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				Preface

				Towards the end of his long and illustrious career, the doyen of historians of Victoria, the late Geoffrey Serle, endeavoured to prick the interest of younger colleagues in writing a history of the Victorian branch of the Australian Labor Party (ALP).1 His encouragement of that undertaking came against the backdrop of a productive decade beginning in the early 1980s during which historical accounts were published of most of the other state Labor parties. Keenly aware of Victoria’s political and cultural differences, Serle was confident that there was a distinctive story to be told about the Victorian ALP. Notwithstanding Frank Bongiorno’s innovative 1996 thematic study of the formative period of Victorian Labor and Kate White’s earlier part-history of the party and part-biography of its first majority premier, John Cain snr, Serle’s suggestion has remained unheeded until now. It had stayed that way even while in the ensuing decades the other hitherto neglected state labour movement (Western Australia) gained a history and the ALP’s national condition continued to generate a sprawling body of literature. This book finally answers Serle’s call.

				While Victorian Labor awaited a historian, a remarkable but largely unremarked transformation was occurring in its fortunes. If anything defined the Labor story in Victoria up until the 1980s, it was the party’s chronically poor electoral performance compared to its interstate counterparts. The facts are stark: the Victorian ALP was the last of the Labor parties to achieve office, the last to form majority government (not until 1952), and its share of government during the twentieth century was less than half of that of the New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmanian and Western Australian branches. The ALP in Victoria had also long been an impediment to federal Labor’s governing ambitions by winning on average only about one-third of the state’s seats in the House of Representatives. Yet since the 1980s this situation has changed dramatically. Labor has been in office in Spring Street for more than two-thirds of the past three decades and in federal contests during the same period Victoria has been routinely the best performing mainland state for the ALP.2 In belatedly making the transition to being a party of government, Victorian Labor had sloughed off its past.

				There is little doubt that the dismal electoral record of the ‘pre-modern’ Victorian Labor Party deterred historians from taking it up as a subject. That weakness did at least pique the passing curiosity of political scientists. At one stage a debate erupted about the peculiarities in the voting behaviour of Victorians—was there perhaps a mutation in the public’s political DNA that rendered them innately anti-Labor?3 With its whiff of the Berthold Brecht aphorism—wouldn’t it be simpler for the government to dissolve the people and elect another one—this always seemed an improbable proposition and even harder to sustain given recent electoral trends. In writing this history of Victorian Labor from its colonial origins through to the split over anti-communism in the mid-1950s—the latter calamity both culminating and consolidating its record of failure—a primary objective has been to understand the party’s fallow years. If not the voters, what accounted for the Victorian exceptionalism of the last century? In doing so I have delved into the dynamics of the (colonial) state parliamentary scene in Victoria, which itself is an area that has been greatly under-researched. One of the things to emerge from the book is that Labor’s travails were to some extent part and parcel of the dysfunctional condition of that scene in the first half of the twentieth century. The history is not exclusively confined in its focus, however, to the state sphere: it follows the story of the Victorian ALP as it bumped up against national events, especially during the conscription crisis of World War I and the split of the 1950s. 

				A related theme running through this book is how persistent failure shaped the party’s traditions and culture. In his centenary history of the New South Wales ALP, Graham Freudenberg proposed that the hallmark of that party was its successful, albeit turbulently achieved, accommodation to the compromises of parliamentary democracy in the pursuit of office—its cause for power. He juxtaposed the experience of New South Wales Labor against the ‘notoriously failed Victorian branch’ and invoked Gough Whitlam’s famous 1967 rebuke to the Victorian ALP: ‘the impotent are pure’.4 It is undeniable that semi-permanent exile from office induced in Victorian Labor an unusually potent anti-parliamentarist and oppositional strain. The party prided itself on being chaste of principle and excelled at finding virtue in its reversals. Though the effects of this culture were frequently self-defeating and ultimately destructive, it also resulted in the party playing a unique role within the Labor family. As Serle suspected, it was a distinctive species among the state Labor parties. And while this history shows that the Victorian ALP’s activities were often shadowed by futility, one cannot but have a grudging admiration for the resilience of those that struggled for purpose within it. Power and glory mostly eluded them, but there is also a certain nobility of spirit in the story of their endurance. 

				Notes

				1	In the party’s early decades the spelling of its name varied between Labor and Labour, with the latter more prevalent. For reasons of simplicity, however, I have consistently used the modern spelling of Labor throughout the book. 

				2	This is based on data found in Campbell Sharman and Jeremy Moon, ‘One System or Nine?’ in Jeremy Moon and Campbell Sharman (eds), Australian Politics and Government: The Commonwealth, the States and the Territories, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2003; and the Australian Politics and Elections Database, The University of Western Australia, http://elections.uwa.edu.au/ (viewed November, 2011).

				3	See DW Rawson, ‘Victoria, 1910–1966: Out of Step, or Merely Shuffling?’, Historical Studies, vol. 13, no. 49, October 1967, pp. 60–75; and Joan Rydon, ‘Victoria 1910–1966: Political Peculiarities’, Historical Studies, vol. 13, no. 50, April 1968, pp. 233–8.

				4	Graham Freudenberg, Cause for Power: The Official History of the New South Wales Branch of the Australian Labor Party, Pluto Press in association with the New South Wales Branch of the Australian Labor Party, Sydney, 1991, pp. 1–2.
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				Caught between two worlds

				Tradition can be a tyranny. Perhaps that thought crossed the mind of Victoria’s unionists as they began gathering for the annual eight-hour procession early on the morning of 21 April 1891. Already the skies were menacing, leaden clouds merging with the sombre grey tones of Trades Hall, which was the assembly point for the marchers. Certainly it was a far cry from that ‘burning hot day’ thirty-five years before when on 21 April 1856 artisans in the building trade had downed tools and marched to the still only partially completed Parliament House site to celebrate the inauguration of the eight-hour day and as a show of strength against the few recalcitrant contactors holding out against that condition.1 The pride of the colony’s union movement had been marching on that hallowed date ever since. And 1891 was to be no exception, despite the unpropitious weather. By the time the procession was ready to move at the anointed hour of 10 a.m., around fifty trades were represented. They formed an impressive sight: each had an ornately designed silk banner, bands accompanied some and others had floats complete with tableaux celebrating the heritage of their craft. The cigar makers were especially conspicuous bearing aloft ‘a great imitation cigar, of the size and shape of a torpedo’.2 Then the deluge started and barely let up for the next hour and a half as the procession wound its circuitous route to the Exhibition Building. When the marchers reached their destination, they were bedraggled and their decorations limp.

				The elements were not alone in casting a pall over tradition that autumn day. The 1891 eight-hour celebrations occurred in an atmosphere of flux and challenge for the labour movement. The unions were still licking their wounds from defeat during the maritime strike of the second half of 1890 and, while the depression that would decimate memberships in the next few years had not yet fully manifested, the boundless economic optimism of the past decade had dried up. Change was in the air in other ways, too. Only four days before there had been another potentially momentous precedent for the Victorian labour movement; indeed, so portentous the Bulletin called it ‘the first detonation of the volcano’.3 John Hancock, a Trades Hall Council (THC) sponsored candidate, had contested and won a by-election in the electorate of Collingwood. A past president of the THC, Hancock thus became the first ‘official’ Labor member of the Victorian parliament, his election preceding by two months the stunning debut of Labor in the New South Wales elections of June 1891.4

				Yet Hancock’s victory would never become a landmark for the Victorian labour movement, let alone achieve equivalent prestige to the inaugural eight-hour victory. In part, this was because of the ambiguity of whether his election really constituted a ‘first’ or was just one in a series of stuttering rumblings of the ‘volcano’. Trades Hall had unofficially backed a handful of candidates at the 1889 Victorian election, with William Trenwith and William Maloney winning seats in Richmond and Melbourne West respectively. And one had to go back even further—in fact three decades—to when the first working-class member, Charles Jardine Don, had sat in the Victorian Legislative Assembly. On the other hand, the first Labor members to enter the Victorian parliament with the backing of a formal extra-parliamentary organisation would not be elected until April 1892. One account of the early Victorian Labor Party delays its inauguration until the beginning of the twentieth century at which time it finally achieved organisational permanency and ‘sustained a parliamentary caucus pledged to an outside mass organisation’. Before then it had enjoyed only qualified existence.5

				Timing was not the only thing that was inexact about the Labor-in-politics project during its formative years; there was also ambiguity and conflict over identity, method and cause. Much of the confusion stemmed from a fundamental tension over whether the moment had arrived to break from the past; whether this infant movement should be concerned with making politics anew or merely rejuvenating existing arrangements; whether old alliances had exhausted their usefulness or ought to be preserved. In Victoria political Labor was ensnared in tradition before it could really claim a past.

