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To Judith





Part One



My Exile and Wanderings
By F. A. (Artem) Samsurov
(Late Hero of the Soviet Revolution)
Translated into English from the 2nd Russian edition,
Moscow, Progress Publishing, 1953
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When I first came to Brisbane in the year 1911, I wrote often to my sister Zhenya Trofimova, as I had not done during my escape or while Suvarov and I were surviving in Shanghai. That I had not written earlier was not due to lack of affection, but to the fact I was so unsettled. But now I felt that for a time I had reached the end of journeying. I dedicate these pages, which were written in exile, to her.


Trofimov, my brother-in-law, was at that stage a Donetz coal miner, a noble soul and a reader, who – although I did not know it at the time – had recently been overcome by gases and dust clouds in the Verkhneye No. 3 mine. When they first opened those workings, the priest came down the shaft with holy water and incantations. But no blessing would prove equal to the unholy atmosphere of the mine.


I move ahead too fast. Exile is my story, not black lung.


I was amazed at first arrival in the city by the fact that even the poor did not eat horsemeat. Yes, they ate rabbits, of which there are too many. Did that mean it was a working man’s paradise already, without a revolution? Well . . . the men in the railway camp near Warwick, where I had worked early in my Australian experience, did not think so. The system remained the system. There were men I knew who fed their children a slice of bread and lard four evenings a week. Yet I remembered intelligent Russians who – having never been there – declared that Australia was a working man’s paradise. But the reality, even in a new country, was that the old world had been imported there in one lump.


However, this was a good place for a tired old prisoner to rest in the sun and between battles. Brisbane ran up a hill in a bow of river and sat without any fuss under the humid sky. And Russia had come there. I went along to a meeting of the Association of Russian Emigrants on the south side of the river, Stanley Street. There were Russians of all shades there, vague liberals, Mensheviks, disappointed Agrarian Socialists (who once lived with peasants but found them mean and wanting), Revolutionary Socialists, anarchists and Wobblies. And also people who just wanted to take a rest from the tsar. The association was run by decent people, including an engineer, Rybukov. Old Rybukov had begun as a tally-clerk at Cannon Hill meatworks but, though always suffering bad asthma, was a figure of authority now that he had a good job as an engineer in the tramways.


My old friend from Shanghai, big lean A. I. ‘Grisha’ Suvarov was there, still a beanpole with freckles. Once he had walked two days from a place named Stanthorpe, through the bush to visit me at the railway camp. But now he had a job at the Cannon Hill meatworks and he had boasted he could get me a job too, as he did – lugging carcases of sheep and beef onto ships. The meatworks and the wharves were heavily Russian, apart from the Australians – there must have been two-fifths Russians there. After my sometimes exhausting adventures, I felt I needed to labour hard – the more carcases I hoisted the more my brain revived.


In any case, the trouble with this Association of Russian Emigrants was that, apart from wheezy old Rybukov, they seemed to be on a brain holiday too. They showed no consciousness and were purely social and charitable. They went on nature hikes to Mount Coot-tha and so on. I hated to see an organisation so wasted and wanted to make it into something more useful and active. The usual hikes and chess would be all very creditable if our political minds were engaged as well. But it was not so. As Suvarov said correctly, we needed a Russian league, one that looked after newcomers better, was not too scared or comfortable to greet them, and was a union of Russian workers as well. We needed a newspaper too, a political one, not a social flimsy. Where we could get Cyrillic type from in this city I just didn’t know. But at least Rybukov had got hold of the association’s constitution and was writing a new one.


After we’d discussed it, we all turned up – all we recent Russian arrivals – to the association’s next meeting. In the extra business, after the old committee had decided on a Russian folk concert at the Buranda Hall – to which Australian trade unionists were to be invited and asked to contribute a silver coin to a Russian famine fund – I rose to move that all places on the committee be declared vacant, and that a new committee be elected that night and immediately present a new constitution to the membership, allowing them an hour to read and approve it. So the new Souz Russkikh Emigrantov came into existence, and I was elected president. I felt invigorated. I was just at the stage again – after my long escape and pilgrimage – to become active.


At the next meeting of the souz, I moved that we produce a political and social newspaper every two weeks. The old music teacher, Chernikov, who had been president of the association for ten years, was appalled by the idea of politics.


But we have never had any trouble from the authorities, Chernikov said, his voice trembling. You don’t understand, he said. This is not a country for political philosophy.


I could hear Rybukov, in his alpaca suit, wheeze angrily. The climate here is bad for his breathing – it is humid and full of vivid flowering plants. One encounter with a frangipani, with its dolorous, opium-like scent, or a walk under a flowering jacaranda, can threaten Rybukov’s health as the cold of Manchuria never did.


Chernikov went on, The police took an interest in us in the past, but when they discovered we were more a social body, they were happy to leave us alone. Look now, I was a narodnik when it was very dangerous to be. I knew the men of the Second First of June – we published a paper together. So it’s not as if I haven’t done my bit.


Rybukov kept wheezing angrily. I suppose you were hanged, he suggested. With Generalov and Ulyanov.


These were the names of men who had tried to kill Tsar Alexander.


It was important to soothe people who agreed with Chernikov, since we needed their support too. I was willing to edit the newssheet, to get it printed and published, and put my name to it. I wanted a good relationship with the government too, but that does not mean we could not discuss ideas. We could give the paper a pleasant, unprovocative name. I suggested Ekho Avstralii. The old committee were half-consoled by that name.


As for setting the type, there was a Russian compositor who worked for a Polish printing company in Ernest Street. The owner already printed invitations to the union’s (formerly association’s) events. I said I would employ the compositor – I hoped on a voluntary basis. I would find a printing press – in the hope of having the sum needed to pay for it voted by the committee – and I would do the printing, distributing and posting of the thing.


And the enthusiasm of Rubinov, the tramways man, and of my friend Suvarov, a fellow member of the Australian Workers Union, clinched it. Both offered to contribute articles, as I knew they were dying to do. The motion was carried with excitement by the young men on the floor, and a frown from old Chernikov and his mates. It was further moved that some articles should be in Russian and some – social events, job advice for émigrés, that sort of thing – in English.


They have a saying at the abattoirs that busy people race around like blue-arsed flies. I was a blue-arsed fly in the next two weeks. It might have been easier to give ourselves a few months to get the first edition out, but that would have driven me mad with a sense that this great sunny place was howling for voices and I was not providing them.


I ran into problems. The Polish printer in Ernest Street was not an internationalist and told me he had no Cyrillic script and had come to Australia to get away from Cossacks and Russians. And the Russian alphabet, it seemed. Then I discovered that to begin a newspaper in Queensland you had to deposit a five-hundred-pound bond with the attorney-general of the state. So much for the freedom of the press in the sunny workers’ paradise of Australia! I had received from my membership a budget of one hundred and fifty pounds and did not intend to go back to them for more. Besides, with five hundred pounds, we could do so much for the cane-cutters who came to Brisbane for Christmas, or we could create a Russian library.


I sent away to Melbourne for Cyrillic script and I was allowed to rent an old, stand-up, Boston-style hand-operated printing press for ten shillings a week from the People’s Printery (the printery used by the Trades and Labour Hall). Our rented press and its printing frames had been rendered obsolete by newer, automatic machines, but when Suvarov and I and a few others dismantled ours in the lane behind the People’s Printery, loaded it onto a dray and took it to the Stefanovs’, where I’d rented a room for the press, I felt the old subversive exhilaration. I wanted our first edition of Ekho to be out by the time the Russian workers came in from the bush for the Russian Christmas, which came twelve days after the Western one, on 7 January.


