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Author’s Note


The Australian labor movement originally spelt the word ‘labour’. The spelling was officially changed to ‘labor’ in 1915. To avoid confusion I have used for consistency the spelling ‘labor’. This has meant changing ‘labour’ to ‘labor’ in many original documents, titles and quotations.
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1 Early Days, 1885-1905



John Curtin was born at Creswick, Victoria, Australia, in 1885.


In his lifetime Australia witnessed the formation and development of the Labor Party. When he was born, sixteen years would pass before Australia became federated and six years before the Labor Party would be formed in New South Wales. In 1945, when he died, Labor had held office in the federal parliament six times, on the last occasion for four years. A few weeks later, in July 1945, as World War II came to an end, British Labor formed the first Labor government with full political power in Britain.


The year Curtin was born, A. W. Duncan died. Both were Labor leaders. Duncan had rallied the traders of convict Sydney against transportation and military government and resisted a migration policy that was aimed at lowering the standard of the free. He combined the traditions of the English Chartists with reformers in New South Wales and sought to bring together workmen into political organizations. To link the beginnings of Labor history in Australia with its successes under John Curtin is to recognize how short is the story of this movement, since two men comprise so much of its story.


In 1885, in Beaufort, Victoria, Abraham Needham (Curtin’s future father-in-law) was reading the Arcana of Spiritualism by Hudson Tutts. John Farrell and Brunton Stephens were writing political and popular poetry. Published books included Mary Foot’s Where the Pelican Builds Its Nest, Thomas Walker’s Bush Pilgrim, Henry Parkes’ Beauteous Terrorist and Sladen’s Australian Poets. Vance Palmer had been born; he was to become a close friend of Curtin. Victor Daley was writing both lyrical and satirical verses that were read and treasured by the men who would know Curtin as their disciple. The Bulletin celebrated John Ruskin on the front page, and honoured Victor Hugo as a ‘Poet and Radical’. The Liberal was started by a group of free-thinkers and liberals, who sought to express their discontent in a secularist creed; the Liberator was issued more aggressively by Joseph Symes in opposition to God, Monopoly, and Bureaucracy.


A Royal Commission on Working Class Conditions reported in 1884. Its findings summarize some of those social conditions that Labor opposed: the employment in factories of children of eight and nine years of age, working for twelve hours a day, many of them never having seen the inside of a school; seam-stresses working fourteen and sixteen hours a day for a bare livelihood; employees obliged to work for periods beyond the limits of human endurance under conditions of physical and moral degradation; 20,000 persons working in Victoria subject to grievous hardships under a system of forced labour, ‘repugnant to every sense of justice and humanity’.


Demonstrations welcomed Henry George in Sydney and Melbourne in 1887. During the shearers’ strikes of the late 1880s men formed their communes on the pastoralists’ property and guerrilla war raged along the banks of the Murray and Darling Rivers between police and shearers. The great maritime strike of 1890 was fought and lost. Henry Lawson wrote in William Lane’s Worker:




So we must fly a rebel flag,


As others did before us;


And we must sing a rebel song,


And join a rebel chorus.


We’ll make the tyrants feel the sting


Of those that they would throttle,


They needn’t say the fault is ours,


If blood should stain the wattle.





The leaders and rank and file of the new evangelists were young, probing ‘radicals’. They included free traders, protectionists, anti-imperialists, socialists, and unionists, and they recognized the contradiction between their dreams and the realities of conversion. Hopes ran high though their numbers were small; and they battled on against growing economic distress.


When Curtin was born, the ingredients that were to nourish his views were already in existence; the institutions that he was to join had been founded; the basic characteristics of his nation were established. It was a time of transition; a watershed between a collection of colonies and a federation of states. Trade unions had been established and an eight-hour day won; trades halls were being built and state Labor Councils formed. The strength of unions was being increased by amalgamations and intercolonial congresses, the third of which met in Sydney in 1885.


