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FOREWORD


The Australian Workers’ Union is our nation’s oldest continuously operating union and most significant organisation of working people. This is the case not because of any one leader, nor a particular industrial dispute or even political triumph, numerous as they all are. It is the culmination of 131 years of determined, collective toil to improve the lives and working conditions of the everyday men and women of Australia.


From our humble beginnings on a wintry evening in Ballarat, AWU members set out not only to improve the lives of their fellow workmates, but to lead the public debate on the biggest issues that have shaped our nation. From a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work; occupational health and safety; opposing conscription; to—rightly or wrongly—immigration matters, the AWU has never shied away from pursuing the best interests of our members, wherever they live or work, from the shearing sheds of the Victorian bush, cane fields of the tropics and everywhere in between. We are pragmatic but principled. We are patriotically Australian in the best sense of the word.


Such is the significance of the AWU to the nation that this book represents the fourth to be written about its history. Nick Dyrenfurth’s account of our union’s story provides an honest and lively narrative of the trials and tribulations and the victorious and vanquished men and women that have made up our organisation.


Make no mistake, like organised labour in Australia and globally, we stand at a crossroads. As this book demonstrates, the last few years have produced some of the most difficult times in our union’s history. A politicised royal commission, combined with the effects of the Global Financial Crisis and the downturn experienced by significant industries, have each presented serious challenges. The role and purpose of trade unions is being threatened by hostile right-wing governments and backed by disreputable bosses. Legislation has been drafted and implemented to restrict the rights of unions and their members. There are powerful vested interests who, like the squatters of the 1880s and ’90s, oppose the very existence of unions and would seek to wipe them from history’s page. Yet these challenges are not unlike the battles that our predecessors faced and stared down every time. Our union has never shirked a fight. We do not intend to start now. The future of our nation as the land of opportunity and egalitarianism depends on us.


Just as we will continue to fight for our members and all Australians who work for a living, so too we understand that our union must be engaged in our nation’s political debate, and unashamedly so. It is why, as Dyrenfurth points out, our union has produced four Labor Prime Ministers of Australia, numerous state premiers and countless politicians, all of whom have entered parliament to further the interests of working people, and now the leader of the federal Labor Opposition, Bill Shorten, who served our union with distinction as national secretary. A younger, rather less anti-union, Liberal Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull once aspired to the same job.


If the task ahead of the AWU in the globalised twenty-first century seems daunting, reflect on the sacrifices of the workers, their families and the communities who took a stand during the great shearers’ strike of 1891. Take a glimpse at this book’s back cover. It tells the visual story, recounted by the great bush poet AB ‘Banjo’ Paterson, of striking shearers at Coonamble in the central-western plains of New South Wales, and the labours of AWU officials who travelled around the then colony by bicycle, organising members face-to-face and combating the actions of the squatters.The photo is taken by none other than Banjo and is a timely reminder that the history of Australia cannot be written without reference to our great union.


It has been the almost religious practice of our recently retired national president Bill Ludwig to remind new and older AWU members, job representatives, organisers and officials that we are all merely ‘passing through’, doing our bit to leave this organisation in a bigger, bolder and better position. I want to thank one of my predecessors, Paul Howes, for conceptualising and initiating this project and Scott McDine for its continuing support. I congratulate Nick Dyrenfurth on a fine book that evokes the AWU’s mission so well: ensuring that the working people of Australia have as much say in shaping their nation as their wealthiest compatriots. It is incumbent upon us all to uphold this sacred duty.


Daniel Walton, National Secretary
Australian Workers Union, Sydney, January 2017
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INTRODUCTION


On a chilly Saturday night on 14 June 1886 around thirty men gathered in the back room of Fern’s Hotel in the central Victorian town of Ballarat to form what would become known as the Australian Workers’ Union (AWU). Among the hardy shearers present that evening was a rather unlikely attendee, William Guthrie Spence, then a respected local councillor based in near-by Creswick and a Methodist lay-preacher. Ironically, as the then leader of mining unionists, Spence’s tools of trade were a shovel and pick, rather than a set of shears.


This however was no ordinary meeting and the organisation it brought into existence, known initially as the Australasian Shearers’ Union (ASU), would come to exert an extraordinary influence over the industrial and political affairs of an entire continent. And despite the smoke-filled pub setting – Spence was a well-known temperance advocate – the union’s so-called father found himself in the company of working men he rated most highly. Spence paid them generous tribute in his 1911 book History of the AWU:


The man who joins the Union becomes a better man. He becomes more social, takes a wider interest in human affairs, and consequently becomes more unselfish. His membership makes him a better husband, a better father, a better and more active citizen. It is because of this fact that the AWU has exercised such a powerful influence on Australian affairs. Extending over the whole continent – Australian in character and spirit, united in aim and thought – it has done so much for the solidarity of Labor and the realisation of Labor’s high ideals.1


Few could have accused Spence of lacking ambition. Nor was he shy of broadcasting his personal achievements, let alone those of the various unions he led over some three decades. Yet perhaps even Spence might have baulked at predicting that 130 years after its birth in that most improbable of delivery rooms, the union he co-founded would still be exercising such ‘a powerful influence on Australian affairs’.