				There were hints of that dilemma during the rain-soaked eight-hour day celebration of 1891. Benjamin Douglass, president of the Pioneer Association, a body reserved for the dwindling ranks of veterans of the original eight-hours agitation, was the voice of established, time-honoured ways. At the laying of a memorial foundation stone to honour the 1856 pioneers, he railed against the direction of the movement being hijacked by upstarts. Douglass was part of the Trades Hall ‘old guard’, who in the second half of the 1880s had resisted tentative steps towards independent working-class political action that was being encouraged by ‘radical’ elements within the THC.6 He disapproved of the strike action of the previous year during which Hancock had been a prominent combatant. The eight-hour reform had not, Douglass declared, been obtained ‘by the pernicious process of strikes, but by the force of moral suasion’. While Douglass avoided Hancock’s name he undoubtedly had him in mind as he denounced the ‘paid agitators’ leading the movement ‘astray’.7 Hancock was really a moderate whose reputation as a radical was founded on his predilection for rhetorical extravagance. But it was his leadership role in the 1890s strike activity and interest in putting trade unions into parliament, perhaps combined with the fact that he was a relative newcomer to the colony, which most led the Trades Hall ‘old guard’ to view Hancock as a disruptor.8 Before those ‘individuals developed’ Victoria had been ‘a paradise for working men’, Douglass complained. If the workers only exercised ‘a little common sense’, he went on, the troubles of the past twelve months, economic and industrial, ‘would pass away’ and the colony could return to prosperity and harmony.9

				It was a myth, of course, that Victoria had ever been a ‘working man’s paradise’. Nonetheless, it was not too hard a stretch to understand the nostalgic sentiment of Douglass. For him, and other ‘eight hours men’ as they became known, the society to which they had come in the 1850s must have seemed blessed with expansive horizons. Many of these pioneers had been trade union activists in Britain before being lured to the antipodes by gold, and in a number of cases such as those of Douglass and of James Stephens, the stonemason who led the inaugural eight-hour demonstration of April 1856, were refugees of Chartism, a mass movement of working men for democratic parliamentary reform.10 While in their native land Chartist demands (enunciated in a six-point ‘People’s Charter’) were rebuffed and its agitators like Stephens persecuted by British authorities, resistance was not nearly as stiff in the fledgling colony of Victoria. By the time of the second anniversary of the eight-hour victory in 1858, not only had that principle been extended to a number of trades, but there had been impressive progress towards realisation of the Charter in the colony’s less than two-year-old system of parliamentary democracy. Three of the six points had been won: the secret ballot, manhood suffrage and the abolition of property qualifications for members of the Legislative Assembly. An additional cause of celebration at that year’s procession was that the Victorian government, lobbied by the ‘eight hours men’, had agreed to set aside a portion of Crown land for the building of a Trades Hall to provide a permanent home for the local trade union movement.11 The Argus, nervous about the potential mobilisation of working men’s votes, doubted the wisdom of that decision. It warned that Trades Hall might become ‘a political club—a centre and headquarters of political, even party action’.12

				In a sense, the fears of the Argus were realised: during the following decades Trades Hall developed into an instrument for political lobbying and agitation. But this political activity was tightly circumscribed. The skilled and semi-skilled craft unions that dominated Trades Hall at least until the 1880s had very definite views about the proper scope of political action by organised labour, just as they had a limited conception of the objectives and ambit of trade unionism. The most abiding industrial and political concern of the movement for a generation after 1856 was the eight-hour day, not only its extension to a greater range of trades but its defence (including through enshrinement in legislation) as economic times soured in the late 1850s and continued to be difficult in the 1860s. Having so proudly led the world in securing the reduction of the working day, this preoccupation was not surprising—prestige within the movement was measured by attainment of this ‘boon’ with only those associations that had won that concession from employers earning the privilege of participating in the annual eight-hours festival. The stock placed on the length of the working day also said much about the sensibility of the trade union leaders; for them, the reduction in working hours had an import transcending its industrial value. An inheritance from the ‘social programme of Chartism’,13 the shorter working day was conceived as freeing workers so that they might pursue moral, intellectual and social improvement. In short, it was a means by which they could claim their place in society as fully realised citizens. These artisans were proud of, indeed jealously protected, their skills; they had a powerful sense of the dignity of their labour, the eight-hour day emblematic of that dignity. Each April the colony’s political masters officially affirmed the respectability of this aristocracy of the local labouring class, Governor and Chief Secretary (later Premier) paying respects to the eight-hour marchers as they paused outside the Treasury Building and stood to attention for ‘God Save the Queen’.14

				To press their case for the boon—or to defend living standards in the tougher economic climate from the late 1850s—the trades were willing to resort to industrial action against recalcitrant employers, but ‘moral suasion’ remained their preferred method of influence. Similarly, moral suasion rather than direct action was their first choice of political weapon. The lobbying of politicians by deputation, the collection and presentation of petitions and the occasional demonstration were the standard fare of trade union political interventions. Political leagues that campaigned for issues such as land reform, employment provision and industry protection rose and fell regularly and in some cases enjoyed the support of sections of the trades.15 There was resistance, though, at least until the 1870s, of alignment between Trades Hall and any particular extra-parliamentary league or parliamentary faction.16 

				The support of the trades for the election to the Legislative Assembly of Charles Jardine Don in August 1859 provided a glimpse of the future. Don’s life story epitomised the journey travelled by many of his fellow artisans.17 A native of Scotland who had been apprenticed into his father’s trade of stone masonry, as a young man Don devoured the writings of radical democrats like Tom Paine and became heavily involved in the Chartist movement. His restless quest for self-improvement brought him to Victoria in the early 1850s, burning with the dream of making his fortune on the gold fields. When that aspiration soured he returned to his craft and in short time became an official of the Society of Operative Stonemasons and vice-president of the Eight Hours Labor League. Don was a small, pugnacious man, who in full oratorical flight could generate tremendous ‘lung power’ that belied a history of chronic bronchial afflictions.18 It was as an exponent of firebrand stump oratory, particularly at Eastern Market, that Don rose to prominence during agitations over land reform (the campaign to ‘unlock the land’ for small holders and break the monopoly of the colony’s pastoral elite) that was the pre-eminent political issue of the day in the fledgling parliamentary democracy. What made Don a novelty from the beginning was his directness in talking about the separate interests of working men and his outspoken advocacy of their political organisation. During his first, unsuccessful tilt at a seat in the Legislative Assembly in 1857, he declared that ‘they would never have the interests of the labouring classes properly looked after before they had a labourer representative’ in the parliament.19 Two years later, with the backing of the Political and Social Labor League, an electoral committee largely comprising fellow stonemasons, he stood in Collingwood, which had emerged as a hub of working-class politics. The first general election conducted under manhood suffrage, local workers paraded in jubilation when Don topped the ballot in Collingwood. In his maiden speech, Don proudly proclaimed himself ‘one of a class hitherto unrepresented in any Legislature within the British Empire’.20 The Argus report of that speech reflected the mixture of consternation and condescension with which his elevation was greeted in respectable circles: 

				Mr Don is not alarming in appearance. He has a cultured face, and he dresses away from his class … He began admirably … quiet, steady, compact, and argumentative. But the mountain is always the mountain … his voice rose, his speed increased, and soon he shouted, screamed, bellowed … a chaos of confused sentences and with such abominable boisterousness and savagery of manner, that the House and galleries stopped their ears, shuddered, and shrank away from the tornado of the people’s man.21 

				When campaigning in Collingwood, Don had prophesised that ‘to be elected [as a worker] would not be a bed of roses’.22 And so it turned out. He was treated as a curiosity in a parliament dominated by the colony’s professional, landed and merchant classes and frequently lampooned outside. He made negligible legislative impact. Don’s first motion in the Legislative Assembly was for the entrenching of the eight-hour day in government contracts,23 but when it became apparent that the measure faced humiliating defeat he withdrew it. His few other initiatives, which included proposed amendments to the widely hated Masters and Servants Act, were equally unsuccessful. Don also spoke in favour of motions for the introduction of payment of members of parliament, but did so in subdued style. A proud man who believed in the virtues of manly independence, he was self-conscious of being seen to be in the vanguard of the pursuit of this point of the democratic charter. Though affecting a personal indifference in debates on the question and maintaining a bravado that he was content to carry on with the dual roles of punching ‘bluestone by day and the squatters by night’,24 in reality it was far from an abstract principle for Don. His health declined and his financial security deteriorated as he juggled the demands of earning a living with his unremunerated parliamentary duties. At Parliament House, he wore kid gloves to hide hands battered by his daytime labours. While testimonials afforded some relief, with time the pressures left him vulnerable to temptation and taint. Stories began to circulate about Don’s connections with a network of publican and other shady interests in Collingwood and Fitzroy. Things came to a head in 1862 when he voted for Charles Gavan Duffy’s hopelessly compromised 1862 Land Bill. It was widely suspected that he had been bought off by squatters, the most compelling circumstantial evidence his recent acquisition of a license for a Fitzroy hotel. 

				His reputation was ruined. Thereafter, Don went into a downhill spiral. Physically worn out, he was accused of regularly sleeping in the Assembly: ‘the innuendo being that he was spending too much time in the parliamentary refreshment room’.25 Defeated at the 1864 election, the Collingwood Observer had an (invented) constituent articulate local disenchantment with Don: ‘Weel, as I was sayin’, Charly has ta’en himself up, sae far; but, still, he fa’s short o’ my ideal o’ a representative workin’ man’.26 An early rehearsal of the narrative of the strayed Labor politician, Don was nonetheless mourned by thousands of artisans when he died from consumption in 1866 and later, when the permanent Trades Hall building was opened, his life-sized bust kept watch over the Council Chamber.27 His transgressions were forgiven. 

				Don’s experience had been a cautionary tale against direct ‘Labor’ representation and there was no rush to repeat the experiment. Victoria’s artisans were content instead to delegate their political representation to middle-class liberal reformers who waged war with the colony’s pastoral, mercantile and banking interests on the key battlefronts of land settlement, industry protection and democratic reform. It seemed safer. Nor did this alter with the introduction of payment of MPs on a trial basis in 1870. Douglass stood unsuccessfully in Don’s former seat of Collingwood in 1871, but did so as a protectionist league candidate.28 By the 1870s the policy of protection of local industries by tariffs was the glue tightly binding local trade unions to the peculiarly Victorian variant of liberalism. The allure of protection for artisans was straightforward enough: it promised not only the preservation of living standards but maintenance of a way of life through its promise of sustaining small scale craft production. The latter proved unrealistic: by the 1880s factories and workshops were rapidly expanding in size. Yet, paradoxically, the corresponding growth in the number of workers employed in tariff-protected industries only enlarged the pool of workers (and unionists) that had a stake in defending protection, even if its contribution to Victoria’s economic progress was prone to exaggeration.29 