Unionists were elected to the colonial parliaments; fitful political parties of liberals, radicals and trade unionists were being formed. Strikes were becoming frequent. Mass meetings of workers, secularists, republicans and ‘radicals’ in the cities in 1885 protested against the decision to send colonial troops to fight in the Sudan. A flowering of national literature was beginning.1


Curtin’s childhood was a time of vitality, excitement and questioning; confident in its hopes, daring in its dreams. John Farrell described it:




O dear and fair! awakened from thy sleeping


So late! The world is breaking into noon;


The eyes that all the morn were dim with weeping


Smile through the tears that will cease dropping soon!


Thine have no tears in them for olden sorrow,


Thou hast no heartache for a ruined past;


From bright to-day to many a bright tomorrow


Shall be thy way, O first of lands and last.





During World War II, J. J. Simons, a life-long friend of John Curtin, then Prime Minister, received a collection of newspaper cuttings. He immediately destroyed them because he believed their publication could damage the Allied cause. They were about the anti-British activities of the Curtin family in Ireland.


According to the cuttings, Cornelius Curtin (born in 1846) and his brother John had been arrested during the Fenian agitations. In an obituary notice Cornelius was said to have been a prominent member of the Fenian movement political activities during the famine years of the 1840s. At the rising of 1867 he took part in the capture of the Ballyknochane police barn. In 1918, he handed his antique rifle to his son and said: ‘Take it, Danny boy. I hope ye will succeed better than we did.’ His home was a refuge for Nationalists during the Black and Tan raids. Three of his brothers, including John (the future Prime Minister’s father), and a sister migrated to Australia.


Towards the end of the 1870s, after serving as a warder at Coburg jail in Melbourne, John took up duty as a constable in Creswick, a typical Australian mining town. A pleasant and vigorous personality, tall and heavily built, he seems to have been a popular member of the police force.


The Creswick Advertiser of 12 October 1881 mentions the possibility of a transfer to Geelong for John Curtin: ‘a very efficient officer whose removal would be regretted.’ However, further references indicate that he stayed on in Creswick. His marriage was announced: on 19 June 1883, at St Patrick’s Cathedral, Melbourne, John, youngest son of J. Curtin, Kilpadden House, County Cork, Ireland, to Kate Agnes, youngest daughter of Mr John Bourke, Fitzroy, Melbourne.


Their first child, born 8 January 1885, was registered as ‘John’, but baptized ‘John Joseph Ambrose’. He stood for election under the latter name but later dropped ‘Joseph Ambrose’.


Three other children were born to the Curtin family: George on 15 March 1887; Mary on 23 May 1889; and Frances on 25 April 1891. The family doctor was Dr Lindsay, father of the artist Norman Lindsay.


A weatherboard cottage, prominent against the slate hills of the distance, was Curtin’s home. An early photograph shows John in the arms of his mother, a woman taller than average and slightly plump beside her tall, powerful, bewhiskered husband. The low-roofed wooden house stood on a corner block on top of a low hill, overlooking the valley of Creswick Creek and the Ballarat Road where legions of gold diggers had passed during the 1850s to the 1880s.


Constable John Curtin suffered from rheumatism or rheumatic fever so severely that in April 1885 it seemed he would have to resign from the police force, but he recovered sufficiently to withdraw his resignation although he had periods of ill-health. In 1890, a news item in the Creswick Advertiser announced: ‘Constable John Curtin is retiring through ill health on January 13. He is to get superannuation for 13 years’ service. His condition will prevent him ever serving again in the department.’


So the family left Creswick, a little town which has contributed so much to Australian development. The first president of the Creswick Miners’ Union was John Sampson, grandfather of R. G. Menzies, Curtin’s future political opponent and Australia’s longest-serving Prime Minister.


The Curtin family moved to Melbourne where the vague ideals of poets and utopians were stimulating new mass organizations of shearers, miners and labourers into industrial action and incipient revolt. Economic crisis hastened the movement of events, sharpened and simplified issues, coloured language, established priorities.


