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Note on Conversion

This book employs contemporary units of measurement. Equivalent measures and conversion to metric units are given below.



	 

	Currency

	 




	12d (12 pence) =

	1/-, 1s (1 shilling)

	 




	20s (20 shillings) =

	£1 (1 pound) = $2

	 




	21s =

	1 guinea

	 




	 

	Weight 

	 




	1 pound =

	.453 kilograms

	 




	14 pounds =

	1 stone

	 




	8 stone =

	1 hundredweight

	 




	20 hundredweight =

	1 ton =

	1.02 tonnes




	 

	Length 

	 




	 

	1 inch =

	25.4 millimetres




	12 inches =

	1 foot

	 




	3 feet =

	1 yard

	 




	22 yards =

	1 chain

	 




	10 chains =

	1 furlong

	 




	8 furlongs =

	1 mile =

	1.61 kilometres




	 

	Area 

	 




	4840 square yards =

	1 acre =

	0.405 hectares




	640 acres =

	1 square mile

	 




	 

	Capacity 

	 




	1 pint =

	0.586 litres

	 




	8 pints =

	1 gallon

	 




	8 gallons =

	1 bushel
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Introduction to the Second Edition

 

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, as the seventieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War approaches, the experiences of those Australians who lived in wartime Melbourne appear to unfold in a world that is increasingly distant. The extraordinary rate of economic, political and demographic change in Australia across the intervening decades has comprehensively and irrevocably transformed the physical environs of the city of Melbourne and the social practices and values of its inhabitants—far more so than in the mid 1980s, when I commenced the research for this book. With the passage of time, there has been a steady decline in the number of men and women in Australia who possess firsthand knowledge of wartime; First World War veterans have disappeared from Anzac Day parades, and the ranks of Second World War veterans are noticeably thinning.

Yet over the past two decades, public recognition of Australia’s role in international wars has undergone a striking resurgence. Attendance numbers at Anzac Day dawn services and parades across the nation have grown since the 1970s, significantly during the 1990s, and continue to grow every year. This increase can be partly explained by the gradual inclusion of groups once barred from participation, such as former members of the Women’s Land Army who only began marching on Anzac Day in Melbourne in 1987. But what has been most noticeable in this swelling popular involvement on Anzac Day has been the increasing presence of younger Australians, often wearing the military medals of parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and other relatives. They are there not just as spectators, but also to play an active role in commemorative ceremonies. This phenomenon has an overseas dimension. Australian war tourism to the ‘sacred sites’ of Gallipoli, the battlefields of the Western Front, and more recently to Kokoda, has also increased substantially over the past decade, prompting academic debate about ‘sentimental nationalism’ and the meanings of these pilgrimages for younger Australians far removed from any direct experience of war.1

The Australian mythology of nation-building has long been associated with the trauma of the First World War and the emergence of the ‘Anzac spirit’; the centenary of the Gallipoli landing in 2015 promises to be a major national commemoration. The legend of Anzac has, across time, exemplified the militaristic masculinity so central to expressions of Australian national identity, from the writings of the official First World War historian C. E. W. Bean to the recent elevation by the former federal government of John Howard of ‘Anzac values’ such as mateship. In contrast, Howard’s predecessor Paul Keating sought to actively re-position the Second World War within the public historical sphere. For Keating, a modern and independent Australia was consolidated at Kokoda, and through the military campaigns waged in the Pacific.2

In the early 1990s, the time was ripe for Keating’s reassessment of the Second World War within the political imperatives of the contemporary moment, including republicanism, an openness to the Asia-Pacific region and generational change in leadership. Around the world, commemorations of the Second World War were held between 1990 and 1995, in countries such as the Soviet Union, France, Germany, Britain, and the United States. In Australia, the Keating government launched, under the leadership of the then Minister for Veterans Affairs, Con Sciacca, the ‘Australia Remembers 1945–1995’ program to ‘commemorate and celebrate’ the end of the war in Europe and then the Pacific. Liz Reed’s impressive analysis of this extensive national celebration has shown that it was distinctive from the public memorializations in the US and Britain, but shared some similarities with events in the former British settler societies of New Zealand and Canada.3

‘Australia Remembers’, with bipartisan support and an overall budget of $12 million, consisted of a year-long schedule of state and national activities, promotional strategies including radio and television segments, education kits for all Australian schools, restoration of war memorials throughout the country, and small ‘seeding funds’ to encourage every electorate to acknowledge the impact of the Second World War on their communities. ‘Representative’ Australians were selected to attend, along with politicians and the media, three major ‘pilgrimages’ to sites of wartime significance: to Britain to mark the end of the war in Europe, and to Borneo and New Guinea where much of the fighting by Australian service personnel had occurred. While ‘Australia Remembers’ focussed its attention on Australia’s military activity during the Second World War, particularly in the Pacific theatre, and incorporated the ‘legendary Anzac spirit’ into forms of public commemoration, it also sought to portray the nation’s wartime effort as encompassing all sectors of society. The official logo portrayed the welcome home of a serviceman by his family, visually signalling the relationship between the military and the home fronts. There was a ceremony to honour the wartime role of women at Parliament House in Canberra, and attempts to ensure that the contributions of Indigenous Australians to the war effort were recognized.4

The organizers of ‘Australia Remembers’ offered a narrative to a younger generation of Australians that fused individual memories of the war with a collective understanding—or social memory—of these past events. While the reach of the program was broad and acknowledged older Australians and veterans, it targeted the ‘lost generation’ of Australians aged between eighteen and thirty years, as well as those still at school, as a receptive audience for the perpetuation of the memory of the war. Reed has evaluated ‘Australia Remembers’ as serving to ‘manufacture an end-of-century nostalgia for a past whose memory was under construction’.5 The renewed importance of the Pacific war to the historical record since the Keating years illuminates how the emphasis in public memories of war can change over time. According to historian Ken Inglis, in the decade spanning 1995 to 2005, more new war memorials were built in Australia than at any time since the 1920s, a great many to commemorate those who served in the Pacific war.6

In the context of this resurging interest in war, the readership for military history remains strong. Despite calls from historians for a more integrative approach to the history of war which bring together multiple perspectives across the fighting and home fronts, the historiography of the Second World War continues to focus on military strategy and operations, and to valorize the soldier and his experiences, including increasingly that of prisoners of war.7

Nonetheless, there have been some important advances in the social history of the war since the publication of On the Home Front almost two decades ago. The original research for the book drew upon government and private archives, newspapers and other wartime documents and reports, but also upon the oral histories of men and women who had lived in Melbourne during wartime. My engagement with oral history—and I interviewed Melburnians about ‘their’ war over a period of some years— led me to later conceptualize and write about the relationships between memory and history, and the complex meanings inherent in recollections of historical events. This was not merely in terms of the subjectivities of my interviewees, and how the past had shaped their life stories and sense of self, but also in relation to how individual memories may engage with, reflect and influence, the collective and public consciousness of the past.8 Indeed, scholarship in memory studies and social history have expanded our understandings of the institutional, political and personal legacies of wartime, what Stephen Garton has neatly called ‘the costs of war’. Historians such as Joy Damousi have now traced individual and national expressions of grief and loss to document the emotional dimensions of these histories, and to investigate how Australian parents, spouses and children have lived with the pain of separation and bereavement in the aftermath of wartime.9