It was pleasant to have a reason to write again. It was pleasant to ask my friends for material. My lanky friend Suvarov was self-taught but a genuine thinker. He had already written a piece on the shortcomings and sentimentalities of agrarian socialism, which saw the peasant commune, despite all its narrow-mindedness, cheating, lust for land and money-lending, as the structure out of which a revolution could be made. Suvarov and I, being peasants, we knew how crazy the whole thing was – as bad as Tolstoy’s idea that by wearing a smock and helping bring in the harvest he was chasing more than a sentimental fantasy. Rybukov was in fact translating Suvarov’s piece into English for the weekly Brisbane Worker, but now I wished to set it in Russian.


Altogether, our little group of comrades would make some noise in the great Australian torpor.
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It did not take much attendance at Australian Workers Union meetings and general events at Trades Hall for my friend Suvarov to sense there was a strike coming, and that it would grow out of the Queensland Tramways depot. Although the strike would look only to improvements in the always hard-up life of workers who would utter grievances about wages, health and compensation for injury, it was to be welcomed just the same. Every strike was an education and got us closer to the day when the great truth would break on the workers, and they’d no longer ask for crumbs but for the whole table. The more strikes, the more of an education in the futility and pain of wringing from bosses the right to wear a badge, the right to better hours and overtime pay. But this one was to be an education for Suvarov and me too, in how things worked in Queensland.


One of the triggers of this strike was a fellow named Joseph Freeman Bender, manager of the Brisbane Tramways, which belonged in turn to the great General Electric company of the United States. Mr Bender grew up in industrial Pittsburgh and had no time for unions, and had told the Brisbane Telegraph so. He was determined to keep union members out of his tramway sheds. Rybukov, who worked on a special project of some kind in Bender’s engineering department, said at dinner at Adler’s one night that he would come out with the strikers and to hell with Bender. That night his coughing woke us like artillery.


Kelly, our hulking, red-headed friend from the Australian Labour Federation, went to talk to Mr Bender about peaceably unionising the sheds, but the chat became bitter, and Bender told Kelly that in Pittsburgh men like him were regularly and properly shot dead by the forces of good order – that trainloads of troopers and Pinkerton men were brought in to do that job. I wish you a happy birthday too, said Kelly.


A nice man, Mr Bender, said Kelly ultimately; a credit to American civilisation and, of course, a good Freemason, but purely for business reasons.


In Russia the intelligentsia used the lodges to plot an end to the tsarist system, but overthrowing monarchs was not on Bender’s slate.


I said to Kelly, He speaks of arms. We should have arms too!


Kelly threw up his hands. You’ve got to be kidding, Tom!


Kelly is a genial man who grew up in poverty, son of a waterside worker. He likes to drink, and he and his executive, called ‘the Reds’ by the respectable papers who have never seen a real Red, do half their organisational work and stumble on their best ideas at the Trades Hall Hotel.


I told him just a little – only a little – about Kharkov back in late 1905, the siege of the engineering workshop. The shelling and so on.


That could never happen here, he said. Though . . . some years back the squatters talked of Nordenfeldt guns to be used on shearers . . . No, that couldn’t happen now. And anyhow, you didn’t win the fight back there, where you came from. Did you?


Not yet, I told him. But it was a war. The Cossacks had the best of carbines and cannons and their horses to trample people. Are the Queensland police any less in power?


I told him that on the way home each day I passed the barracks in Roma Street where officers harangued the militia boys. One day an officer was caning a boy in front of the others. It looked pretty much like a tsarist situation to me, I said.


Chocos, he said.


I beg your pardon?


Chocolate soldiers, Tom. Chocolate officers like to throw their weight around.


I suggested that at the very least we could post armed workers on the upper floors or roofs of buildings to protect fleeing strikers if the police charged a march.


You’re having me on, said Kelly. Look, we just don’t do that sort of stuff here.


What about this Eureka Stockade of yours?


It was a different situation. That’s sixty years back. Look, we’ll do okay here with moral force. But for God’s sake don’t mention guns. The police will go crazy. Bloody hell!


The second figure of the triangle at one of whose points Mr Bender sat was the premier of the state, Digby Denham, another union-hater who might fall to Thomas Joseph Ryan at the next election, and the third was Police Commissioner Urquhart, who had killed hundreds of natives in the north of the state at a place named Kaldoon and was so proud of it that he left the bones as a public lesson. He would now have liked to make a similar set of marvels with the bones of militants.


At the Trades Hall Hotel, one of Kelly’s men would always say, Thought you bloody Russians could drink, as they held their icy schooners and I stood with my seven-ounce glass of lemonade, which I barely sipped because it was too sugared, in the British manner. Didn’t think you were a bloody wowser, Tom.


They would tell stories about Mr Joseph Freeman Bender, who was admired for extending the tracks out to Toowong. It wasn’t an accident that they ran by his fine house, Endrim, in Woodstock Road. But then he did not deign to travel to his office in ordinary trams with the common people. He possessed his own personal tram, named ‘the Palace’, which picked him up in the mornings on the way through Auchenflower to town, and then collected sundry cronies, business giants, lawyers, Supreme Court judges and even politicians. Even when empty, the Palace ran back and forth to his home every ten to fifteen minutes during the day, and every twenty minutes during the evening. The Palace was fitted with a bar and a piano and armchairs and sofas.


One of Kelly’s so-called Reds said, I’d like to see what a plug of dynamite might do to this palace on wheels. Let’s see how that works one bloody morning when Digby Denham’s chatting away on the sofa with Chief Justice bloody Cooper.


Justice Cooper was quick to charge trade unionists with contempt, and Kelly himself had served a month in Boggo Road jail for the sake of the dignity of Mr Cooper’s court.


It was clear from the amount of time given to the subject of Mr Bender and his friends in the saloon bar of the Trades Hall Hotel that Kelly and the Trades Hall apparatus would dearly love to attack capital by way of the managing director of Brisbane Tramways.


Despite the heat in that end-of-year period, we would stage a series of lectures too. I would lecture on Marxist theory, my friend Grisha Suvarov on the strike he organised in Vyborg in 1907, and Professor Klushin on the war of 1905. An American Russian named Beladov would speak on American anarcho-syndicalism – otherwise known as the Wobblies. So when they came to town, an intellectual feast awaited our brothers from the Ipswich railways sheds, the Darling Downs camps, the dairy farms of the coast north of Brisbane, and the cane fields of Rockhampton.


Kelly, in the meantime, proved no respecter of religious festivals. We had affiliated the Russian Emigrants Union with Trades Hall, and now Kelly called a meeting there on the night of western Christmas, the Australians following the Gregorian calendar as in their northern European places of origin. Not that there had been much ceremony in our boarding house, except that organised by our two Polish boarders. Little Mrs Adler was Jewish and the rest of us were saving our celebrations and strong liquors for 7 January. In fact, this sweltering Christmas-night meeting was tactically brilliant of Kelly, for the next day’s newspapers would have room only for cricket and horse races.
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That night I arrived early to the Trades Hall, a fine sturdy stone building. Many of my fellow Adler house residents were with me, as was the engineer Rybukov, who had moved by now to his own house in Roma Street. You wouldn’t have guessed my friends and I were refugees from northern winters. Each of us brought his own climate of sodden tropic air in with him, our own musk of very Australian sweat.


