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A Note on Punctuation and Usage of First-Person Accounts


Throughout the book, in the thematic chapters and the portraits, we format extracts from personal accounts in italics and without quotation marks. This format is intended to seamlessly integrate evidence from life stories into the historical narrative and to highlight the perspectives of many different narrators alongside our historical interpretations. This usage is modelled on books such as Landon Carter’s Uneasy Kingdom by Rhys Isaac (Oxford University Press, 2004) and The Sea Captain’s Wife by Martha Hodes (WW Norton, 2006).


Extracts from letters and diaries are reproduced with the same spelling and punctuation as the original. The transcription of oral history interviews seeks to capture, as accurately as possible, the spoken word. However, we have removed some of the clutter of recorded speech (such as ‘um’ and ‘ah’, ‘like’ and ‘you know’, false starts and repetition) where they are not meaningful utterances, and we have, where appropriate, brought together extracts from different parts of an interview.


Deletions from quotes are indicated by a set of three ellipses; four ellipses indicate a deletion comprising more than one sentence. Editorial comments or explanations within quotes are enclosed within square brackets. An emphasis in the spoken word is indicated by bold formatting. Pauses, laughter and other significant aural clues are indicated by bracketed insertions, such as (pause), (laughs) or (sighs). Some of the interviews we use, including many from the Australian Generations project, are available for listening via the National Library of Australia online catalogue.





— PORTRAIT I —


Three Generations of the Dorans


Let’s begin with three generations of men of the same family, who were fathers in somewhat different ways. They give us an opportunity to cast back to the early decades of the last century, and to follow these generations closer to the present. They were Tom, Patrick and Luke Doran.


The grandfather, Tom Doran, was born in Melbourne in about 1900 and was of Irish and Catholic parentage. He worked as an unskilled labourer for the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works, digging up burst water pipes. We only catch glimpses of Tom through the memories of his son, Patrick, who was born in about 1923 and served with the army in the Middle East during World War II. Patrick’s working life was spent building houses. Asked what that was like, he replied loved it. It was hard work, very hard work, but I liked it, still do. In 1951, Patrick’s son, Luke, was born; he would become a printer. Both Patrick and Luke were interviewed in Melbourne in late 1998 for The Rise and Fall of a Full Employment Society project.1


When Patrick was asked how his life compared with his parents’, he began with Tom’s constant hard work as a labourer. He had to cover burst mains if he’s on duty, had to work all night, any burst mains come in, he’d have to ride and strap this big ... shovel and pick on the bar of his bike ... and dig it out and get it ready for the plumber. Tom was responsible for a large area of Melbourne’s south-eastern suburbs, from Elsternwick ... down to Mordialloc and the beach. Sometimes the children went with him to help. When we were kids, we use to go out with him at night to give him a break, dig the holes for him and he was stuffed. It was hard work and he didn’t get paid for the overtime, he didn’t get time off.


When asked about what Tom was like as a father, Patrick had little to say. Rather than speaking in general terms, what sprang to mind was a single but telling vignette. There was a cheap library up in Elsternwick and we use to all walk up there to get these cheap books where they rent it out a penny a week, I think, to get the books out, and walk all the way back. Like my father use to take us and bring us home and sort out the books we wanted and get everything paid for ... I did the same with our kids. It is only a glimpse, but it suggests how an unskilled labourer worked to ensure a better education for his children, in the hope of a better life. Frustratingly, the interviewer did not ask further about Tom as a father. This is one theme in this book: what is left out of the interviews we are revisiting. Another is how, in such vignettes, we can discern muted expressions of fathers caring about their children.


Tom’s work was steady even during the 1930s Depression, which meant, as Patrick recalled, that although there wasn’t much money ... we had plenty enough to eat. We didn’t have any great deal of money ... My birthday’s on the 30th of December. Now one year I got a torch for Christmas, and batteries for my birthday. Well, we got something small but that’s the way it was. Wasn’t much money ... The money was probably spent on food and us kids. His parents could not afford to spend on their own pleasures. They were happy to put the money into the family and forget about their own. Across the road from where they lived was the local sustenance office, where the unemployed queued to pick up their meal tickets, but the family was just above that level of distress.


Patrick’s recollections of growing up in the Depression involved austerity but not desperation, but Luke recalled a story from his mother’s side of the family. His parents, he said, were children during the Depression. His mother was raised in the coal and steel town of Newcastle in New South Wales, and one of the men in the family used to walk home from the steel mills ... along the railway line with a sack over his shoulder collecting coal so they could have a fire that night, some [that had] fallen off the trains going by. Luke’s imagery of his parents’ life, as children in the Depression and hard workers in the postwar years, was about struggle and sacrifice. This touches on another theme we explore, about how economic and social conditions shaped, and sometimes limited, the practice of fathering.


Patrick told of how his father died at the age of fifty-nine, around 1960. Tom was babysitting the three grandchildren—Luke was about eight at the time. He had a heart attack and could do nothing with no phone in the house; when we come home, he was in a lot of pain. He died in hospital the next day. Patrick thought that Tom’s constant hard work had worn him out. He didn’t smoke or drink till the end of ’42. He was a boxer and kept himself pretty fit, but then he took up alcohol. He didn’t [drink] a terrific amount but he had a pleasant glow on. I suppose the hard work when he was younger didn’t help him at all. The only other glimpse we catch of Tom is when Patrick was asked about how the family finances were handled. He said he did what his father did; Tom had routinely handed over his pay packet to his wife, especially when we were kids ... he took his pay home and then he was allowed so much pocket money. It was a measure of reliability as a breadwinner, passed on from his father, but also contrasting with folk memory of men irresponsibly drinking away their wages. I knew in the old days over in Scotland, Ireland, when the husband gets his pay packet, he’d go and stay drunk and it was all gone ... so I think the easiest way ... [was] to keep some money for tobacco and give the rest to the wife ... It’s normal to me. I just felt that was the way things should be done. In this book, we’ll often see how one generation adopts or rejects the cultural practices of their parents, as well as the recurring image of the responsible, or irresponsible, breadwinning father.


After being demobilised from the army in 1945, Patrick immediately started training as a carpenter on the job, with the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme paying 90 per cent of his wage. It was a gradual process to get us into the building trade, and then the boss paid the full wages when he feels satisfied with us. He had regular work through the postwar decades. His account didn’t suggest any burdensome legacy of the war, nor much difficulty in making the transition back into civilian life. But there were clearly some wilder days immediately after the war, drinking hard. Many of the men he worked with were mates ... all out from the army and most of them finished up in the building trade anyway. Brickies and tilers, carpenters, there’s one plumber. Patrick was living at home with his parents in Brighton, and Tom was working with him on building sites and we use to all drink together.


A few years later, Patrick was established as a builder, and in 1948 he bought a vacant block in Bentleigh, an area in the south-east of Melbourne that at the time was just paddocks. He married Dawn in 1950 and started a family of three children in 1951. That was the point at which he gave up drinking and saw less of his wilder army mates. Before I was married, I use to drink quite a bit, a lot of it. But by around 1950, he had given it away and never had a drink for about eighteen years, and I was very fit, but as I say, very hard work but I enjoyed it. Clearly, going off the drink was part of accepting new responsibilities, but it may also have been maturity and leaving the war behind.


Patrick built the house in Bentleigh in which they still lived when he was interviewed in 1998; when I had the stumps and bearers down, I go to the bank and they come out and inspect it and I’ll tell them how much I wanted ... Twelve hundred pound it was. That was a long-term mortgage, but if he needed ready cash he could also borrow off the SP bookie who was a friend and didn’t charge interest (off-course ‘starting price’ bookmakers were illegal). Bentleigh was an entirely new suburb in the early 1950s, and it was not until the end of the decade that sewerage, roads and gas were laid on. Patrick recalled it was like a little village, with new housing going up and neighbours who worked as a butcher, a policeman and a plate maker at The Age newspaper. The building industry was booming and he could pick and choose who he worked for. From 1954, he was in a partnership with a friend who had some capital; Patrick worked as the foreman. Two streets back we built 150 houses in that street, and then we built another one further down in Centre Road, about fifty or sixty houses. We got the impression that they just didn’t seem to be able to get enough houses for the people that want to buy them ... We had a ton of work right up to 1962–63. With regular work and full employment, the family was prospering. We had money to spend, buy the kids nice toys on their Christmas and birthdays, always have clean clothes, new clothes. We were much better off than our family was when we were growing up. By the 1960s, they had bought a refrigerator, a washing machine, a television and a car.


Asked about whether having children meant changes for him, Patrick was reticent. No, not really, but [it’s] just something that happens when you get married and the kids come along. He didn’t feel different about having more responsibilities. No, no, it was normal as far as I was concerned. The kids were there, you had to look after them and it was just part of marriage. No, no big change. I didn’t feel any different. Oh, yeah, happy to have a baby, a nice boy ... when it happened, it was just something normal that happened and that was it. Asked about how he saw his role in the family and how that compared with his own father, he said it was very similar ... I put the food on the table and paid the rent, I was the breadwinner, so I had to keep going at work. And as he explained in his earlier sketch of their domestic economy, a reliable breadwinner also handed over the pay packet. It’s just something you had to do and probably it’s expected of you to get out and put the food and the money in the house and the woman took care of the house. You’re brought up with [it] and it just happened ... the wife handled the money so I just give it to her and let her organise that. She was very good at it and didn’t waste it.