The then leader of the Amalgamated Miners Association was asked to chair the proceedings at Fern’s Hotel by David Temple, a precocious twenty-four-year-old Creswick-born fellow miner and part-time shearer. Temple had been spurred into action during April 1886 when sheep farmers (pastoralists) based in western NSW announced their intention to cut shearing rates for the coming season. ‘Why don’t you start a union, then?’ Temple’s mother advised her indignant son, urging him to make contact with Spence.2 The duo soon began writing letters to local newspapers urging shearers to join their rebellion. Others acted without prompting. One NSW shearer addressed a ballad to his employer:




If you give me but a hearing,


I’ll tell you of the shearing,


The one we got just over,


Eighteen hundred, eighty six.


The time of which I’m singing,


Is about of the beginning,


How the squatters blowed they’d cut the price


To seventeen and six.


The shearer has his vision,


And with truth make the assertion,


Our hardships they are many


That we meet with going round.


You would starve us devil doubt you,


But we’ve lived before without you,


Take my tip a blow we’ll never cut


Per hundred less a pound.3





1886 was indeed a momentous year. Within the space of five weeks, the new union enrolled 1500 members drawn from across the southern colonies of NSW, Victoria and South Australia. The next year, the ASU merged with several small shearing unions located in western NSW to become the Amalgamated Shearers’ Union of Australasia, electing Spence as its inaugural president and Temple as secretary. By February 1890, the ASU claimed a membership of 20,000. In 1894, following another merger, this time between the ASU and the General Labourers Union, the Australian Workers’ Union was born. The choice of the word ‘Australia’ would, according to one of the union’s co-founders, Arthur Rae, writing under the pseudonym ‘Hank Morgan’ two years earlier, express ‘something real, comprehensive, and national’, appealing to the ‘common-sense, the sympathies and the patriotism of everyone who is either a native born or adopted citizen of this great land’. The word ‘Workers’, he continued, ‘is pure plain English and includes every class of Labor which can minister to the comforts, the necessities, or the legitimate amusement of the people.’4


Over the next two decades, Australian workers from a variety of industries were drawn into the AWU’s orbit. At the outset of the Great War, it was clearly the nation’s largest, wealthiest and most powerful union. The AWU’s success owed much to the hard work of its leadership and loyalty of its members. It also spoke to an almost religious faith in unionism among both groups. In Spence’s words, unions were ‘part of a great moral and social force and its great progress was direct evidence that it had right upon its side’.5


For all the media coverage of its colourful and turbulent history, the AWU’s distinctive qualities and sheer resilience are frequently underappreciated. No other union has penetrated so widely and deeply into the geographically and occupationally diverse Australian workforce. Until the 1960s, the AWU’s numerical strength was unrivalled domestically. Its political influence, coverage of rural industries and so-called ‘bush ethos’ also gave the union a unique character in international terms. Despite the long, gradual decline of the pastoral industry, the AWU never quite shook off its bush origins.


‘Where the AWU goes, generally the labour movement follows’, Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating told delegates gathered for the AWU’s 1992 annual convention.6 The AWU has been making and sometimes breaking Labor governments for more than a century. Four AWU organisers became Labor prime ministers and the current leader of the federal Labor Opposition, Bill Shorten, served as an AWU national secretary.7 Numerous state premiers have emerged from its ranks. During the twentieth century the AWU played a disproportionate role in shaping the policy directions of Labor governments at both levels. In 1949, the Brisbane version of The Worker newspaper boasted, with some justification, that: ‘It is the Australian Workers’ Union which is largely responsible for the return of Federal and state Labor Governments. The Australian Workers’ Union in the main provides the network of organisation. Its secretaries and organisers, representatives and rank and file are everlastingly preaching the gospel of Labor in the places where votes most count’.8 The AWU’s mission in life was not restricted to influencing parliaments. For better or worse, the union did much to mould the national character of the Australian people.


Yet too few Australians today know why the men gathered at Fern’s Hotel met in the first place, or what they and their successors achieved collectively. This historical amnesia is scarcely limited to the AWU. A still substantial number of Australians state that they would like to join a union if allowed by their employer, yet many citizens of a country which once boasted one of the world’s most highly unionised populations, and elected its first-ever Labor government, seemingly believe that high wages and decent working conditions appear magically out of thin air. In part, this book aims to remind Australians of the critical role played by organised labour in making their country the land of the ‘fair go’.


It is not that the AWU has escaped the attentions of historians. Most significantly there is Mark Hearn and Harry Knowles’ national history of the union, One Big Union (1996). This book is deeply indebted to their scholarship. Historians such as John Merritt and Ray Markey, as well as Spence, have each produced distinguished accounts of the union’s early years, while Stuart Svensen forensically documented the shearers’ strikes of the 1890s. Craig Clothier has written a fine history of the Queensland branch of the AWU between 1913 and 1957. Many of its leading figures have been the subject of biographies, such as Ross Fitzgerald’s first-rate, “Red Ted”: The Life of E.G. Theodore (1994). The countless histories of the Australian Labor Party (ALP), individual trade unions and broader labour movement penned over the years could scarcely ignore the role of the AWU, nor the organisation that it merged with in 1993, the Federated Ironworkers of Australia (FIA). Barely a day passes without journalists or right-wing opinion-makers pontificating on the AWU’s sins and machinations, real or imagined – and yet many of these right-wingers exhibit a wilful amnesia when it comes to historical events.


The AWU’s post-merger trajectory is a classic example of public commentary not being able to see the forest for the trees. In the mid-1990s the AWU’s survival was by no means guaranteed. Internecine conflict stemming from the FIA amalgamation, bitter turf wars with rival unions, a shifting industrial relations landscape, and the questionable practices of a few elected officials threatened to undo more than a century’s worth of struggle. To focus solely on those events ignores the remarkable story of the AWU’s resilience since the merger. The union’s operations were modernised. Those who abused its trust were dispatched to the dustbin of history. The AWU leadership are again key players in significant national debates. Despite the manufacturing industry’s crisis, the union remains one of Australia’s largest and most influential blue-collar unions.