I found Kelly at the back of the hall, wearing a dented homburg, and congratulated him on his stratagem.


Yes, he said, and there won’t be one of them here who isn’t a bit fired up. The shortcomings of their Christmas tables, eh? And the threadbare presents they were forced to give to kids. They’ll be ready for a big step, all right. And with any luck, two-thirds of them will be pissed!


Then he told me the Trades Hall pub was letting anyone with a union badge in the back door. He’d squared it with his cousin, who was a cop in the licensing division.


You’ll speak from the floor tonight, won’t you, Tom? he asked me.


In my bad English?


But the idea excited me, and I agreed.


The world over, there is nothing quite like men and women suffused with the same fraternal discontent filling a hall. Fifteen minutes before the meeting was to begin, men furrowed by labour and women aged too early by harsh tasks were looking for spaces around the wall, the men concentrating earnestly on rolling their own reed-thin cigarettes. And yet it was often a false exhilaration that hung over such events, I knew. Besides, the old question remained: did these men and women want a new world, or would an extra ten shillings in their pay packet settle all their discontents? I thought I already knew the answer to that one.


As president of the Russian Emigrants Union, I had a seat in the second row. The women in the room were a minority but I found myself seated next to two of them, an older woman and a younger who might have been her daughter. Looking at their British countenances, I felt a stab of insignificance. How could I influence a meeting with poor English and when allocated a seat in the second row? A man from the Waterside Workers, Billy Foster of the Tramways Union, Burkitt of the Seaman’s Union, Pongrass of the Australian Workers Union with all its shearers and farmhands, and Ryan, the man who desired to become premier – they had the front-row seats and sat secure with their ideas and their control of language.


The two women to my right were engaged in lively conversation with each other. They seemed to think themselves in no way inferior to the executive of the Australian Workers Union or to any other potentates. The older woman, beside me, was grey-haired, quite aged in fact, but she talked with a lot of animation. Her enthusiasm was unblunted by years. The younger woman beyond her was brown-haired beneath her straw bonnet and looked untouched by the heat in white blouse, floral jacket and lemon skirt. The older woman’s hair was tightly bunched, and her little hat was tethered with hatpins, but the younger’s brown hair fell free. She was animated too. Even sitting she looked tall, with a broad, full-lipped face. She could have been a St Petersburg intellectual – she had that look of having been refined by thought. But she also seemed mature, un-maidenly. No coy pretension to her. Such are the glories that lie on the north bank of the Brisbane River, I thought, in Auchenflower or Kelvin Grove!


There was so much chatter in the hall, and they seemed to tolerate that beery, cheap-tobacco air so well, that I felt confident enough to speak to these women, and, when there was a lull in their conversation, turned to the older one.


Excuse me, madam, I said. May I introduce myself? I am Artem – Tom – Samsurov of the Russian Emigrants Union.


She said in a reedy voice that she was very pleased to meet me. Her name was Mrs Amelia something or other – it was only later that I learned her surname was spelled Pethick. I am present here, said this small elderly lady, as president of the Typists and Secretarial Services Union.


I had not heard of such an entity.


I believed, she went on to explain, that young women were not properly protected by the Clerks’ Union. We are a group who have special problems of working conditions and dignity. I hope you are more understanding than some of our Australian brothers, Mr Samsurov.


I said I hoped I was too. Perhaps I said it a little loudly, in the silly hope that the woman on the other side of Mrs Pethick would hear.


And the young lady here, I said. She is your lieutenant?


Amelia Pethick laughed very pleasantly.


Oh no! This young woman is nobody’s lieutenant, Mr Samsurov.


For the first time the brown-haired one took notice of me. She half-smiled in a puzzled way, not having heard the beginning of my conversation with Mrs Pethick.


Mrs Mockridge, said the little old woman, would you care to meet Mr Tom or Artem Samsurov of the Russians? Mr Samsurov, this is Mrs Hope Mockridge.


The long-faced, brown-haired young woman smiled broadly. She was very beautiful in a classic way.


How interesting, she said. What brought you Russians here? The tsar I know about, and his cruel secret police. And Cossacks and all the rest of it.


I grinned back. Cossacks and gendarmes and the Okhrana had something to do with it, I admitted.


Okhrana?


The tsar’s secret police, I explained.


You obviously escaped Stolypin’s necktie, Mr Samsurov? Hope Mockridge observed, waving a large straw hat she held on her knee.


I wished to tell them the reason I had not worn that infamous tsarist minister’s noose or necktie was because I had been in prison when Stolypin was at his work. But how could I say so to people I had just met, in a crowded hall a world away? What did they know of the Nikolayevski, and what did they know of Siberia? So I chose to laugh.


Hope Mockridge said, That was a mad question, wasn’t it? None of my business. But how interesting that there are Russians in Brisbane! And in the cane fields too, I hear.


Yes, I told her. There are nearly five hundred of us.


One question I can ask without seeming stupid, she said. Did you come to us by way of Western Europe or the East?


By Shanghai, I told her.


That is amazing, she said seriously. I’ve never been to Shanghai, I’m sad to say. Really fascinating.


An eager girl with a pinched face appeared at the end of our row and called to Hope Mockridge, who got up and went to embrace her. The old woman, Amelia Pethick, told me, Hope is fascinated by the Russians. Can’t speak a word of the language, of course. Neither can I. But . . . well, I think the whole world pities you for your tsar.


But may I ask you, what is Mrs Mockridge’s reason for being here?


She needs no reason, Mr Tom. She is a lawyer and works with the attorney-general’s department, but sometimes represents us all by special leave. She is a good friend to many of us and gives her advice to Trades Hall for free.


Mrs Hope Mockridge finished her discussion with the pinched-face girl at the end of the row and returned to us. In the word of the priests: Alleluia! She took up our conversation by asking me whether I thought the foreign concessions in Shanghai should be got rid of. I told her I hoped the concessions wouldn’t vanish just yet, because there were good boarding houses for émigrés in Little Vienna, among the Austrian Jews, and in some parts of the French quarter – havens for fleeing enemies of the tsar. The Chinese would throw off the imperial powers in the end, I said.


Most union people in Australia don’t have much time for the Chinese, she confided. They fear them for their cheap labour – likely to undercut wages, you see. And their opium, of course.


Now the speeches started. Kelly called on various union leaders to speak, and plump T. J. Ryan, in a good suit and with the chicken fat of Christmas on his handsome jowls, spoke as a Labor Party man, promising the normal improvements. For a start, his favourite promise about meat. The working man cannot afford to feed his children meat! he said. This in Australia, where meat is abundant! But the pastoralists (the big landowners were always referred to by this term, pastoralists) kept the price of meat artificially high. Not only would a Labor government support unionism in the workplace, but the new state meat shops . . .


An overwhelming number in the hall were enthusiastic about this promise.


The local Wobblies man – in the English-speaking world they called the International Workers of the World Wobblies – spoke now. He was thin and sour, and hoped that the Australian workers as a whole could embrace the benefit of the one great union yet unformed. The problem – the bosses’ rejection and punishment of unionism from the tramways to the waterfront to the cane fields of the north to the furthest railway siding of the west – could be solved by solidarity, fraternity and the experience of all unions not only acting as one but becoming one. Then, there would be no need of any government. Mr Ryan made us offers, said the Wobbly, and bid on the health of our children, as if we have a stake in the society and as if governments could deliver us the paradise. But we don’t need him, we can take what is ours. Ryan, he said, reminded him of the old ditty:





I’ve read my Bible ten times through,
And Jesus justifies me,
The man who does not vote for me,
By Christ, he crucifies me.