There has been, especially during the 1990s, the publication of new histories that have explored how the Second World War, as a national event, affected all Australian citizens, not only those men and women who served in the military forces. Some of these studies have been national in coverage, while others have focussed on how the pressures of war elicited governmental and civilian responses within particular states, notably Queensland and Western Australia; and there have also been a plethora of local histories documenting the impact of war in smaller regional towns and communities.10 Other scholarly work has also been important in building up a more detailed historical knowledge of wartime. This includes, for instance, investigations of government campaigns to boost morale and Australian responses to anti-Japanese propaganda.11 Close analysis of the faltering attempts of Australian journalists to find an appropriate language to convey to the Australian public the extent and the ethical implications of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki has contributed to a more complex understanding of Australian attitudes to Asia more generally.12 In a very different sphere, recent architectural history has concluded that wartime innovations in building were to have a distinctive influence on postwar modernist design and construction.13

More specifically, recent academic interest in the impact of the Second World War on Australian society has been concentrated in two areas, taking up themes and arguments raised in On the Home Front. The first is in the field of migration history where—particularly in the contemporary context of the detention of asylum seekers in Australia under the Howard government—there has been a re-examination of the wartime policies relating to the internment of ‘enemy aliens’ in Australia.14 Important new historical work by scholars such as Christina Twomey has also extended the study of wartime internment to look at those Australian civilians imprisoned by the Japanese in Asia.15

The second concentration of historical inquiry has built upon earlier work that asserted that the Second World War was a watershed in the history of economic and social mobilisation of women, and has positioned the war as pivotal within histories of sexuality and gender in Australia. In an influential article on the ‘meaning of World War II’, for instance, Marilyn Lake argued that unique opportunities posed by war, in combination with a rising consumer culture, contributed to a modern, highly visible and sexualized femininity.16 More recently, historian Lisa Featherstone has claimed that wartime discourses about motherhood and sexuality were intertwined, and in the postwar period women were ultimately seen in terms of their reproductive, rather than their sexual, capacities.17

There remains, of course, considerable scope for historical reassessment of how the Second World War influenced in immediate and more lasting ways Australia’s economy, politics, foreign policy and culture throughout the twentieth century. The comprehensive program of postwar reconstruction that was to shape all aspects of Australia’s development in the succeeding decades requires further historical analysis. So too does the longer-term impact of the industrial expansion and the provision of public housing for war workers on the urban geography of cities such as Melbourne, and how this Australian situation has parallels with that of the west coast cities in the US.18 A transnational approach to the social and cultural history of the Second World War would highlight new perspectives on the distinctiveness (or not) of Australian experiences.

In the new millennium, within Australian historical consciousness, in common with that in the West, there remains what American scholar Mariana Torgovnik has called the ‘the war complex’ in relation to the public memory of the Second World War. She defines this as ‘an unresolved and perhaps unresolvable attitude’ towards the massive human destruction caused by the modernizing technologies of war.19 In Australia, the social and political divisions experienced during in the Vietnam war, the shock of the terrorist attack on Australians in Bali in 2002, and the ongoing tensions about Australian troops in Iraq have also served to re-situate the Second World War in public memory: perhaps as the last ‘good’ war, where the moral certainties of the Allied forces were undisputed, but most certainly as a time when the Australian people were united in support of the national war effort. As On the Home Front argues, the history of the civilian experience in Melbourne, as in Australia, during the Second World War is far more complicated, extraordinary and uplifting than this nostalgic view of the past may suggest.



On the Home Front

 

 

The time of war began as sometimes a storm begins, with nervous little gusts and flurries of excitement rising and dying away, veering this way and that, dropping altogether into waiting gaps of brief calm; and indeed, the very air in that opening fortnight of September seemed charged with something of the electrical apprehension that forebodes the tempest: and then all would fall still again, as it often does, deceptively, in advent of the fiercest hurricane, and the storm was still there pushed away behind the wings, waiting. And of course it was spring, and the wattle yellow along the Yarra, and the air charged with restlessness anyway. 1

Australia’s entry into the Second World War shattered the spring of 1939. On 3 September Prime Minister Robert Menzies announced on national radio that Australia had joined Great Britain in declaring war on Germany.2 This news was greeted with little of the imperialist flag-waving of 1914, for in the First World War 330 000 Australians had served on distant fronts, with a staggering 60 000 casualties.

Memories of the Great War were still fresh in the minds of Australians, and even those too young to have had first-hand knowledge were conscious of the human cost of battle. Every family had experienced the personal loss of fathers, brothers, husbands, relatives and friends. Faded photographs of young men in the uniform of the First Australian Imperial Force (AIF) bore silent testimony from mantelpieces in suburban homes, copies of The Anzac Book, picture postcards from France, medals, gas-masks and other wartime souvenirs were either proudly displayed or stored at the back of wardrobes. The First World War lived on in songs, Anzac Day parades, the wards of repatriation hospitals, and public begging by maimed survivors wearing signs with messages like ‘Gassed’ or ‘Gallipoli’.

Experiences of the war of 1914–18 shaped differing responses in 1939. One Melbourne woman recalls weeping all night, convinced that her young husband would ‘come home either dead or as an alcoholic, because my memories as a child of the First World War soldiers were that they either suffered from alcoholism or that they had disappeared...’3 A number of young men rushed to enlist, eager to carry on the famed Anzac tradition of their fathers, as women unearthed old knitting patterns for balaclavas. There was, however, a general sense of foreboding among civilians. Despite Australia’s geographical isolation, recent technological advances gave warning that this new war would feature bombardment from the sky.

More recent memories of the economic distress, poverty and unemployment of the 1930s Depression also fashioned the reaction to war. Australian society was recovering slowly and painfully, and with male unemployment still at around 10 per cent, it was feared that the war would cause job losses. The Depression had taught those who had suffered to value security above all else, and war heralded further uncertainty. Indeed, a proportion of early enlistments in the 6th Division of the Second AIF were ‘economic conscripts’, motivated by the guarantee of steady employment and wages.

Melbourne, on the eve of war, was a bustling yet cautious metropolis located on the banks of the Yarra River. It was Australia’s second largest city, the centre of national finance and the state capital of Victoria. The metropolitan area sprawled over almost 126 000 square acres (105 square kilometres), and housed a population of more than one million. In the central business district, grand and imposing public buildings were reminders of the prosperous gold town of the preceding century. Electric trams (the last cable trams were replaced in 1941) rumbled along most of the major streets. Daily, thousands of Melburnians passed through the gaping entrance of Flinders Street Railway Station, under the famous row of clocks displaying train schedules. The city was filled with orderly activity, as people rushed along footpaths painted with ‘Keep to the Left’ signs, in and out of offices, clasping parcels as they shopped in the retail area of Bourke Street or the city’s busy markets. In the evening, crowds relaxed in cinemas and theatres, or participated in the ‘six o’clock swill’ at Melbourne’s numerous hotels.

