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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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' I N  A J O B v  IN 1938: 

A REFLECTION OF DEPRESSION EXPERIENCES 

by Barbara Gaudry 

Workers i n  t h e  metal i n d u s t r i e s  i n  Newcastle i n  1938 faced a scene 
determined by t h e  chronic depress ion  condi t ions  t h a t  had ex i s t ed  i n  t h e  
c i t y  fo r 'more  than  a decade. In  t h i s  paper I w i l l  c o n t r a s t  t h e  work 
experiences and a t t i t u d e s  of  a s k i l l e d  worker, M r  J ,  whose family 
connections and job t r a i n i n g  s h e l t e r e d  him from t h e  harsh r e a l i t i e s  of 
t h e  depression,  with those  o f  t h r e e  o t h e r  men who were not  so  f o r t u n a t e .  
M r  J began h i s  appren t i cesh ip  dur ing  t h e  depress ion ,  and became a p a t t e r n  
maker, and member o f  a s t rong  c r a f t  union: t h e  Amalgamated Engineering 
Union (AEU)'. The o t h e r  in te rv iewees  became ironworkers,  semi-sk i l led  
members o f  t h e  Federated Ironworkers '  Associat ion (FIA), which was 
devas ta ted  by t h e  depress ion  yea r s .  The experiences o f  t h e  interviewees 
dur ing  t h e  depress ion  honed t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  and determined t h e i r  work 
opt ions  and problems o f  employment i n  1938. 

To ob ta in  an overview o f  t h e  employment background o f  t h e  interviewees,  
it is necessary t o  examine t h e  p o s i t i o n  of metal  workers dur ing  t h e  
depression.  The depress ion  period i n  Newcastle is  no tab le  f o r  i ts  length .  
For ironworkers t h e  decades preceding t h e  depress ion  were marked by per-  
s i s t e n t  under-employment and pe r iod ic  chronic  unemployment. The FIA, 
which covered t h e  ' unsk i l l ed  and semi - sk i l l ed  workers i n  t h e  metal manu- 
f ac tu r ing  i n d u s t r i e s  , l was a weak union hampered by very  inadequate f i n -  
ances and employer v i c t imiza t ion  of  i t s  l eade r s  and o rgan ize r s .  I ts  
poorly pa id  and under-employed members were 'ever  conscious t h a t  p reva i l ing  
unemployment and t h e i r  lack  of  s k i l l  made them e a s i l y  r ep laceab le ' .  2 
The union ' s  problems were i n t e n s i f i e d  dur ing  t h e  depress ion  and i ts  member- 
sh ip  dec l ined  markedly. Unemployment f o r  metalworkers r o s e  t o  over 30 pe r  
cent ,  with t h e  l e v e l  f o r  ironworkers being h igher  than t h e  o the r  metal 
unions. 3 

During t h i s  t ime a d u l t s  were replaced by low-paid jun io r s ,  i l l e g a l  
wage c u t s  occurred and ' s k i l l e d  workers were downgraded i n t o  unsk i l l ed  jobs 
made vacant  by t h e  d ismissa l  of unsk i l l ed  men1 . 4  The FIA d id  not  have t h e  
f i n a n c i a l  resources  t o  pay unemployment b e n e f i t s  t o  i t s  members, nor t o  
f inance  breach of  award chal lenges  i n  t h e  c o u r t s .  For many unemployed 
ironworkers t h e  p o s i t i o n  was despera te .  The d o l e  provided by t h e  s t a t e  
government reduced t h e  r e c i p i e n t s  t o  poverty l e v e l  and ' S t a t e  sponsored 
r e l i e f  schemes were no t  widespread u n t i l  193'2' .5 Unemployment l e v e l s  f o r  
ironworkers remained high well  i n t o  t h e  decade. 