				Like the eight-hour day, protection legitimated the contribution of workers to the economic development of the colony and harmonised—or at least created the illusion of harmonising—the interests of employer and employee in that endeavour. The coalescing of material interests also found political expression. In the 1870s the adherence to protectionism joined trade unions in a political alliance that encompassed manufacturers, farming selectors and miners in support of a liberal program headed by tariff protection but which also embraced free, compulsory and secular education, land reform, democratic constitutional reform, and some level of state paternalism.30 The unmatched messiah of liberal protectionism by the 1870s was the Cockney draper, grocer and journalist, Graham Berry.31 As a relative unknown, Berry had been a member of Don’s electoral committee in 1857.32 Subsequently, however, the two men had become political rivals in Collingwood as they vied for the allegiance of the local workers. Whereas Don spoke the language of class, Berry appealed to the more amorphous category of ‘the people’. By aligning himself early with the cause of protection, Berry caught the coming wave of Victorian liberalism and this was a key factor in his gradual eclipse of Don in Collingwood politics during the early 1860s.33 While Berry, too, eventually fell foul of the Collingwood electors, by the decade’s end he had found a new political home in Geelong, the colony’s ‘cradle’ of ‘protectionism’. Velvet tongued but given to intemperate outbursts, a virtuoso of parliamentary manoeuvring yet capable of appalling strategic lapses, it was never entirely clear what moved Berry—principled fury against ill-gotten privilege or intoxication by the cheers of the crowd. Or perhaps he was merely a political trimmer extraordinaire. What is indisputable is that at his political zenith in the late 1870s, Berry was a captivating force who enthralled the organised labour movement; he was ‘the people’s’ champion against the colony’s plutocratic classes. The spell never completely broke despite his inconstancies and despite the disappointing returns of his premierships. In the 1890s, some Laborites still loyally declared their objective to be no more than the fulfilment of Berryism.34 

				Berry swept to office in May 1877, backed by an extra-parliamentary organisation, the National Reform and Protection League (NRPL), of unprecedented coherence and breadth and on a platform headed by a land tax to ‘burst up the big estates’, maintenance and extension of the tariff and democratic reform (specifically constitutional amendments to tame the power of the Legislative Council). ‘The people’, Berry exalted, ‘had come to power’.35 Initially a minor partner in the NRPL mobilisation, Trades Hall’s alignment with the organisation grew more visible as the Berry government’s reform program collided with entrenched establishment resistance spearheaded from the upper house. That opposition only intensified Berry’s determination to curb the power of the Legislative Council. The result was a political polarisation unmatched in Victoria’s history before or since. For a time the NRPL became a tenant in Trades Hall, and at the organisation’s January 1879 conference several union leaders joined its Executive Council, among them WE Murphy, secretary of the Trades Hall Committee (forerunner of the THC), and William Arthur (Billy) Trenwith, who that year was a founding member of the Victorian Operative Bootmakers’ Union. While Trades Hall’s influence over the NRPL’s platform continued to be marginal, sympathy for Berry from the organised labour movement held largely steadfast through a protracted series of constitutional reform battles during 1878–81 and still did so in mid-1881 when he capitulated to the Legislative Council, effectively marking the sunset of the radical liberal challenge in Victoria.36

				When Berry lost office for the last time in 1881 it was plain that he had fallen a long way short of ushering in Douglass’s workers paradise. So consumed were his ministries by the constitutional reform struggle that, as Frank Bongiorno has observed, ‘the fruits’ granted to the trade union movement were ‘meagre … this was no golden age of labour legislation’.37 Iron workers had benefited from the ministry’s decision, following much lobbying by Trades Hall, to give preference to local manufacturers in a large tender of cast iron water pipes.38 The proclamation of eight-hours day as a public holiday in 1879 was also a powerful symbolic offering to the movement. More broadly, though, Berry and his colleagues never had any intention of effecting ‘class’ legislation on behalf of the workers, just as they had been determined to avoid the impression of direction from Trades Hall. Sectionalism, class-based or otherwise, was anathema to their liberal faith in an enlightened unity of interest between all of the people. If anything, Berry’s period in office had brought hardship to workers as the political turmoil precipitated an economic downturn (the so-called ‘Berry blight’). Why then did Berryism continue to captivate? Because it was the stuff of myth. His lengthy and convulsive battles with the upper house may have ultimately produced, as one of his erstwhile radical allies derisively remarked, ‘a very little mouse indeed’,39 but it was their heroically quixotic nature together with the visceral passion with which the grand showman waged the fight that endowed Berryite liberalism with much of its enduring appeal. John Rickard is undoubtedly right when he argues that 

				Just as civil war hallows a national tradition, so did the extraordinary battles with the entrenched interests of the Legislative Council in the sixties and seventies sanctify the liberal tradition in Victoria, and gave the trade union leaders a genuine sense of loyalty to it.40

				Berry and Victorian liberalism did lose considerable gloss in the 1880s. The stormy petrel of Victorian politics renounced his former ways, beginning a march to respectability (that he never quite attained). Under Berry’s leadership, the liberals completed a political truce with the conservative (Constitutionalists) party led by James Service, forming a coalition ministry with Service becoming premier and Berry chief secretary.41 Pragmatic and emollient in approach compared to the fractiousness of the Berry premierships, the Service–Berry alliance nonetheless extended some useful benefits to workers. These included the long aspired legalisation of trade unions (though with a nasty sting in the tail as a result of upper house amendment), enactment of the principle of the eight-hour working day for underground miners and some categories of transport employees, and steps to eliminate child labour and provide for a more general improvement in the regulation of employment conditions in manufacturing enterprises and shops through the 1885 Factory Act.42 The latter pioneering social measure was introduced by the youthful Alfred Deakin, a rising star of Victorian liberalism who as a member of the Service–Berry ministry honed his gifts for political consensus-making and administration. The government also presided over a period of state expansionism (especially railway construction) that soaked up surplus labour while the economy surged ahead.

				However, the union movement—or more accurately sections of it—grew dissatisfied with the concessions offered by the coalition ministry. In part, this was a product of the fact that the movement itself was changing, rapidly growing and becoming more assertive. Whereas before the 1880s craft unions had dominated the movement and Trades Hall represented only a small fraction of the colony’s workers, the ranks of the unionised now began to expand rapidly within both skilled traditional trades and among semi-skilled and unskilled workers. At the decade’s beginning only some dozen unions participated in the proceedings of Trades Hall, but by the mid-1880s this had at least quadrupled. The lion’s share were still craft unions, but their previously huge preponderance over semi-skilled and unskilled unions had shrunk.43 The latter would be dubbed the ‘new’ unions, though the demarcation between them and the ‘old’ craft societies was never as clear-cut as that division in nomenclature suggests. It was nonetheless true that, whereas the craft societies were predominantly small in membership and defended their exclusivity with high entrance fees, the ‘new’ semi-skilled and unskilled unions, springing up in the factory, mine, shed and transport industries, charged lower fees, were more inclined towards forging ties across the union movement and possessed a greater sense of what crudely might be called working-class consciousness.44 

				The orthodox interpretation has been that the inherent conservatism and class myopia of Victoria’s craft unions and their dominance of the THC presented an obstacle to the local labour movement’s embrace of independent political action compared to the Sydney Trades and Labour Council where the craft trades did not have commensurate sway.45 Other historians protest, however, that the patterns in Victoria were not so simple.46 While in the 1880s the most prestigious of the eight-hour building trades, not least the Stonemasons, vigorously resisted the notion of direct working-class political representation, it was the leaders of other skilled unions, such as the Cabinetmakers, Ironfounders and Tinsmiths and semi-skilled Bootmakers, who most actively strained the opposite way.47 The secretary of the Bootmakers from 1882—its ‘paid agitator’—was Billy Trenwith. The Bootmakers have been described as ‘the prototype for many of the new manufacturing unions’ and Trenwith the embodiment of the new aggressive style of union leadership emerging in the 1880s.48 He would ultimately fall short, though, of the authentic coming Labor man. Geoffrey Serle provides a masterful description of Billy the union official destined to be caught between two worlds:

				Tasmanian-born of a convict father and without formal education, he had been a prominent pugilist in his youth and, though already half blind, was a determined self-improver … Even at this stage, he went his organising rounds of the factories dressed in ‘black silk top hat and a sac coat’. ‘Good God! Why he looks like a gentleman,’ an amazed observer remarked a few years later. He was a slow, stentorian, logical and immensely forceful speaker, whose will was unshakeable; his followers hero-worshipped him. He could and sometimes did lay out opponents with one massive blow.49

				Trenworth’s heel-dragging was still in the distance when, at the Second Intercolonial Trade Union Congress held in Melbourne in April 1884, he moved a resolution that signposted, however indistinctly, the future creation of a Labor party. The Congress, predominantly a Victorian affair but also bringing together delegates from New South Wales and South Australia, agreed to his motion urging 

				labor organisations in the various colonies to at once elect a Parliamentary Committee … whose duties it shall be to assist in the passing through Parliament measures for the benefit of labour and, where possible, endeavour to obtain for labour direct representation in Parliament. 

				Reflecting the impatient mood of the Melbourne Trades Hall ‘new guard’, a second item in the motion stated that ‘a committee of seven be at once selected by this congress to take the initiatory steps as far as Victoria is concerned’.50 Accordingly, a Victorian trade union parliamentary committee was appointed there and then comprising five representatives from the THC including Trenworth and other vocal direct- representation advocates such as Murphy of the Cabinetmakers and Fred Bromley of the Tinsmiths, as well as two representatives of the Australian Miners’ Association (AMA).51 

				The Age—the colony’s indefatigable proselytiser of liberal protectionism—was unfazed by this development. To the contrary, it sympathised with the frustration felt by the ‘industrial classes’ at the dilatory nature of Parliament’s attention to labour issues. Patronisingly, it added that the newly created committee would have a ‘natural claim to be heard’ as long as there was ‘no fear of their encroaching on the independence and dignity of Parliament’. This insouciance did not last: by 1885 the Age was ringing alarm bells that ‘the “artisan group” might secede from the “Liberal alliance”’. Its concerns were shared by some at Trades Hall. In mid-1885 the parliamentary committee brought down its first report in which it reiterated support for the principle of direct representation of labour but added a note of urgency by recommending:

				action shall be immediately taken for the purpose of returning to Parliament men selected from amongst the trades organisations … The opinions, needs and rights of those who live by manual labour can never be faithfully represented by other classes as by their own … Class questions require class knowledge to state them, and class sympathies to fight them.52

				In October the stakes were raised further as a result of notice of a motion by FG Hartley, an official from the Ironfounders, one of the unions most closely identified with the direct representation push. It stated that the THC 

				taking into consideration the fact that certain measures pertaining to the welfare of the working classes have been time to time shelved by the Legislature, considers that the time has now arrived when candidates representing the trades should be brought forward to contest the various metropolitan constituencies.53 