This is not to argue that mistakes have not been made during the union’s recent or more distant past. The AWU’s vigorous advocacy of the racist White Australia policy remains a terrible blemish. The marginal status of women within its affairs was long a source of weakness. The twists and turns of intra-union conflict have sometimes beggared belief. In telling the story of the AWU’s numerous triumphs and tragedies, famed leaders and colourful characters, and the changing working lives of its members, this book pulls no punches. Nor will critics from the hard right and far left find much solace. For far too long their ideological preoccupations have precluded a more rigorous historical consideration of the AWU. Rather, one must consider the AWU’s flaws and foibles in light of those of the nation’s leaders and citizenry – unionist or otherwise. To be sure, Australia’s history cannot be written without reference to the affairs of one of its oldest and most resilient unions.





ONE



DISCONTENT: THE BEGINNINGS OF THE ASU TO 1889


‘The man who joins the Union becomes a better man’: Craft unionism and the Australian workingman’s paradise, 1850s–1874


In 1909, William Guthrie Spence, by then a veteran Australian Labor Party politician, published Australia’s Awakening, his partisan, semi-autobiographical history of the nation’s precocious labour movement. In its pages, Spence made the following claim:


Unionism came to the Australian bushman as a religion. It came bringing salvation from years of tyranny. It had in it that feeling of mateship which he understood already, and which always characterised the action of one ‘white man’ to another. Unionism extended the idea, so a man’s character was gauged by whether he stood true to Union rules or ‘scabbed’ it on his fellows … Rough and unpolished many [unionists] may be; but manly, and ‘white’ all the time, and the movement owes them much.1


Like many of his contemporaries, Spence thought of trade unionism as almost a religion. The teachings of this creed were based upon the commandments of bush mateship. But just as Christianity took centuries to establish itself as something more than a minority Jewish sect, Spence knew better than most that the task of building the Australian union movement was a rather more drawn-out affair than his romantic reading allowed.


The AWU’s emergence can be seen as part of a longer-term struggle that began as soon as the British settled Australia as a penal colony. From the moment convicts set foot on dry land they were put to work. Convicts struck just three years after the First Fleet’s arrival in 1788, demanding daily rather than weekly rations. Life was tough for those who laboured in what amounted to an open-air prison. The early settlement witnessed intermittent rebellions against poor working conditions, miserable rations and oppressive laws. From 1828, workers, convict or otherwise, were governed by the Master and Servant Act, draconian legislation that allowed for their imprisonment and forfeiture of wages for refusing to toil. Workers who absconded were also hunted down under the Bushrangers Act. More rebellious types responded to this state of affairs by forming combinations – maritime workers were the most prominent – known as ‘unions’, ‘associations’ or ‘societies’ to battle these injustices. Their existence, however, is best described as ephemeral.


Over the following decades, unions of working men were established among printers, carpenters, boot-makers, tailors, bakers, stonemasons and many other trades. Spontaneous strikes erupted from time to time along with other methods of collective protest. Retail workers established Early Closing Associations in Sydney, Melbourne and Hobart. Others joined with middle-class radicals in the fight to democratise Australia, helping to form the Mutual Protection Society (1843) and involving themselves in reformist bodies such as the Early Closing Movement (1844) and Anti-Transportation League (1848). The goldfields rebellion that culminated in the bloody Eureka Stockade, which shook the colony of Victoria in 1854, inspired radicals and unionists for decades afterwards. One immediate example was the campaign for the eight-hour day. Sydney stonemasons won eight hours in 1855; their brethren in Melbourne and Brisbane followed suit in 1856 and 1857 respectively.


‘What prouder boast could we make’, declared a prominent Sydney unionist in 1885, ‘[than] that the very wilderness of political and social slavery has become the garden of liberty?’2 Within the space of few decades a hellish place of exile had been transformed into a land of hope and prosperity for ordinary men and women. Some took a fancy to calling colonial Australia ‘the workingman’s paradise’. What explains this remarkable transformation? A long economic boom sparked by the gold rushes combined with a general shortage of labour meant workers enjoyed high wages and living standards by international standards, while freedom of association allowed them to create unions to more fully exploit this development. From the 1850s, following the lead of their British brethren, they tended to form small-scale, city-based ‘craft unions’ representing skilled and semi-skilled workers in a particular trade. Their male members – and they were almost always men – came together for a simple reason: to improve their lot by increasing wages and lowering working hours. By cornering the market for skilled labour, for instance by excluding those who had not completed a proper apprenticeship in a relevant trade or instituting high membership fees, craft unionists sought to force employers to pay a higher rate of pay than that afforded to lower-skilled non-unionists. Elsewhere collectivism among Australian workers was also fostered by the establishment of coalmining lodges, which morphed into unions of miners across the NSW northern districts. The influence of the British chartist movement, many of whose members had been transported as convicts to Australia, was also important.