From the rectangular grid of the city’s commercial heart, suburbs radiated west, north, east and south-east. The suburbs, while not individually homogeneous, fell into broad socio-economic divisions. Lower income earners lived amid medium-scale industry in the older inner municipalities of Melbourne, Port Melbourne, South Melbourne, Richmond, Collingwood and Fitzroy and sections of Prahran and St Kilda. Here, in what was described as a ‘maze of close-packed tiny rooftops’ beneath ‘a haze of factory smoke’, population densities were high.4 Housing conditions were frequently poor, as residents occupied a congestion of nineteenth-century workers’ cottages or larger Victorian terraces, many converted to boarding-houses.

The northern areas of the city were composed of mixed residential and light to medium industrial regions, with the largest populations located in Brunswick and Northcote. Heavy industry was concentrated west of the Maribyrnong River, a tributary of the Yarra, in Footscray, following the relocation of noxious trades there in the 1870s and the establishment of Commonwealth munitions factories during the First World War. Workers occupied small, wooden, detached houses nearby.

The majority of Melburnians lived east of the Yarra River, in suburbs fringed by the orchards and market gardens of Doncaster, Templestowe, Blackburn and Mitcham, and straggling down the south-eastern coast of Port Phillip Bay. There had been swift development of areas such as Camberwell and Caulfield in the 1920s. In this flat, comfortable stretch of suburbia, streets were lined with gardened bungalows and villas, children played cricket and hopscotch after school, and local railway stations provided links with the rest of the city.

The urban landscape of Melbourne bore physical reminders of the upheaval of the First World War and 1930s Depression. In the 1920s every municipality had erected monuments to honour those slain in the Dardanelles or on the muddied flats of Flanders. During the Depression years unemployed men on sustenance payments toiled on government projects, including the Yarra Boulevard and the surrounds of the monumental Shrine of Remembrance in St Kilda Road. Many of the unemployed, who included First World War veterans, were issued with disused army greatcoats, the khaki wool dyed a sombre black.

In 1939 signs of war became increasingly visible in the city, despite Prime Minister Menzies’ urging to proceed with ‘business as usual’. By October recruitment offices were open, and in January 1940 Victoria’s AI F battalions marched through Melbourne to the ‘unrestrained enthusiasm’ of the largest crowds ever assembled in the city. Well-wishers broke through the barriers to mingle with soldiers and resurrected ‘Wish Me Luck as You Wave Me Goodbye’, ‘Tipperary’ and other First World War songs.5 As in 1915, the troopships sailed away to the Middle East.

While Australian soldiers battled in the offensive against German and Italian forces in North Africa and the 6th Division AIF participated in the Greek campaign of 1941, for those on the home front the war was physically and psychologically remote. Despite government calls for an ‘All-In’ war effort, civilian life in Melbourne continued with only minor government interference. This is not to suggest lack of interest, for every evening families would gather around the ‘wireless’ listening to the latest war news, often with commentaries from the B BC. The ties with Empire were still strong; recruitment figures fluctuated in direct correlation with the military fortunes of Britain.

On 7 December 1941 the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, and the Allied defence forces in the Pacific faced a period of crisis. By early 1942 the Japanese were moving relentlessly through South-East Asia, capturing the ‘impregnable’ fortress of Singapore and the entire 8th Division AI F. The Australian mainland was under immediate threat of invasion. On 19 February Darwin was bombed, 243 people were killed, and civilian morale plunged to an unprecedented low.

The war was no longer ‘over there’ but ‘here’. Accordingly, the appearance of Melbourne was transformed. The dimmed lighting of the brownout was enforced, air-raid drills were commonplace, and men and women rushed to join the services. By April 1942 30 000 American service personnel arrived in Melbourne under the leadership of General Douglas MacArthur. The city hummed with the sensations of war, as a visitor from Canberra commented:

 

Melbourne is full of soldiers, most of them American, it is full of men in uniforms, military cars and lorries painted khaki, or painted in several colours, are all over the place. Shop windows are covered up, or have fine wire netting over them, or have a trellis work of cotton strips. Crowds of people swarm in the main streets, trams are full to overflowing...6

Sandbags in the streets, air-raid trenches, ration coupons, advertisements for war loans, buildings requisitioned for military use, tearful farewells on railway platforms, crowded trams and trains, the brownout, and, always, men and women in uniform—these symbols of wartime dominated the life of the city.

In Melbourne, as elsewhere in the nation, the population was subject to comprehensive and stringent government authority. The new Australian Labor Party (ALP) government of John Curtin, who had been Prime Minister since October 1941, had the task of leading the nation through the greatest crisis in its history. Rationing was introduced and the Manpower Directorate intensified its control of national labour. Manufacturing, taxation, employment, consumerism, censorship, housing, travel and leisure were controlled under National Security Regulations. Private behaviour became subject to government instructions directing appropriate, and therefore patriotic, wartime conduct. Posters and radio broadcasts constantly urged citizens not to gossip, to invest in war bonds, to be content with old clothes and rationed foodstuffs, and to ‘do their bit’ for the war. All civilians, willingly or otherwise, were involved to some degree in the war effort.

This does not mean that the nation was totally united. Despite the upsurge of patriotic nationalism and the entreaties of both the Menzies and Curtin governments that the population ‘pull together’, opinion had been divided over whether Australia should support Britain in another imperialist conflict overseas. When the military arena was transferred to the Pacific this controversy was resolved, for overwhelmingly Australians were prepared to mobilize in defence of their homeland, although with some lingering resistance to government directives.

Throughout 1942 Australian forces battled in the Pacific under the supreme command of US General MacArthur. Following the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway Island and, in August, the repulsion of the Japanese from Milne Bay in New Guinea, the Allied position gradually improved. From 1943 until the Japanese surrender on 15 August 1945, the Second AIF, supplemented by militia conscripts of the Citizen Military Force (CM F), were engaged in ‘mop-up’ operations in New Guinea, Bougainville, New Britain and Borneo. In Melbourne, civil defence measures were eased, as the demobilization of service personnel commenced. Signs of war, such as the brownout and the shortages of goods and services, were still apparent everywhere, although by this stage Melburnians were becoming increasingly concerned with the social changes and the reconstruction that could be realized in peacetime.

War and Memory

In the course of research for this book, during the 1980s I interviewed more than 100 people, mainly women, about their memories of Melbourne during the war. I was particularly interested in the feminine experience on the home front because the war had often dramatically altered the occupational and social status of women, even if only briefly and marginally. As well, women were more likely than men to be living in Melbourne for the entire six years of war. Many of the women whom I interviewed volunteered their memories in response to media promotion of my research project, while others I knew personally or had located to discuss a specific topic. The majority of those interviewed were young adults during the war, and their memories of that youthful time remained very important; indeed, many recalled their wartime experiences through narratives of romance and adventure, often with key moments that were to define the trajectory of their subsequent life stories.7

In the interviews, a sense of collective consciousness clearly emerged. The term ‘we’ that was used frequently referred either to the immediate families of the people I was interviewing, or to their perceptions of wider Australian society, and was often used for both. The interviewees saw their individual experiences (which were often extraordinary) as neither isolated nor unusual. Yet the actual experience of war, whether on the military or home front, separates those who participated from all those who follow by the simple construction of this sense of ‘we’—the war genera-tion.8 In addition, many memories of the war have become modified over time to a succession of metaphors in the wider context of personal experiences that occurred ‘after the war’ in the lives of these people. And in a broader national sense, the Second World War has become a key watershed in the twentieth century, a defining experience that was to shape a modern postwar Australia.