Although he worked long hours, Patrick said that he helped out with domestic work. We both did the shopping when we had the chance ... she did cook the meals and fed us, and I use to do the dishes, and might help the kids with their homework for a while ... You only get out of a marriage what you put into it, I think. So if you’re prepared to pull your weight, you get on a lot better together. Asked whether doing the dishes was by agreement or negotiation, he replied it just happened. I knew she had the kids all day and then cooked the tea and she was getting ready to do the dishes and I said, ‘I’ll do that,’ but sometimes I was out.


In Patrick’s account, it is hard to tell whether he was awkward about articulating what fathering meant, or whether it was just so taken for granted that there was little to say. Certainly, being a responsible (and sober) breadwinner was a large part of it, but was that the limit? Was there caring and affection beyond or behind breadwinning as a responsibility? Asked about what a father’s role was ideally, he said, I don’t know. I think just being around when the kids are around and they want a bit of a hand, want help, financially or physically. It’s just being around, and be taken for granted. I can’t see a big deal in a role for a father, but just be there. Unfortunately, the interviewer did not ask more about Patrick’s relations with his children. So, both in how he recalled his own father and how he described himself as a father, there is not much to go on. For these early and mid-twentiethcentury fathers, providing was central. ‘Being around’ might be ‘taken for granted’, but what a man did with and for his children beyond that financial contribution was not so explicit.


When Patrick’s son Luke was asked about his parents, he recalled the 1950s and 1960s as decades of struggle. My memory of the ’50s is of bleakness, struggle, and greyness ... I’m perfectly aware of just how hard their life was. His parents had built their lives around self-sacrifice and essentially they were building for a future for themselves and for their children. Luke thought it would be interesting to know how this tallies with his father’s own account (he knew they were being interviewed at about the same time), but I see it as sacrifice and just a struggle. I can remember coming home from a Christmas holiday ... and I don’t know whether I’m dramatising it here or exaggerating it, but I think there was only a tin of canned pie in the cupboard when we got home, and probably no money in the pockets. A neighbour once took twenty pound to either bank it or pay a mortgage payment because my mother was sick at the time, and she [the neighbour] lost it, and that was essentially my father’s pay packet, and I can remember the angst over that. I can still remember that so clearly.


While Patrick had a relatively cheerful story of relishing his hard work as a builder, Luke recalled his own wonder at the sheer demanding physicality of his father’s work. I think I can remember my father coming home after work on hot days and he would just lie for an hour, just inside the front door, and my mother would rub his shoulders. Because he was a soldier they were used to adversity and so he would go out there and just basically build houses, hardwood houses with hand tools, no mechanical aids whatsoever, and I can still see him carrying bearers, 4 × 4 hardwood bearers ... about 20 foot long on his bare shoulder, which seemed like madness to me. I mean I could barely pick up a stick at the time ... So he’d be absolutely exhausted when he came home and he worked for a pittance. Just struggle, struggle to finish the house, to pay the mortgage, to feed and put us through school.


By contrast, Luke saw himself as part of a lucky generation whose working life had been a golden path. He had left school after Year 11 in 1968 and went straight into an apprenticeship in the printing industry. He built up skills over twenty years and enjoyed exercising them; I did it to prove a craft ethic, to maintain my own self-esteem and essentially for the pleasure of it. He was well paid and felt my skills in the industry allowed me to dictate the terms; for example, refusing to work overtime when he was renovating his house. But only about five years before the interview, in the early 1990s, computerisation had basically made my skills redundant. He was still annoyed that, when they went digital, his employers passed him over for retraining. It’s basically taken all my skills away. They’re totally and absolutely redundant. Everything that I could do, the computers could do faster and better ... essentially the challenge has gone now because I’m just doing simple mechanical tasks. In all this, Luke was reflecting a theme often encountered in the preparation of this book, about the changing nature of work after the end of full employment, and how this could affect men’s self-esteem not just as workers but as family breadwinners.


At the time of the interview, Luke was aged forty-seven and did not feel insecure about his work; he felt he had other skills and was secure financially. Compared with the sacrifices made by his parents, I find I haven’t been demanded or asked to make too many sacrifices in my life. At work he had a colleague whose skills had also been undermined and who was worried about supporting his family. Significantly, Luke said that if push came to shove, I would leave the family man there. I’d make way ... He feels profoundly insecure because he has no digital skills, he doesn’t have the background that I have ... there is pressure in there and he’s got a heavy mortgage, he’s got a large family and it does make a difference. Although he was a father, Luke was prepared to give way for another father because he didn’t have family responsibilities himself.


Luke had a fractured experience of being a parent. He had split up with his child’s mother after an acrimonious relationship and left for England: she happened to be pregnant at the time and decided to keep the child, for which I’m eternally grateful, I must say that. This was in the mid-1980s, and by 1998 the daughter was about fourteen. Though Luke was back in Australia, father and daughter didn’t see much of each other. My ex was always an independent person, so she made her own way in life. I thought from time to time it might have been possible that we could form a family, but that didn’t work out that way. Luke’s life in this instance reflected some of the major changes of the latter quarter of last century, such as increasing family separation and greater possibilities to be a single parent, though some things had not changed, such as biological fathers who did not in fact do fathering. Luke’s ex had remarried and his daughter had a stepfather.


So, Luke’s experience as a father was attenuated, and he was distanced, physically and emotionally, from his daughter. She’s just beautiful. Lovely child, and I’m really pleased that she’s brought her up, but I don’t have a lot of input. I just write letters, I see her when she comes over for holidays. I think there’s a warmth there and she understands who I am. His daughter was actually very close to his own parents, so Patrick had also become a grandfather. Luke had provided some financial support for his child, but not as maintenance and it was on his own terms. I would make regular payments to her, ex-gratia payments, when I felt they had a need and when I had spare cash to do it. He speculated that, if they had formed a family, he could have been the primary carer. I’m quite happy with the idea of being a househusband. The child’s mother was always trying to get businesses up and running, and I could have worked part-time around the child’s needs. But while his views of being a primary carer also illustrate some major changes in cultural attitudes about work and family, this was actually all hypothetical.


In these accounts, despite interview questions that steered men towards their experiences as fathers, fatherhood is much less detailed than the narratives they tell about working lives. The youngest of this triptych, Luke, said little about his father in terms of Patrick’s role in parenting or his emotional relationships with his children. Patrick and his father Tom were, perhaps, typical of their generations, with a strenuous working-class manhood that included handing over the pay packet and being a responsible provider. Expressive intimacy or even play, however, were not significant aspects of their fathering, at least on the surface. Luke might be thought atypical in being part of a fragmented, separated family. But his very partial experience of fatherhood is not so exceptional and is part of a much greater diversity of fathering in the last half-century than encountered by either his father or his grandfather in the early to mid-twentieth century.





Introducing Australian Fathering


These multigenerational snapshots of Tom, Patrick and Luke Doran highlight several themes in the history of Australian fathering: the power of the notion that a father’s primary role is to be the family provider; how long hours at work restrict opportunities for men to spend time with their children; how some men struggle to articulate the paternal role; and how a man might be a biological father, like Luke, but have little to do with parenting. Across three generations we can glimpse changes in men’s family role; for example, as women like Luke’s ex became more able and willing to be single parents, or as men considered the prospect of being a primary carer for their children. Perhaps more striking are the continuities in men’s fathering across much of the last hundred years, but also how the paternal role has been ill-defined or problematic.


Fathers and fathering are central to pressing concerns in contemporary Australia: the unwillingness or inability of men to contribute a fair share of child care and domestic labour; parental leave and family-friendly work; domestic violence and its consequences; and the bioengineered creation of families without fathers or with two fathers. Fathering has a deeply intimate significance while also affecting the wider society far beyond the family unit. Yet, contemporary debate often lacks an historical understanding of the factors that affect men’s negotiation of family roles and how those factors have both enabled and blocked changes in fathering over the past century. For example, though the 21st-century father is expected to be actively engaged in the everyday care of his children, the longer history of Australian work and welfare systems can help explain why men often struggle to meet that expectation. Fathering: An Australian History explores the forces that have shaped family life and fathering since the early twentieth century, and how men have responded to those forces and managed the role and responsibilities of fatherhood.


Historians have not been especially helpful here, with fathers often slipping out of view of historical analysis of the Australian family. In other comparable anglophone countries, such as Britain and the United States, recent histories have tracked the experience of fathering across the past century.1 In Australia, histories of men and masculinity more often focus on men in war, work, sport or public life, while histories of Australian families and childhood have tended to neglect fathers or represent them in largely negative terms.2 Major theoretical work such as Raewyn Connell’s deals with masculinities and families, but says very little about fathering.3 And some work by the authors of this book, while dealing with gender and family, has also neglected fathering itself.4 By contrast, feminist historians have produced studies of Australian mothering, including Carla Pascoe Leahy’s Becoming a Mother: An Australian History.5 Our book complements this work and reinserts fathers into the history of Australian families. We examine how parenting is relational and gendered, with fathering and mothering tied together into complex patterns of expectation and responsibility: between partners, with children, and with relatives and significant others.