				For the ‘old guard’ of the Trades Hall this was too much; Hartley’s proposed motion became the subject of torrid debate in Council that spilled over two months. Leading the objectors was Henry Elmslie of the Stonemasons—ironically, father of the first Labor premier of Victoria. Elmslie’s attitude was coloured by personal rivalry with Trenwith,54 but he and fellow traditionalists mounted a raft of objections to the proposal. These ranged from the pragmatic—the cost of fielding candidates would place a prohibitive financial burden on unions, that the motion’s supporters were exaggerating their influence and that the failure of Trades Hall sponsored candidates would reflect poorly on the organisation—to the old chestnut that direct political action lay outside the proper limits of unionism which ought be confined to redressing ‘trade grievances’. To another of Elmslie’s arguments that the THC was contemplating a course without precedent, Murphy unfavourably compared the Stonemasons’ current position to their support a quarter of a century earlier for Don’s candidacy.55 

				Largely unarticulated but undoubtedly a major factor in the debate was the hold that liberal protectionism had over the unions and the associated fear of alienating government support. Not that Berry by this time was helping those artisans who held that the alliance with liberalism must be preserved. On the verge of resigning from Parliament—it became public at the end of 1885 that Berry planned to take leave of Spring Street for the plum position of Agent-General in London—he was ‘freely speaking his mind’.56 This ‘speaking of mind’ saw Berry in November brusquely dismiss the THC’s political significance: ‘They are simply a body appointed to look after a particular building, and they have no political existence whatsoever’.57 The angry men of Trades Hall now openly complained that Berry was a sham and humbug.58 Yet, even as Berry took leave, replaced as Liberal leader by Alfred Deakin, liberalism was still doing enough—just enough—to retain its allure. Deakin’s 1885 Factory Act, though emasculated by the Legislative Council, and falling a long way short of the expectations of the trade unions, nonetheless signified a liberalism that was a work in progress, most notably in embracing a more vigorous statism. As unsatisfying as liberalism so often proved in the eating, it was a magic pudding that might yet yield more. 

				Having been the source of so much dissension, Hartley’s motion was finally withdrawn in December.59 Defiantly, however, Bromley (the serving THC president), Murphy and Trenwith chose to go it alone by putting themselves forward as candidates at the March 1886 election, standing in the seats of Collingwood, Melbourne North and Richmond respectively. They were not without some support from the labour movement; the Trades Hall courtyard was made available for a mass election meeting and sympathetic trade unions donated financial assistance.60 Firebrands of direct working-class representation the trio might have been, but they exhibited the vacillation in language about political identity that bedevilled early Victorian Laborites. Bromley told electors that he stood ‘straight for Liberal principles’,61 while Murphy oscillated between describing himself as the ‘Liberal candidate’ and the ‘Labor and Liberal candidate’.62 All three were defeated, though Murphy and Trenwith polled respectably.63

				Nonetheless, the tide was running in favour of the ‘new guard’. The Trades Hall ‘old guard’, led by the venerable Douglass, were repulsed when, following the 1886 election, they sought to re-assert control over the institution. The changing balance of power was confirmed in 1888 with the adoption of revised rules that licensed the broadening of Trades Hall’s functions. Reconstituted the same year, the parliamentary committee made preparations to mobilise the unionist vote at the general election due by early 1889. A plan by the Ballarat Trades and Labour Council to select a candidate in the seat of Ballarat West in that election did not eventuate, but Trenwith and Murphy decided to recontest the seats in which they had been unsuccessful three years before.64 They were joined by Dr William Maloney, a locally born but London-trained medical practitioner, who had recently returned to the colony and opened a general practice in North Melbourne. He nominated for Melbourne West on behalf of the Workingmen’s Political League.65 While still short of official endorsement, compared to 1886 the backing from Trades Hall was more forthright. This was especially so for the high profile Trenwith—under the auspices of the THC a testimonial was organised in support of his candidacy.66 Maloney’s mother, meanwhile, ‘offered to meet his election expenses’, hoping a seat in parliament might tie down her peripatetic son.67 

				Perhaps most significantly, Trenwith, Murphy and Maloney all stood at least partly on a political program jointly formulated by the THC executive and the parliamentary committee. Issued despite rearguard resistance by Elmslie, the program consisted of 15 points. The first plank was ‘maintenance and extension of protection to local industries’, while the others included eight-hours legislation, proper inspection of factories and workshops, and the ‘prevention of introduction of paupers and Asians’. Also indicative of Trades Hall’s more explicit political posture in 1889, ‘all workmen’ were implored ‘to vote for those candidates who definitely state their intention to support’ the THC platform.68 Not that the aspiring parliamentarians restricted their campaigns to the 15 points. Trenwith fought largely on local issues. He highlighted the woeful sanitary conditions endured by the working-class residents of Richmond in their cramped, poorly constructed cottages and unsewered, flood prone streets.69 On the other hand, the free-thinking Maloney went decidedly ‘big picture’ by advocating a potpourri of flamboyant policies that included the abolition of university fees ‘so that natural genius and ambition should be unfettered by poverty’, ‘healthy’ colonial federation, women’s suffrage and other democratic innovations: the referendum, initiative and recall.70 The radical eclecticism prefigured Maloney the parliamentarian: a whimsical tilter at windmills, some causes noble and farsighted, others a trifle batty.

				This time Trenwith finished runner up in the Richmond poll thereby snaring the second of the district’s two seats. Maloney—assisted by the high concentration of railway employee votes in Melbourne West—also claimed a place in the parliament.71 In the Legislative Assembly the two ‘Laborites’ must have afforded an incongruous sight—Trenwith, the imitation ‘gent’, and Maloney, the bohemian: cream silk suit, bow tie, panama hat, waxed moustache and goatee beard. Sartorial style was not the only thing enigmatic about them. Trenwith had undoubtedly benefited from support by the unions and accordingly there was much satisfaction within the movement at his success. At Trades Hall the new member for Richmond was presented with a gift of 100 guineas (handed over by Elmslie no less) in appreciation of his ‘public life’ dedicated to ‘the organisation of labor forces’. The workers who had contributed to the testimonial, Elmslie extolled, were ‘very proud’ of his election and wished Trenwith ‘a long and prosperous career’ in the parliament.72 But Trenwith did not seem to regard himself, nor did the unions necessarily consider him, an advance guard of a new political formation. On victory, Trenwith had declared that ‘Richmond had a right to be proud … at having returned to Parliament two staunch liberals’, the other being GH Bennett. The Age did not quibble, observing that ‘Mr Trenwith can hardly be called a labor representative’, though the newspaper predicted that ‘his presence in the House will be a guarantee that questions specially affecting the working classes will be intelligently debated’.73 Maloney, of course, had no established alignment with the trade unions equivalent to Trenwith’s and his political identity was if anything less clear. ‘The Little Doctor’ seemed to sense better than Trenwith, however, that he had been lifted into parliament on a coming tide. He attributed his election to ‘the rising generation’.74 

				Thus there existed, as some historians have noted75, the embryo of a parliamentary Labor Party in Victoria by 1889, even if its progenitors—like callow lovers—did not realise what they had conceived. In addition to Trenwith and Maloney, present in the Legislative Assembly were several other representatives of working-class constituencies who would contest the next election under the umbrella of the Progressive Political League, the first iteration of a Victorian Labor Party. There was nothing like a distinguishable Labor position in the lower house, however, and neither Trenwith nor Maloney had substantial effect as novice MPs. The latter did have the distinction of introducing a women’s suffrage bill in September 1889, the first of its kind in an Australian legislature. He struggled to find a seconder.76 Altogether more conventional was a private members’ initiative from Trenwith—a motion calling on the government to legalise the eight-hour system in ‘all departments of industry throughout Victoria’.77 Its seconder was that other ‘staunch liberal’ and Richmond parliamentary representative, GH Bennett. The proprietor of a successful cordial manufacturing business in Richmond, Bennett proudly told the Assembly that his employees had worked an eight-hour day for some time and were consequently ‘more contented and happy’. He regretted that other factories still operated on a ten-hour day and suggested it was only fair that the government legislate to place ‘all the manufacturers on an equal footing’.78

				The Trenwith motion and its support by Bennett bespoke ‘old’ alliances: artisan and manufacturer united in common cause. As of 1890, though, the liberal-inspired assumption of a shared interest between labour and capital became much harder to sustain. In August, the same month as Trenwith’s motion, the maritime strike erupted—the first in a series of major industrial conflicts between 1890 and 1894 that were of unprecedented scale and intensity in the Australian colonies. Marine officers had abandoned their posts provoked by the refusal of shipowners to negotiate their industrial claims until the Marine Officers’ Association severed its affiliation with the Melbourne THC. Intertwined with a struggle over a campaign by the Amalgamated Shearers’ Union (ASU) to impose a closed shop in the pastoral industry, the dispute quickly snowballed: by September some 50 000 workers were on strike in the transport, mining and shearing industries in the eastern seaboard colonies and South Australia. The subject of extensive historical inquiry,79 the maritime strike was fundamentally 

				the product of two converging forces: on the one hand the rapid growth of trade unionism, assertive and buoyed by a confident expectation of continued gains; and on the other hand the parallel organisation of bodies of employers, dismayed at the trade union advance and intent upon stopping it.80 

				There had been intimations of a major industrial showdown for several years. In Victoria, the Tailoresses’ strike of 1883, a lockout in the boot trade during 1884–85 and a strike by wharf labourers in early 1886 had all been milestones in the realignment of relations between capital and labour.81 While benevolent capitalists like Bennett and contented wage earners could still be found, the easy rapport or sense of common identity that might have once existed between employers and employees had eroded as the ‘massive brick or bluestone manufactory’ displaced the ‘small tenement used as workshop’.82 During the 1880s the number of factories employing more than 200 workers increased several fold and by the latter part of the decade the majority of Melbourne’s factory workers toiled in enterprises with more than fifty employees.83 The disjunction in experience between bosses and workers was compounded by Melbourne’s spatial segregation. The city’s industrial proletariat was predominantly concentrated in suburbs such as Collingwood, Richmond and North Melbourne—working-class enclaves that were a foreign land to most of the city’s prospering bourgeoisie who lived in select pockets in the inner city or salubrious neighbourhoods on the other side of the Yarra.84 The growing divide was also manifest in parallel organisation of employers and employees. A surge of union organisation between 1889 and 1890 brought the number of unions affiliated to the THC to eighty-five and its membership to 50 000, but this was now being matched by the formation of employer groups who took a dim view of the less conciliatory attitude of the new unions, exemplified by the ASU’s insistence on a ‘closed shop’.85 It was the bosses who better appreciated that the good economic times were ending as they prepared for the set-piece confrontation of 1890.