The interviews with women about the home front also highlighted the differences between such private memories and the public understandings of the war that are to be found in official histories, government speeches or inscribed upon monuments. Instead of commemorating the heroic sacrifices of the nation, the women’s reminiscences concentrated on the impact of the war on employment, housing, family relations and other domestic matters. While the public imperatives of national wartime efficiency and goals dominated a more official view of civilian experiences, the women who were interviewed provided a different perspective of the home front. The emphasis on family life indicated that women were pursuing their own personal domestic interests with some degree of disengagement from the national demands imposed by war. Moreover, because these women were children, teenagers or young adults at the time, their autobiographical narratives were imbued with youthful excitement, glamour, romance, and sexual awakening against the backdrop of a city in the throes of dislocation, transition and social confusion. The themes of the chapters in this book were drawn directly from the central topics that figured in the interviews.

The gap between the private memories of the people I interviewed and the public memory of the major historical event that is the Second World War is by no means clear cut. The memories of people who experienced the war were influenced by the dominant representations of the war created, perpetuated and marketed through sources accessible to the public: war memorials, museum displays, magazine articles, television documentaries and television dramas and serials.9 Commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the outbreak of the Second World War in 1989, and of its ending in 1995, served to intensify media coverage of Second World War experiences—a trend that has continued into the twenty-first century.

Public representations of the experience of war often mythologize the past. A popular understanding of the home front experience for Australians today may be reduced to little more than a series of general representations which isolate the war period by securing it firmly in a past that appears to have no connection with modern Australian society. Such wartime myths stress the cooperative spirit of Australians during the Second World War, and the levelling of society as all endured equally the hardships of rationing combined with the psychological fear of Japanese invasion. Historical knowledges of wartime often overemphasize the sudden and peculiarly wartime exploitation of all women in munitions and other war industries and the seduction of the Australian female population by Americans bearing orchids and silk stockings. Of course, these myths of the past have some basis in reality, although they gloss over the divisions and conflicts within society. However, their prime importance is that they may determine and select those experiences which become dominant in the popular memory of the war. By examining the social issues that were important for people living in Melbourne during the war, and for people remembering their own wartime experiences, this book challenges and assesses some of the myths that influence popular historical consciousness of the war today.

Chapter 1 describes the wartime city, and discusses civil defence organizations and the effects of rationing and other restrictions. The concepts of social unity, common purpose and equality of sacrifice for all were at the basis of government wartime propaganda directed at civilians. General acceptance of these concepts was necessary for the population to contribute personally to an ‘All-In’ effort towards Allied victory. Thousands of Melburnians participated in civil defence organizations, and the brownout altered the physical and social environment of the city. People remember the excitement of their own voluntary contributions to civil defence, as well as their experiences in coping with the rationing of foodstuffs and clothing. Although ‘sacrifice’, ‘equality’ and ‘collectivism’ are central words in these reminiscences, not all civilians followed government regulations blindly. Responses to wartime conditions were tempered by such variables as class, gender or age. Many Melburnians obeyed government directives without question or complaint, while others were more selective—for example, occasionally purchasing goods on the black market—and a few profited from the events of war. Some civilians, such as Italian and German nationals, Aborigines, conscientious objectors or members of the Communist Party of Australia, had very different experiences because they belonged to minority groups or held opinions that were deemed dangerous and unpatriotic.

Melbourne was to have a specialized wartime role, at least in the early stages of the war, as the national centre of the munitions industry. Both the limitations of wartime employment and the widening of occupational opportunity were important issues for those who remember Melbourne during these years. There was a huge reversal in the labour market from the 1930s, and by 1942 the demand for workers far exceeded the supply. Most of the interviewees were working for the first time in this period, or were moving into new areas of employment that would have been inaccessible before the war, or were returning to their prewar occupations after a break from paid labour. Although the participation of women in the paid workforce increased during the war, both numerically and in the types of tasks that women were performing, such changes were relatively small. The interviewees remembered the change, the movement, and the excitement of wartime employment but also acknowledged the long working hours and heavy-handed government control. Chapter 2 examines the role of the Manpower Directorate in the mobilization of male and female workers, the involvement of women in the workforce, wartime working conditions and subsequent trade union action and the employment experiences of minority communities in Melbourne.

Chapter 3 is concerned with housing. The growth in the population of the city combined with the rationalization of the building industry resulted in a drastic shortage of accommodation at a time when many workers came to Melbourne to take advantage of wartime employment opportunities. In the 1940s, adequate housing was a serious national problem. Melbourne was the most severely affected urban centre. The city already lacked 25 000 homes in 1939, and by 1945 the situation had reached emergency proportions. Because the accommodation shortage delayed the development of independent households, particularly for young married couples, housing was an important theme for the women who were interviewed. Many remembered the war years as frustrating and difficult in contrast to the late 1940s and 1950s when most of these women, usually married and with young children, were able to purchase their own home. As peace approached, the building of new dwellings became equated with rebuilding family life. The federal and Victorian governments were forced to respond to the demands of the population by assuming the responsibility for large-scale housing schemes for low-income families. By the end of the war, there was a definite shift in public expectations concerning housing. It became a widely accepted view that all families had the right to their own home, that it was a government obligation to provide public housing, and that improved and available housing designs, domestic technology and consumer goods were imperative to improve the quality of home and family life.

Memories of life in Melbourne during the Second World War focus on the family, or, in some cases, the fragmentation of the family. Many of those recalling their youth were in a period of transition between the original family grouping of parents, and a new family grouping with a husband. Others were living for the first time away from other family members in rooming houses, hostels and in services accommodation. Interestingly, although male family members or friends were often absent for long periods during the war, they featured as main characters in the memory-narratives of most women. The anxiety caused by the absence of brothers, fathers and lovers serving in the military forces was considerable.

The wartime family was confronted with upheaval and temporary transition. In this regard, the Melbourne University Prest Social Survey (MUPSS), which examined the occupants of almost 8000 Melbourne homes between 1941 and 1943, has been an invaluable research source. An exhaustive social enquiry, the survey provides the only household data for Australia between the 1933 and 1947 censuses, and in far greater detail than the censuses themselves. The Prest Survey aimed to measure the relationship of the war to employment, wages and family structure, as well as compiling information on housing and domestic facilities. While these findings have a special Melbourne flavour, they are also indicative of living conditions in other urban centres in Australia during the war, and indeed during the late 1930s and late 1940s.

Chapter 4 discusses the changes to family structures as a result of wartime conditions. As greater numbers of women, some married and with children, joined the paid workforce, the sexual division of labour both within and outside the home was challenged. While many women chose to undertake war work, they were provided with few concessions in the form of government childcare facilities or the creation of part-time positions. The issue of whether women should work in the paid workforce, and the effects such work would have on their role as wives and mothers, came under particular scrutiny from the government, the clergy and the health and social work professions. Working mothers, it was argued, were to neglect their children, and were thus held responsible for a perceived increase in criminal behaviour among adolescents. The collapse of the traditional family unit was perceived as one symptom of the social breakdown occurring on the home front.