It’s not just historians who have neglected Australian fathering. As we saw in Patrick Doran’s life story, fathers themselves often struggle to articulate their role as anything more than the family provider. Patrick put the food on the table and paid the rent. I was the breadwinner, so I had to keep going to work. Asked about his role within the family, Patrick was less clear. I don’t know. It’s just being around, and be taken for granted. He couldn’t see a big deal in a role for a father, but just be there. By contrast, mothers who have been interviewed about family life will usually talk in depth and detail about mothering, including both the physical work of child raising and the emotional labour of child care. Yet, even in the stories of men like Patrick Doran, we catch sight of men’s relationships with their children—getting cheap books so the kids will read and learn, being happy to have a baby, a nice boy—that suggest fathering was always more than just breadwinning.


We use the term ‘fathering’ rather than ‘fatherhood’ as the title of this book to highlight an important distinction. Fatherhood denotes the model or institution of the paternal role, including ideas about what men are expected to be and do when they have children. Throughout this book, we examine changing ideas about Australian fatherhood and how they have influenced men’s family role and behaviour. But our primary focus is the lived experience of fathers: what men have done in families; how the paternal experience has varied across time and circumstance; how it has sometimes been at odds with prescribed roles; how fathers have negotiated the forces and expectations shaping family lives and paternal roles; and how fathering has changed—or not changed—across the past century.


Of course, fathering covers the long span of men’s paternal experience, from the arrival of a first child through to old age, as men father adult children and grandfather younger generations. While acknowledging that lifetime role, our history focuses primarily on the experience of fathering dependent children. It is in these early years of parenting, before young adults become independent, that parental roles are forged, and that mothering and fathering—both in relation to children and in relationships between partners and with significant others—are most profoundly shaped. We also recognise that a man’s biological contribution to the creation of a child does not always continue in the actual parenting of that child, and that biological fathering may initiate diverse approaches to parental relationships and child raising. In later chapters, for example, we meet men who enable and support parenting by single women and lesbian couples. Conversely, throughout the book we meet men who father children with whom they have no direct paternal biological relationship, such as ‘uncles’ with prominent child-raising roles in extended Indigenous families, and gay couples who raise adopted children.


In the early years of parenting, fathering is not only about child care and child raising. For much of the last century, the main expectation of the Australian father was to provide for their family, to be the breadwinner. Most fathers took that role seriously and were determined to ensure the material wellbeing of their children. Though earning a living took men away from their children and sometimes left them little time or energy for child care, breadwinning could still be an act of paternal care. Writing of working-class British fathers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, historian Julie-Marie Strange uses the term ‘affective significance’ to explain the deep but perhaps hidden emotions that can underpin everyday paternal activities, such as earning a wage to keep a family, or arranging library books, or repairing children’s shoes.6 Throughout this book, we explore the changing ways in which the role of a provider has impacted, and often limited, men’s other paternal roles, such as physical care, moral guidance and emotional engagement with children. We examine how fathering is entangled with, and shaped by, men’s (and women’s) wider experience of life outside the family, and especially paid employment. We consider the factors and circumstances—such as war and economic recession—that have affected fathers’ working lives, and how the expectation and experience of breadwinning has changed over time.


A conceptual model developed by German feminist sociologist Birgit Pfau-Effinger offers a useful framework for examining the lived experience of family life and fathering.7 Pfau-Effinger distinguishes three connected dimensions that affect work and family roles, calling them ‘gender culture’, ‘gender system’ and ‘gender arrangements’. Gender culture comprises ‘those norms and values that refer to the desirable, “normal” forms of gender relations and of the division of labour between women and men’. For example, images of fathers in advertising and popular culture, though not always uniform, both reflect and shape cultural norms, while advice from public experts and from the private circle of friends and family often seeks to bring different ways of parenting into line with prevailing social expectations. The gender system comprises policies and institutions that shape work and family life, and which guide or force family behaviour in certain directions. Examples from the labour market and welfare policy, such as the male family wage, equal pay and publicly funded child care, point to systemic factors that affect family life and roles, while also showing how institutional systems and their effects can change. Gender arrangements refer to the ways in which family roles are negotiated, or not, in response to prevailing gender systems and culture, and within the specific circumstances of each family.


Pfau-Effinger’s framework helps explain how cultural expectations and structural forces affect men’s and women’s family roles, but also how domestic arrangements within any one family are not simply enforced by external pressures. Parents create their own family formations, though never in circumstances entirely of their own choosing and with more or less choice about their options and decisions. Parental roles and decisions are the result of ongoing negotiations between family members, influenced by the idiosyncrasies of character and circumstance, as mothers and fathers manage external pressures and internal dynamics to create family life. Designed for contemporary sociology, Pfau-Effinger’s framework works equally well for historical analysis. Throughout this book, we consider how changes in both cultural expectations and systemic forces have shifted the terms of negotiation within families; for example, as fathers have been expected to spend more time with their children, or mothers have increasingly taken on paid working lives.


Parental behaviour is certainly influenced by ideals for family life that are prevalent in the wider culture. Patrick Doran, for example, understood that, unlike what he knew of his Irish and Scottish forebears, in midtwentieth-century Australia he was expected to be a sober and reliable breadwinning father. But parenting is influenced just as much, if not more, by what people learn, for better or worse, from their own parents and upbringing. Thus, Patrick remembered that when we were kids in the 1920s, his father Tom kept some pocket money for himself but handed most of his earnings to his wife. When Patrick himself became a father in the 1950s, he just felt that that was the thing to do. Men often speak of fathering roles being handed down and seeming natural. By contrast, we’ll just as often meet men who have tried not to be like their remote fathers, and women who do not want to be with men like their violent dad. Across generations within any family, the transmission of parental ideas and practices involves repetition or rejection, and often a mixture of both.8


This transmission of parental practices occurs across generational cohorts as well as between generations of individual families. For example, after World War II many Australians recalled fathers who had struggled to provide for their families during the Depression. Luke Doran described his mother and father as children of the Depression whose parenting was shaped by memories of hardship. That generational memory underpinned postwar reconstruction policies for full (male) employment and family welfare, just as it propelled postwar fathers to find secure work and ensure more stable and comfortable families of their own. In turn, when the boys of the 1950s and 1960s started families in the 1970s and 1980s, they might have admired their fathers’ hard work and sacrifice but were sometimes critical of absent fathers, and they were determined, by contrast, to make more time for their own children. Throughout this book, we consider how the transmission of paternal practices within families and across generational cohorts has influenced both change and continuity in family life and fathering.


One theme that recurs across the past century, in expert advice and family memory, is the contrast between ‘old’ and ‘new’ fathers. As early as the 1920s, the notion of the ‘new father’ was announced by family experts (though most experts spent much more time offering advice for mothers). The parameters of this new father were ill-defined, though he was generally expected to be more emotionally and practically involved with his children, even if he was still the main provider. This was part of a shift in the gender culture. Yet, in most mid-twentieth-century families, the new father rarely turned up, as various pressures reinforced traditional models. When another dawn of the ‘new father’ was declared in the 1970s and 1980s, there was a collective amnesia about those earlier aspirations, as the next generation of fathers sought to define themselves by comparison with their predecessors.


In later parts of this book, we’ll see how the so-called ‘new father’ of the late twentieth century struggled to be either new or different compared with his predecessors. While Australian mothers’ lives were transformed in the last quarter of the twentieth century—especially as more and more mothers also became paid workers—women were still doing most of the child raising. Any hope for a ‘new mother’ who might be an equal partner in work and family life was thwarted by the failure of the ‘new father’ to arrive on the stage. Though gender expectations were changing, gendered systems of employment and welfare still limited change in family arrangements. Perhaps, too, men were not so keen to take on the triple burden of child care, domestic labour and paid work that had become the lot of many mothers. Simplistic binaries like ‘old’ and ‘new’, ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’, are often unhelpful and obscure the diversity of family formations as well as the opportunities for, and limits of, change.


Just as fathering may or may not change over time, at any one time there is a spectrum of fathering comprising many different types of fathers. This complex variety is due, in part, to the idiosyncrasies of character. Throughout this book, we’ll meet fathers who come home from work as quickly as possible to be with their children, and fathers who prefer to linger with workmates at the pub or the club; fathers who are happy to change a nappy, and fathers who think nappies are none of their business. Paternal behaviour, including extremes of affection and violence, is certainly influenced by social circumstances and family background, and we need to attend to such factors, but it is also, to an extent, a personal choice shaped by character and personality, including family inheritance of control and violence.


Personal choices about family arrangements are also shaped by gender systems and culture. By the early twentieth century, the white, Anglo-Australian, middle-class model of the nuclear family comprising a breadwinner father, home-duties mother and several children was becoming the norm to which families were expected to conform. Indeed, settler colonists had imported ideals about family life from Europe, and especially Britain. As we will see in later chapters, they sought to impose British notions about families and parenting upon Australia’s First Peoples, who had very different approaches to raising children. Anglo-Australian elites also sought to bring working-class families, and families with different ethnic origins and ways, more into line with what was deemed to be acceptable parental behaviour. We saw a hint of this in Patrick Doran’s explanation that in the old days over in Scotland, Ireland, the husband might keep his pay and he’d go and stay drunk and it was all gone. Patrick knew that was no longer acceptable behaviour and so he gave up drinking for eighteen years while he had a young family.