For the most part, craft unionists worked harmoniously with those Australian bosses whom they regarded as ‘fair’ employers. Indeed, such organisations typically emphasised the mutual interests of employers and the employed. Union mottos proclaimed themselves to be ‘united to relieve, not combined to injure’ or advocated ‘defence not defiance’. Employers could even be ‘honorary members’ of craft unions and likeminded societies, and sometimes sponsored their very formation. Yet craft unionists were not merely interested in earning a ‘bob’. As one popular ditty announced of their role in the world:




Eight hours to work, eight hours to play,


Eight hours to sleep, and eight bob a day.3





At a time when the welfare state was non-existent, craft unions acted as benefit societies that provided workers and their families with a form of income insurance in the event of accident, illness or unemployment. In the case of death, a craftsman avoided the ignominy of a pauper’s burial. This moral vision of unionism would live on in the words and work of William Spence: ‘The man who joins the Union becomes a better man’.


The first major attempt to organise bush workers along these lines occurred in 1875 when the Queensland Shearers’ Union (QSU) was established in Toowoomba. Over 200 citizens attended the union’s first and, as it happened, only formal meeting. Ironically, the impetus for collective action came from the town’s leading business identity. Unsurprisingly, it was twelve years before another such union was established.


Owing to the advent of parliamentary democracy throughout eastern Australia from 1855 onwards, the political clout of workers began to match their economic power. Working men were occasionally elected to parliaments, but they mostly did so with loose alliances to unions. Prior to the 1890s, if the colonial labour movement possessed a political strategy, it consisted of lobbying governments and individual parliamentarians. Much of this work was done through newly formed peak union bodies: in 1856 the Melbourne Trades Hall Committee (later Victorian Trades Hall Council) emerged; the Sydney Trades and Labor Council formed in 1871. Unions extracted many pro-worker reforms from colonial governments. In 1875, the Victorian parliament passed the Supervision of Workrooms and Factories Act, which sought to regulate the female-dominated world of factory work. Six years later the NSW parliament legislated for a Trade Union Act that gave legal recognition to unions and allowed for their formal registration. ‘If there was a paradise for the working man on earth it is to be found in the sunny lands beneath the Southern Cross’, boasted Edward O’Sullivan, president of the Sydney Trades and Labor Council in 1883, ‘the lot of the Australian man is one to be envied by the masses of the civilized world’.4


‘Every tradesman in the colony had an interest in his fellow-tradesmen’: The rise of New Unionism, 1874–85


The golden age would not last. By the mid-1880s, the social and economic conditions of the Australian colonies were transforming. The NSW economy was beginning to diversify from its largely pastoral orientation to encompass mining and industrial concerns; in Victoria, secondary industries such as manufacturing, stimulated by a protective tariff, rapidly expanded. Queensland’s economy would be reliant on pastoralism, sugar and mining well into the twentieth century, but even in this period a newly developed network of ports, roads and railways was transforming the nature of work and fostering a distinct working-class identity in the provincial cities of the colony. At the same time, the demand for labour no longer exceeded its supply, while for craft unionists the apprenticeship system was failing to keep out less skilled workers willing to toil for lower wages. In Queensland, the increasing use of indentured Pacific Islander labour on sugar plantations posed a further threat.


In 1888 a young poet by the name of Henry Lawson wrote ‘Faces in the Street’. In it he railed against the destruction of the Australian dream:


They lie, the men who tell us in a loud decisive tone


That want is here a stranger, and that misery’s unknown;


For where the nearest suburb and the city proper meet


My window-sill is level with the faces in the street —


Drifting past, drifting past,


To the beat of weary feet —


While I sorrow for the owners of those faces in the street.5


Indeed, wherever Australian workers toiled, living standards wavered. Poorer and often more hazardous working conditions became the norm. For city-based workers, the likelihood of becoming one’s own boss declined as small workshops were replaced by mass production factories in which labour was increasingly subdivided and mechanised, and which were owned by a new breed of employers dubbed ‘capitalists’ by workers and radical critics. In the bush, yeoman dreams of ‘selectors’ tilling the land were giving way to the reality of wage labour in the service of pastoralists and graziers, the so-called ‘wool-kings’. Many battling small-scale farmers, known as ‘cockies’, supplemented their income by working as part-time shearers and labourers on the properties of wealthier neighbours. These men and their labouring sons would become a large and influential component of the AWU.


In response, industry-wide ‘new’ unions of wharfies, miners and pastoral labourers emerged, a phenomenon also witnessed in Britain, Scandinavia and the United States. Casting aside the teachings of craft unionism, this new generation of activists argued that all toilers, no matter what their occupation, shared common interests. ‘Every tradesman in the colony had an interest in his fellow-tradesmen’, Spence remarked to an intercolonial union congress in 1886, ‘however dissimilar their respective callings might be’.6


In outback Australia, the gospel of new unionism emerged first among hard rock miners. One of the earliest examples was the Amalgamated Miners Union (AMA, formed in 1874), led by a man crucial to the AWU’s emergence. William Spence was born in 1846 at Eday, one of the windswept Orkney Islands off the coast of Scotland. His family migrated to Australia when he was six, settling in the Victorian goldfields town of Creswick early in 1853, where they briefly resided in a slab bark hut. Spence later claimed to have witnessed the Eureka rebellion the next year in nearby Ballarat. Goldfields life ‘made such a deep impression on my youthful mind’, Spence recalled, ‘that nothing but the grave will efface it’.7 From humble beginnings, Spence rose to national prominence. By age ten, he had worked as a butcher’s boy, shepherd and shearer; at fourteen, he held a ‘Miner’s Right’ and was descending the pits. Wages for a miner in those days were irregular and like many of his ilk, Spence contracted silicosis (‘miners’ lung’), caused by dust from poorly ventilated shafts. Spence did not attend formal schooling and was largely self-educated; in his spare time he devoured the works of writers such as Blatchford, Ruskin, Carlyle, Morris, Bellamy, Marx, as well as the Gospels of the New Testament. But it was the mines of central Victoria, where Spence became a mine manager – an ex-employer hailed him as a ‘first class Captain of a shift’8 – that provided most in the way of an education. It was here that Spence began a career devoted to improving the lives of working people through the building up of unionism.