				Once the maritime strike was underway its epicentre was in New South Wales and the worst episodes of violence between strikers and ‘scab’ labour in Sydney. What control the union movement maintained over the dispute’s progress was also primarily driven by the strike committee of the Sydney Trades and Labour Council. Its tactics, such as the decision to call out shearers in September, did not always enjoy the imprimatur of its Victorian equivalent.86 The THC-appointed strike committee was dominated publicly by established hands Trenwith and Murphy, together with a newer face, John Hancock. A London compositor who had had emigrated to Melbourne only half a dozen years earlier, Hancock had been president of the THC since 1889 as well as the secretary of the Melbourne Typographical Society, one of the trades that had increased membership several fold in the 1880s and vigorously pursued the objective of a closed shop.87 Whereas once Trenwith had been the embodiment of a new type of militant union leadership (but had emerged from the mid-1880s bootmakers’ dispute with an abhorrence of strikes88), Hancock proved the most inflammatory of the triumvirate. Having failed in a last minute attempt to bring about conciliation, on the strike’s eve he menacingly announced it was ‘time to teach the “banded capitalists of Australia” a “lesson” to show what trade unionism could do’.89

				But bellicosity was the exception rather than rule among the strike leadership in Melbourne. The general disposition was one of stoic moderation in favour of conciliation despite the intransigence of employers who were patently set on teaching their own lesson rather than reaching an early negotiated settlement. Certainly as the strike went on and the coalition ministry led by Duncan Gillies and Deakin was seen to take sides—calling in the militia, recruiting special constables and rushing through the Unlawful Assemblies Act, all ostensibly to prevent intimidation and maintain law and order—there were moments of high dudgeon at the various mass meetings of unionists. The order—thankfully, undischarged—by Lieutenant-Colonel Tom Price for his troops to ‘fire low and lay them out’ in the event of a disturbance by strikers caused especial umbrage at Trades Hall.90 Even so, the movement predominantly settled into a mood of wounded defensiveness as the realisation dawned of what they were up against. Disappointment at the government’s conduct was balanced by gratitude at any gesture of liberal support. A donation to the strike fund by ‘the grand old man of Victoria’ Chief Justice Higinbotham was trumpeted and the Legislative Assembly’s passing of a resolution by former premier, Sir Bryan O’Loghlen, evincing deep regret that the ‘Employers Union does not meet the trades unions in an unconditional conference’ warmly welcomed.91 And even when the strike eventually collapsed in mid-November, the recriminations ventilated at a meeting of the defeated unionists in the Hibernian Hall were chiefly self-lacerating. There were admissions of chinks in the movement’s organisational armoury, particularly exclusionary practices that had resulted in large pools of the labour force remaining non-unionised and ready to be mobilised against them. They also complained of being betrayed by unionists in New South Wales.92 

				The Trades Hall leaders did believe there were political lessons to be drawn from the dispute. In another of his rhetorical flourishes, Hancock told the Hibernian Hall meeting that there had been an unholy quaternary arranged against the unions: ‘the pulpit, the bench, the army and the Parliament’ (‘and the press’ interjected a member of the audience which seemed unfair to the Age, which had preached moderation throughout the dispute).93 Murphy took a more practical approach by urging unionists to register to vote in order that ‘they would be able to return men to Parliament who would truly represent them’. This was not the first time during the strike that there was talk of restitution at the ballot box. The previous month Murphy had declared it ‘a pity that only one member of the THC [Trenwith] was in the Legislative Assembly’ and to cries of ‘Hear, hear’ looked forward to that situation being ‘altered before long’. But politically Murphy was like Janus: he looked back and forward. Not only did he tell the same meeting that the movement ‘owed much’ to the parliament for its ‘patriotic action’ in passing O’Loghlen’s resolution, but he openly mourned the loss of the NRPL. Its demise had been ‘a severe blow’ replaced by a ‘coalition system’ in which ‘one side could do nothing and the other side less’. For Murphy the next election would be about unyoking liberalism from the compromises of coalition, otherwise Victoria would bid ‘farewell to the Liberal principles in this country for years to come’. For this he earned equally enthusiastic acclamation from the assembled unionists.94 

				The tenacity of the thrall in which liberalism held the organised labour movement was too powerful for there to have been a single moment when it was dispelled. As we will see, it is another industrial dispute more than a decade later, the railway strike of 1903, that most closely resembles a ‘turning point’ in the repudiation of liberal political leadership and in galvanising Labor’s political self-identity in Victoria. But, by and large, disillusionment with liberalism was incremental and political independence a stop-start affair. This is not to say that the bitterly souring experience of the maritime strike did not inject substantial additional impetus to the quest for direct representation of Labor or augment the constituency for that project as working-class voters reacted to the sting of the defeat of the trade unions. Victoria was not immune to the post-strike political reaction that reached its ‘high water mark’ at the New South Wales elections of June 1891 when the newly formed Labor Electoral League captured thirty-five seats.95 For Trades Hall, though, that tide was receding before the opportunity came to contest a general election.

				In Victoria the first significant manifestation of political fallout from the maritime dispute was the defeat of the Gillies–Deakin ministry, which was deposed by a no confidence motion in late October as the strike stuttered towards collapse. The ministry had been accused of ‘gross partiality’ in its handling of the dispute and Trenwith and Maloney were among those members who voted to bring the government down.96 Its fall was not enough to purge the indignation of Trades Hall. In March, following the example of the Sydney Trades and Labour Council that had begun setting up electoral leagues across New South Wales, the THC resolved that it would establish local committees to lay the groundwork for the return of Labor candidates. Hardly had this decision been taken when the death of a sitting Liberal member in Collingwood provided an opportunity to test Trades Hall’s stiffened political resolve. The parliamentary committee recommended that the THC endorse a candidate for the April by-election. There was no unanimity within the THC about doing so—even some of the stalwarts of direct representation such as Bromley were uncertain if the timing was ripe. But, after a debate of ‘much length’, the THC decided it would adopt the recommendation. Hancock, who had ‘intimated’ that he would agree to be the candidate, promptly suffered a loss of nerve because ‘he did not think the labor party was ready for a contest’ and because he was anxious that his reputation as a ‘dangerous man’ would result in Trades Hall not standing ‘a chance with him’. He then changed his mind again and accepted nomination.97 

				Contrary to his initial fears, the high profile Hancock had achieved during the strike strengthened his cause in Collingwood. He and his Trades Hall supporters played on the passions inflamed by the government’s inconstancy during the dispute and contended that things would have been different if only there had been greater Labor representation in the parliament. The strike became the key distinguishing mark between Hancock and the other three Collingwood candidates, all four otherwise cohering around a Liberal program.98 Hancock declared himself a ‘staunch’ supporter of ‘the accepted Liberal programme’, adding that ‘if elected he would do his best to elevate the conditions of the working classes’.99 Hancock’s greatest advantage, though, was a surge of organisational work by sympathetic unions. On 17 April ‘the Trades Hall candidate’, as he had been dubbed during the campaign, was comfortably elected by a margin of over 500 votes.100 When parliament opened in June, the government granted Hancock the privilege of moving the address-in-reply. He made a forceful debut, his condemnation of the banking system and bankers providing fodder for conservatives keen to malign him.101

				Hancock had also ‘made clear reference to himself as a member of an identifiable “labour party”’.102 Indeed, in the two months that had elapsed between the Collingwood by-election and him taking his seat in the Legislative Assembly, an extra-parliamentary party had begun to take shape around Hancock and his fellow Labor MPs. The new organisation was called the Progressive Political League (PPL), which had been born out of a THC-initiated political convention that met for four days beginning on 30 May and had comprised delegates from the Melbourne, Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong Trades Councils, as well as the AMA, ASU and the Social Democratic League.103 Spurred on by the success of its New South Wales counterpart, branches of the PPL rapidly proliferated in the second half of 1891. As early as mid-August, its organ, The Commonweal and Worker’s Advocate, carried a list of 19 branches and reported that more were in the process of formation. Two months later the number of branches had doubled; by early 1892 there were around fifty and candidates being selected for the forthcoming election. The largest of these branches such as Prahran and West Melbourne boasted memberships of over 500.104 From primitive beginnings, a more elaborate organisational structure had been established with a Central Council and executive committee operating as of October 1891. The rules governing the party were refined at the same time; one of the most important modifications being that the selection of parliamentary candidates—originally to be the sole prerogative of local branches—had to be approved by the Central Council. A rudimentary pledge had also been implemented with candidates required to sign a fifteen-point election platform devised by the Central Council.105 

				Ostensibly heady progress for a fledgling party, the PPL was not building entirely from scratch. Bruce Scates has pointed out that in the inner suburban neighbourhoods much of the impetus for the creation of PPL branches sprang out of Melbourne’s pre-existing network of radical organisations and activists that encompassed, among others, anarchists, socialists and single taxers, the latter devotees of the American political economist, Henry George, whose bestselling Progress or Poverty proposed a tax on the unimproved land value as a universal panacea for social ills. Indeed, Scates contends that the ‘Labor Party was not founded in the chambers of Trades Hall but in the open air; its meetings, rituals and oratory owed much to a heritage of radical politics’. And, further, that rather than ‘being “the political wing of trade unionism”’, the early Labor parties were ‘a complex and dissentient cluster of factions and beliefs … a cross-class and cross-factional alliance’.106 Scates’ argument is a corrective to the idea that the PPL emerged into a vacuum of radical politics or that it was purely a creature of Trades Hall. It is also suggestive of an early contest for influence within the party’s branches. At the same time, his thesis must be balanced by the overlap that existed between trade union militants and the radical subculture of the time and the reality that the initially untrammelled freedom of the PPL’s grass roots was quickly checked by Trades Hall. 