Though the ideal of the reliable breadwinner was a standard to which many fathers aspired, and against which others were judged and found wanting, in this book we’ll see that a range of factors affected how men fathered their children and their ability or willingness to live up to paternal standards. Social class and material wellbeing certainly affected a man’s capacity for parenting and sometimes also his ideas about fathering. Most obviously, unemployment can devastate a man’s ability to provide and care for his family. Race is also a crucial factor in fathering and family life. Indigenous Australian fathers have often suffered the worst effects of dispossession and poverty and been forced to live within white Australian policy regimes that constrained and controlled their family lives, including breaking up families through the forced removal of children. We will see resistance to such policies as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander fathers have fought to sustain the distinctive ways of Indigenous family life, in which networks of kin and community—biological parents alongside grandparents, uncles and aunts, stepfathers and others—share responsibility for children. Fathering is also affected by geography, and it might be different in remote or regional Australia, for both black and white families, in comparison to the city and suburbs. And migration often dislocates families and transforms family roles—Australian migrants frequently lament the loss of family networks as they struggle to make a new life in a new country, and they sometimes bring approaches to parenting that cut across Anglo-Australian expectations.


Religion, too, may influence the attitudes and practices of family life; for example, in relation to family planning and contraception, or in sectarian tensions about ‘mixed’ marriages between Protestants and Catholics. By the 1960s, the religious ideal of the sanctity of heterosexual marriage and parenting had become a secular norm in Australian society, only to be challenged in the last quarter of the twentieth century: by an increase in divorce and greater acceptance of single-parent families; by critics of the narrowly defined heterosexual nuclear family; and by the advent of technologies that could create children in new ways and enable new types of families and different ways of parenting.


At the heart of our history are life stories that illuminate this diversity of Australian fathering across the past century. Personal accounts show how fathering has been shaped by systemic and cultural forces, and how diverse fathers and families have managed their domestic arrangements. We draw upon a range of different genres of life story sources, including letters by servicemen during World War II; memoirs of the protection and assimilation eras by Indigenous Australians; personal testimonies submitted to the Royal Commission on Human Relationships in the 1970s; and, most of all, oral histories. In our research, we did not conduct new interviews because archives already hold rich oral history collections on Australian family life across the past century. Many of the interviews we use for this book come from four national collections: Australia 1938 (just under 600 interviews recorded between 1979 and 1984, examining Australian lives from the 1890s through to 1939); The Rise and Fall of a Full Employment Society (165 interviews about work and family with men and women who were young parents in either the 1950s or the 1990s, recorded in the late 1990s); Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants (over 200 life story interviews about the family and out-of-home care experiences of people institutionalised as children across the twentieth century, recorded between 2009 and 2012); and Australian Generations (300 life story interviews covering the 1930s to the 2010s, recorded between 2011 and 2015).9 As we introduce material from different oral history and life writing collections, we’ll say more about the strengths and weaknesses of each set of accounts, and what they can and can’t tell us about Australian fathering. For now, we offer some general comments about life story sources and about the life history approach of this book.


First, a single life story can show how family arrangements and relationships are shaped by a variety of interconnected factors. For example, in the account by Patrick Doran, we can see that he took for granted the provider role learnt from his father; how service in World War II created retraining opportunities for a career in carpentry; and that the drinking culture he shared with his father and workmates likely impacted family life, and that he stopped drinking to reduce that impact. Sometimes, these interconnected factors become apparent as a life story unfolds, and sometimes a single anecdote speaks to wider themes. When Luke Doran recalls the accidental loss of his father Patrick’s pay packet, the power of the memory highlights the remembered importance of hard times in Patrick’s interwar upbringing, and that family wellbeing still felt precarious in the 1950s.


Life stories also reveal the attitudes and feelings that underpin family life and parental choice. It is not so hard to discover what men do in families and the decisions they make; it is much harder to uncover thoughts and feelings. In personal narratives, men might explain what it felt like to become a father, how they felt about working such long hours they barely saw their children, why they sometimes drank too much, or how they helped their children in education and training. While Patrick Doran’s account shows how the paternal role of provider was so deep-rooted that it was just something you had to do, the shame of another remembered father, whose wife came to work on pay day to get the pay packet before he spent it, points to emotions that both disrupted and enforced the breadwinner role.10


Men’s accounts are not always frank or fulsome about powerful feelings or challenging behaviours, and in oral history interviews fathers rarely present themselves in a bad light—though wives and children do sometimes share blunt accounts of absent, indifferent or tyrannical fathers. Some, though not all, men are better at talking about what they have done in their lives, especially their working lives, than about intimate relationships and emotions. Patrick speaks volumes about both the hard labour of house building and the enjoyment of working in the open air, but despite being asked to talk about his domestic role as a father, he says little more than the kids were there, you had to look after them and it was just part of marriage ... I didn’t feel any different. It is difficult to know here if Patrick’s reticence was due to a difficulty or discomfort in expressing feelings about fathering, or because he actually had little to do with raising his children. Indeed, a thread running through this history is the diverse emotional experience of fathering, from vehement articulation of joy or anger, through the ‘affective significance’—felt but not necessarily articulated—of the work that men do for their families and the things they do with (and for) their children.


Like all historical evidence, life story sources have other limitations. Most obviously, we only have accounts by people who were willing and able to write or speak about their lives. Oral history projects overcome part of that problem by seeking interviews with people who may not have written and preserved life stories. Projects like Australia 1938, The Rise and Fall of a Full Employment Society, and Australian Generations aimed to interview people from diverse demographic backgrounds and, for the most part, succeeded in recording a wide range of Australian family experiences.


We also depend on what narrators can remember and are prepared to say about family life, whether in a letter, a memoir or an interview. Every life story is influenced by the motivations of the narrator, who may, for instance, want to represent themselves and their family in a positive way. Life stories are also affected by who they are written for, or spoken to, and what can or can’t be said to the recipient of a letter, an oral history interviewer or an imagined future audience. Again, oral history has an advantage here, because an expert interviewer will encourage people to talk about aspects of their lives about which they might otherwise have remained silent, and can probe—up to a point—the jagged edges in memories of family life.


Archived oral history interviews, like those used in this book, pose distinctive challenges for researchers because they come from research projects with different aims and contexts, and because it is too late to ask new questions that pick up on clues missed by the interviewer. Archival interviews can have frustrating silences, and though we can read against the grain or beneath the surface of an account to try and understand what was really going on within a family, sometimes we can’t know for sure. Yet, features of family life that are missing from one interview may be found in another interview from the same or a different project, and analysis of many different personal accounts can fill the gaps and answer our questions about families and fathers. For this book, we benefited from insider knowledge of several of the oral history collections we use. Jill Barnard conducted interviews for the Forgotten Australians project, and Alistair Thomson and John Murphy coordinated and interviewed for, respectively, the Australian Generations and The Rise and Fall of a Full Employment Society projects.


Importantly, alongside life stories by fathers, we also draw on accounts from mothers and from adults remembering their childhood experience of fathers and parenting. These other family members may contradict or complicate a father’s story. For example, while Patrick offers a mostly cheerful rendition of his working life, Luke remembers his father coming home exhausted after a day at work, when he would just lie for an hour, just inside the front door, and my mother would rub his shoulders. Sometimes, stories about a father reveal behaviours that he might not have shared in an interview. Life stories about domestic violence, for example, are much more likely to come from women and children than from male perpetrators. Taken together, family life stories from different vantage points and perspectives widen and enrich the history of Australian fathering.


Oral histories and memoirs have the strengths and weaknesses of memories recorded long after the event. Luke’s account includes the vivid certainty of recall (I can still see him) alongside doubts hinted at by phrases such as I don’t know whether I’m dramatising and I think I can remember. The historical analysis of remembered accounts requires careful interpretation of the vagaries of memory and what it can, and cannot, tell us about past experiences. Yet, the retrospective memoir or oral history can also have the advantage of hindsight. In later life, a father might look back with regret on his time as a young family man and perhaps say things about that period in his life that he may not have been able to articulate at the time. Subsequent experiences, such as watching his children as parents and learning about different ways of fathering, may have generated new insights or disconcerting doubts about his own fathering. Feminist critiques of the family since the 1970s sometimes provide a new frame of reference as men and especially women look back on earlier family relationships and roles. The remembered life story is always about both the time of the events recalled and the time of the telling. It can illuminate fathering in the past, but it can also show changes in individual and collective understandings of the paternal role.


In this book, we use life stories in two ways. Thematic chapters arranged in a chronological sequence draw on multiple personal accounts of family life, alongside other sources, as evidence of events and issues in the history of Australian fathering, such as the impact of war, mass unemployment and migration; the significance of demographic change and reproductive technologies; and the effects of feminist and men’s movement politics. Threaded between these thematic chapters are fifteen portraits of Australian fathers and their families that focus in depth on the remembered experience of fathering in particular circumstances. Together, these portraits represent a diverse range of Australian families and show how family life and fathering has changed, or not, over time.