Owing to the advent of company-based mining, and the shift to mining quartz rather than alluvial minerals, the 1870s was a period of increasing union activity. In 1878, the thirty-two-year-old Spence co-founded and was elected secretary of the Creswick Miners’ Association, a body that emerged in response to an attempt to reduce the wages of miners in the district. Shortly afterwards, Spence led his 600-strong grouping into the AMA. Spence became secretary in 1882, a position he held for nine years. Numerous battles over wages and conditions were won and, following the introduction of legislation providing for an accident benefit fund for miners arising out of the 1882 ‘New Australasian’ Gold Mine disaster, the AMA’s membership steadily increased to several thousand men. Crucially, the AMA secured the ‘closed-shop’, a strategy that sought to restrict employment to unionists to protect wage rates. Under Spence’s leadership the AMA went from strength to strength over the next decade; a potpourri of miners (gold, silver, copper and coal) joined its ranks. At Spence’s instigation, an intercolonial council was established with branches in every colony including New Zealand. At its peak the AMA claimed a membership of 30,000.9 In its ambition – and to a large extent what it achieved – the union anticipated Spence’s later work with the AWU.


It is difficult to understand the early labour movement without reference to Spence. Though unafraid of calling a strike, Spence instinctively favoured conciliation and compromise with employers. ‘The ASU only asks for that which is fair and equitable between the parties’, he and David Temple explained to sheep owners in 1888, ‘and this can only be arrived at by interchange of thoughts and ideas as to what is fair and just’.10 A shrewd negotiator, Spence focused on what he called ‘the bread and butter question’,11 rather than the prosecution of class warfare. He was, however, capable of unleashing the latter when he felt aggression towards a recalcitrant employer was warranted. Perhaps Spence’s best quality was his ability to listen attentively to boss and worker alike. The interests of the ‘fair’ employer and employee were not inherently antagonistic, as the AMA’s motto affirmed: ‘United we stand; divided we fall—Labor and Capital United’.12


Spence’s exertions were not limited to the world of work. He was deeply involved in the activities of his local community, serving as a borough councillor in Creswick (near Ballarat) and a justice of the peace, member of the local militia, and a leading temperance advocate. At twenty-five, Spence married Ann Jane Savage, a fellow Presbyterian. Together they had nine children. It is difficult to overstate the importance of Spence’s faith. Spence was secretary of Creswick Presbyterian Church and its Sunday school superintendent, however he severed ties with it owing to its perceived indifference to the plight of miners, and preached with the Primitive Methodists (later dabbling in spiritualism). Like many early labour leaders, Spence’s community and faith-based activism were inseparable from his unionism, as he declared in a speech in 1892: ‘The New Unionism is simply the teachings of that greatest of all social reformers, Him of Nazareth, whom all must revere’.13 When Spence suggested ‘unionism came to the Australian bushman as a religion’, it was more than a rhetorical flourish. The high priest of Australian unionism soon received his biblical calling.


Colonial Australia, it was said, rode on the sheep’s back. By 1838, Australia’s annual ‘wool clip’ amounted to two million kilos, clearly the colony’s main export, predominantly servicing the British market. During the long boom, sheep numbers rose to a nineteenth-century peak of 106.3 million in 1891–92. NSW, the industry’s mainstay, possessed 61.8 million sheep.14 Runs existed in the Riverina, around New England, and to the west past Bathurst. Victoria’s industry was concentrated in the Western District and central portion of the colony, while Queensland’s was predominantly based in the Darling Downs region of the colony’s south, but also extended into the central and western portions of the colony. In 1886, wool exports were valued at 12.9 million pounds, whereas all others combined yielded 4.9 million pounds. The wool industry employed 56,000 workers including 25,000 shearers. Whole towns were built to service pastoral companies and their workforces, in turn stimulating industries producing grain, fruit, dairy and other commodities. Railways swept the precious product across vast distances, then dispatched it overseas from city-based wharves, generating further employment. Yet by the mid-1880s wool prices were in decline, along with those for wheat and various metals. In a move that would be repeated over and again, pastoralists – known pejoratively as ‘squatters’ – sought to protect their company’s profits by a simple means: cutting wages. That ploy should not be seen in isolation. In actual fact, while wool prices across the Australian colonies were indeed falling, the increase in sheep numbers and increased income earned from wool exports more than compensated the squatters, a state of affairs obscured by the declaration of war soon issued.


‘As many grievances in this free land as ever the slaves had in America’: The birth of the ASU, 1886–89


On 3 April 1886 a newspaper advertisement announced the intentions of western NSW pastoralists ahead of the upcoming shearing season. Pointing to falling wool prices, the pastoralists argued that shearing rates needed to be reduced on a commensurate basis, from 20 shillings (s) per hundred sheep to 17s 6d. To add insult to injury, a shearer could be sacked if his boss was of the opinion that their work amounted to ‘wilful bad shearing’. In those circumstances, just 15s per hundred sheep would be paid out.15 Though well-remunerated compared with other trades, a shearer’s income was highly volatile; men were paid according to the number of sheep shorn, a system known as ‘piece rates’. A competent shearer could earn between four to six pounds a week shearing one sheep every three minutes, perhaps three to four times as much as a shed hand, and three times as much as an urban or, for that matter, rural labourer. A few ‘gun’ shearers became celebrities of a kind, such as pre-Federation Queenslander Jackie Howe, the so-called ‘Bradman’ of the boards.