For people who were teenagers or young adults at the time of the war, ‘going out’ was a memorable step in their development of social and sexual maturity. Leisure time was primarily spent with the family in the home, and so going out to dances or the cinema was invested with a definite sense of occasion. The relatively higher wages of the war, and the increase in spending power combined with the disappearance of luxury commodities, meant that a greater portion of income could be set aside for recreation. People remembering the war years also recall the time when they attended their first social functions and began a social life that was not confined to the family circle.

The definition of appropriate and patriotic entertainment during war was to become a major preoccupation on the home front. The federal government, Melbourne’s conservative state parliament (led by Country Party Premier Albert Dunstan), the city’s vocal nonconformist clergy, and the Catholic Church and its influential faction in the ALP, were all, to varying degrees, concerned with the moral implications of wartime entertainment. Chapter 5 examines how Melburnians occupied their leisure hours, and the effect of the war on their recreational options. The ‘wowserism’ that emerged in the city during the crisis of 1942 emphasized issues of morality, and led to attempts by the government and other social agencies to control gambling and alcohol consumption, and to foster the observance of the Christian Sabbath.

This extreme and particular interest in morality was also directed towards controlling the sexual behaviour of the city’s young women. Romance and sexuality were a major theme in the interviews undertaken for this book. While many women believed that sexual practices changed little during the war, others looked back upon their youth as a time where social and parental conventions were cast aside. In the climate of moral alarm, women were perceived as promiscuous by the government, the clergy and the military authorities. Prostitution increased as thousands of Australian and US servicemen were stationed in Melbourne, and the incidence of sexually transmitted disease among the forces increased. In the eyes of military officials and the government, civilian women were to blame for the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. New legislation permitted the forced detention and treatment of women who had contracted, or were suspected of contracting, venereal infections. Another wartime issue linked to sexuality was the birthrate. The government stressed that a reversal of the declining birthrate was necessary for future defence purposes, and passed National Security Regulations limiting the sale of contraceptives. In this context, women were acting against the national interest by using contraception, or resorting to abortion, in order to limit the size of their families. Chapter 6 is concerned with the connections between issues of sexuality and patriotism in wartime.

In 1942 the headquarters of the Australian and US military forces were located in Melbourne, and so the city was subject to close contact between the home and military fronts for the first time in Australia’s history. The first large-scale exposure of US service personnel to Australian civilians took place in Melbourne, influencing the way that the authorities in Brisbane and other urban centres handled later American ‘invasions’. Many people then living in the city remember the Americans as military saviours, as friends, as lovers, or simply as a strange foreign army. The sensational Leonski murders in May 1942 and some subsequent souring of US–Australian relations are central elements in the interviewees’ memories of the war. The impact of the US forces on Melbourne society, and the long- and short-term effects of the American ‘invasion’ are examined in Chapter 7.

For Australia, the Second World War was of great social and economic significance, and the experiences during these years were unlike any others. But it is important that the war is not seen as merely a discrete period in Australian history, flanked neatly by the Depression and the postwar period. The roots of the social expectations vocalized during the war can be traced to the 1920s and the Depression. Conversely, government policies and social attitudes in the postwar period of reconstruction stem directly from war and Depression experiences, as is apparent in the introduction of and reaction to the extension of national welfare services or the huge postwar migration scheme. Recognition of the historical relationship between events of the 1930s, 1940s and the early 1950s is necessary in order to view the wartime expressions of social change in a balanced perspective.

However, despite the continuity of many social conditions during the Depression, the war and the immediate postwar years, there can be no doubt that something unique occurred in Australian society between 1939 and 1945. The nation was under direct enemy threat, and the government was forced to reconsider and reshape its economic and defence policies. Civilians experienced enormous changes that were the direct outcome of war regulations and official objectives and of the moral conservatism accompanying these social transitions. As well, many of the problems inherited from the Depression years, including inadequate housing, were exacerbated by the war. In this climate, particularly after 1942, the Curtin government promoted the establishment of a ‘new order’ society in the postwar world. This was not only necessary to maintain flagging morale, but also an official acknowledgement that widespread social change could actually be realized.

For a brief and tantalizing moment, it appeared to many people that some of the changes arising in response to specific wartime necessities, such as federal financial aid for childcare services or the increased status of women’s paid employment, could continue into peacetime. However, by 1945 the government had made it clear that many of these policies were a temporary aberration. The ideologies and strategies for the new postwar society only reemphasized the need to eliminate the social ills that were perceived to exist prior to 1939, and to strengthen the traditional institution of the family. This was evident in the emphasis placed by postwar planners on the achievement of full male employment and the provision of social welfare, rather than an attempt to address the more immediate social and economic issues such as equal pay for women that had arisen during the war. The social ideologies of the ‘new order’ society were often only extensions of old, prewar social values. But the circumstances of the urban home front experience in Melbourne during the Second World War are significant because they hastened the formation and implementation of official policies that promised social relief, and created a general expectation that it was the responsibility of the government to provide such assistance in peacetime.
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 The City in War

 

For all Australians, 1942 was a momentous year. The course of the war had changed with the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, and the advance of Japanese forces through South-East Asia. By February 1942 civilian morale had plummeted as Singapore fell to the Japanese. Days later, Darwin was bombed, signalling the immediacy of the danger of enemy invasion. The military forces expanded swiftly, and by April thousands of American troops had landed in Australia under the control of General Douglas MacArthur. On the home front, comprehensive government controls altered all areas of civilian life. Demand for labour was intensive, and rationing was introduced. The people of Melbourne were experiencing enormous social transition in an atmosphere of fear when the city celebrated its centenary in August, still one month before the Australian forces mounted a counteroffensive against the Japanese in New Guinea. Centenary greetings were received from other Commonwealth nations, and King George V sent a courtesy message:

 

Days of hardship and peril must now retard the steady development which years of peace and prosperity have made possible. The people of Melbourne, will, I know, face these days with characteristic staunchness and when they are past, continue with renewed zeal along the path of enlightened progress.

The Lord Mayor, Cr Frank Beaurepaire, responded with enthusiasm: ‘The people of Melbourne have shown unmistakeably that they are prepared to support the Government and to accept any sacrifice to further the nation’s war effort.’1 While such a sentiment fitted the proud patriotism of the occasion, in the years of ‘hardship and peril’ not all civilians accepted extensive government controls without some form of resistance. Wartime directives were enforced by censorship, propaganda, and coercion that was justified by a patriotism implying social unity and conformity. However, when the Australian mainland was threatened during the crisis of 1942, thousands of Melburnians were eager to assist the war effort by devoting their spare time to civil defence activities.

Civil Defence

Civil defence work in Victoria was completely voluntary. At the height of the 1942 crisis, 2500 men and 200 women were accepted as auxiliary police officers and 60 000 people carried out Air Raid Precautions (ARP) duties. These figures ignore less official contributions. Looping of camouflage nets, first-aid classes and lessons in fire fighting were conducted at schools, in offices and among women’s groups. The Metropolitan Fire Brigade trained ARP personnel, and the examinations and awarding of ranks gave the sector organizations a paramilitary nature. Positions such as that of ‘group leader’ were retained for six months and competitions were organized between sectors, stimulating morale and enthusiasm. The formal structure of civil defence operations was particularly attractive to those in reserved occupations, or those who were too old or otherwise ineligible to join the armed forces.