				The bootmaker John ‘Chummy’ Fleming was an example of an activist who straddled the trade union movement and the radical organisations. An anarchist who had been a member of the recently defunct Melbourne Anarchist Club and a founding member of the short-lived Melbourne branch of the Australian Socialist League, Fleming was elected president of the Victorian Operative Bootmakers’ Union in late 1891.107 He had gained a name within labour movement circles by his bold agitation on behalf of the growing pool of unemployed: in 1890 he led a gatecrash of the eight-hour day procession by a group of unemployed.108 Fleming was also inaugural president of the Fitzroy branch of the PPL and undoubtedly had a hand in the branch’s choice of candidate for the 1892 election, the American émigré socialist, Samuel Rosa, who, along with William Maloney and WD Flinn, was a foundation member of the Social Democratic League, an anarchist-leaning socialist grouping. Described unflatteringly by the Bulletin as ‘a piratical looking cuss’,109 Rosa, who, like Fleming, was known for shaming the TLC for its indifference to the plight of unemployed workers soon embarrassed Trades Hall further with his robust brand of electioneering that included ‘tirades against “the syndicates and banks who sweated blood from the people”’. In March 1892, the PPL Central Council, which was dominated by Trades Hall, rejected Rosa’s nomination.110 Trenwith prosecuted the case against Rosa in an early sign of the gate-keeping role he would play within the Victorian Labor Party during its formative years.111 Though there was resentment at Rosa’s rejection, the relative ease with which Trades Hall moderates marginalised the radicals—Flinn was also induced to step aside as a candidate in the seat of Carlton South112—was indicative of the balance of power in the PPL. 

				Candidate selection, in fact, underscored the intimate bonds between Trades Hall and the PPL and the overbearing influence of the colony’s liberal political tradition. Joseph Winter embodied the former nexus. He was president of the THC and the PPL’s executive committee, as well as its candidate in Melbourne South. Other prominent Trades Hall members who were on the PPL’s executive committee and selected as parliamentary candidates were Trenwith, Hancock, Bromley, future Labor premier, George Michael (Mick) Prendergast, HA Harwood and DR Wyllie.113 The candidacies of Trenwith and Bromley (veterans of the 1886 campaign), together with those of Maloney and Hancock, also indicated that the PPL had roots in an experiment several years old rather than being a sudden effusion. Nor were they the only PPL candidates for whom a political vocation predated the party.114 Four ‘radical liberal’ MLAs agreed to run under the PPL’s banner: WD Beazley (Collingwood), GH Bennett (Richmond), WT Carter (Williamstown) and Thomas Smith (Emerald Hill). 

				The recruitment of sitting ‘Liberal’ politicians was but one manifestation of the blurring of lines between the PPL and the existing Liberal political formation. A tendency to hark back wistfully to the Berryite crusade of the late 1870s persisted. As Bongiorno notes, ‘some PPL leaders seem to have regarded the organisation as a successor to the National Reform and Protection League’.115 Indeed, when Berry was recalled to the colony in 1891 hopes were aroused that he might deign to take up leadership of the PPL and disappointment followed when he opted instead to run for election as an independent Liberal.116 The PPL also made overtures to Deakin to stand under its banner. He too declined—on the grounds of his long allegiance to the Liberal Party. Yet in reply Deakin could discern no philosophical quarrel between him and the Labor organisation:

				[Although] I have always acted in the interests of Liberal principles, such as you too support, I hesitate to accept an invitation, which were I an elector only, I should probably have already embraced … I shall … have occasion to communicate with you again and then perhaps we may be able to co-operate as one united Liberal party at the ballot box.117

				Deakin’s hopes for co-operation between the PPL and the Liberal Party on the hustings was to be realised during the 1892 election campaign. When William Shiels, recent successor to James Munro as premier, launched the Liberal campaign in March, Trenwith, Hancock and Maloney were all present on the platform. Two days later, at Trenwith’s initiation, the PPL Central Council went as far as to give its imprimatur to the Liberal government’s policies.118 Meanwhile, the PPL’s election manifesto provided further proof of the limits to its innovation. Whereas the 1889 platform of Trades Hall had been chiefly confined to industrial concerns, the PPL’s program had four sub-sections—electoral reform, labor laws, social reform and federation. Its chief campaign pitch was abolition of plural voting, that is eliminating the practice by which electors were eligible to vote in the district in which they lived and in any other district in which they held significant property interests. Overall, there was precious little that could be construed as radical or outside the colony’s liberal tradition. Commonweal said as much:

				embodying as it does, the principles of progressive liberalism … Our platform contains nothing … more than what has been advocated for years past by economists and liberals; it is safe to say that it does not contain, so far as its broad principles are concerned, a single novel proposition.119

				The PPL’s attitude to the vexed question of class was another indicator that it represented at best a halfway house towards striking an independent position in relation to liberalism. While its mission was increased working-class representation in parliament, Commonweal insisted that the PPL had no desire to insinuate class-based sectionalism into the legislature. To the contrary, its purpose was to end the subjugation of parliament to any one class:

				For five per cent of the people to govern the whole is unquestionably class-rule; but how can class-rule possibly result from giving the whole of the nation, regardless of class, equal power in the determining the rule of the country?120

				The PPL’s disavowal of class interest—like its choice of name—was no doubt a tactic aimed at broadening its electoral appeal beyond trade unionists and manual workers generally.121 It was also a defence mechanism against attacks, by the Argus and its political opponents, that it was just that, a class party.122 As Nick Dyrenfurth has noted, this was a time when class was widely construed as an ‘illegitimate political expression’, a label that ‘dared not speaketh its name’.123 The way in which the early Australian Labor parties projected themselves as movements of ‘the people’ has been interpreted as evidence of their populist underpinnings, but it was also continuous with their colonial liberal heritage, not least in Victoria where there was a long and honoured tradition of liberals juxtaposing their mission to advance the rights and wellbeing of the people against the sectional (class) interests of privileged elites. 

				The PPL’s fudging of class was reflected in other ways: the definitions offered by the party’s candidates and Commonweal of what, or who, comprised the working class were remarkably open-ended.124 The candidates themselves were, according to the historian Humphrey McQueen, ‘more solidly middle-class than those in either New South Wales or Queensland’.125 If this errs towards too grandiose a description of their collective social status, then neither did they resemble a proletarian advanced guard. This was even true of the Trades Hall candidates, most of whom were from the skilled trades and in some cases, such as Trenwith and Winter, had their own businesses, while the non-THC candidates included several manufacturers, four estate agents and a variety of professional and semi-professionals.126 

				When combined with the fact the PPL candidates campaigned under a range of ambivalent slogans—the ‘people’s candidate’ (Trenwith in Richmond), the ‘Liberal candidate’ (Bennett in Richmond), the ‘Liberal democratic candidates’ (Beazley and Hancock in Collingwood), the ‘Labor Liberal candidate’ (Winter in Melbourne South)127—it was hardly surprising that, on some accounts, this was not a Labor party at all but rather a subsidiary of liberalism. The Age thought the PPL candidates ‘nothing more than Liberals under another name’. Tellingly, it also saw continuity with Berryism:

				There is nothing whatever in their programme to distinguish them from the men who made the Liberal party the power that it has been since 1877, unless it be a little more vehemence of language …128 

				Admittedly, others viewed the PPL as harbinger of a drastic departure from the political status quo. The Argus fulminated long and hard about the dangers inherent in Trades Hall’s parliamentary ambitions.129 Meanwhile, the PPL’s emergence, combined with the dread induced by the New South Wales election result, provoked counter political organisation by employer interests in the form of the National Association of Victoria and the Young Victorian Patriotic League.130 

				Electoral competition from these bodies was but one problem with which the PPL had to contend. Many of its branches were unstable and ineffective due to lack of funds. Financial support from unions was at best patchy, some trades remaining opposed to direct political activity while the movement’s resources were being sapped by the deepening depression.131 In addition there were the normal teething problems associated with a new organisation, not least lack of unity of purpose. That hardy perennial of Labor politics—branch-stacking—made an early appearance. A meeting of the PPL’s central executive in November 1891 heard evidence of attempts ‘to swamp branches with supporters of unworthy politicians’.132 When the Central Council imposed greater control over branches and the selection of candidates, this also had mixed effect. It dissipated local enthusiasm, while some candidates declined to sign the full platform. The holdouts included Trenwith and Bennett in Richmond.133 

				A graver problem still was that the PPL was predominantly centred in Melbourne’s industrial suburbs. While branches also sprang up around Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong and in some pastoral districts as a result of ASU organising work, the lion’s share were metropolitan-based. This geographic disparity was reflected in the distribution of the PPL’s candidates—of the thirty-six that were endorsed before the 1892 election only nine stood outside Melbourne.134 The contrast with the initial outings of Labor in New South Wales in 1891 and Queensland in 1893 was stark.135 One reason for that non-metropolitan weakness was the estrangement of the AMA. This had been precipitated by the excising from the PPL platform of a plank pledging maintenance of the Education Act, which aggrieved the Protestant-dominated executive of the AMA.136 An obstacle to the progress of Labor in Victoria for over a decade, the aloofness of the AMA stemmed more fundamentally from the fact that major mining communities like Bendigo, Ballarat, Stawell and Maryborough had been firmly tied into the colony’s radical liberal tradition since its dawning in the gold rush era. In these districts loyalty to Liberal politicians, some of impeccable radical pedigree, had been reinforced by the support those representatives gave to miners’ campaigns for industrial reforms and democratic rights. The political sensibility of the AMA and these communities was also influenced by the resilience among gold miners of the ideal of the manly, independent artisan. It survived even as the alluvial gold ran out and the industry became increasingly mechanised and company-based. This was in part due to the peculiarities of work practices in the mines and the strength of civic life in these communities that combined to foster a collaborative spirit between mine owners and miners. Yet another factor was the strength of Protestant evangelical religions in the gold mining districts and an associated element of anti-Catholic sentiment. Hence the AMA’s attachment to the Education Act, which was not only one of the tenets of Victorian liberalism but a bulwark against state aid to Catholic and other church schools.137