Our book is arranged in five parts, each of which deals with a distinctive though overlapping phase in the history of Australian families and fathering. Part I, ‘Fathering between the Wars (1919–39)’, explains the institutionalisation of the gender roles of male breadwinner and female homemaker and considers the effects of World War I and the 1930s Depression on families and fathering. In Part II, ‘Fathering in World War II and Postwar Reconstruction (1940–49)’, we explore how families were dislocated, and parental roles tested and altered, as men (and women) went away to war, and we examine how individual families and public agencies sought to reconstitute family life and parental roles after the war. Part III, ‘Fathering in Prosperous Times (1950–72)’, shows how a brief postwar window of economic stability and prosperity enabled many, though not all, Australian families to at last live out the ideal nuclear family model of male breadwinner and mother at home with children. We also introduce the migrant families who transformed postwar Australia, but not, for the most part, traditional family gender roles. In Part IV, ‘Fathering in Turbulent Times (1973–95)’, we explore how families responded to the increased instability of the Australian economy and the end of a male job for life, and to the effects of ‘second-wave’ feminism and other social and cultural changes, especially concerning women’s roles and expectations. Part V, ‘Fathering into the Twenty-First Century (1996–)’, considers how family life has been affected by economic and cultural changes that increasingly require two family incomes, by the social role and political activism of ‘fathers’ rights’ groups, and by reproductive technologies that have opened up new ways of making babies and new types of parents and parenting. We also reflect on public debates about a range of issues concerning fathers and families—such as domestic violence, paid parental leave and the bioengineered family—that are central concerns in 21st-century Australia.





— PART I —


FATHERING BETWEEN THE WARS (1919–39)
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Mr Ryan and his son cycling in Sydney in July 1937.





— PORTRAIT II —


Bill Murphy


Interwar Dad


In 1982, at the age of seventy-eight, at his home in the western Victorian country town of Horsham, Bill Murphy recorded an interview with Barry Smith for the Australia 1938 oral history project. Bill’s story of his life as a young father in the 1920s and 1930s exemplifies many of the themes of Australian interwar fathering that we explore in the first part of this book.1


Of Scottish and Northern Irish Protestant ancestry, Bill’s parents each grew up in families of ten children, which was not unusual in white colonial Australia. After marrying in 1899, they lived in Horsham. Bill, the third of five children, was born in 1904. His father was a wool and hide merchant who suffered a colossal reverse in 1914 when his stock was destroyed by fire, and he was reduced to working on the roads. Bill recalled his father paid off his debts but it broke his heart and his spirit and unfortunately, [it] reflected on the family and so on—his immediate family ... He met his responsibilities to his family but as far as his treatment for his children, [it] left a lot to be desired. Bill was reluctant to say more about a father who was very hard on his children, though he noted that his devoted mother used to protect us from my father, which suggests that the father was physically or emotionally violent. Sometime in his teens, Bill took exception to his father interfering in Bill’s sister’s life by reading her letters (perhaps she had a romance of which her father did not approve?). There was a row—a big one. And I walked out, never went back. Both Bill and his father lived in Horsham for the rest of their lives but had little contact, and Bill never sought his father’s help or advice.


Bill’s account included the regret that a poor education limited his career and the opportunity to regain the prosperity of his early childhood. His teachers did not tolerate children like him who were a bit backward, but he also laments the lack of support for education from his parents, especially his father. In 1919, aged fifteen, Bill finished at Horsham Technical College and started reading meters for the local electricity company. His mother paid for further studies in electrical engineering but Bill never finished the course. In his late teens he taught himself motor mechanics and began to assemble and service imported tractors. From 1929 he was employed by Commonwealth Oil Refineries, delivering fuel to farmers, and after a gap for war service, he progressed to field representative and depot supervisor until retiring in 1966. Like many Australian workers who kept their jobs during the Depression, Bill took a pay cut, from £5 to £3/15- per week. By 1930, with two young children and a 25 shillings-per-week mortgage repayment, the family budget was tight. But nonetheless, as he concluded after showing his interviewer a long, written account describing ‘the economic stresses and desperation of the Great Depression in the early thirties’, I was lucky—I had a job.


Bill had married Jean, from a nearby farm, in 1927. They raised four children in a two-bedroom weatherboard house on a quarter-acre block in Horsham. Though Jean had a background in bookkeeping, there was never any doubt that her marital role would be home duties—she controlled all the domestic side of this house—and that Bill would be the sole wageearner. Mindful of his own father’s economic failure and determined to be a successful breadwinner, Bill worked long hours, including Saturdays and overtime, often sleeping overnight in his truck during distant deliveries. He recalled his role as family provider with pride, explaining that hard work was a very good investment, as far as I was concerned.


Jean’s life with four young children at home was also hard work, with no washing machine, refrigerator or car until after World War II, and not enough money for paid domestic help. When Jean was in hospital for childbirth, her mother, who lived on a farm outside town, would come in and look after us, cooking and things like that. Bill’s job left little time for housework or child care, which they both accepted was Jean’s role, but he was not an unsupportive husband or neglectful father. Asked about the household daily routine in 1938, when Marjorie and June were aged eleven and nine respectively, and Ken and Donald were four and one, Bill explained, I would get up at 7 a.m. and I would light the fire and get the kettle boiling and things like that. And, going back in those days, I used to take my wife breakfast to bed ... And then the wife would get up and get the kids ready for school. In the evenings, because the wife had been confined to the house, she’d want to know our activities so I’d tell her something about my job or what occurred during the day.


When he could, Bill was a keen participant in family activities. Reading was a favoured entertainment, along with the wireless in the kitchen. Jean bought storybooks for the children at a local newsagent, and both parents were keen on schooling; Bill was mindful of his own poor education. We realised just how important it was for them to get the right reading, and going back when they were very little, many a time, and many hours [were] put in reading to these kids out of these books. It’s not clear from the interview whether Bill read to the children, but he does emphasise his role in their Presbyterian Sunday school education. I used to walk our kids from where I’m living now down to our church. It would be about, well over a mile. I used to walk our girls down every Sunday and wait while they attended Sunday school and bring them home. (Bill was nominally Church of England but was not an active churchgoer.) Jean would have been busy minding the two small boys and no doubt also cooking the Sunday meal. It was easier for a father to spend time with the children on his day off, if he wanted to, than it was for a mother who rarely had a day away from domestic work. Yet, before the boys were born, Bill and Jean would take the girls out for Sunday bicycle rides, 5 miles each way to picnic at a nearby creek, and other times they visited Jean’s mother on her farm or borrowed Jean’s brother’s car for a drive to Mount Gambier or the seaside. Christmas Day and the four-day Easter holiday were usually spent as a family at the farm, and the Horsham Show and the Stawell Gift (the athletics race) were treasured family outings.


In 1984, Bill contributed several photographs for possible inclusion in a book based on the Australia 1938 interviews, including the image overleaf, which was taken outside the family home in 1938. In the front are Marjorie, Ken and June, and at the back are ‘Baby Donald and father’ (as captioned by Bill).2 Like most domestic photographs of the time, this image was clearly staged to present a positive picture of family relationships. Hair is neatly brushed and top buttons are fastened. Young Ken is holding out his hands, palms forward, as if to show they are clean, and Marjorie is clutching the hanky she probably used to wipe Ken’s hands and face. Yet the photo—and the fact that Bill sent it to the Australia 1938 project—also suggests Bill’s pride in his family and an affectionate ease with his children. One arm is draped across June’s shoulder, cigarette in hand, while the other has a firm hold on baby Donald. Bill’s smiling eyes are focused not on the camera but on the infant reaching towards his dad.


[image: image]


Bill Murphy in 1938 at Horsham, with his children, left to right, Marjorie, baby Donald, Ken and June. Bill was aged about thirty-four, and soon would go to war.


Bill was clearly fond of his children and delighted to spend time with them when he was off work. But when asked in the interview ‘Who had the greatest authority in the family?’, Bill responded, I would say my wife. She, well at least, I don’t know about authority but she had the most influence over the children. In that moment of reflection, Bill noted that he was away from the family for most of World War II. Australia 1938 interviewers usually did not ask about life after 1938, and we only know the bare details of Bill’s war from his service records.3 From late 1941 until late 1945, he served with a machine gun battalion, mostly in the Northern Territory where he was promoted to acting lieutenant in November 1941. Bill lamented his absence from the family for such a large chunk of his children’s lives. Ah, while they were in their very young state, see I was away for five and a half years. That’s the time I should have been home. And (pause) she had the biggest influence over them. Bill’s regret perhaps also recalled the separation from his own father, and it highlighted his belief that a father has an important role in the upbringing of his children.


Despite regretting his wartime absence, Bill concluded that he and Jean were successful parents. We had a very good relationship with our kids, who used to confide in, they trusted their mother and father ... We are affectionate but we never express it like, openly. The best compliment that can be paid to Jean and I are these kids are grown up now and they come home with their families. So I don’t think I need to say anything more than that. Bill’s reflection was marked by an implicit comparison with his own absent father. For all the pain of his upbringing, and despite the disappointment about his education and missing several years of family life, he looked back mostly with satisfaction and pride in his paternal role and family achievements. Yet, Bill’s concluding reflections also highlighted his absence both during the war and then the long working week. While Bill’s affection for his children, and they for him, is clear, we can also hear an emotional reticence that was, as we shall see, typical of many interwar fathers, for whom it was still part of their family storytelling in later life.