The life of most shearers, however, was akin to that of a gambler. Attaining work in the first place was a competitive business, necessitating the payment of a monetary deposit to secure a ‘pen’ or ‘stand’, a practice known as ‘office engagement’ to pastoralists. Even then, available work was patchy and geographically dispersed. Shearers were a nomadic lot, moving from station to station over the course of the shearing season – generally the five months between June and October, but in Queensland typically stretching from February to May or June – where a job typically took seven to eight weeks to ‘cut-out’.


Shearers were also a diverse lot whose experiences varied from district to district and colony. Some worked as miners for the rest of the year or as general labourers on pastoral stations, farms, public works and railways. Many shearers in NSW and Victoria were small-scale farmers as were their sons, so-called ‘selectors’ who returned home between shearing seasons. The Shearers’ Record, the privately owned, Creswick-based ‘official’ journal of the ASU, glowingly called them ‘sober and industrious men … with an object in life – a desire to make for themselves homes, and to settle down as good citizens’.16


The pastoralist’s assault on wages merely exacerbated older complaints. One shearer complained that his ilk had ‘as many grievances in this free land as ever the slaves had in America’.17 In its pre-mechanised days, shearing was a complex, exhausting task performed by highly skilled workers. ‘The shearer is not like a pick and shovel man dealing with inert matter, but holds a frightened animal which strains against the robbery of its wool’, an Arbitration Court judge later remarked of their prowess. ‘A slight error in the movements of the hands may mean the cutting of the sheep, with consequent loss to the shearer, or may even involve a severe wound to the shearer himself.’18 Men worked both against the clock and their fellows. Shearers toiled from six in the morning until six at night six days a week with an early-finish possible on Saturday. The iniquitous practice of ‘raddling’, whereby the station manager unilaterally marked poorly shorn sheep to signify that a shearer was not to be paid out, was a frequent source of complaint. The powers of station managers verged on autocratic. Spence claimed that the rules of one South Australian shed read: ‘Singing, whistling, swearing and noise prohibited’.19 The standard of accommodation provided by pastoralists on their stations left much to be desired – overcrowded, insanitary and prone to bed ticks. A later writer claimed that to minimise costs one ‘enterprising squatter on the Darling’ had ‘roofed a calf pen to house forty men’.20 The provision of rations was another long-running sore. Exorbitant rates were charged for what one Queenslander recalled as the ‘roughest of food’.21 The shed-hands who swept shearing boards, applied tar to the wounds of sheep, gathered wool and supplied sheep to shearers suffered similar privations.


Prior to the ASU’s formation, shearers were notoriously difficult to unionise. To be sure, Temple’s organisation was not the first such organisation to emerge. In Queensland, South Australia and Wagga Wagga in southern NSW, unions were launched but all foundered. The nomadic habits of shearers who shore exclusively for a living militated against permanent unionism. One shearer confessed to the ‘many serious faults’ of his wandering ‘class’ of ‘bushmen’: ‘We are reckless with our money when we have any, seldom laying by a pound for a rainy day, a large number boozing our cheques as soon as earned’.22


All that was about to change. Shearers, feared – quite naturally – that the NSW pay-cut might spread elsewhere. Indeed, within a month, dozens of pastoralists across the colonies declared that they would follow suit, again without recourse to the views of their workforces. This trend pointed to the more fundamental issue at play: who should determine the employment contract between boss and worker, or decide which shearers were to work? Was this the sole prerogative of bosses? Or might workers have a collective say?


David Temple was unequivocally of the latter view. Born in Creswick, Temple shared Spence’s Scottish roots and mining trade, which he supplemented by working as a part-time shearer. Measuring well over six feet tall, Temple had a commanding presence that was matched by his keen mind. He was influenced by the radical writings of the time, including American single-tax advocate Henry George and more militant doctrines of European socialism. But actions spoke larger than words in the shearing sheds. At his own expense, Temple advertised for assistance from fellow shearers, imploring them to ‘let each and every man act as though the success of the movement depended on his attendance at the meeting’.23 Attended by thirty men but claiming the support of a further two dozen, the first meeting of the Australasian Shearers’ Union took place in Ballarat on 12 June 1886.


Far from a militant call to arms, the union’s objectives were remarkably moderate:


1. To protect the rights of shearers throughout Australia; 2. To secure a fair rate of wage by the adoption of prices suitable to the circumstances of the several colonies and districts; 3. The adoption of just and equitable agreements between employers and employees; 4. To make such arrangements as will prevent undue loss of time in travelling to sheds and ensure carrying out of agreements; and 5. To protect members against the exorbitant price of rations.24


In a letter to the Ballarat Courier published prior to the meeting, Spence explained that the ‘union will be very useful to both employer and employee’. In a clear nod towards the traditions of craft unionism, where employers seeking labour could call in at the hotel identified with the union, Spence suggested the ASU would be, ‘used as a sort of registry … sheep owners could get the men required without trouble … Men would also be saved the trouble of swagging it from station to station in search of work’.25


The evening after the first gathering, the unionists met again at Fern’s Hotel. The forty-year-old Spence, whose name, according to a future AWU leader, ‘was on the lips of every militant worker throughout Australia’,26 was unanimously elected as ASU president. Temple was elected to the union’s secretaryship, while the Poynton brothers, Alexander and Charles, along with J.A. Cook, filled the remaining executive positions. A code of rules was quickly adopted and sent to pastoralists. Shearers joining the ASU had to agree to work for no less than 20s per 100. Membership dues were set at 10s per annum for shearers and 5s for shed-hands. The ASU also pledged itself to addressing non-wage grievances, and banning of the practice known as the ‘raddle’. Temple and two other organisers, the talented duo of Cook and James Slattery, were instructed to canvass the surrounding districts for new recruits. Would they suffer the same fate of shearing unionists before them?