The particular relationship between men and women and the mood of the 1890s is difficult to define exactly in time and events. Vance Palmer wrote in National Portraits: ‘There is no doubt that during the latter half of last century the Australian people were acutely aware of their isolation, and were determined to turn to account the freedom it gave them by building up something like an earthly paradise.’ Ideals of nationhood, equality, social change and ‘revolution’ abounded. Although it was sharpened by the practicalities of economic crisis, the radical movement was founded in an almost visionary idealism.


The ideas on social change that were important in these formative years were expressed by those who called themselves republicans, socialists, anarchists, Bellamyites, nationalists and land reformers. Such agitators formed organizations that often changed their ideas and their composition, and produced intensive faction fights. Futility and disillusionment for many was saved by the establishment in all states of a unifying organization that welcomed all ‘radicals’ under the inclusive name of a ‘Labor Party’. The name varied from state to state, beginning as the New South Wales Political Labor League of 1890. The basic urge for unity was there.


The influences on Labor—whether from the United States, Great Britain, or Australia—were diverse, contradictory, and vague. ‘Socialism’ became the umbrella word that covered the builders of the Labor Party. In its turn the Labor Party developed from radical sects into the main organization of the mass movement. Many small groups continued to form and reform around narrow doctrines such as republicanism, Marxism and free trade. Yet by the gradual moderation of the purists or militants and by the toleration of dissenters in the pluralistic circumstances of the period, the official Labor synthesis survived and expanded into a major party.


Curtin’s father took young Jack to meetings during the Commonwealth federation campaigns. ‘It won’t be much good to me’, the father said, ‘but it will be to you.’ ‘Commonwealth’ was in the air. There were dozens of Commonwealth hotels and, in Melbourne, a Commonwealth Football Association. When one of the umpires asked permission to resign on the grounds that he was ‘leaving the State’, delegate John Curtin from West Brunswick moved that the resignation be held over as the request should have read, ‘leaving the Commonwealth’.


In retrospect, the federation of the Australian colonies seems to have been inevitable, but in the 1890s it faced strong opposition among competing groups and individuals: some feared the breaking of the imperial connection; some believed the movement was an attempt to frustrate the growing power of Labor—indeed, most of the founders of the Labor Party in each of the colonies opposed the proposed constitution; some supported it provided free trade could be maintained; some objected to the unequal franchise and the appeal to the Privy Council. But all doubts were swept aside by popular vote and the colonies officially became the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901.


The ideals that reached their climax at the end of the century in the federation of the Commonwealth were interpreted by each according to his needs and experiences. To Curtin, they were an almost fanatical belief in the future of a new Australia for the people, the importance of mateship, comradeship, solidarity; hopes of a world of peace, prosperity, equality and security; the federation of Australia and of the world.


In Melbourne, John Curtin Sen. moved from one hotel to another. For a couple of years he was temporary manager of the Letterkenny Hotel in Melbourne; he moved to the Dromana Hotel and then the Macedon Hotel. In Charlton, in north-west Victoria, he managed the Golden Fleece for his sister, who had married Con Bourke, and then became a manager for the breweries. He made very little money. The superannuation he had received on leaving the police force had disappeared. ‘There was nothing in hotels in those days,’ said George Curtin, John’s younger brother, years later. ‘They kept open until 11 p.m. and beer was tuppence a pint.’


Understandably, the children’s education was sketchy. John first attended St Francis’ Catholic School, then seems to have attended St Bridget’s at North Fitzroy, St Ambrose’s in Sydney Road and the Macedon Public School. Records at Macedon show he spent three terms in class 6—for pupils thirteen and fourteen years old. Apparently he left before the end of the year as his name does not appear in the lists of an examination held in September 1898.


Locals later recalled that he was good at marbles and joined the lads in rabbit expeditions and wallaby hunting. Curtin was fairly uncommunicative about his early days. He recalled one occasion when the yardman in a country hotel, where his father was manager, asked whether he would like to have his boots cleaned. His mother, overhearing the remark, said: ‘You need to be a good man to have someone else clean your boots for you; go and clean your own.’