The Wobblies in the audience took up the refrain, singing:





So bump me into parliament,
Bounce me any way,
Bang me into parliament
The next election day!





They finished with hoots, followed by cheers and a great deal of clapping, and Mrs Amelia Pethick and Mrs Hope Mockridge laughed indulgently.


I had no idea the Wobblies were so strong up here, said Mrs Pethick.


Billy Foster of the Tramways addressed a more practical issue when he got up. Would the big guns, he asked – the Australian Workers Union, the Australian Labour Federation – would they support his men if they wore their union badges to work at Bender’s depots?


The crowd was willing to speak for all. There were lusty cries of Yes, yes!


The brush-headed Irish leader of the Railways Union spoke. As an old railway man myself, I paid attention. He was willing to close down the railways from Ingham in the north to Toowoomba in the west. The Waterside Workers man spoke and promised he would close down the wharves, and Pongrass of the Australian Workers Union promised everything from closing down shearing to leaving the bourgeoisie without beer and bread.


Soon after, Kelly got up and held out his hands to quiet the audience. We have here tonight, he told them, a man who has had experience of general strikes more recent than the last one here. He has been involved in leading them in Russia against the barbarous tsarist regime. Tom Samsurov of the Waterside Workers and the Russian Emigrants Union is here in the hall. Tom, come up here and advise us on the practicalities.


I admit I do not flee a rostrum – even one from which I need to speak in a foreign tongue – from the vanity of believing I have something to tell people. My experience was first of all of a populace that had armed itself against Cossacks, as the workers in Kharkov did in the early winter of 1905, when the Japanese were finishing off humiliating our army and navy. The populace armed themselves? Not quite. There was a particular party financer, a skilful party bullion raider and bank robber, who made it possible for us to buy rifles from corrupt sergeants in weapons depots and so arm our people.


As I stood up I could feel the keen attention of Mrs Hope Mockridge – Mrs Pethick had said Russia fascinated her, but I had a suspicion her interest came more from Russian novels than from Marx, that to her I was a Russian gentleman out of a Turgenev novel, instead of the literate Gorki-style peasant I was. Yet as Kelly continued to gesture me to the platform, my thoughts about Mrs Mockridge’s interest remained unworthy and stupid but powerful. I faced the steamy, smoky air, and the furrowed but fresh faces of hope.


Facing a foreign crowd you get a sense of how shaky your grasp of their language is. I had had that experience trying to speak in French in the Russian School in Paris. You could persuade a mirror you were eloquent. A crowd was a different matter. I said, I ask your pardon for my English so bad. They laughed, and some whistled. If your leadership find, I continued, that you wish to support a general strike, then we must all be solid, like one hand.


I made a fist.


We must look for and after each other like brothers and sisters. And how is that done? We must have a strike committee over all. Our strike committee must be our government for the time being. We must look to it for everything we expect – it must deliver us bread, medicine, arms and money-support.


I deliberately mentioned arms but quickly glossed over it. I don’t think most of them heard me. It had also occurred to me that, in spite of what I’d said to Kelly in the pub, if we marched, the Queensland police, heavy-handed as they might be, probably did not have quite the same habit of charging into marchers with carbines and sabres as the Cossacks did, and certainly didn’t have artillery.


And we must have a strike newspaper, I went on, to inform our members which businesses are with us, and which will supply the strikers with food and other goods. The unions must also spend money on helping the strikers and their families. Now, not all such strikes work in the near future. Some do, but they have not worked fully yet for my native country. But over a long run they have a powerful effect and bring closer the day when the workers will decide their own wages, in justice, and not as a favour from capital. Then we would have more justice than ‘a few bob rise’, ‘a few more bob in the kick’.


At least that was what I intended to say, and I hope it came out more or less accurately. My talk about the day when the workers will decide their own wages wasn’t quite in accord with Kelly’s ideas, but in a room so full of goodwill and yearning, people will cheer anything that sounds approximately right to them.


I descended to sit beside Mrs Pethick. She took my wrist with her lace-gloved little hand.


Wonderful. You spoke about total overthrow as my late husband used to. None of these Kellys and Ryans do that.


Billy Foster then renewed his question. If Bender sacked men for wearing Tramways Union badges, were we sure we would stick with these men and support them in spirit and with any resources of cash and food we could get together? Again, a fury of yelling from the hall.


And let us not forget, he said, the wise advice of our Russian brother. We must be like one fist.


Again there seemed to be universal support for this, from the Wobblies, who liked the word one – one big union that ruled the earth from pole to pole – and from the sculpted smile of Mrs Hope Mockridge. But Brisbane had not had a general strike for twenty years. It was one thing to sign on to occupy foreign ground, but being on it was another thing again. As always on hearing these proposals of action, men and women thought they were listening to glad tidings of the achievement of earthly paradise.


I could have told them of Kharkov and the railway and textile and engineering workers I talked to in those days, six years back. All remembered the great drought and famine of their childhoods, and their mothers baking the bitter famine bread of rye husks and bark, nettles and moss. Some of them even mentioned it in speeches from the floor. The joined fervour they felt, hearing what had begun happening that summer in Moscow and St Petersburg, and therefore what could yet happen in Kharkov, redeemed those bitter half-toxic crumbs they’d eaten in childhood and made them meaningful or even holy. But what they were hearing from our committee were proposals not only of justice but of woe and weeping. For in the meantime, rabbles of Black Hundreds, mobs armed by the gendarmes (as – with our love for all things French – we called the police), went around the streets looking to murder unionists like them, along with Jews, students and anyone with ideas like ours.


Ah well, back to Brisbane. After I had said good evening to Mrs Pethick and Mrs Mockridge, I joined the members of our souz outside and, not being a drinking man, walked home with Suvarov, who was occasionally a drinker but had gin and vodka waiting for him at Adler’s.


Well, Artem, he said to me, twisting his long reddish features in that peculiar long-lipped smile of his, one does what one can in a distant place.
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In early January, as planned on Christmas night, Billy Foster’s Tramways members turned up for work at the depots wearing their union badges and, on the orders of Joseph Freeman Bender, they were immediately dismissed. The sacked men then marched to Brisbane Trades Hall, the House of Kelly as some called it. The word went round the meatworks and wharves, where I was lugging carcases from the meatworks to the refrigerated holds of ships. We immediately stopped work and walked into town. A tremendous number of men and women had turned up to be addressed by Kelly in his sweat-stained homburg.


Kelly suggested that the meeting pass a motion to empower the leadership of unions to attend the city offices of Joseph Freeman Bender and protest the dismissals face to face. The motion was pushed into the heavens by a roar of affirmation. If you think that in talking like that I retain a certain cynicism, it was out of the suspicion that I needed to save some of my breath for the ultimate, coming porridge, the true overthrow which would occur in some indefinite future.


When Kelly read out the forty-three names of the delegation to confront Mr Bender, mine was among the others. So, I noticed, was Hope Mockridge’s, and towards the bottom of the list, close to where my own name lay, was that of the ancient, sturdy Amelia Pethick.