The members of t h e  AEU were i n  a much s t ronge r  p o s i t i o n .  They were 
tradesmen whose s k i l l s  were needed by indus t ry ,  and they  were p ro tec t ed  
by a s t rong  c r a f t  union.  The AEU, a wealthy union a t  t h e  s t a r t  of  t h e  
depression,  was probably t h e  only  union a b l e  t o  pr0vid.e unemployment 
b e n e f i t s  t o  members throughout t h e  d e  r e s s i o n .  I t  pa id  out  E360,OOO 
throughout Aus t r a l i a  between 1926-32.' The union was a l s o  a b l e  t o  main- 
t a i n  t h e  s k i l l e d  award r a t e s  o f  i t s  members by t ak ing  breach o f  award cases  
before the' cour t s .  Unemployment r a t e s  f o r  t h e  AEU peaked a t  25.7 per  cent  





~lncmploycJ hc rcpl  i c J ,  

I  was never  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  government o r  p o l i t i c s .  The 
f a c t  i s  I was working; maybe I was complacent, o r  j u s t  
s a t i s f i e d .  I  was working, I  d i d n ' t  have t o  worry about 
anyone e l s e ,  why should I  worry? I f  I  had been ou t  o f  

16  work i t  would have been a d i f f e r e n t  p ropos i t i on .  

For Mr J .  l i f e  a t  Goninans i n  1938 was very p l ea s ing .  'They were 17 
t h e  b e s t  company t o  work f o r  i n  Newcastle . . .  they were a marvel lous firm1. 
Unlike BHP where he was t o l d  ' I  was t h e r e  t o  make p a t t e r n s  no t  t o  
w h i s t l e '  ,18 t h e  work atmosphere was r e l axed ,  and s u f f i c i e n t  t ime was 
allowed f o r  making t h e  p a t t e r n .  He thought  t h e  work cond i t i ons  were good, 
a l though workers with c a t a r r h  o r  asthma were a f f e c t e d  by t h e  very f i n e  
t imber d u s t  i n  t h e  p a t t e r n  room. There was no lunch room o r  f i r s t  a i d  
s t a t i o n ,  nor  any s i c k  l eave .  Unemployment pay and annual l e ave  were no t  
provided by t h e  company. Promotion o p p o r t u n i t i e s  e x i s t e d  and depended 
on s e n i o r i t y .  

A t  lunch t ime t h e  t a b l e  t e n n i s  compet i t ion re igned  supreme. P o l i t i c s  
and union ma t t e r s  were no t  d i s cus sed ,  a p a t t e r n  which M r  J .  was f a m i l i a r  
with from h i s  home environment. ''Work cond i t i ons  weren ' t  ever  d i s cus sed .  
There were no complaints ,  we d i d  our  job and went home1 . I 9  According t o  
t h e  in te rv iewee ,  t h i s  was no t  due t o  t h e  unemployment s i t u a t i o n ,  bu t  
'because t h e  men were s a t i s f i e d  with t h e i r  wages and cond i t i ons  ... one 
t h i n g  I was p leased  about i n t h o s e d a y s  was t h a t  t h e r e  were no s t r i k e s ,  
t h e r e  were no t a l k s  o f  s t r i k e s '  .20 In  1938 Mr J .  was earn ing  E6/19/- 
per  week, £3 above t h e  b a s i c  wage. H i s  was t h e  h ighes t  paid t r a d e  i n  
t h e  country and he.was conten t  wi th  h i s  l o t .  

The dep re s s ion  exper iences  o f  M r  T. were markedly d i f f e r e n t .  I n  1926 
'he  was on t o p  o f  t h e  world121 earn ing  E6/10/- pe r  week a s  a q u a l i f i e d  
tradesman i n  t h e  c l o t h i n g  t r a d e .  He had £120 i n  t h e  bank, was second only 
t o  t h e  manager on t h e  promotion l is t ,  and was union d e l e g a t e  i n  a very 
happy ' fami ly1  workplace. When t h e  dep re s s ion  h i t  t h e  c l o t h i n g  t r a d e  i n  
1928 Mr T. and n ine ty  g i r l s  were o u t  o f  work. 