The fledgling union met with resistance from within and without. ‘Accustomed to rule as he liked, not only over his shearing floor but over the people of his neighbourhood’, Spence later observed, ‘the lordly squatter did not take kindly to the coming change’; the assertive nature of the Australian worker had displeased the so-called squattocracy, who favoured keeping the worker in his place as part of some ‘bunyip aristocracy’.27 Other factors militating against shearing unionism persisted. The first meeting at Fern’s Hotel was something of a disappointment to Temple: only a minority of an estimated 500 shearers in the Ballarat district were present and only ten of that number actually paid their entrance fees. Less successful gatherings followed, being either poorly attended or abandoned altogether. Temple later claimed that meetings were reduced to one, besides Spence and himself. The migratory, seasonal nature of shearing made organising difficult, something hinted at by the ASU’s explicitly intercolonial character, a unique and significant state of affairs well predating Federation. Indeed, Temple’s organising efforts ‘did not meet with much encouragement’.28 Soon his out-of-pocket expenses exceeded membership levies – Temple’s own shearing pay was confiscated by an embittered station owner after he convened the initial meeting – and the union’s Creswick-based office was temporarily closed.


Those who did join the union were subject to harassment and worse. Employers blacklisted unionists and ran them off their properties. One Murrumbidgee-based organiser complained that his ilk was forced to ‘disguise himself as a whaler or something else, and sneak in at night to the hut. He is not in there five minutes before out he has to go, and in most cases with a revolver presented at him, having a policeman attached to the butt end thereof’.29 Armed troopers watched over camps set up following the eruption of strikes ‘as numerous as bush fires’.30 Strikers were hauled in front of local magistrates – often squatters! – summonsed under Masters and Servants Acts. Charges of ‘neglect of duty’ or ‘breach of contract’ made against shearers carried the threat of jail terms or heavy fines. Solidarity was also undermined by the enemy within, so-called ‘scabs’ prepared to work at lower than union rates or take the jobs of strikers. One violent dispute near Wagga Wagga in 1887 between strikers and strike-breakers led to armed troopers reading the Riot Act. In a dress rehearsal of events early the next decade, the strike leaders were sentenced to three years’ jail.


Temple was undaunted. When the shearing season began, he proceeded by train for the NSW Riverina. Fortune smiled when Nyang station owner Simon Fraser encouraged his shearers to sign up to the ASU. Unlike the depressing Victorian experience, Temple boasted that his northern adventure saw him ‘received with open arms’.31 Within five weeks 1500 members were enrolled in southern NSW; further organisers were engaged and, before the season concluded, another 8000 had signed up. Shearers elsewhere were aroused by the pastoralists’ declaration of war. In NSW, local shearers around Young formed themselves into a union pledging ‘not to work for one penny less than the price paid for shearing the last clip’.32 Further north, they organised as the Queensland Shearers’ Union and claimed the far western sheds of Blackall, Winton and Longreach, a trend replicated in Wagga Wagga, South Australia and, less successfully, in Tasmania. In each case the shearers had a valuable, if risky, weapon: withdrawing their labour via a strike. Countless station owners capitulated to the threat of a disruption to the climatically volatile shearing season. Shearing rates increased too, belying the tales of financial hardship emanating from their employers.


With the prominent exception of Queensland, shearers elsewhere joined Temple’s crusade. In January 1887 the small shearers’ unions of rural NSW – Wagga Wagga, Bourke and Cobar – united with the ASU to become the Amalgamated Shearers’ Union of Australasia. Temple and Spence remained at the union’s apex, and their Creswick branch quickly dominated its affairs. The new body claimed a membership of 9000, with nearly 7000 men drawn from NSW and Victoria and the rest hailing from South Australia and New Zealand. In the latter case, the ASU had gone to the trouble of printing its rules in Maori; alas within the year the poorly organised New Zealanders were forced to go their own way. Instructively, the ASU also sought to recruit the labourers who worked beside the shearers in the sheds. Thus, under the auspices of the ASU, the General Labourers Union (GLU, initially the General Woolshed Labourers’ Union) was born in July 1890, in order to ‘present an unbreakable square in time of need’.33 Five thousand so-called ‘rouseabouts’ – boundary riders, bullock drivers and farm labourers such as shed-hands and station cooks – were organised into the new Spence-led union by the time it staged its first conference in February 1891. In the northern-most colony, they organised separately as the Queensland Labourers Union and, around the same time, carriers – largely self-employed workers who transported wool – were also being unionised. The first tentative steps towards becoming a mighty general union had been taken.