Bill Murphy’s oral history evokes several aspects of early twentiethcentury Australian family life and fathering that feature in these interwar chapters: a reduction in average family size; a clear divide between male and female family roles; the critical importance of paternal wage-earning; the effects of difficult economic circumstances; the limited role of fathers in the home, yet their contribution as mentors and playmates; the emotional reserve of many parents, and especially fathers; and the impact of wartime separation, loss or injury. Bill’s story also shows how the experience of one’s father might influence, for better or worse, how a man fathers his own children.


Bill’s account introduces the Australia 1938 interviews, which are a major source for these interwar chapters. Australia 1938 was an oral history project within a larger history enterprise conducted for the bicentenary of Australia in 1988. Between 1979 and the mid-1980s, a team of about 200 mostly volunteer interviewers produced audio recordings with 581 people who remembered their lives and times before and during 1938. The project recorded interviews from across all classes and all states and territories, from urban and rural Australia, though interviews with Indigenous Australians were recorded separately as part of other projects and collections. The interviews are now archived at the National Library of Australia.4


The Australia 1938 interview guide included numerous questions about households and families, yet there are frustrations for researchers using these archived interviews. The volunteer interviewers often had limited experience or training, they did not always ask the questions in the guide, or they stuck rigidly to the guide and neglected to ask follow-up questions that might have added detail and depth to the interview. The decision not to ask about life after 1938 is also an immense frustration for a researcher interested in World War II and the postwar decades, though there are hints in the interviews about later life. Feminist social history methods encouraged the project leaders to ask questions about family life, but the guide still directed most questions about raising children to women rather than men. When men were asked about their parental role, some responded only briefly, in part because they had less to do with the children but perhaps also because, like Bill Murphy, they were less comfortable talking about intimacy and relationships. The most detailed accounts of fathering come from men and women who were children in the 1920s and 1930s, though these are shaped by a child’s perspective. Yet, for all these limitations, the Australia 1938 interviews—which we use in the family portraits and in thematic chapters to evidence general patterns—are a rich source for the history of interwar Australian fathering.


We have arranged this first interwar part of the book into three thematic chapters interspersed with three portraits of fathers and their families. Chapter 1 focuses on the everyday work of parenting, and explores how and why the interwar father’s primary role was as family breadwinner and the mother’s primary responsibility was for domestic work, including child care. Chapter 1 also considers how the circumstances of family life and fathering were often different for Indigenous Australians. Chapter 2 explores the paternal role and relationships of family men, ranging across emotional intimacy and distance, instruction and play, guidance and mentoring, and discipline and domestic violence. Chapter 3 focuses on two catastrophes that struck interwar family life and fathering: the aftermath of World War I and mass unemployment during the Depression.





— CHAPTER 1 —


The Breadwinning Father in the Early Twentieth Century


Breadwinning Fathers and the Australian State


In interwar Australia, child care was usually a minor element of a father’s role. Industrialisation and the growth of suburban cities had hardened the separation of men’s and women’s spheres in many families, so that the father’s main role was usually that of economic provider while domestic work and child care was primarily the mother’s lot.1 Historians of fatherhood in the English-speaking world write of a male ‘flight from domesticity’ in the late nineteenth century. Though mid-century evangelical Christianity had promoted home and family as a haven from the outside world, especially for middle-class fathers, towards the end of the century popular culture idealised the virile manhood of sportsmen, soldiers and imperial adventurers. Australian nationalists of the period also idealised the manhood and mateship of itinerant bush workers.2


Yet, while strands of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Australian popular culture romanticised the masculinity of soldiers, explorers and bushmen, governments promoted a more domestic vision of family life. Popular land settlement schemes favoured small ‘selections’ and aimed to populate and civilise the countryside with farming families.3 In the cities, too, most young men were drawn to family life. Around the turn of the century, Australian marriage rates increased while the average age at marriage fell, and the proportion of owner-occupied family homes increased from 31 per cent in 1911 to 41 per cent in 1921. As a Melbourne building company spruiked in 1925, ‘real men’ provided their loved ones with a home and home comforts.




To own your own home is the hallmark of Good citizenship. It marks you as one possessing the virtues of a Real Man ... What happiness or confidence could your loved ones have in the knowledge that their natural protector was a weakling, who lacked both the courage and the desire to own even the table from which they partake of their daily bread.4





Whether on the land or in the city, the ideal Australian father of the early 1900s was, above all, the provider for a successful family life. As William Pember Reeves wrote of Australian and New Zealand men in 1902:




The white workman in the colonies is expected to be clean and comfortably dressed; to marry and rear children; to have a home— decent, bright, and which looks a credit to the neighbourhood. His children have to be healthy, well fed, and properly clothed. He has to support them until their thirteenth or fourteenth year.5





In Australia, the breadwinner ideal for white workmen was institutionalised in the basic wage. High unemployment and terrible hardship during the 1890s depression had convinced colonial liberals and leaders of the emerging Labor Party of the need for state intervention in the economy. Federation in 1901 created an opportunity for national reform, with family living standards to be protected by import tariffs, immigration restriction and fair wages as agreed at the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation and Arbitration, established in 1904. In 1907, the court concluded in the Harvester case that a ‘fair and reasonable’ basic wage should be sufficient for a man to support a wife and three children ‘in frugal comfort’.6 Though it took some years to deal with state and industry differences, by the mid- 1920s, most employed Australian men earned the basic wage as agreed for their trade and seniority.


The basic or family wage was explicitly intended to favour working men over working women, who were presumed to be better able to commit fully to domestic responsibilities if husbands were properly paid. In 1919, the Commonwealth confirmed the female basic wage at 54 per cent of the rate for men.7 For the next half-century, the male basic wage enabled most employed fathers to keep their families while at the same time ensuring that it often made better sense for mothers to run the home and raise the children. Though all developed Western economies of the time assumed that fathers were the primary breadwinners, perhaps in no other country was that presumption so entrenched in policy as a key part of the wider ‘gender system’.
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The male breadwinner returning home with a gift for his children, c. 1925. As the caption explains, he is ‘keeping sweet with the family. It’s a wise father that knows his kiddies’ love for sweets is natural.’


The family role of mothers was also institutionalised through the ‘maternalist’ policies of the new Commonwealth. Concern for the well-being of mothers and infants dovetailed with anxieties about a falling birthrate and the ‘fitness’ of the population, heightened in an era of imperial rivalry and social Darwinist ideas about national character and competition.8 To improve the birthrate and ensure healthier children, the Commonwealth and state governments introduced a raft of measures, all of which reinforced the primary role of women as mothers and not paid workers. These included infant welfare centres (in Victoria alone, over 50,000 babies were attending more than 200 centres by 1938), kindergartens, school medical services, domestic science education for girls and new mothers, and ‘boarding out’ payments to enable widowed mothers to stay home with children. In 1912, a maternity allowance of £5 for each viable birth (equivalent to the average monthly wage of a female factory worker) was introduced to increase medical care in childbirth and reduce maternal death rates. As one speaker explained during the parliamentary debate on the maternity allowance, ‘motherhood and the nationalization of health will be a great national objective [and] the child shall be ... an asset of the State’.9


Yet, these pro-natalist policies of the early 1900s did not significantly dent a demographic shift to smaller families that was, in turn, transforming Australian family life and work. In 1870, the average Australian woman had seven live births; by 1920 the average was three, and that dropped to two in the early 1930s before rising later in the decade.10 Family planning advocates believed that having fewer children would improve maternal health and lessen the drudgery of mothers’ household work. Family size decreased because women were becoming more knowledgeable and assertive about birth control, because parents realised that multiple children reduced living standards, and because some parents, as we shall see, hoped to devote more time to child raising, which was easier with a smaller family.11 Other factors reducing household size in early twentieth-century Australia were that fewer wealthy families could find or afford live-in domestic servants, and fewer extended family members shared family homes, in part because the age pension (from 1909) and the invalid pension (from 1911) enabled some non-wage-earners to live independently. By 1938, 60 per cent of Australian households comprised two parents and their children; 20 per cent were headed by single parents who were usually divorced, separated or widowed women; and just 20 per cent included servants or other family members— a significant reduction since the late nineteenth century.12


Non-Indigenous Australian families in this period were mostly ‘white’. The Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 had stopped non-white immigration in its tracks. Unlike the United States, Australia did not have a significant influx of non-English-speaking migrants in the decades around the turn of the century, and when Australian governments sought to boost the population, they looked to sponsor British migration. Small pockets of Chinese and other Asian families lived in the inner cities and in some rural towns, and several thousand Italians managed to settle, mostly in northern Queensland, after the United States cut immigration in 1924. But by the 1930s, the vast majority of non-Indigenous Australian families had British or Irish (and to a much lesser extent, European) ancestry and were either Australian-born or migrants from the British Isles. Though British migrants sometimes lacked family support in hard times, the differences between migrant and Australian families that became apparent after World War II were not a significant feature between the two world wars.



A Father’s Work


Most interwar Australian fathers did little of the domestic work of parenting, though some household jobs were expected of husbands and fathers, mostly outdoors such as mowing lawns, removing rubbish or mending shoes. Many fathers also worked in the garden, which played a critical role in the interwar family economy, especially for working-class families, with vegetable plots, fruit trees and egg-laying ‘fowls’ supplementing a father’s wage and a mother’s money-saving work with needle and thread and other domestic economies. Responsibility for the garden varied, with mothers as likely as fathers to do the work, and garden produce gradually replaced lodgers in the working-class domestic economy.13 Managing family finances was another domestic task in which gender roles might be blurred. Some fathers carefully controlled the spending of their wages, making significant financial decisions, paying the major bills and doling out a proportion of housekeeping money for their wives to use each week. A minority abused the power of the wage-earner and kept much of their money for themselves. But more often, husbands like Tom and Patrick Doran handed over all or most of their wages, assuming their wives were better placed to manage the household budget.