Con Bourke, young John’s cousin and schoolboy pal who remained a friend through Curtin’s life, recalls the time that ‘we were both sick and got a flogging for smoking our own made cigarettes on a Sunday afternoon.’ He remembered Curtin’s passion for reading: ‘He used to read books right up against his eyes by candlelight,’ he said. ‘But he did not seem to work hard at school. He taught himself—and he was a wizard at school in figures. Show him a sum only once and he knew all about it.’


Curtin was a keen amateur cricketer and football player until poor eyesight affected his game. A staunch member of the Brunswick Football Club, he sat on the committee of investigations into rough play. Umpires dreaded to come before Curtin as he would ‘turn them inside out’ in the inquiries. Curtin later became a member of the Brunswick Football Club committee, a position he held until he went to Western Australia. In the Victorian Football League competition he supported the Carlton Club.


Curtin often returned to his sporting days for inspiration or illustration. Attempting to persuade his teacher and friend, Frank Anstey (then MHR), to stand again for the federal seat of Bourke, he wrote:




I have my hurts. I have my days of dark clouds. But we were standard bearers in a holy war and we must go on to the end and not yield while life is left to us. You can say of me that I did not fight every day. I agree. But what of it? I played for Brunswick and did badly some Saturdays, but I turned up the next match and lived it down. That is it. Stick it out and see it through.





When they left Macedon the family settled in Brunswick where John Sen., suffering from the effects of rheumatic fever, seems to have at last given up work. To people in Brunswick he was known as Sergeant Curtin (although he had never been more than a constable), or ‘Old Man Curtin’ or ‘Bumble’; he limped as if he had a club foot, hence the nickname, which for a while was attached to his elder son. The Curtins lived in the Irish part of Brunswick, ‘Paddy’s Town’. They had a hard struggle. They had tea without milk; ‘bread without butter’ was John’s description to his wife. Every penny had to be conserved. Rent of their house was often only three shillings a week; but they moved from one house to another with the rent unpaid. The decline of the family fortunes can be traced in the appearance of the houses. Mrs Curtin was said to have done washing. Mary, her daughter, says this is not true, but Mrs Curtin seems to have made enigmatic references to Mrs John Curtin Jun. on the subject.


Curtin does not seem to have told the full story of these early days to his friends, but from odd references they knew that the family had a difficult time. Curtin did not grow sentimental about his boyhood, although he had a sneaking pride that he had not been dragged down to nonentity by his early days. Work at the Titan factory, a casual reference to his association with Norman Lindsay—that was all.


There were plenty of poor people in the city in those days, according to Con Bourke. ‘Jack was out of a job for months. He tramped everywhere looking for a job.’ Curtin went to work at the age of fourteen. Copyboy for a Melbourne metropolitan newspaper, the Age, pageboy at a city club, he seems to have followed the uncertainties that were characteristic of an unskilled boy from the poorer working class. ‘I have written this in the dark’ is the footnote to a letter.


As printer’s devil on the Rambler, he crossed again the path of the Lindsays from Creswick. The Rambler appeared in 1899 for a few weeks, a small Bohemian illustrated sheet. About 500 answered the advertisement for a boy and Jack got the job. Describing the den years later to a Western Australian colleague, he mentioned the pan in which on most occasions a solitary sausage was frying. When sales improved slightly, the staff had beer and two or three sausages! Curtin’s job was to sweep out the office and act as messenger. ‘Buying cigarettes and running for lager beer’; for such tasks he received five shillings a week.


At the beginning of the twentieth century Curtin was fifteen years of age—grown older in intellectual changes than in years. His formal education finished, his intellectual eagerness was carrying him from one influence to another. He read widely and early. No one interviewed from these early days could remember a time when Curtin was not reading ‘serious books’, often hiding them under his mattress, so that his mother would not see them and worry about their cost. He spent hours in the Melbourne Public Library. Reading anything, picking the nectar from many flowers but never making honey, just sipping, wondering, unwilling to settle for an idea or an institution.