It had been announced in the press, in a notice paid for by Mrs Hope Mockridge, that this union delegation intended to seek a meeting with Mr Bender, and so he could now hardly back out, with the half of the city he usually spoke to telling him to put the delegation in its place, and the half he never spoke to telling him to give way.


The next afternoon there were press photographers ready to take pictures as we assembled in front of the marble gates of the offices of Brisbane Tramways in Adelaide Street. On the pavement with Kelly was a well-dressed couple, the man wiry-haired and studious-looking, the woman pale and slightly freckled under a large straw hat and a parasol, her long neck extended as if she was sniffing peril. She had a pencil in her hand and a notebook, which she kept writing in.


Kelly introduced me. Warwick O’Sullivan, president of the Australian Socialist Party, and his frowning wife, Olive.


Tom is what they call a Bolshevik. You ought to listen to these Russians. They’ve got more brands of socialism than a lolly shop.


Would you mind spelling your name, sir? asked Olive O’Sullivan.


I did so, and she wrote it in her notebook.


No, she said, apart from Tom Samsurov, could you spell your Russian name?


I did so. A-r-t-e-m – but pronounced Artyom, I explained. She made a note of it.


They reckon in Melbourne, said O’Sullivan, that Brisbane is the Zurich of the Southern Hemisphere. All the best socialists are here because the state is so backward. Vide Russia!


The O’Sullivans had come up from Melbourne to observe the corroboree, Kelly said. Warwick O’Sullivan wrung my hand with a warmth that remained in my memory of him. He said something very few Australians ever said.


I’ve read about you fellows. So which faction do you belong to?


Bolsheviki, I told him. A group inside the Social Democratic Party. Since 1903, that is.


Yes, said O’Sullivan. I was reading the great Julius Martov though. The Lesson of the Events in Russia. He doesn’t like your group, does he?


A man from Melbourne who read Martov? This was something.


He belongs to the other faction, I explained. In their way, the differences are very wide.


Well you know, I think they’re right, those people, O’Sullivan confessed. Being a social improver won’t bring the socialist state in the end. I mean, as Olive says, we can work through the unions, but only to bring about the solidarity that will bring the whole rotten edifice down.


And it must come down, Olive murmured, making a note. Her accent was less raw than O’Sullivan’s, and I thought theirs might be the sort of alliance often seen among radicals the world over, between a self-educated worker and some lawyer’s or doctor’s carefully reared daughter.


At Kelly’s signal we moved inside the Brisbane Tramways building. It had a lift, but we took the stairs to the third floor so that our solidarity wasn’t broken up into little groups. As a creaky gentleman, I stayed behind to help Amelia of the Typists and Secretarial Services Union.


Are you sure you don’t want to take the lift? I asked her.


Not at all, said Amelia, with a tight smile. I am my association militant, and so I must take the stairs like the others!


On the third floor the leaders of our brethren found the main office door locked. It was a deliberate humiliation, to keep us there, the sweat from our stair-climbing going dry on us. Kelly knocked a number of times and called to whoever was inside that we had an appointment with Mr Bender.


That brought no response. We’re not going away, Mr Bender, cried Kelly, and don’t forget the gentlemen of the press are observing this.


Still nothing happened. Hope Mockridge in a brown jacket and a hat with flowers stepped up and began hammering on the door.


This is Hope, Freeman, you idiotic man! If you don’t open this door at once, we’ll begin singing and we won’t go away and you’ll look like a coward.


She listened for movement. Then she turned to the rest of us.


Very well, she said. Now, like a churchwoman leading a hymn, she began with ‘Workers of the World, Awaken!’ She sang in a fine contralto, joined more roughly by the rest of us. It was an International Workers of the World song, a song of the Wobblies. But I wasn’t going to argue the difference between the sentiments of syndicalists like them and Marxists like me that afternoon.





Workers of the world, awaken!
Break your chains, demand your rights.
All the wealth you make is taken
By exploiting parasites.
Shall you kneel in deep submission
From your cradles to your graves?





We were really belting it out. Kelly the Irish tenor, O’Sullivan the baritone, Hope Mockridge the contralto, and many of the others stuck creakily between registers.





Is the height of your ambition
To be good and willing slaves?
Arise, ye prisoners of starvation!
Fight for your emancipation;
Arise, ye slaves of every nation.
In one union grand!
Our little ones for bread are crying . . .





And now the door opened. There was a woman of about thirty-five standing there, flushed in the face.


I’m sorry, miss, said Hope Mockridge. They always send the workers out against the workers.


The delegation on the stairs laughed.


The woman said, Could you all come into the waiting room, please? Mr Bender will be with you in a second.


We crowded in, and the flushed woman returned to her seat behind a desk and buried her head in a journal. Beyond frosted glass beside her desk we could hear the chatter of typewriters. A door from the inner office opened and there, without intermediaries or lieutenants, was Mr Bender. He was a tall man, and he did not look happy. Immediately Hope Mockridge spoke to him.


What game are you up to, Freeman? This won’t do you any good.


I wouldn’t have expected to see you here, Mrs Mockridge. With the rabble.


No one could laugh as quickly as Mrs Mockridge if she wanted to.


With the rabble? she asked. Oh, you were always a master of the language.


Why are you a traitor to your kind? asked Bender, angry and stupid enough to concentrate his chagrin on this one vocal woman. What does your husband think of this?


I didn’t ask him. But you’re quite right – class traitor I am! But, Freeman, surely you are here to deal with our forty-three union representatives. Shall we leave my chastising to private moments?


And who should I speak to? asked Mr Bender.


Kelly said, I’m here. Charlie Kelly. The Trades and Labour Council.


Bender turned his gaze on Kelly as if he had not known of his existence until now. Clearly he saw Kelly not as the spokesman for the desires and aspirations of workers, but as some sort of accidental opportunist who had found himself a niche. Both readings were correct in a sense, but Bender faced nothing but defeat playing according to the second of these versions.


Kelly exhorted him to accept unionism and union representation within his depots and workshops. A unionised worker was a happier worker, he said. A happy worker was a productive worker. The entire unionised workforce of Queensland, said Kelly, wanted the tramway unionised as well and brought into the twentieth century, and the unions of Queensland would bring on a general strike if Mr Bender did not permit it. Mr Bender’s own business associates would not be happy at such a prospect.


It was gratifying to me as a jumped-up peasant and railway worker to discover that management are as uniformly foolish as we would like to depict them – just as owned by their narrow interest as the poor are by their hunger.


Mr Bender said, I am on record as being opposed to unionism on principle. And on principle, I will not let it operate within my workshops and depots.


Without unionism, Kelly asked, how are your men to ask for better conditions?


Man to man, said Mr Bender. Face to face.


You mean slave to master, Mr Bender?


You paint the picture any way you like.


Some men groaned. Amelia Pethick had recovered her breath and found her voice. She called in a fluting manner, Your relationship to your workers is too unequal, Mr Bender. It’s a machine against flesh. You know that.


More slumming ladies, Mrs Pethick, said Bender.


It was a further mistake of his to attack an old favourite of the crowd’s.


Shame, Freeman, shame! said the tigress Hope Mockridge.


Kelly remained sturdy amid all this. Despised by Bender but not taking a backward step.


So you are sure you want this, Mr Bender? he asked.


