s h i f t  work i s  a handicap t o  both 
family and s o c i a l  l i f e .  The lack of  contac t  and communication inherent  
i n  a s h i f t  worker's l i f e  could i n  p a r t  explain t h e  non- iden t i f i ca t ion  o f  
t h e  average worker with t h e  unions of  t h i s  time. M r .  H .  claims t h a t  t h e  
dinner break conversat ion would involve anything and everything except 
t a l k  of  work.27 This lack  o f  communication between t h e  workers on import- 
a n t  i s s u e s  would have made s o l i d a r i t y  impossible. Added t o  t h i s  separa t ion  
within p lan t  l i f e  was a s i m i l a r  sepa ra t ion  i n  t h e  worker's s o c i a l  l i f e .  
The s h i f t  system o f  work i s  extremely d i s r u p t i v e  t o  any s o c i a l  l i f e  and 
throughout t h e  30 ' s  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  was worsened a s  individuals  were forced 
by t h e  depression t o  seek cheaper accommodation. This q u i t e  o f t e n  e n t a i l e d  
moving from one suburb t o  another .  The necess i ty  of  movement from suburb 
t o  suburb d i d  not encourage s t rong  o r  l a s t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and t h i s  i s o l -  
a t i o n  was aggravated by t h e  lack  o f  t r a n s p o r t  f o r  t h e  working man. 

A t h i r d  f a c t o r  t h a t  cleaved t h e  ranks of  t h e  workers was BHP1s po l i cy  
of promotion. M r .  H .  claims t h a t  a job with BHP could mean a job f o r  l i f e  
i f  ''you do t h e  r i g h t  M r .  H. was one o f  those  men who showed 
l l in i t i a t ive I1  and gradual ly  r o s e  through t h e  ranks.  H i s  slow but  s teady 
promotion could r e f l e c t  not  only h i s  conscientiousness but  a l s o  h i s  
p o l i t i c a l  i n a c t i v i t y .  M r .  H 1 s  s o l e  concern was providing f o r  h i s  family 
and although he was a member of  t h e  union he was quick t o  point  ou t  t h a t  
h i s  membership was a token one and t h a t  h i s  involvement was very l imi ted .  
M r .  H .  f e l t  t h a t  h i s  promotion from worker t o  s t a f f  made l i t t l e  d i f f e rence  
t o  h i s  r e l a t ionsh ips  wi th in  t h e  works. This he a t t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  r e spec t  
he engendered amongst those  who had previously been fe l low workers. Other 
valued employees were not  s o  lucky i n  t h e i r  working r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and 
Helen Hughes notes  t h a t  t h e  unions accused t h e  company o f  "breaking s o c i a l  
t i e s  by s t a f f  appointment, s e t t i n g  workmen aga ins t  each o the rn .  29 

Following a childhood o f  poverty M r .  H . ,  l i k e  many o the r s ,  accepted 
poss ib le  death,  i n j u r y  and t h e  des t ruc t ion  of  family l i f e  through s h i f t -  
work f o r  t h e  weekly wage of  £ 3 . 6 ~  and t h e r e  i s  no doubt t h a t  such men 
f e l t  themselves t o  be t h e  lucky ones. There were many examples of  what 
happened f o r  those  who f a i l e d  t o  f i n d  o r  keep employment. 
Helen Hughes claims t h a t :  

llNewcastle became a ghost town i n  t h e  e a r l y  
1930ts  a s  workers unable t o  keep up r e n t  
o r  house payments moved t o  shanty towns made 
of  bags and corrugated i r o n  on t h e  o u t s k i r t s  
o f  t h e  town a t  Lake Macquariell. 30 

The high unemployment i n  Newcastle made it poss ib le  f o r  BHP t o  dominate 
a weakened workforce and adopt a s tance  towards unionism t h a t  would 
ensure t h e  workforce remained weak. For men l i k e  M r .  H. BHP was a knight 
i n  sh in ing amour ,  bu t  with h inds ight  it could be s a i d  t h a t  BHP was 
s l i g h t l y  t r an i shed  i n  i t s  deal ings  with i t s  employees during t h e  30 ' s .  
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