				There were other explanations for the Melbourne-bound profile of the PPL related to the nature of Victoria’s economic development.138 By 1890 manufacturing had easily eclipsed the pastoral, agriculture and mining industries to be the most productive sector of the economy. Many regional cities and towns shared in the late-nineteenth-century expansion of manufacturing as wool, flour and timber mills, foundries, boot-making factories, breweries, quarries, tanneries, locomotive works and railway sheds and depots proliferated throughout the colony. But the growth was most pronounced in Melbourne where it was spurred on by rapid urbanisation as the city’s share of Victoria’s population climbed to over 40 per cent. This made Victoria easily the most metropolitan-dominated of the eastern seaboard colonies. On the other hand, lacking the vast grazing tracts of New South Wales and Queensland and also hemmed in by the spread of agricultural small-holding (especially wheat farms), Victoria’s pastoral industry had reached its productive limits. Similarly, gold mining was declining as an employer and, unlike New South Wales, Victoria lacked workable black coal. What this added up to was a disproportionately urban-based constituency for Labor. This was a markedly different state of affairs to either New South Wales or Queensland. In those colonies, where Australia’s pastoral industry was concentrated, the early Labor parties were strongly rooted in the ASU’s mobilisation, not only of shearers, but of small farmers, many of whom did seasonal work as rural labourers.139 

				Despite its handicaps, the PPL went into the April 1892 election optimistic of matching the precocious success of Labor in New South Wales. However, only twelve of its candidates were returned,140 half sitting members. Nearly all its representation was from inner city electorates, which was contrary to the situation in New South Wales where the bulk of the seats won by Labor had been in the country. Hancock narrowly lost his seat in Collingwood: a blow that Melbourne Punch happily, yet unfairly, attributed to him having ‘comported himself in the legislature … as a mischievous, dangerous and foolish man’.141 Furthermore, of the six new members three were of ‘dubious’ allegiance to the PPL while a fourth had died by July and his seat passed out of Labor hands at the subsequent by-election.142 As Bongiorno points out, the only unqualified gains to Labor parliamentary ranks were the Trades Hall trio of Bromley in Carlton, Winter in Melbourne South and Wyllie in Melbourne North.143 The press agreed the PPL had been a profound failure. The ‘labour party is utterly and ignominiously defeated’, crowed the Argus. On its calculations there were still only four genuine Labor MLAs (Trenwith, Bromley, Winter and Wyllie), categorising the others as ‘merely quasi-sympathisers’.144 Though not downcast, Commonweal also acknowledged disappointments. It lamented the PPL’s poor showing in working-class districts such as Fitzroy, East Bourke Boroughs (Brunswick/Coburg) and Prahran, and was especially bitter about Hancock’s defeat in Collingwood (‘the cradle of Victorian Democracy’). These seats ‘might easily have been won had the working men only been true to themselves’, the paper sighed.145 

				The rub, of course, was how exactly were workers to divine that truth as long as Labor’s message remained so indistinct from liberalism. Commonweal ’s election post-mortem offered no solution to that conundrum; to the contrary, the lesson it drew from the result was that

				Labour members, whether they intend to do so or not must sooner or later fall into the position of the Radical Wing of the Liberal Army, or give up the hope of increasing their numbers within any reasonable period.

				It prayed that ‘before long Labour and Liberal will appear on one common platform and work unitedly for the common good’.146 Lack of product differentiation was, of course, not the only explanation for the PPL’s less than glorious showing in 1892. The fragile nature of its organisation and scarcity of funds, counter organisation by employers, the time elapsed since the maritime strike, the effects of depression, and the ominous weakness of the party outside of Melbourne, also contributed. But deference to the liberal tradition was pivotal. Symbolising this in East Bourke Boroughs, one of the vanquished PPL candidates genuflected to Berry (who had topped the poll with a record vote), confessing he ‘felt honoured at having polled so well in a contest in which the greatest politician of the colony was a candidate’.147 Writing about the 1892 election, McQueen concluded that a ‘Victorian Labor Party had been stillborn’.148 This account suggests such a biological metaphor is not quite accurate. Labor in Victoria had been conceived and born before 1892, but it was an infant with a domineering step-parent of rich heritage, unsure of its separate identity and not yet ready to stake independence.
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				A condition of ‘Rip Van Winkleism’

				Surveying the British political scene at the beginning of the 1880s, Friedrich Engels famously chided the English working class for having ‘contented itself with forming … the tail of the “Great Liberal Party”’.1 The similarities in political dynamics between late-nineteenth-century Victoria and those of the mother country has been noted before. One historian of the early development of the Victorian Labor Party has written that the local political scene 

				bore a greater resemblance to contemporary British politics than in any other [Australian] colony. As in Britain, the evolution of independent political labour was hampered by the traditional allegiance of the organised working-class to the Liberal Party.2 

				Arising out of this fundamental parallel were other commonalities in the stories of the emergent Victorian and British political labour parties: the lengthy arm wrestle between advocates of continuing alliance with liberalism (the ‘Lib–Labites’) and those pushing for a fully autonomous Labor Party, the fragility of early political organisation (the tendency to collapse), the aloofness of key unions (especially the miners) and, ultimately, delayed political success.3 There were also echoes of the Victorian situation in New Zealand, where the organised labour movement’s alignment with a reformist Liberal Party postponed the emergence of the Labour Party in that country.4 

				These shared international experiences were little consolation, however, for Victorian Labor, which inevitably measured itself against its counterparts from neighbouring Australian colonies and particularly the strapping youngsters of New South Wales and Queensland. While the initial heady success of Labor in New South Wales stalled as its parliamentarians split over policy and the adoption of a binding pledge, Victorian Labor still developed an inferiority complex from a tender age. The contempt of their better endowed peers reinforced the Victorians’ sense of themselves as the 98-pound weakling of the Australian Labor parties. In 1897, frustrated by the southerners’ obsequiousness to liberalism, New South Welshman and future Labor prime minister Billy Hughes snorted: ‘We don’t recognise that there is a political labor party in Victoria’.5 

				The imperative to keep up—or more accurately catch up—had developmental consequences for Victorian Labor; arguably, the movement was not able to mature at its own natural pace. Indeed, while historians have emphasised the slow gestation of political Labor in Victoria, it is likely that if not for the example of its more robust siblings, the dissolution of the political marriage between Labor and liberalism would have been delayed even longer. In other words, as was the case in Britain and New Zealand, the Lib–Lab era would have been still more protracted, extending into the twentieth century. Instead, that era was closing by the time of Federation as symbolised by the exiling in 1900 of the party’s first parliamentary leader Billy Trenwith, the primary custodian of the Lib–Lab tradition during the 1890s. The chief challenge to Trenwith and Lib–Labism came from the radical Tocsin group that emerged in 1897. On the one hand, an expression of impatience at Labor’s retarded political development—it was about catching up; on the other hand, the Tocsin group is regarded as the progenitor of the ‘socialist left’ tradition of Victorian Labor, a tradition spiced by morally infused radical-oppositional and anti-parliamentarist sentiment. Here prefigured already was an abiding tension and source of conflicted identity in Victorian Labor: scepticism of the political project that was its mission, a scepticism that lingered because parliamentary success was so elusive.

				In the decade that followed the PPL’s creation in mid-1891, the Labor Party in Victoria, if not quite like the proverbial cat with nine lives, did undergo regular reincarnation. Because of the party’s tendency to go into organisational hibernation between elections, it was often difficult to define when one life ended and the next began, although its name changes—it had four in the ten years—were one means of demarcating its multiple lives. Labor’s habit of post-election somnolence became quickly apparent following the PPL’s April 1892 election debut. In September that year, ‘a union delegate was moved to inquire at a THC meeting whether the PPL still existed’.6 It did, albeit fitfully as suggested by the fact that the frequency of the meetings of its Central Council had been reduced from fortnightly to monthly.7 Things became more tenuous during 1893. In Commonweal references to the PPL were scarce and, when the newspaper collapsed in June (itself an indicator of the labour movement’s struggling fortunes), it became hard to tell if the organisation retained a pulse. In its last issue, Commonweal acknowledged the parlous state of Labor’s political organisation in Victoria, comparing the situation unfavourably to Queensland where the Australian Labour Federation had recently successfully debuted by winning sixteen seats. Showing how quickly materialised the Victorian Labor’s Cinderella complex, Commonweal warned:

				If we in this colony are determined not to continue to lag behind our neighbours in democratic progress, we must adopt similar means: organisation and education. Without these, at every election, we court failure, and indeed deserve to fail.8

				The withering away of the PPL indicated that its roots had never been anything other than shallowly grounded; most of its branches were too meagrely resourced and thinly manned to be sustained for long following the disappointment of the 1892 election. The party had been further demoralised by the results of three by-elections beginning in August 1892 when it lost the seat of Dundas (Hamilton), depriving it of scarce non-metropolitan representation. It was then humiliated the following February when it made a quixotic attempt to unseat the premier, and conservative bete noire, James Patterson, at a ministerial by-election in Castlemaine.9 Worse was the PPL’s loss of Melbourne North in June 1893, which followed the untimely death of David Wyllie. In life Wyllie had been archetypal of the founding generation of Victorian Labor. He had been born in the mid-1850s ‘beneath the Southern Cross’10—the high proportion of native born and long-term settlers among Victoria’s first wave of Labor politicians has been surmised as a factor in the party being tightly bound to the colony’s established political patterns.11 Wyllie had been part of the surge of skilled and semi-skilled trade union organisation of the 1880s as a founder of the Tinsmith’ Union and then leading member of the THC. He was also archetypal in his non-conformist religious faith (Presbyterian) and related self-improving respectability. In his eulogy for Wyllie, Trenwith, a fellow prohibitionist, described him as an ‘indefatigable advocate of total abstinence’, while his funeral cortege comprised representatives of the Oddfellows, Good Templars and Australian Natives Association. In spite of all this high-minded civic virtue, Wyllie had died at just 35, victim of a suspected blood clot.12 

				Commonweal bitterly ascribed the by-election loss of Melbourne North to ‘the apathy of the workers’ and ‘the defection of those who being in the ranks of Trades Unionism should have had regard for no other but the representative of Labor’.13 It was a self-interested analysis: the PPL’s unsuccessful candidate had been its secretary and founder of Commonweal, Mick Prendergast.14 The fundamental problem for the PPL by the winter of 1893 was not the infidelity of trade unionists, but that the ranks of organised labour were being savagely thinned as Victoria was struck by an economic storm that had been brewing since the start of the decade. The Melbourne North contest occurred in the wake of the spectacular bank crashes of April–May that broke any residual investor confidence in the colony.15 As unemployment spiralled, many of the jobless abandoned the city, or even the colony, in a desperate search for work. One of those who joined this exodus was Frank Anstey, who swagged around the timber towns of Broadford and Yea after being retrenched at the end of 1892.16 Historical estimates of the unemployment rate among unionists put the figure at around 30 per cent, yet contemporary reports suggest it was worse. As its affiliated unions either collapsed or grimly clung to survival, participation rates in the affairs of Trades Hall declined sharply. Groaning under the weight of a large overdraft, the THC adopted the exigency of downgrading its permanent secretariat to an honorary position.17 It could do little either to defend working conditions or aid the unemployed and destitute, thereby undermining much of the prestige it had gathered over the previous decade.