Even before war was declared the role of civil defence authorities, especially that of air raid wardens, was officially recognized. In April 1939 Prime Minister Menzies warned the state premiers that seventy tons of bombs could be dropped within twenty-four hours in an attack, and high explosive and incendiary bombs soon replaced gas as the greatest threat. In Victoria, Melbourne and Geelong were listed as vulnerable areas, and the electric power station at Yallourn in Gippsland was included by 1941.2 With its centralized munitions and aircraft industries and extensive port facilities, Melbourne was an obvious target. Anti-aircraft guns were installed at the western industrial hub of Maribyrnong to protect nearby armament factories. British civil defence training schemes were adopted, and after the bombing of London and Coventry in 1940 newsreels of the blitz brought to life the conditions back ‘home’. British ARP publications were widely circulated, and Australian public expectations of aerial attacks were derived from their understanding of experiences in Europe. Even during the war in the Pacific, specific Australian conditions were usually ignored. Although military advisers acknowledged that it was likely that a raid on Melbourne would occur in the afternoon to allow enemy aircraft carriers to withdraw under the cover of darkness, the control of lighting was given top national priority simply because German raids on Britain occurred at night.

Civil defence was a state responsibility, and in October 1939 Victoria had established the State Emergency Council. In an initial burst of enthusiasm and excitement, ARP wardens commenced training, first-aid classes were offered at town halls and fire-fighting equipment was reviewed. Often men who had served in the First World War directed these activities, and both men and women were particularly keen to join units with a distinctive uniform. On Saturday afternoons patrols could be seen drilling in Melbourne’s parklands, and many young people were eager to experiment with such equipment as outmoded gas-masks. But this early burst of energy soon subsided. For most Melburnians during the ‘phoney war’, as the initial period of the conflict is often termed, the military fighting was ‘far away’ and the actuality of enemy attack seemed remote.

By June 1941 the increasing threat of the Japanese in the Pacific prompted the federal government to establish the Department of Home Security to co-ordinate civil defence on a national scale. Haphazard planning for civil defence in Australia resulted in a situation where all states had different raid warning signals, training programmes and personnel structures. In August the states were allotted financial assistance of up to £500 000 on the basis of a £1 to £1 subsidy, with federal funding accelerating after Japan entered the war. By 1942 an annual Commonwealth grant of £2 000 000 was supplemented in Victoria by state and municipal funds.3

On 8 December 1941, in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor and the Japanese invasion of South-East Asia, the State Emergency Council advised Melburnians to remain calm, and assured them that the city was protected by 15 000 qualified ARP wardens scattered through the inner and the bayside suburbs.4 However, an additional 25 000 voluntary reinforcements were required. The sinking of HMS Prince of Wales and Repulse two days later off the Malaysian coast indicated the relative proximity of the enemy, and precipitated the removal of ‘treasures’ from the National Gallery, Public Library and National Museum to safer locations.5 Civil defence procedures were rapidly consolidated as the State Emergency Council organized the construction of air raid shelters, and introduced first aid, brownout and evacuation programmes.

The State Emergency Council was disbanded in early January 1942 and was replaced by seven committees which had responsibility respectively for personnel and equipment, transport, shelter construction, evacuation, medical supplies, power and fuel supplies, and rural fire fighting. These were supervised by the Premier, Albert Dunstan, who assumed the Civil Defence portfolio. The Commissioner of Police was appointed as Chief Warden for the metropolitan area. A new organizational strategy was adopted: Melbourne was divided into eleven sections, each administered by an area warden, and each equipped with a first-aid post staffed by 120 volunteers, with first-aid mobile units of eight men, eight squads of eight men for bomb decontamination work, and sixteen squads of sixteen men for rescue duties. An extensive communications system was directed from the police headquarters in Russell St, which was linked with sector control centres by more than 3000 telephones. If communication lines were disrupted, boy scouts were on call to deliver urgent messages on bicycles.

Dimmed lighting is one of the most potent symbols of the war years, and was a constant reminder to the population of the possibility of air attack. While lighting restrictions conserved electricity, their main function was protective. Carelessness marred the first brownout simulation in Melbourne in September 1941, as the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation in South Melbourne and other government factories failed to extinguish their lights. The Defence Department reported Melbourne could easily be spotted from the air at a distance of 30 to 40 miles.6 Permanent brownout conditions were introduced in December 1941. In Sydney every second streetlight was turned off, but in Melbourne more stringent regulations plunged the city into total darkness. On 13 December 1941 the Argus announced that the dimmed lighting signified the ‘first real hint of the possibilities of war. Streets usually crowded with Friday night shoppers showed no Neon signs, no brilliant illumination of Christmas goods’. But motorists continued to drive with blazing headlights, Flinders Street Railway Station remained alight, and—to the embarrassment of the services—blinds were not drawn at the Victoria Barracks, RAAF buildings and offices, nor at Southern Command headquarters at the top end of Collins Street. The Harbour Trust was exempt from brownout regulations because safety requirements demanded partial lighting, so 500 employees were trained in ARP duties.7 Blackout curtains were hung throughout the suburbs, as dark material and paper were tacked up, cracks were sealed off and air raid wardens prowled the streets and angrily notified offenders. Melbourne participated in a full-scale national brownout on the night of 11 February 1942, but lights were still visible and the accompanying ARP sirens were not loud enough to be effective.

Civilian life was affected. All shops closed at 6 p.m., cinema hours were staggered, traffic accidents multiplied, and public transport was delayed. The dark made it impossible to read the newspaper on evening trains, and travellers were forced to count stops because the names of stations were removed to disorientate the Japanese army in the event of its invasion. The front windows of tram saloons and connecting windows between the driver’s compartment and the saloon were covered with dark material. The latter isolated drivers from passengers, and was so unpopular that it was rectified by a small peephole; this temporary wartime measure remained in use in Melbourne’s trams for decades. The brownout was relaxed in the Melbourne city area by mid-May 1942, with lighting increased up to 100 watts in parks, reserves and the University of Melbourne grounds, and street lights were re-installed on tram routes. But throughout the suburbs, reduced lighting remained enforced until Allied victory in the Pacific. One Melbourne woman recollects that the ‘most wonderful thing’ after peace had been declared was to drive along St Kilda Road and see the streetlights filtering through the plane trees.8

The Commonwealth bore the cost of large communal bomb shelters, and recommended that open trenches or partly sunken, surface and underground shelters be constructed. The Melbourne City Council was allotted £1650 by the state government to construct trenches in the business district. Public servants could seek refuge in the Treasury and Exhibition Gardens, while shelters for general use were dug in Carlton, and North and West Melbourne. The regulation trench was 4 feet deep, with a width of 2½ feet at the bottom and 3½ feet at the top and an earth embankment of 1 foot high either side. The aggregate length of trenches constructed around the central city was more than 6000 feet and various buildings were selected for public sanctuary.

Suburban councils joined in the digging spree, although individuals were advised not to rely solely on public shelters. Coburg Council even erected a sign near trenches in public reserves reading ‘Not For All, Dig One Yourself!’ For many women and the elderly this proved difficult, although some councils organized labour. Private air raid shelters of diverse forms were constructed throughout the city in an unplanned manner. A completely sunken concrete bunker was built by a family of Jewish refugees in a St Kilda back garden. At Bill and Edie Stott’s Prahran home, an old delivery van was partly buried and converted into a shelter. More commonly, shallow trenches were dug and covered with discarded pieces of corrugated iron.9 Many families, particularly in the inner suburbs where back yards were small, simply huddled under the kitchen table at the blast of the warning siren.