‘I’ve never worked in my life,’ Curtin as Prime Minister once said jocularly to an old working pal.


‘I’ve got a photo to prove you have, once, Jack.’


The worker from the Titan Manufacturing Company produced a photograph taken about 1908, kept for over thirty years.


Asked why he kept it, he said, ‘Oh, I dunno. It’s an heirloom. We always said Jack would be a big man one day.’


Young Jack was an estimate clerk at Titan from September 1903 until early 1911 when he left to became secretary of the Timber Workers’ Union. His wage was 35s. to 40s. for a 48-hour week. Work began at 7.45 a.m. The works were in a plain galvanised building in South Melbourne. ‘A cut above the ordinary boy’, Curtin was reserved and studious, always at his books; these included a trade journal from England that arrived with the company’s imports. He did not join in games at midday. He used his time at the factory to advantage.


‘I’ve undergone travel in a half-dozen seats of learning,’ he wrote in 1921 under the heading, ‘The Educated Person’.




For a while I studied under a past master named ‘Shifty’—never mind his other name. Later on I graduated in a shop at Montague, which is nigh to that distinguished home of culture, to wit, Port Melbourne. Here mathematics of the exact sort got me swotting—swotting, is a perfectly proper ’varsity word—and for seven years, I calculated, measured, and otherwise evolved the precise cost to a gentleman profiteer of importing iron from Germany, running it through an abominable noisy machine, and passing it on to a nicely organized trust, preparatory to its consumption by the building contractors of Australia. I can assure all and sundry that very few astronomical mathematicians have had the training vouchsafed me in this school of profound computations. A job that was estimated to be over and done in six hours, would always be done within six hours, no matter how long it took or the number of men engaged on it. Even I was forced to admit that specialization could not get one anywhere. He who was a mathematician would fail, but he who had degrees in language could somehow get ahead in mathematics.





Workers at the Titan factory belonged to the Tinsmiths’ Union. Curtin does not seem to have taken an active interest in union deliberations, but he marched with the union on Eight Hours Day.


Work over, often with no meal, young Curtin would walk to the Melbourne Public Library. Often he went to bed early in order to keep warm. He thought out his problems and developed his ideas in the hours when luckier people were reading by the fireside. The habit persisted.


During this period Curtin left the church of his parents, the Roman Catholic Church. There seems to be no evidence of his reasons. In Brunswick he was a torchbearer for the Salvation Army band and played the cornet.


He was hungry for knowledge; he was quick to question beliefs. His search for ideas and information took him to the Yarra Bank. He seems to have had some contact with John Latham, president of the Victorian Rationalist Association, who summed up the situation: ‘Curtin was “right” on religion and I was “left” on rationalism; he was “left” on politics and I was “right.”’


Despite his abandonment of Catholicism, Curtin was not anti-Catholic, nor was he a propagandist against established religion. He gained from his friends of many beliefs a deep toleration that remained always an important aspect of his personal and political life. In later years there came into his conversation and speeches a strain of mysticism, but it was never formulated into a philosophy of belief.


We cannot assign a precise date to Curtin’s involvement in the socialist movement. He was a member of the Political Labor League and later of the Victorian Socialist Party. In these circles he met men who were to influence him profoundly. One was Frank Anstey.


Born in London in 1865, running away from home to sea at the age of eleven and sailing across the Pacific, Frank Anstey had arrived at Sale, Victoria, penniless, about 1887. As a delegate from the Seamen’s Union, and a member of the Tocsin group, he took part in the movements that led to the formation of the Labor Party.