Speaking to the ASU’s 1889 annual conference, a jubilant Temple told delegates that they were ‘on the eve of a complete victory’.34 More and more shearers were signing up to the ASU. The union claimed 20,000 members, spread across several thousand sheds in NSW, Victoria and soon enough South Australia. NSW was clearly the union’s stronghold, boasting 12,000 members; Victoria constituted half that number and South Australia a thousand. In February 1888, the ASU founded its own newspaper, The Shearers’ Record. Adopting the Latin maxim ‘Salus Populi Supema Est Lex’ (‘The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law’), the first working-class paper in the colonies was issued on a monthly basis from Creswick to ‘provide some distinct and direct means of intercommunication of thought and occurrences closely affecting the organisation’ and to combat ‘a bitter prejudice begotten and fostered by misconceived ideas and a distortion of facts [and] egregious errors’.35


Amalgamation with the Queensland shearers – that colony’s biggest single union – was being spoken of, as well as the creation of a stand-alone Tasmanian branch. Non-pay grievances were being addressed, such as monetary penalties contained in shearing agreements, and there were improvements to accommodation, even if these gains owed less to what the ASU leadership liked to call ‘moral suasion’, than to good shearing seasons and slightly improved wool prices. Some pastoralists, such as those in the Riverina, agreed to pay a rate of 20s, even if they insisted on not dealing with the union directly; yet rates of pay fluctuated greatly across the colonies, as did the militancy of shearers. Many shearers, particularly in Victoria, but also those working the smaller flocks of the NSW wheat-belt, baulked at strike action. Many retained a strong attachment to the ideas of craft unionism; they prided themselves on their skill, believing this placed them above other workers. In the case of selector-shearers, these men often owed more allegiance to pastoralists, who could offer them, as fledgling farmers, water rights, credit references and indeed work.


Historians have squabbled as to whether Spence or Temple deserves the greater acclaim for the ASU’s progress. Temple loudly claimed credit for the union’s successes, leading one AWU figure to accuse him of ‘hallucination.’36 The truth is that both men were indispensable along with other important early officials such as the NSW trio of A.J. Sullivan, J.M. Toomey and W. Percy. For instance, while Spence conceived of the novel idea of sending out an army of paid organisers, it was Temple who led the operation on the ground. Still, Spence was no mere figurehead. He travelled widely preaching the gospel of unionism; organising wandering shearers, liaising with branch secretaries, writing to newspapers and delivering public speeches, often in hostile territory. It was Spence who painstakingly negotiated shearing agreements and who pastoralists attempted to discredit with bogus claims that he owned a large sheep station paid for with union dues. Then there was the thankless work of the indefatigable ASU organisers who travelled by horse and bike, made swags under starlight, and braved a ‘hot’ reception from station managers.


‘Do not let yourselves imagine that because we have done so well in the past that we are going to have things all our own way in the future’, was the warning issued by the diminutive, extravagantly moustached New Zealand–born ASU organiser Arthur Rae, a man so attracted to the union’s cause that he moved to Australia during mid-1889: ‘Many would spend a good sum of money even now to crush us’.37 And all was not well. The ASU’s gross membership figures belied a more vulnerable organisation. Its coverage of shearers differed widely from region to region. Many shearers would often take out union membership at the outset of a season but shore non-union when work became less plentiful. Other ominous signs were appearing. Some station owners took a leaf out of the union’s playbook by forming employer organisations of their own, as had various manufacturers and steamship owners. The Western District Sheep Farmers Association (Victoria) along with NSW and Victorian-based Intercolonial Pastoralists’ Association were born during early 1888.


This much was already admitted by the ASU’s leadership, which had embarked upon various measures to shore up the union’s position in the wool industry, moving to establish a closed-shop by establishing office engagement through the union and seeking to prohibit ‘barrowing’, a form of apprenticeship. In the hope of binding men more firmly to the union, they experimented with an accident fund, a system of district committees, employment agencies for off-season work, and heavier fines for members shearing under non-union mandated conditions, a tactic that may have proved counterproductive. The ASU’s repeated attempts to seek formal conferences with sheep owners in the hope of negotiating district-wide agreements proved fruitless. Amalgamation talks between the ASU and QSU foundered – the latter’s leadership accusing the southerners of enrolling ‘chinkie’ [a derogatory term for Chinese]38 members, but the real reason was a more fundamental clash over what trade unionism entailed. The QSU insisted upon a more stringent definition of union membership and affiliated with the Australian Labour Federation, whereas the ASU only insisted on shearing by union rates and stood aloof from that peak body.


Aside from promoting unionism, what exactly did the ASU believe? The solidarity of workers was narrower than that boasted of by Spence and other so-called ‘new unionists’. In many ways, the ASU continued the traditions of craft unionism, barring less competent shearers from entry into the so-called ‘knights of the blade’. Unskilled workers were expressly excluded from the union’s annual eight-hour day celebration.


The ASU’s ethos was also blokey, hardly surprising given its membership. Certainly, Spence and his comrades did not oppose a gendered division of labour. Yet the ASU was a consistent supporter of women’s rights, including suffrage and other feminist reforms at a time when other unions were resolutely opposed. ‘No good movement will succeed without women’, Spence wrote in the Melbourne Worker, but ‘[s]ecure their active co-operation, and we go forward at twice the pace’.39 Spence encouraged Rose Summerfield to establish a women’s division of the union in October 1892 and she was duly appointed as an organiser. Well before other unions committed to gender equality, the AWU’s ninth annual conference declared that it ‘fully recognizes the equal rights of women with men in all matters, whether social, political or industrial’.40 A regular ‘Women’s Page’ column penned by Mary Gilmore soon appeared in the union’s Wagga Wagga-based newspaper, and co-operative women’s laundries in Bourke and Sydney were subsidised by union funds. Female labour activists such as Emma Miller, Henrietta Greville and Summerfield organised for the AWU. Yet the union would long remain a resolutely masculine organisation from top to bottom.
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