As for domestic work within the home, except in emergencies, most fathers did little more than help around the edges, with personal character and preference, and the nature and timing of a man’s paid work, determining the extent of that support. Some men, probably a minority, refused to do any housework. Even when he was unemployed in the 1930s, Maurice Wheeler’s carpenter father was adamant that he would not help out at home. As his Australia 1938 interviewer noted, Maurice ‘grew up with father’s attitude that household chores were women’s work. Father never did washing up, therefore, why should he?’, unlike his sisters who had to make their beds and clean their rooms. At the other end of the social scale, Keith McCance recalls his schoolteacher father helping with chores like wiping of the dishes and if the curtains or something heavy needed cleaning or whatever he’d lend a hand to, you know, get them down and help mum into the wash trough with them—but in the main our duties, or their duties, fell into two categories. Mum looked after the house and dad looked after earning a living with which to keep the household going—that was very much the basis of my childhood.14 A father’s occasional domestic work may have been memorable because it was unusual, or because this was time children spent with their father. Dorothy McEwan explains that her mother did everything in the home, except that her father, who ran a dole office in Newcastle during the Depression, always set the table for the evening meal and then washed up with Dorothy while they sang together.15


In most families, however, wives and mothers did almost all of the shopping, cooking, cleaning, washing and sewing, as well as caring for small children and elderly dependent parents. Women’s domestic labour was hard work that easily filled every day, with clothes washing still done mostly by hand, few labour-saving devices, and food bought and prepared every day because of limited refrigeration.16 In hundreds of Australia 1938 interviews about family life between the wars, most of which included questions about housework and child care, there are few accounts of men doing any of the practical work of caring for babies or young children. Asked if he helped out with his children, Stanley Wakeham, who was a storeman with Shell in Sydney, explains that I used to bathe them, and in a later portrait we’ll meet Arthur Mendel who washed his children’s cloth nappies using a hose in the backyard.17 But in most families, even when fathers were at home, infant care was almost entirely women’s work.


Statistics confirm that Dad was the wage-earner and Mum the home keeper in most interwar families. The proportion of married women in the workforce was very low and declining in the early twentieth century; it fell from just over 6 per cent in 1911 to only 5.4 per cent in 1933.18 Some married women worked before they had children, though couples were just as likely to delay marriage while they both worked and saved for family life. Mothers usually only worked if the father’s income was insufficient or withheld, and only very poor families tolerated wives with children working outside the home. Social expectation was a powerful force. When Sydney fitter and turner Alexander McKinnon married Gladys in 1925, she gave up her legal clerical job because, as he explained, it would have been infradig [demeaning] to work after marriage. Just took it for granted, wouldn’t do it.19 Social expectations were buttressed by employment regulations, with women often forced to leave employment at marriage (the marriage ‘bar’ in the Commonwealth public service remained until 1966).


A committed breadwinner was generally regarded as an essential pillar of the interwar Australian family. Indeed, fathers who did not commit to their wage-earning role were regarded as a significant social problem. The files of interwar charitable agencies are brimming with cases of desperate mothers whose husbands were spending much of their earnings on alcohol or gambling. For example, in 1928, a Mrs Daniels of Albert Park in Melbourne’s south complained to the Victorian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (VSPCC) that her husband was wasting their money by drinking and was not interested in buying a family home. The society threatened Daniels’ husband with legal action ‘if you continue to fail to provide for your family’. Though the society only took serious action in the worst cases of neglect, preferring to remind fathers about their breadwinning responsibilities, it was especially concerned about fathers’ abuse of the demon drink. As the VSPCC’s 1930 annual report concluded, ‘Probably more mothers than ever before had cause to be grateful to the Society for the protective arm which it has raised against drunken and dissolute fathers.’20


Some Australia 1938 interviewees also recall the difficulty of living with a feckless father and husband. After marrying at eighteen in 1924, Alice Bray continued to work in a confectionary shop even though her husband Dick had a factory job. Asked what Dick did with his wage, she said he drank it. It was her salary that paid for a rented house in Melbourne’s inner north until they had their first child in 1927. Alice stopped work after the birth of their son and Dick took over the rental payments, but she soon returned to waitressing, taking turns at child care with another waitress who had two young children. Though Alice wanted a large family, Dick did not, and after the baby was born she agreed to use contraception—only to be delighted with an unexpected pregnancy twenty years later. Once again, after the birth of her daughter, Pop said, ‘[You] have to get the job.’ I got the job, next day come home and there’s the car, and he’d gone and got it on hire purchase, which she then paid off. Alice was unhappy that she had to work and that Dick spent most of his own earnings on his drinking, but perhaps her greatest disappointment was that he wasn’t committed to earning a deposit for a home of their own. He liked to get about at his ease. He didn’t even want to go into a house, we lived in rooms to begin with, and I wanted a house.21


By contrast with Dick Bray, most married men accepted their breadwinner role. When asked in interviews whether they were expected to provide for their wife and children upon marriage, men born in the early twentieth century responded that making sure you can try and provide was the prerequisite for marriage. Agricultural scientist Malcolm O’Reilly recalled that in the NSW Department of Agriculture, the women retired gracefully upon marriage, and of his own marital role as sole breadwinner he explained, Oh yes, that was part of the deal.22 Most family men took pride in their ability to provide, and many also took pride in their capability and success at work.



Absent or Present Fathers


The paid work of the interwar breadwinner severely limited opportunities for active fathering. Interviewees who were fathers between the wars often acknowledge, and sometimes lament, that they had little time with their families and struggled to develop deep and meaningful relationships with their children. There were few paid holidays, the working day started early, and the working week was long and included Saturday for many workers until after World War II. In 1920, the average adult male working week was forty-seven hours, and higher in some industries such as the public sector, retail and transport; by 1938, it had fallen to just under forty-five hours.23 Fathers often left for work before young children were awake and barely had time to see them in the evenings before children were in bed. Tom Wilson’s father was a Melbourne railway shiftworker in the 1920s and he was often asleep when Tom came home from school. His shifts were DEAN—day, evening, afternoon and night, he had those—D.E.A.N.—that’s how it was remembered in our family. So, he’d have these in rotation and, that’s one regret I’ve always had, that I didn’t see more of my father, ’cos I loved him very much, and my mother, and because dad was on shiftwork, as a little kid I used to miss him tremendously.24 Middle-class professionals were just as likely to be away at work for long hours. Melbourne chartered accountant John Reaburn had four young children by 1938, but when asked if he could describe a typical weekday at home he responded, Not very well because I was hardly ever there.25


Fathers working on family farms or in home-based businesses might have had more time with their children, though working hours were often longer than those of wage-earners, and as often as not, time with children involved supervising their participation in the farm or family business. In the 1930s, Doreen Dabitz’s parents ran a smallholding in Reservoir on Melbourne’s north-eastern fringe. Her father Henry commuted to a job at Newport railway workshops on the other side of town, and every evening and weekend he worked on the farm. As Doreen recalls, it was a very long day for her father, but also for her mother, Annie, who was always up first to milk the cows and feed the fowls and then cook breakfast for Henry and their three daughters. Henry kept a diary in which he mostly listed farming jobs but occasionally noted family events (in 1940, little Donald Henry born 9.20 a.m.). In 1936 and 1937, Henry recorded taking the children into town on Christmas Eve, which was a rest day, but most holidays he worked all day on the farm, occasionally helped by Annie’s unemployed younger brother Ernest. June 14, 1937: Kings Birthday, Annie went Brighton and pictures— Ernest and children went pictures at night. I finished shed—people called for mattock and hoe.26


Long working hours limited men’s time with their children, but how interwar fathers used the available time varied according to the nature of their work, family size, the resources of the household, their attitude to the paternal role and individual character. It was usually easier to be an engaged father in smaller families. Few Australia 1938 interviewees from very large families recall a father who had much time or energy for his children. William May, one of twelve children growing up in a Victorian rural family, recalled that his housewife mother was affectionate, but of his labourer father he said, I don’t think he knew how to be. And I suppose a man who’s got to feed twelve kids—well he hasn’t got much time for affection has he?27
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Fathering and affection; a father with his infant daughter on the back steps at home in Boronia, Victoria, 1934.


Yet, even in large families, some fathers developed close relationships with their children, though that was easier for fathers who were not exhausted by long hours of manual work, and if the father left the domestic work to his wife. Born in Adelaide in 1922, Joyce Arbon was one of nine children. Her South Australian Railways manager father was a strict, patriarchal head of a household in which his word was law. Yet, when asked who she was closest to in the family, Joyce responded that as I was growing up, I think it was really my father. On reflection, she now understood that her housewife mother was just so busy. She didn’t seem to have the time to sit down and talk to us. Looking back on it, she must have had a very hard life, because she didn’t have any modern conveniences, and she had a lot of children, a lot of work to do. By contrast, my father, although he was very strict, seemed to spend more time just sitting in his chair, smoking the pipe and supervising homework in the dining room after the evening meal. And he was a very approachable sort of person, and quite sympathetic, and I think when I was younger I seemed to feel closer to him ... I can remember we used to sit on our father’s knee and do his hair. And he’d brush our hair for us, brush the girls’ hair. And I can remember things like that. But I don’t ever really remember any great feeling of affection that my mother had towards us. Not until we were much older.28
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The awkward middle-class father: Eric Douglas and Family, Melbourne, circa 1937.