				The dismal climate within which the PPL slid towards extinction in the second half of 1893 was hardly more propitious for Labor’s parliamentary representatives. The first meeting of the Parliamentary Labor Party (PLP) occurred in May 1892 when the nine members in attendance unanimously elected Trenwith as leader. However predictable, Commonweal evinced delight at their choice. In a sign of how far ‘Trenny’ had already travelled from his firebrand days, what distinguished him in Commonweal’s judgement were his ‘qualities of tact and discretion’. The paper believed the party would do well to carry itself similarly: ‘If the Labor Party acts with circumspection and dignity through the next Parliament, it will undoubtedly add to its members, and pave the way to success at the next election’. Commonweal was particularly adamant that the Victorians not emulate the footloose parliamentary tactics of their New South Wales counterparts (‘support in return for concessions’). Instead Victorian Labor’s position relative to the other parliamentary parties was unambiguous, though Commonweal stopped short of extending carte blanche allegiance to the Liberals: 

				The Victorian Labor Party constitutes itself a wing of the Liberal Party, and is prepared to support a Liberal government so long as that government promotes genuine legislation in the interests of all classes, workers included.18 

				The rub was that there was precious little scope for ‘genuine’ liberal legislation during the economic maelstrom that coincided with the fifteenth parliament that ran between May 1892 and September 1894. The policy program outlined by William Shiels during the 1892 election, and which had been endorsed by the PPL, came to naught as his ministry struggled with the hopeless task of balancing the books.19 Shiels and his treasurer, the old warhorse Berry, were sharply criticised in Commonweal for the ministry’s unfulfilled promises, but in the parliament Trenwith and his colleagues generally sided with the government, including when it faced want of confidence motions in November 1892 and January 1893.20 The voting behaviour of Labor MPs was not, however, collectively rock solid. For one, there was some degree of confusion and fluidity about who was and who was not a Labor member. Another complexity was that the Labor MPs routinely caucused with Liberal Party members, one example being on the day of the second want of confidence motion against the Shiels ministry.21 Most significantly, whereas the colonial Labor parties in Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia had already moved towards implementing solidarity pledges of sorts,22 the Victorians were operating in the absence of any form of binding mechanism. In another sign of his transitional status, Trenwith held fast to the liberal ideal of the sanctity of an MP’s individual judgement. Unwilling to surrender his independence to the Labor’s inchoate organisational principle of collective solidarity, while leader he was a stumbling block to the adoption of a pledge in Victoria.23 

				Yet, even under Trenwith’s ‘go-as-you-please’ leadership,24 Labor MPs were not completely free spirits nor without risk of sanction. The story of WT Carter, Wesleyan minister turned auctioneer and MLA for Williamstown, is a case in point. Carter had first entered the Assembly in 1889 before securing the PPL’s endorsement in 1892. Almost immediately after that election, he disavowed Labor’s policy for a tax on unimproved land values and caused further offence in August by opposing his colleagues’ demand for an inquiry into an alleged fraud by the Lands Department and Bank of Australasia. The transgression was too much for Commonweal, which labelled him a ‘rat’.25 Still Carter did not mend his waywardness. In November, the PLP met and decided to oppose a want of confidence motion in the Shiels ministry. Commonweal reported:

				It was also tacitly understood that any member of the party would act most inconsistently and treacherously towards his principles who would support a proposition that would involve a return to power of the reactionary Conservatives.26

				Yet not only did Carter vote for the motion, but compounded his sin by becoming government whip for the Patterson ministry that was formed when Shiels was ultimately ejected in January 1893.27 Labor exacted its revenge the following year by pre-selecting against Carter who lost his seat. 28 

				While Labor had hardly ventured far from the Liberal nest, the government of James Patterson (1893–94) was more than enough to scare it back. Dubbed by Commonweal as the ‘arch enemy of the working man’, Patterson had earned the undying enmity of the labour movement by his hardline anti-union stance during the maritime strike.29 The former slaughterman’s ogre status was greatly reinforced by his ministry’s determination not only to hack into public expenditure, but to disturb what since the early 1880s had been settled policy in Victoria: tariff protection. The colony’s economic woes had breathed renewed life into the free trade cause—its exponents blamed the collapse on protection’s distorting effects on Victoria’s economic development. 30 The free trade revival inspired counter organisation by protectionists. Coinciding with Patterson forming government, a Liberal, Protection and Federation League (LPFL) came into being. Trenwith, Beazley and Wyllie were on the platform of the first meeting held under the League’s auspices and ‘in speaking to the resolutions dwelt on the necessity that exists for organising and consolidating the Liberal forces’.31 Making common cause against anti-protectionists also provided the spur in May 1894 for the THC to initiate a revival of Labor’s extra-parliamentary organisation. Trades Hall affiliates, the Trades Councils of Ballarat, Bendigo, Geelong and Horsham, the ASU, the AMA, the 8-Hours Movement, the Democratic Club, the Women’s Suffrage Society, the LPFL and ‘extant’ PPL branches were all invited to a conference to consider ‘what steps should be taken to consolidate the Liberal vote’.32 

				With an objective like this, the independent-minded were naturally sceptical about what the conference would produce. The Sydney Worker demanded: 

				Are we going to have a distinct party with a policy all of its own, or is labor to coalesce once more with the flabby liberals, whose cure all is fiscalism and nothing else in particular?33

				Held over several sessions between late June and early July, much of the conference’s time ended up being expended debating what to call the new party. Country delegates were concerned that the proposed United Labor Party would ‘convey the impression of metropolitan scope of action only’, a reminder that in Victoria the ‘labour movement’ was still construed as a predominantly Melbourne phenomenon. They put forward the People’s Party as an alternative, which lost out to the former title despite winning favour with the Labor MLAs who were concerned with widening the party’s electoral appeal. At the final session the conference did make a concession to that consideration by amending the name to the United Labor and Liberal Party (ULLP), the inclusion of ‘Liberal’ made at Trenwith’s suggestion.34 In between wrangles over the name, a platform was adopted broadly continuous with that of the PPL. However, it did reflect issues that had become pressing since 1891. Support for protection was now expressly enunciated. This move probably also had something to do with the purge of free trade supporting single taxers whose break with the PPL had been confirmed in mid-1893 by a heated debate between Trenwith and the president of the Single Tax Society at which the Labor leader had threatened to settle their dispute ‘outside’.35 With Trades Hall and Trenwith having sustained criticism for neglecting the unemployed, a statement of principle was also included in the ULLP’s platform that declared it was ‘the duty of the government to provide work for its own unemployed people, and make provision for the destitute’.36

				The name ULLP said it all: after the partial separation of 1892 Labor had realigned with the Liberals in anticipation of an election in which the defence of protection was to be the primary battle ground. To be fair this was not merely a case of being lily livered or maximising electoral appeal. By 1894 the Victorian labour movement was in too desperate a condition to sustain much in the way of an autonomous campaign. During its brief and inglorious life, the ULLP received scant assistance from a gravely weakened union movement.37 Moreover, no sooner had the ULLP been formed, than the Patterson ministry lost a no confidence motion put by new Liberal leader, George Turner. The parliamentary defeat of Patterson caught the ULLP woefully underprepared; its branch organisation was negligible and it had little time to organise candidates. Accordingly, it made all the more sense to sink any differences with the Liberal Party.38 The leadership of the Liberal and Labor parties struck a pact, granting what amounted to electoral immunity to each other’s candidates.39 The Boomerang, an ill-fated successor to Commonweal that died after just eight issues when the cashier absconded with the paper’s funds40, explained:

				At the forthcoming elections the Labor and Liberal parties do not intend to repeat the mistake of previous years by splitting the votes and allowing the Tory candidate to slip in with an actual minority. The Labor Party is sending no candidates for a number of constituencies at which it was represented last election, but will, instead, support the Liberal men standing for them expecting the Liberal vote to be cast for the Labor man where the positions are reversed.41

				In practice, this saw the ULLP issue a list of eighteen endorsed candidates a week before the September election, which included ‘indubitably non-Labor Liberals’ such as Berry and Deakin.42 With neither the wherewithal nor will for true autonomy, the ULLP had conscripted Liberal candidates. Meanwhile, the Protectionist Association of Victoria, which subsumed the LFPL to be the principal Liberal extra parliamentary organisation during the election campaign, reciprocated by endorsing all but one of the eighteen ULLP candidates, among them the readily identified Trades Hall grouping of Trenwith, Bromley, Hancock, Prendergast, Winter and George Sangster, as well as Maloney.43 In this light, the Age had even better cause than in 1892 to describe Labor as joined to the Liberal family: ‘They are simply Liberals with a special as well as a general mission’.44
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