You will find, said Bender, that the premier of this splendid state is already swearing in special constables to deal with your scum. Do you know why I oppose unions? Do you really want to know? I’ll tell you. Because they strangle new creation, that’s why. I have in my employ an engineer who has devised a wonder of the age, a single-line train he calls a monorail. This is happening here, in Brisbane – yes, in dreamy old Brisbane. This tram or train or whatever you call it runs on a single rail!


I thought, That engineer is Rybukov.


How am I, asked Bender, full of just rage, to find the funds to build such a system, the first in the world, if I am to be bled white by unions? I won’t find them, and the world will be the poorer. You will be the poorer. I ask you to desist and back off and respect the spirit of invention.


You can have both, you bastard, one of our delegates called. Pull something out of your own bloody pocket to build your own fucking railway.


Please, leave my office, Bender cried out, or I shall call the police.


Then, said Kelly, it’s on for young and old.


Let it be, said Bender.


We filed out again, my role among the revolutionaries of Queensland being to help Mrs Pethick back down the steps. I felt I had known that strong old woman a long time. But forthright Mrs Mockridge seemed a more remote figure than that.
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We all marched back to Trades Hall and were put to work on the same huge floor. Hope Mockridge worked frantically, speaking to businesses on the telephone, persuading them to give discounts to union members, and calling journalists she knew on the Brisbane Telegraph, all of them secretly sympathetic but wary for the sake of their jobs. Mrs Pethick clattered out letters of great length with an ease that spoke well of her ageing knuckles. She had brought some of her union girls in to do work for us.


Suvarov and I took a job no one else seemed to want. From the crowd of strikers milling outside, Rybukov, Suvarov and I recruited three hundred solid men to supervise the marches and keep order when the strike began. I called on men I knew from the railway workshops, from the meatworks, and men from the tramways who were friends of Rybukov – who seemed, for an ailing man, to know every muscular fellow in the state of Queensland. These marshals were to keep order – Kelly was big on that – but also to be a vanguard, and if necessary to protect their fellows from police batons and from arrest.


My and Suvarov’s three hundred constables, once I’d got them together, were suddenly not really mine or Suvarov’s to command – I worked hand in hand with a compact, wiry, and apparently nervous fellow named Riley, an official of the Clerks’ Union who had previously been a sergeant of the Queensland police. Kelly gave the final control to him because Australians did not like to take orders from anyone too foreign. I did not mind so much, since Riley consulted me on everything. Riley was emphatic that our constables were to prevent looting and disorder, because that’s what the press and the government would like to see. But he and I were still arguing the matter of what they should do if directly attacked by mounted police. It was difficult to form a phalanx against horses and swinging clubs.


Should we put our marshals on horseback? I asked.


Where would we get that many mounts from? asked Riley, making the point that if we gathered the sort of back paddock horse some workers had for the kids to ride to school, in a crush and a panic they could do as much harm to the strikers as the police might.


As I gathered the list of marshals together the idea came to me of asking my two comrades, Pethick and Mockridge, to join me at the Samarkand Café in Merrivale Street for Russian tea. They were curious about Russia, and I had a warm regard for both of them. (I admit I found Hope Mockridge enchanting in a way normal to a man, a way it was best to own up to rather than permit to turn morbid.)


I approached Amelia Pethick and issued my invitation. Amelia smiled and said she would be dependent on Hope for escort but that she would be very interested to taste authentic Russian tea. I then chased down the frenetic Hope Mockridge, who was visiting Trades Hall during her lunch break from her other role as a lawyer in the attorney-general’s office. She stopped work, and she stopped frowning too, and said yes, she would be pleased to accompany Mrs Pethick. We were now forswearing the trams, but she was sure she could get one of the men who were lending their services as drivers to take them over to South Brisbane.


On the day, I finished my day’s work on the docks and washed myself at the pump at Mrs Adler’s back garden and hurried to the Samarkand to await the arrival of the two women. The owners of the teashop were half-Russian, half-Tartar and came from the city after which the teahouse was named. I chatted to the husband and wife as the daughter made sweet cakes in the kitchen out the back, occasionally coming out to join in the conversation herself. A number of the older members of the Russian Emigrants Union, not all of them admirers of mine, were already ensconced at tables reading year-old Russian newspapers. I went to my own table with a Sydney paper that had been shipped up the coast, and read a dreary piece on land taxes. My hands, unaware that I was supposed to be a grown revolutionary, were sweaty enough to pick up ink stains from the newsprint.


When the door opened, Hope Mockridge entered on her own. She was the type of political woman I had seen before and had an attraction to – elegant without having to concentrate on it, or without it having to be the point. Such women frowned greatly but always had a solid income behind them. Mrs Mockridge held her purse in front of her, as to shield herself from Russian strangeness in the middle of South Brisbane, but she also carried the half-smile of a child who expected to have wonders revealed to her.


The old committee members of the souz watched like stunned fish, mouths agape, as she passed. She was an exotic bird in the Samarkand Café. They closed their mouths and bent to hiss at each other. As if I had put their beloved old association in further peril still by inviting Australians to tea.


Is Mrs Pethick coming separately? I asked her.


She sends her sincerest apologies, Mrs Mockridge told me. She is exhausted by her work. But she said she would be grateful to be asked in the future.


I moved a chair out to seat Mrs Mockridge.


I understand, I told her.


She also said that she didn’t think I needed a chaperone. Do I, Mr Samsurov?


I guarantee your safety, madam. I sat down.


She looked me in the eye. That is a guarantee I trust, she said.


Kelly would never forgive me if I did anything to destroy your faith in the working class, I said.


Dear God, she said. At the end all you care about is the opinion of other men. You are a man of your own mind, aren’t you?


I told her I wouldn’t give myself such high praise.


Are you married, Tom? she asked. In Russia?


I told her no. I have not had the time, I said. But you are married, Mrs Mockridge.


My husband is a very distinguished lawyer, she said, with a trace of mockery. He is . . . he’s not well. Certainly not all the time.


I had already spoken to Kelly about this, and knew that her husband was what they called a silk, a King’s Counsel, but that he was a dipsomaniac who had been – until a recent reform – advanced enough in that disease that people had begun to avoid using him, even though his position in society was still very high, the Mockridges being one of those old pastoralist families of Queensland whose mental habits and view of the world might not have been so far from that of Russian nobles.


On the subject of marriage, I asked Hope Mockridge, have you seen the O’Sullivans? They are such a devoted couple.


In fact, they reminded me of my old friends and mentors Vladimir Ilich and Krupskaya, with Krupskaya as the inexhaustible recorder and transcriber of a great mind.


Don’t you think, asked Hope, that she’s perhaps too devoted?


So, a wife can be too devoted?


She can be if she doesn’t have room to look around on her own behalf. And even breathe for herself.


The daughter of the house set the teapot on top of the samovar and laid a plate of sweet cakes on the table. Next she brought a bowl of honey and another of apricot jam. I asked Mrs Hope Mockridge whether she would have honey or jam in her tea, and when she said honey, I spooned some into our sturdy glass tumblers. The daughter took the teapot, poured into it a small concentrate of tea from the samovar, then opened the lower tap to pour water into our pot. This – to me – ordinary process fascinated Hope Mockridge.


Why doesn’t she just pour it straight from the top tap? she asked when the girl had gone.


She’d be arrested for murder, I said. There’s a zavarka, an essence of tea, in the samovar. It seeps through the water, but if it’s too highly concentrated it will take your breath away and give you hallucinations, or even a heart attack.


I don’t believe it, she said, smiling.