Men like Joyce’s father, who clocked off around five o’clock, were often home for the evening meal; in these families, mealtime was a memorable occasion for both parents and children. Frank Slattery set up a cooper’s business in Sydney in 1928 and typically left home each morning at 6.15. After his two daughters were born in the early 1930s, Frank made sure he was home for tea (the evening meal) most evenings. After tea, Frank and his wife and daughters stayed in the kitchen till the children’s bedtime. Oh we just sat and listened to the wireless. I talked to the kids and watched them do their homework and one thing [or] another. We’d go to the pictures once a week.29 Fathering also looms large in memories of Sundays and public holidays, often the only occasions when most interwar children had extended time with fathers. Joyce Millican, born in 1921 in the northern Sydney suburb of Lindfield, recalled that dad always used to take us for a stroll before lunch on Sunday ... to Roseville Baths. We’d have a swim there for about an hour, then we’d walk an hour. Looking back almost fifty years later, Joyce explained that dad always came with us because mum was cooking and that.30


In the early twentieth century, an annual holiday was a luxury that many Australian families could not afford. Though some unions had won one or two weeks’ paid leave by the late 1930s, most workers did not benefit from paid annual leave until after World War II.31 In the 1920s, Joan Pierpoint’s father, who returned from service with the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) to a well-paid job with a Sydney shipping company plus inherited money, took his family of four on an annual beach holiday fortnight on the North Coast.32 The minority of working-class families that took annual holidays at this time usually depended on a father’s special workplace privileges. Newcastle railway worker Alec Dodds used cheap rail passes to take his wife and two sons to a rented beach house for two weeks each year, and truck driver Andrew Solly was allowed to use a company truck to take his wife and daughter away for occasional camping holidays in the countryside around Perth.33 Sometimes, children stayed with relatives during school holidays, and though mothers often went too, more often than not fathers stayed home for work and, if it was not too far, joined the rest of the family on the weekend. Milly Rae’s northern Sydney parents were both in and out of work through the 1930s, and the only holiday she recalled was an occasional stay in a returned services holiday home, with her father joining them on the weekend.34


Parental Illness, Death and Separation


This standard gender division between maternal and paternal roles could be ruptured by the incapacity, absence or death of either parent. How the other parent then managed depended on family wealth, the availability and willingness of extended family support, the age of dependent children, and whether a sole parent was the father or the mother. If a mother was unable to care for her children, fathers were often the last resort when paid help was not affordable or family support was not available. Childbirth was one significant domestic disruption. Wealthier families paid for domestic help during confinement, whether the birth was at home or in hospital. In Adelaide in the 1920s, Launcelot Crompton ran the family soap-making business while his wife managed their household with the help of a live-in maid, a laundress, and a nurse who was employed for several weeks following the births of two sons in a private nursing home. Frank Slattery’s two daughters were born at home in Bexley, southern Sydney, in the early 1930s, with the support of local midwife old Mrs Potts [who] looked after the house and cleaned up the place and one thing and another, do the housework and that, she’d be there for a week or so. Everybody around here would send for Mrs Potts in those days. When their first child almost died in 1930, we sat up quite a few nights with the nurse waiting for something to happen, it was a pretty great strain. But during the working day, Frank carried on as usual I suppose, I had to go to work.35 Hospital birth and confinement became increasingly common between the wars, and in most Australian families it was usually female relatives, like Bill Murphy’s mother-in-law in Horsham, who helped out at home while a mother was away giving birth or when she first came home with the baby.


If a mother was seriously ill, there was no state support for a father with dependent children. Taking leave to care for a sick wife (or child) was not an option for working men between the wars, and most fathers could not afford paid help. It was difficult to attract support from charities, which expected such fathers to find a female relative to care for the mother and children (or a new wife if they were widowed) and which were usually unwilling to help a lone father keep his children at home without a woman’s care.36 Most interwar fathers with seriously ill wives relied on family members for domestic work and child care. Elsie Graham’s father could not afford to leave his job in a Melbourne boot factory when his wife was hospitalised with tuberculosis in the mid-1930s. The four young children were sent away, one pair to each grandmother, until their mother recovered. When Mavis McGaw’s mother was seriously ill in Brisbane in the late 1920s, the two oldest daughters looked after the home and their nine younger siblings while their father was at work as a photographer.37


Launcelot Crompton’s wife Edith’s health had been damaged by the strain of wartime nursing, and after their marriage in Adelaide in 1923 she suffered crippling migraines. Crompton recalled that right from the very beginning of our married life I always vacuumed the carpets. Of course I always helped with the dishwashing and all those things. But vacuuming carpets seemed to be another part of my job. As we’ve seen, the Cromptons could afford a nurse for several weeks after the births of their two sons, and a housemaid eased Edith’s domestic load. But Launcelot’s domestic role expanded when the family soap-making business almost collapsed in the Depression and we had to dispense with all domestic help and the gardener. For several years, until they could afford help again, I used to get up—my wife was still not strong ... at six every morning and do an hour of housework before going to the office, including cleaning windows, polishing floors, did everything, and then once a week I used to get up at five and do the washing. No washing machine in those days of course.38 By now the boys were at school, and Launcelot brought them home for a cooked lunch every weekday so that Edith only had to prepare one main meal a day. But the Cromptons’ experience is unusual, if not exceptional. As he was running a family business, Launcelot could be flexible with his time, and he never had to manage the daily care of small children.


When the mother of dependent children died, a widowed father could not usually afford to stop work; with no state support, and with charity unlikely for the long term, his options were limited. Better-off fathers paid for home help or even a nanny, but that was not an option for working-class widowers, for whom support from female family members was vital. Frank Slattery’s experience shows how difficult it was for a widowed father, in this case a Sydney tram driver, to keep his children in the interwar years. The second of ten children, Frank was eighteen, living at home in working-class Balmain and working as an apprentice cooper, when his mother died of cancer in 1921. The children were scattered about all over the place. My aunts took some of them, and my father just carried on and looked after some of us, and of course some of us had reached an age when we could look after ourselves ... I think the two youngest brothers, I think they were up in Baulkham Hills at a home up there for a while till they got old enough ... And I looked after a couple of them when I was here (in Bexley, where Frank started his own family home after marriage in 1924).39


Widowers like Frank Slattery’s dad did the best they could; in a later portrait we will meet another working-class Sydney widower, Herman Mendel, who managed to keep his three school-age sons with him after their mother died, and who moved house to be near an aunt who raised his fourth, infant son. But widowed fathers who did not remarry were more likely than widowed mothers to give up their children, either to members of their extended family or to an institution like St Michael’s Orphanage in Baulkham Hills, 30 kilometres north-west of Sydney’s CBD, which opened in 1902 as a home for boys aged five to twelve. Fathers could not afford to stop work and stay at home with young children, or they may have internalised the prevailing notion that child care was a mother’s role, or they may have just wanted to escape their family responsibilities.


The illness, death or desertion of a breadwinning father had rather different outcomes, compared with the incapacity or absence of a mother. Among the single parents who comprised 20 per cent of Australian households in 1938, most were divorced, separated or widowed women. In 1938, about two-thirds of Australian divorces were granted on the grounds of desertion (most of the rest were for ‘adultery’).40 Divorce was expensive, required evidence of fault by one party, and was not possible for many separated parents. In the early twentieth century, the social and legal expectation was that the mother would be the primary carer in separated families, and state legislation aimed to help separated mothers receive maintenance payments from the fathers of their children, even if they were not divorced.41 But maintenance payments were exceptionally difficult to enforce. For example, in New South Wales between 1899 and 1919, there were 39,667 cases for maintenance and 30,408 cases of non-compliance.42 Chasing absent fathers for child maintenance was a staple business for local courts between the wars.43 There were no Commonwealth Government benefits for single mothers apart from war widows. While New South Wales introduced a widow’s pension in 1925, the Commonwealth equivalent would not arrive until 1942. Most states also offered payments to single mothers to encourage them to keep their children at home rather than putting them in an institution, but these were discretionary and barely enough for family survival.


Even with this limited support, single mothers without independent means who were not supported by the fathers of their children relied on support from relatives and charity, or were forced to find low-paid work that fitted around children, or other ways of making a living such as lodging boarders.44 For example, Keith Maurer was ten when his Sydney parents divorced in 1935 after his electrician father took up with another woman. Keith was told that his father said ‘No’ when asked during divorce proceedings if he wanted access to his three children. Keith’s mother moved into a flat in Roseville with her school-age children and went back to work as a house cleaner during school days to make ends meet. Asked who he was closest to in the household, Keith replied, my Mother, of course. She was both my mother and my father .... She was a proud woman. Similarly, when Ellis Dach’s optician father abandoned his family in the early 1930s, ten-year-old Ellis and his mother moved between several cheaply rented Sydney houses and depended on income from a boarder and the wages of Ellis’ older brother and sister.45
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