In Victoria, short and long siren blasts signalled ‘Prepare for Raid’, with short blasts for ‘Raid Impending’ and a continuous blast for the ‘All Clear’. Public uncertainty about the meaning of warning signals turned the first daylight practice in Melbourne in March 1942 into a confused exercise. Military trucks ignored the sirens and dashed across intersections, and people milled around the city, unsure where to seek shelter. Two weeks later there was a daylight alert in Melbourne and Geelong, and people crammed into city shelters for twenty minutes following the ‘Raid Impending’ siren. In many suburbs, no-one heard the warnings, and ARP wardens experienced great difficulty in directing the public. In some cases the public were reluctant to be directed: one city warden reported that a woman refused to leave a cafe until she had finished her cup of coffee.10

City stores, offices, factories and schools embraced civil defence procedures, appointing their own wardens and organizing air raid practices. Customers in Myer’s Emporium, for example, were surprised one morning when, under the direction of eighty-five store wardens, all 6000 staff members abandoned their counters during an evacuation drill. Every class at the University of Melbourne began the 1942 academic year with air raid practice. In schools, pupils were instructed to crouch under their desks in the event of an enemy raid.11

Melbourne was a city awaiting attack. Sandbags were piled against shop windows to minimize the expected damage from broken glass and rubble after bombing. Glass was removed from hospital operating theatres and plate-glass windows were covered, bricked up or protected by wire netting or cotton strips. Fire engines were suitably ‘camouflaged’ by painting over brasswork and firemen were issued with khaki-coloured tin hats.12 All parklands near the city, including the lawns surrounding the Shrine of Remembrance, were pitted with trenches, as were the grounds of the University, schools and suburban factories. Pauline Armstrong recalled the city at this time:

 

Many shop windows were boarded up, with small peep-holes in the middle. I would stop to peer at the dismal selection of austerity clothes or goods within. Other windows criss-crossed with wide tape. Melbourne was ready for the Japanese bombers. There were hoods over the street lights which produced the ‘brownout’.13

Government propaganda promoted a ‘total war’ mentality, very necessary for civilian co-operation and acceptance of new and restrictive measures. It was also important to sustain morale by assurances that Australia was prepared in the event of attack. As Melburnians thumbed through the Argus in early 1942, they read a series of daily columns aptly titled ‘What Would You Do?’, ‘Beating the Bombers’, ‘Today’s First Aid Hint’, and ‘Improvise Your ARP Gear’. At lunchtime, ARP films were screened at the Melbourne Town Hall, and organizers could expect 15 000 people to attend these on a busy day. Additional information was supplied by radio talks and the distribution of government publications such as the ARP Review. More than 500 public displays by ARP workers demonstrated the capabilities of civil defence squads, with the largest of these, in November 1942, spanning several municipalities. As a large crowd watched wardens dealt with gas and bombs, a specially equipped ARP train was paraded by the Victorian railways and, in a spectacular finale, ‘a real live bomb’ was safely detonated by an army disposal unit.14

Melburnians expressed their concerns about the possibility of bombings in numerous letters to newspaper editors. Every conceivable situation was discussed, and preparations even extended to domestic pets. The Veterinary Association devised a programme to protect humans from panic-stricken or gas-contaminated animals, to save animals of economic importance and to destroy those that were injured. One Toorak resident demanded that captive cockatoos be banned, as their screeching drowned out air raid sirens and they attracted rats which ‘can be terrible in devastated buildings’.15 The fashion pages of newspapers and women’s magazines advised against high heels in an emergency, recommending ‘smart and serviceable’ slacks or the new Siren Suit, consisting of a matching jacket and slacks, with no trimmings, and available in the fashionable colour of ‘Alert Brown’.16

Preparations for evacuation in the event of Japanese invasion were first discussed in December 1941. They were diligently copied from the British experience and were under the ultimate command of the Australian Army. All country shire councils drafted lists of available accommodation. The post-raid operations were to be assisted by councils, the police, the Salvation Army, the Red Cross and St John’s Ambulance Brigade. At the request of the Melbourne City Council, the Salvation Army established seven metropolitan post-raid rest centres and their citadels were made available to ARP organizations. The Salvation Army also had a ‘quick action’ mobile canteen and twelve post-raid depots throughout Melbourne, where emergency equipment and supplies to feed up to 20 000 people were stored. A typical post-raid dinner menu featured tomato soup, meat, vegetables and sliced peaches—all canned for ease of storage and preparation.17

The Red Cross provided medical personnel and training services for the sixty-nine first-aid posts in Melbourne. Financial donations from businesses enabled 276 vehicles to be fitted as auxiliary ambulances and 1600 men and almost 200 women volunteered as emergency drivers. The newly built Royal Melbourne Hospital was instructed to leave thirty beds vacant in case of an emergency, and to be ready for a 12-hour evacuation procedure. Temporary emergency hospitals were planned, although actual hospital evacuation was nominal. Some patients at the Children’s Hospital, Austin Hospital and Yooralla Hospital School were resettled outside Melbourne at Macedon and Sherbrooke, and the midwifery section of the Queen Victoria Hospital was relocated at the Victorian Golf Club in the relative safety of bayside Cheltenham. By 1943 all patients had returned to Melbourne.18

Evacuation of children to ‘safe’ rural areas inland and north of the Great Dividing Range was accorded high priority. An evacuation register was circulated to schools with special registration centres for preschool children. The Education Department sent parents a pattern for a distinctive ‘Evacuation Knapsack’ and lists of food and clothing the children would need. Teachers were to accompany their pupils and were requested to stand by during the summer holidays of 1941–42. Possible billets for city children were arranged with country families, who were to be compensated by city parents. Although the evacuation register was conceived in December 1941, by the following February only 113 000 children were registered—less than half of those eligible.19 Even in the most vulnerable city zone, the inner working-class suburbs around the mouth of the Yarra, only 54 per cent of all eligible children were enrolled. Certainly, the long vacation interfered with registration, a small number of private evacuations may have occurred, and some non-government schools organized their own evacuation schemes—although the rural re-establishment of schools like Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Grammar was the result of buildings requisition by the US forces rather than a safety precaution. The evacuation register figures are a significant challenge to the popular conception of total civilian panic. Even at the height of the military crisis, about half of all parents were ‘waiting to see’ if immediate invasion and bombing was imminent, and must have been reasonably confident it was not.