Prisoners, I said, real prisoners in Russia, drink the zavarka in the hope they’ll die.


A person can suicide with tea? asked Hope Mockridge, laughing, but willing to be convinced. Then she frowned. It must be so terrible what the tsar’s police do to prisoners!


Taste the tea. You will find it delightful.


She tasted it, and claimed she found it to be first class.


You must think me a prize idiot, she said then. I am perhaps too fascinated by Russia. It comes from reading War and Peace when a person is just seventeen. The most marvellous book to read during a long summer on a Queensland sheep station.


Tolstoy is sentimental about peasants, I told her. He could afford to be. He had enough of them working for him.


Yes, but he worked with them, didn’t he? He wore peasant clothing.


I admitted that was so. It was a well-meaning question on her part. Russia was very hard to explain to someone on a humid afternoon in Queensland. Even to a woman so interested in it. When I was a child, my mother’s family still mocked the young city people who had come to the villages before I was born, thinking that the peasant commune was a union of humble people who had renounced their egoism – the commune a sort of model locomotive that would take all Russians straight from agricultural life to a socialist republic.


The Russian peasants Tolstoy worked with will never make a revolution on their own, I told Mrs Mockridge. They will stand up occasionally if their crops or cattle are taken, and face the Cossack cavalry, but they will always lose and go back to God and vodka and prayers for the tsar. They dream of seizing the earth but have no scheme at all to overthrow the things that have made the earth a misery.


I told her about Mikhail Romas, a nobleman, who was what could be called an Agrarian Socialist – that is, one who believed the revolution would come from the countryside. He took with him into the world of the peasants his twenty-year-old protégé, Maxim Gorki, the future author – indeed, my favourite author of all. They tried to set up peasant cooperatives – Romas trying and trying far more than Gorki. Endlessly, against discouragement, even when the local money-lenders put dynamite in his firewood, he tried. Gorki was a peasant like me, and he knew as Romas didn’t what he and his friend were really up against. Whereas people like Romas, those young ‘go-to-the-people’ radicals, didn’t understand that the peasant hated all outsiders for a start. People like Romas did not comprehend the truth about men like my grandfather, a humorous but vicious old goat who had his own capitalist desires – to buy timber land, to acquire a mill, to burn elegant kerosene lamps in his house. And some of his friends, grasping old village shop-owners who wanted to keep prices high and looked upon the young university students with their bourgeois guilt and their talk of the Christian nature of cooperatives with disbelief.


You are hard on the peasants, she said.


Well, I am one. Forgive me, but the idea that people can become ennobled by misery is a very bourgeois one.


And hence the sort of notion I have is false? she asked me with a smile. Oh dear, I do have a great deal to learn.


Please, I said, you can’t be expected to understand all the complications. You know far more than most about the whole sorry mess.


I called for the girl to come and refill Hope’s cup, and urged her to try the cakes.


She took one. I dare not have too many, she told me. My mother and aunts are all very plump. And I am very vain. It’s disgraceful. Why should a woman care how she looks? But for some reason I do.


Because the world is pleased to see beauty, I told her, prickling with sudden internal heat. It’s no small thing to enliven the world with beauty.


Well, she said, Australian men don’t generally speak as well as that of women. If we’re lucky, we might be complimented by comparison to stud cattle or merino sheep.


In Russia too. I regret you might be less preferred than a draught-horse.


She smiled. You seem so sure of what you know, Tom, whereas we are all over the place with our ideas.


We have had the help of great thinkers, I told her. Kelly is a wonderful fellow but no one would say a great thinker.


It’s a long time since a general strike has been contemplated, she told me. If I were a believer I would pray for its success.


I did not dare say yet that sometimes the point was to lose. That losing could be winning. Instead, I asked her about her family.


Hers was in its way a characteristic Queensland tale. Queensland had been a British penal outpost before it was named to honour Britain’s Queen Victoria. When it became its own self-governing region, as it now was under a federal constitution, its size was three times that of the Ukraine. Into the downs country west of Brisbane had come pastoralists, great ranchers who settled on ‘stations’ of thousands upon thousands of acres, and then reached further and further out into fringes of stone and desert, looking for pasture. Her grandfather, she said, was one of the pastoralists whom Kelly and his ilk denounced. He came from Northern Ireland, she told me, and I had already sentimentally decided that Hope Mockridge’s looks were classically Celtic. He was one of the men who had tried to destroy the Shearers’ Union twenty years before, and had brought in troops and Gatling guns.


But he was also a kindly old fellow, she went on, and he loved me, the fact that I had a bit of spirit. But you see, the kindliest of men always do combine to protect their interests. It’s almost not their fault, even if it’s unjust. But it’s what humans do. You can’t expect capital not to behave like capital, or property like property. Decent men, affectionate men – they all behave badly under the wrong system, a system of land grabs and land hunger. On the good side, he treated shearers well – he didn’t feed them on offal and off-cuts like some pastoralists. But like Bender, he hated the idea of them banding together to get more out of him. Wasn’t he being generous enough already? That was what he always asked. He certainly thought he was. He said to me once, They’d take my land if they could. He had a strong sense of what socialism is, and talked about it more and more as he got older. I think he made me interested in it too, and that was an outcome he wouldn’t have liked. And yet, men like him . . . their story will, I’m sure, not be without interest at some future date.


For the moment, I admitted, I believe your grandfather has little to fear. At least for twenty more years . . .


Twenty more years? she asked. I’ll be a woman of fifty-two.


A woman unburdened by age, I said, as gallantly as I could.


Apart from that she was not very interested in talking much further about her family. They were scandalised that she should wilfully insist on studying law – they were frightened about bad influences at the University of Queensland, and indeed she had been attracted to the Socialist Students Club.


I came here to look into your past, not mine, she told me then, with her wonderful smile of new-world frankness. One didn’t find a smile like that in St Petersburg. So frank, so unabashed, and so commanding.


The next day a general meeting at Trades Hall voted formally to begin the general strike, and our strike committee went into full operation. There was to be a march from the Trades Hall eastwards to Fortitude Valley. Jolly Tom Ryan argued that a clause concerning the peaceable intentions of the trade unions should be placed at the head of the strike statement. No harm done. Whether a march was to be peaceful depended on the police and the special constables and, to be honest, whether the Wobblies set a fire or whether the Irish broke the windows of Irish-Need-Not-Apply stores in Brunswick and Wickham streets. Likewise the generality of men must be prevented from attacking Chinese businesses on the suspicion that Bender might break the strike with Chinese drivers and conductors.


The wife of Mr Riley, my co-marshal, had got hold of some red material and made a sash for each of our men, including Suvarov and me. Early in the morning we met our three hundred under the thin shade of the gum trees in the park across from the Trades Hall. How different from the grimy locomotive shops of Kharkov it was! Riley was uneasy about telling the men to put themselves between any police baton and the bulk of marchers. We decided we would have on either side of the vanguard of the march twenty of our marshals marching in a straight line, well spaced but obvious. If the police charged they would be ready to move in front of the first-row dignitaries and absorb the impact. We put together a Praetorian guard of forty or so men. They had a thankless job, but Riley was cheerful and said ‘the big fellers’ were ready for it. A further two hundred and twenty of our men were to line the route of the march, while the final forty were to bring up the rear, to help people escape and to protect them if things went extremely badly.