Ten years  o f  ' b a t t l i n g  around f o r  j obs ' 22  fol lowed.  A man 'who had 
never worked hard u n t i l  t h e n 1  ,23 was g l ad  t o  c l ean  s h i p s 1  b i l g e s ,  shovel  
coa l  i n t o  t r u c k s ,  load ca se s  o f  bananas o r  work a t  any o t h e r  casua l  jobs 
he could f i n d .  The t imes were very hard .  A t  Sulphide Corporat ion,  where 
he had h i s  worst  job,  he  saw men who had a c i d  burns around t h e i r  bodies  
shove l l i ng  f e r t i l i z e r ,  and o t h e r s  who were s u f f e r i n g  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  rock 
dus t  from inadequate  v e n t i l a t i o n .  The men were a f r a i d  t o  complain i n  c a s e  
t h i s  meant t hey  would l o s e  t h e i r  jobs .  Some o f  Mr T 1 s  jobs were f o r  h a l f  
a day, o t h e r s  were f o r  a few months. During t h e s e  t e n  yea r s  h e  cared f o r  
h i s  mother who rece ived  a pension o f  El p e r  week. With a weekly r e n t  o f  
17/6 and t h e  s i n g l e  man's d o l e  a t  5/- they  were c o n s t a n t l y  i n  d e b t .  

In 1938, Mr T. ,  a former qua l f i ed  tradesman and now aged 38 yea r s ,  
began work a s  an 'odd-jobs man124 a t  Goninans. A t  t h i s  t ime  it was s t i l l  
'very hard t o  g e t  a job anywhere, and ou had t o  know someone. 25 Working 
cond i t i ons  a t  Goninans were 'very  wi th  no lunch p l a c e  o r  ba th  
houses,  and inadequate  t o i l e t  f a c i l i t i e s .  The f l o o r s  were o f  d i r t  and 
one b u i l d i n g  flooded i n  wet weather .  However, t h e  ' bos se s1  were very 
good. They had t r a i n e d  a t  Goninans and knew and understood t h e  men. 
Mr T. was paid t h e  b a s i c  wage o f  E3/19/- per  week and worked an 8-3/4 
hour day p l u s  Saturday mornings. He became on overhead c r ane  d r i v e r ,  which 
led  no t  on ly  t o  welcome overt ime,  but  a l s o  t o  i n d u s t r i a l  deafness  from t h e  
no i se  o f  t h e  r i v e t e r s  working below. 





5.  

M r  H 1 s  exper ience  was comparable. Most o f  h i s  working l i f e  was spen t  
a s  an ironworker and he  was a c u t e l y  aware o f  t h e  problems t h i s  e n t a i l e d .  
When he  jo ined  t h e  BHP i n  1924 a  workmate asked him t o  j o i n  t h e  FIA. H e  
pa id  h i s  5/- union due and was warned ' no t  t o  t e l l  because he  would b e  
sacked1 .36 According t o  t h e  i n t e rv i ewee  'it was taboo t o  d i s c u s s  work 
cond i t i ons  o r  p o l i t i c s  a  work, because o f  t h e  f e a r  o f  d i s m i s s a l  o r  someone 
r e p o r t i n g  t o  t h e  b o s s '  .35 The BHP had a  h i s t o r y  o f  an t i -un ion  a c t i v i t y .  
I t  worked a c t i v e l y  t o  suppress  unionism. Men involved i n  union a c t i v i t y  
were d i smissed ,  and a  record  of t h i s  was kept  t o  prevent  t h e i r  re-employment 

gjmpanies . by t h e  BHP o r  i t s  a s s o c i a t e d  38 By 1936, on ly  25 pe r  c e n t  o f  t h e  
workers were t r a d e  u n i o n i s t s .  