Despite the ambitious planning of ARP activities, if Melbourne had actually been bombed the scarcity of equipment would have undermined the efficiency of civil defence operations. In January 1942, at least 6000 steel helmets were required for Melbourne’s wardens, there were no suitable gas masks, and only a handful of stirrup pumps were available for extinguishing incendiary bombs. Although instructions to build such items as incendiary spray pumps were distributed to civilians, homemade equipment was basically inadequate. Most gear that was necessary for civil defence was not manufactured locally, and all imported equipment was allocated to the armed forces. Thus, no respirators were ever issued for civilian use and civil defence requests were in constant conflict with Army requirements.20

Understandably, enthusiasm for ARP activities peaked in the crisis of the first few months of 1942. The presence of the American forces in Melbourne by March of that year contributed to a greater sense of security, which was bolstered by the subsequent Allied victories in the Coral Sea and Midway Island. Even the entry of Japanese midget submarines into Sydney Harbour, resulting in nineteen Australian casualties and the shelling of harbourside suburbs in Newcastle and Sydney in May and June 1942, failed to revitalize interest in Melbourne. The Argus warned that ‘There Will Be a Danger of Bombs Until the Very Day that War Ends’, but by December 1942, as the Allies launched a counter-offensive in New Guinea through the Owen Stanley Mountains, most civilians believed such threats were exaggerated.21

The zealousness of voluntary wardens waned also as many of the precautions became troublesome. Winter rains filled trenches with muddy water, which by summer became breeding grounds for mosquitoes, and there were numerous accidents as small children fell into the trenches. Legislation ordering automobile bumper bars to be painted white was necessary to reduce the accident rate in unlit thoroughfares. People grew weary of brownout curtains and screens. Bricked-up office windows created an unpleasant working environment, and sandbags split open on city streets.22

Superfluous ARP activities continued in Melbourne until 1944, with air raid trials held as late as December 1943. Gradually civil defence organizations were disbanded. A parade of only 1000 ARP personnel marched through Melbourne streets on 14 November 1943, signifying the decreased interest. ARP activity throughout the war acknowledged the dangerous proximity of the military front, emphasized that civilian cooperation was essential to the war effort, and undoubtedly sustained civilian morale. While civil defence organizations were often amateurish, and many wardens were excessively earnest about their duties, such activities were highly visible, involved all civilians and were specifically connected to the war. However, the extent of both panic and co-operation among civilians was probably not as comprehensive as the government propaganda emphasizing an ‘All-In’ effort suggested.

Enemies of the State

Civil defence organizations were designed to assist the military forces to protect Australia from external enemy attacks and invasion, but national safety also depended on protection from internal sabotage. The war demanded a conformist definition of Anglo-Australian society, and patriotism implied that digressions from political, religious and social norms were disloyal. Persons of non-British origin, particularly those from countries with which Australia was at war, were regarded with suspicion, and became subject to state control. The detection of such ‘enemies’ within society had an important function for civilian morale, at least in the initial stage of the war, by seeming to reduce Australia’s isolation from the military front, by convincing the population that threat was immediate, even if hidden, and by creating a climate of fear. For instance, the press dramatically reported escapes from internment camps with such headlines as ‘Two More Nazis Caught’. The enormous powers contained in the War Book provided the machinery for control, and legitimized this social and legal expression of established prejudices towards non-British people, and enabled the federal government to exercise a form of political oppression.

About 1000 conscientious objectors who, for religious or ethical reasons, were opposed to active military service or civilian work in war industries were prosecuted and in some cases imprisoned. The pacifist Jehovah’s Witnesses were declared to be an illegal sect, and their children were excluded from state schools because the parents would not allow them to salute the flag. The Communist Party of Australia (CPA) was an obvious target for wartime political control. In the 1930s, the United Australia Party (UAP) government was unsympathetic to the ‘Reds’, who pledged loyalty to the Soviet Union. In 1939, following the Non-Aggression Pact between Germany and the Soviet Union, the CPA was officially directed by Moscow to withhold support for the war effort. By May 1940 all Communist newspapers were banned, and in June, the CPA, with a membership of 5000, was declared illegal. In December Horace Ratliff and Max Thomas were sentenced to six months’ hard labour for distributing Communist propaganda. In June 1941, however, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, and soon public admiration for Russia as a heroic ally increased the status of communists. It became respectable and patriotic to support ‘Sheepskins for Russia’ appeals and to join the Australian–Soviet Friendship Society. By late 1942 membership of the CPA had tripled and the party was declared legal again, although it had begun to operate openly towards the end of the previous year.23 Aside from the CPA, the other official organization attracting government attention was the Australia First Movement, whose members saw the defence of Australia as overriding any obligation to Britain or the Empire. Several of its members were arrested in 1942 as Japanese sympathizers.24

War placed all non-British people under scrutiny. In the preceding decade, Italians had replaced Germans as the largest group of non-British immigrants. Melbourne in 1939 contained about 3000 Italian-born persons and around 10 000 Jews, of whom a substantial number were recent refugees from Germany and Austria.25 Although the Italian Consulate cooperated with the German Consulate to compile data about Australia, the probability of organized enemy espionage through these activities was minimal if not technically impossible. Among non-Jewish Germans there were a small number of National Socialist supporters, with party branches and a newspaper under the auspices of the German Consulate. From 1933 National Socialist meetings were held at a house in Belgrave, on Melbourne’s outskirts, but membership never exceeded thirty persons. German nationalist sentiments were informally expressed at Melbourne’s Tivoli Club, although the emphasis here was on German culture rather than National Socialist doctrine.26

From the 1920s, fascism as a political ideology was influential and branches of the National Fascist Party were established. In Melbourne, fascist-controlled cultural and social bodies included a branch of the Associazione Nazionale Combattenti, the National Union of Italian Reserve Officers, the Dante Alighieri Club, the Cavour Club and the newspaper Il Giornale Italiano. Simultaneously, smaller anti-fascist organizations sprang into existence: the Matteotti Club, the newspaper La Riscossa and the Casa d’Italia Club. Such rival political bodies did not necessarily indicate that Italians possessed a heightened political awareness. Indeed, a report on Italian internees found the majority ‘had no real political outlook or opinions at all’. Support for fascism was equated with support for Italy, and moreover the Australian Catholic Church officially recognized Mussolini and, like the federal government, was antagonistic towards antifascist groups. In 1938, Father Ugo Modotti was imported from Italy to assist Archbishop Daniel Mannix in weaning Italians from anti-fascist and communist influences.27

The experiences of the First World War, when persons of German origin were persecuted in Australia, tempered public reactions towards persons of enemy origin. In general, greater animosity was directed towards Italian rather than German nationals. This was not because of sympathy for Jewish refugees from Germany and Austria, and it took three years for these persons to be officially cleared of their enemy classification. But Italians had particularly low status as southern European immigrants; their community was essentially working class with a high public profile in catering and shopkeeping and Italian patriotism was linked with fascist organizations. In self-congratulatory tones, the Argus reported on 12 June 1940, following Italy’s entry into the war, that:

 

Months of incessant investigation, and ‘split-second timing’ at the critical moment, enabled Commonwealth authorities yesterday to carry out with quiet efficiency the greatest round-up of aliens in the history of Australia... a message in secret cipher was flashed from headquarters to all parts of Australia for the authorities to embark upon an agreed plan, outlined in the War Book, at 9 a.m., EST.

All over Victoria, Italians eagerly demonstrated their loyalty to Australia. Posters proclaiming ‘All Italians are Not Fascists’ and cartoons vilifying Mussolini were displayed in the windows of businesses, and the antifascist Casa d’Italia Club in Carlton publicly denounced Mussolini. Six Italian men, ‘excitedly waving naturalization papers’, rushed to the Melbourne Town Hall to enlist on the day Italy entered the war, and five were accepted.28
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