Before we moved out Riley wanted to know did I want to speak, but I said, No, you speak. You’re an Irishman and I’m a stranger. When the time came, and Riley’s strong voice was heard through a megaphone, men to whom tobacco was a short commodity stamped out their cigarettes the better to listen to him.


He did a good job. Our marchers all have different ideas in their heads, he said. Your job is to keep them marching for one thing – unionism’s right to enter the Queensland workplace. We’re not here to fight old quarrels. Our quarrel is to do with the capitalist, and the fact he can’t permit unionism into his head. Now the publican of the Trades Hall Hotel has declared the bar open to men who can produce a union card. I’d just point out that you must have a good head to do your job today. If you walk off pissed, you disgrace the sash my wife made you. Moderation in all things, gentlemen.


Some of our constables moved away, delighted as workers often were at a rumour of free alcohol. I’m glad I don’t have time for the stuff, I told Suvarov, who was standing by in his red sash.


The procession moved off at eleven. By that hour there were twenty-five thousand marchers, and fifty thousand spectators along the streets, an army untrained but full of potential. The lines were fifteen or so abreast and the procession two miles long. The front row comprised Tom Ryan, wearing a red rosette, and other Labor parliamentarians, with Warwick O’Sullivan and his wife at the left side of the line. Near the vanguard, in the second or third row, was a battalion of young women led by the magnificent Mrs Amelia Pethick in a straw hat. Wives and children of workers had decorated their family mongrels with bands of red ribbon, and owners of small shops dependent on the earnings of workers cheered us on our way. There were red ribbons tied to telegraph poles and even some of the drays waiting for us to pass through intersections were decorated with red bunting. The office girls from the company of lawyers who did the Trades Hall work waved to us from their upstairs windows. Walter O’Sullivan began to sing in a raw tenor, and others joined in, ragged singing in this ragged nation:





Arise, ye starvelings from your slumbers,
Arise, ye prisoners of want,
For reason in revolt now thunders
And at last ends the age of cant.
So, comrades
Come rally
And the last fight let us face . . .





Soon the procession passed occasional detachments of police, to whom the strikers called to join the march, some of our red-sashed marshals waving to this policeman or that.


On open ground at Fortitude Valley the thousands came to a stop and Kelly came forward and made a speech through a megaphone, announcing the strike and applauding the good order with which the march had taken place. He told us again about the causes and provocations that created the strike. Then, becoming practical, he explained that the committee would issue coupons that would be honoured by certain stores, a list of which had been printed and would be prominently displayed and distributed. There would be a daily bulletin. The bulletin would inform men and women of marches, for, said Kelly, repeating my own thought, we have become an army. Indeed, railway men and miners at Ipswich, and fourteen thousand cane-cutters, rail workers and miners in the far north of the huge province, had stopped work in support of us.


Tommy Ryan formally declared the support of the Labor Party for the strike. He and the other Labor men of course used the general discontent to urge everyone to vote for their party, as if doing that would bring about the promised age. It must have been politeness on the part of Kelly and other Queenslanders not to ask why the Labor prime minister of Australia, Andrew Fisher down in Melbourne, had failed to produce a working man’s paradise in either of his two prime ministerships, even though he made much of the fact that he had started at the coalface in Scotland at the age of ten. Tom Ryan pointed to Fisher’s recent law to create a people’s bank, the Commonwealth Bank, as if it were yet another step on the path to heaven. Fisher himself was a Queenslander by immigration, had been a miner at Gympie, and Kelly hoped for practical favours from him. If the workers were attacked by the police, surely Fisher would offer Australian troops to keep the peace.


From my position behind the vanguard of our men I noticed that Commissioner Urquhart’s police cavalry, the Queensland Cossacks, had gathered up ahead of us and on our flanks and were looking on. To me, they didn’t seem too troubled by the thought of federal troops.


But that first march was allowed to go off well. Even the daily press praised the good order of the marchers, though it understated the numbers involved. Police permission was sought for smaller processions on the following days. It was interesting, this business of seeking permission, and Urquhart’s lieutenant, Deputy Commissioner Geoffrey Cahill, gave permission – perhaps because the press had suggested it was better to have us marching than looting like some gang of Russian revolutionaries!
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It was at the end of the second day of the strike that the strike committee met at Trades Hall, and I saw Hope and Amelia once more. The weather was torrid and Amelia looked exhausted. I thought that in the wake of our successful march I could take the Samarkand option again. I made my way to her after the meeting and said, Come with me now, Mrs Pethick. I will find a car to take us to South Brisbane and I’ll make you better with Russian tea.


She said, Oh, that would be nice! But ask Hope too. For I need a chaperone, you know.


There were a few trams running, crewed clumsily by special constables, but Amelia Pethick’s principles would not permit her to catch them. We did find a man from the Clerks’ Union to drive us to the Samarkand. We invited him in with us, but he told us he’d rather park in the shade of a nearby banyan tree and sleep – despite the falling pods and the bird droppings, he said.


Once we were seated in the teahouse, Amelia drank thirstily of the tea.


Oh, you have revived me, Mr Samsurov, I was ready to wilt. You know, I have been here in Brisbane since I was twenty-eight years old but have never got used to this terrible heat. My late husband had no problems with it. He was a muscular man, like you.


And she went straight from this reflection about heat, as if she remembered similar descriptions of Russian heat mirages from novels, to raise a question about my country, the one everyone seemed to raise first.


Surely your tsar cannot last much longer?


I’m afraid the liberals and the gentry have grown fond of him again. The ordinary people they used to admire have proved too unwashed to be good company.


Yes, said Amelia, most bourgeois people are so delicate in the nostril. But I married a stevedore, so I know about sweat.


For a second, I could see a passionate young woman behind the older and sturdy one – running away with her lover from London to the colonies.


I explained that in 1905 and even later there had been a lot of fighting in the streets and glass was broken, and the liberal press, initially sympathetic to the strikers, now began to lay the blame entirely at their door. I did not go on to explain that where opinion did not work to blacken the rebels, the army brought in the artillery, as in engineering shed No. 5 at Kharkov, where I was flattened to the floor by a shell burst and woke to find someone’s entire naked leg seeping by my cheek, like one of the carcases I later toted at the Brisbane meatworks.


I am sure, said Amelia, that our beloved premier, Mr Digby Denham, would follow if possible the same principles as your tsar, because power, like water the world over, always finds the same level.


Hope mentioned that her husband, who knew Mr Denham, said there would be militia corps sent out to deal with us.


Chocolate soldiers and little chocolate gods! said Amelia. How easy it is to buy people with the smallest morsel of authority.


A Trades Council car was waiting for us outside, but Amelia decided not to get into the machine. I don’t need a ride from here, Hope. Let Tom walk me back home over the bridge. It’s a lovely evening.


Hope argued and argued with her but Amelia would not be moved and said she was thoroughly revived. Amelia and I set off down the street and up onto the bridge footway. The evening had turned cool and windy; women crossing towards us from the direction of the city were hanging onto their hats.


I am sorry you must escort an old lady, Tom, Amelia told me, her own hat turned down against the strong, cleansing wind.


I told her I was honoured.


Hope would rather be here. You would probably rather she was. That’s normal.


I told her, I don’t quite understand Mrs Mockridge. I don’t understand her motives or her class.


Oh, her class is nothing to her. You are not confused by me and I’m the daughter of a baronet.


I looked at her. The wind cut at her fine features.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE PEOPLE’S TRAIN

Thomas Keneally









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SCEPTRE