In  1926 M r  H .  jo ined t h e  Railways Department a s  a  p o r t e r  i n  t h e  hope 
o f  f i nd ing  t h e  s e c u r i t y  and cond i t i ons  o f  a  'government j o b 1 .  The onse t  
o f  t h e  depress ion  meant d i s m i s s a l  and two weeks1 severance pay. Again h e  
tu rned  t o  BHP where h e  worked p e r i o d i c a l l y  u n t i l  1936. During s l a c k  t imes  
he  was l a i d  o f f  and spen t  a  t o t a l  o f  t h r e e  and a  h a l f  yea r s  unemployed. 
The work cond i t i ons  o f  t h i s  t ime  r e f l e c t  t h e  impotent p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  t r a d e  
unions.  M r  H .  reminisced: 

The 48 hour week was spread ove r  f i v e  and a  h a l f  days.  
BHP r a n  a  seven day r o s t e r  w i th  two days o f f  pe r  f o r t n i g h t .  
The f i r s t  day o f f  could f a l l  immediately af ter  'dog watch1 
and s o  become a  wasted day. S h i f t  workers r ece ived  one 
penny an hour e x t r a .  There was no annual l e ave  o r  s i c k  
pay. S a f e t y  equipment such a s  g loves ,  h a t s ,  boo t s  and 
c l o t h i n g  were no t  provided.  Many workers s u f f e r e d  h e a l t h  
d e t e r i o r a t i o n  through t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  work.40 

In 1936 t h e  i n t e rv i ewee  moved t o  S tewar t s4 tnd  Lloyds, bu t  was dismissed a s  
a u n i o n i s t ,  'never  t o  b e  'employed aga in1  . He moved t o  Commonwealth S t e e l  
Co Ltd where he worked a s  a  furnace  man f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s .  Here t h e  work was 
very  heavy but  n o t  unhea l thy ,  a l though it was necessary  t o  t a k e  s a l t  t a b l e t s  
because o f  t h e  h o t  work. No p r o t e c t i v e  c l o t h i n g  was provided by t h e  company 
and t h e  purchase of  boots  and c l o t h i n g  was a  problem f o r  Mr H .  He wrapped 
h i s  hands i n  hes s i an  t o  p r o t e c t  them from t h e  h e a t .  The f l o o r s  were o f  
d i r t ,  and no lunch rooms o r  ba th  houses were provided.  The bonus system 
opera ted  and jun io r  workers were employed below t h e  b a s i c  wage. In  1938 
he  was temporar i ly  dismissed f o r  r e fus ing  t o  work a  f a u l t y  fu rnace .  

The exper iences  of  t h e  workplace l e d  t o  M r  H 1 s  s t r o n g  a l l e g i a n c e  t o  
t r a d e  unionism. H i s  exper iences  o f  t h e  depress ion ,  heightened by h i s  
involvement with t h e  Unemployed Workers1 Movement, l e d  t o  h i s  ' d i s g u s t  
wi th  t h e  system' and a  commitment t o  change.42 

For a l l  o f  t h e  i n t e rv i ewees  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  depress ion  extended 
u n t i l  1938. An enforced migra tory  l i f e s t y l e  s t i l l  confronted M r  J .  d e s p i t e  
t h e  f i n a n c i a l  rewards o f  t h e  h ighes t  pa id  t r a d e ,  and work cond i t i ons  with 
which he  was very  con ten t .  For t h e  o t h e r  men t h e  depress ion  had been 
harsh;  t h e y  had n e i t h e r  t h e  s k i l l s  nor  t r a i n i n g  t o  n e g o t i a t e  i n  t h e  work- 
p l ace .  1938 was a  watershed f o r  two of them, f o r  it r ep re sen t ed  permanent 
work a f t e r  p a r t i c u l a r l y  long pe r iods  of  unemployment. Work i n  1938 was 
marked by a  drop i n  s t a t u s ,  work cond i t i ons  and f i n a n c i a l  reward f o r  
Mr T., compared t o  h i s  former heady days a s  a  tradesman i n  t h e  c l o t h i n g  
t r a d e .  L i f e  on t h e  product ion  l i n e  was sou l  de s t roy ing  f o r  M r  A . ,  and 
f o r  M r  H .  t h e r e  was no a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  cont inu ing  hard l i f e  o f  t h e  
ironworker.  A l l  of t h e  problems o f  t h e  non-craftsmen confronted t h e s e  
men i n  1938, b u t  a t  l e a s t  t hey  were ' i n  a  j o b 1 .  
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