A bizarre, gnome-like figure, he twisted droll humour out of his stature like a hunchback, miraculously inspired. His face was heavily pouched, his wit gauche, his hat slightly rakish on his head. This figure of political fun seemed a horrible misfit among the well-mannered members of the Victorian Assembly—and so he would be throughout his political life. But he was also a necessary voice of the expanding working classes—harsh, vigorous, vindictive, terrific. In the more refined and more egalitarian atmosphere of a later day, his outbursts would seem to be crude. Anstey hated snobbery and showed his hatred by detailed researches into his enemies’ mistakes and in explosive humour which summarized a manifesto in a phrase. His wit came spontaneously, though it expressed the truth of a continuous student.


He came from the people. He retained the outward characteristics of an illiterate seaman. He dropped his aspirates; he became tangled in grammar; he swore and he got drunk. And if those are superficial things in political history, they are mentioned because they add a basic touch of working-class humanity to a man who fought himself to a position of eminence in the land and in the Labor movement. His vocabulary was vivid and extensive; his knowledge of literature wide; his mastery of the English language varied from short, piercing, direct propaganda to grand periods that were too earthy to be called classical and too original to be linked with British oratory. His uniqueness came from his combination of verbal illiteracy and literary knowledge, gutter-language and working-class wisdom.


The roots of Anstey’s Laborism gained vitality from French republicans, Scottish crofters, English chartists, Irish nationalists and Australian transportees. He hated inequalities of treatment based on social status. He hated temperance more than excess. He hated puritanism nearly as much as poverty. He hated every conventional virtue that enabled honest people to avoid social changes by concentrating on the demand for personal reform. He hated bankers, monopolists, the rich. He placed himself in the role of Spartacus, Jack Cade, Marat. He hated many people and institutions—including the Church of Rome and the British monarchy. ‘He spent himself in almost every speech that he delivered,’ his young friend, John Curtin said. ‘In his speeches in the House there is a rough force, a demonic energy of invective that is extraordinary,’ said a critic. ‘In them we feel some strange force drawn from the depths of working-class feeling that is primitive and elemental.’


In 1902, Frank Anstey was elected to the Victorian state parliament as member for Bourke. In a small hall in East Brunswick, Anstey was speaking in the 1902 federal election campaign, the first since federation. A long-legged youth rose and proposed a vote of thanks. That was perhaps the beginning of the long friendship between Anstey and Curtin, who recalled the incident from those far-off days during his own election campaign of 1937.


From Anstey, Curtin gained a knowledge of pamphleteering and a vivid style of electioneering. Although the hatred of militarism was a permanent result of Curtin’s contacts with Anstey, Tom Mann and R. S. Ross, he stored for later use within his thoughts the Anstey manner of reconciling anti-imperialism and nationalism. He repeated Anstey’s phrases and ideas, rewrote Anstey’s pamphlets, felt his own disappointments to be intensified by the neglect suffered by Anstey and was saved from despair by Anstey. Years later, as leader of the federal Labor opposition, John Curtin spoke to the conventional parliamentary resolution of sympathy with the relatives of the Hon. Frank Anstey:




I find it very difficult to speak about Frank Anstey. He was a remarkable figure. Very humbly I make the statement that of all the men who have influenced me, he influenced me the most. He introduced me to the Labor movement. He set my mind going in the direction in which he wished it to go, and in quite a humble way, I sought to play the role of a supporter, an aider, an abettor of the cause to which he had instructed me, believing it to be the greatest cause in the world.





Around Anstey’s tiny study were pigeonholes in which he catalogued not only arguments for his own ideas, but extracts from the speeches and writings of many others: an inexhaustible store of quotations that illuminated his articles, exposed the inconsistencies of his opponents or acted as headlines to his contributions. On Sunday mornings Anstey would lecture to a small group that included Frank Hyett, Alf Wallis and Curtin. Point by point he would develop his views at considerable length, take a quotation from his files, pick a book from the shelves to illustrate his argument, listen to their comments and, if they were not convinced, give them a book to read before the following Sunday. They would stand up in turn and give short talks which he would mercilessly tear to pieces.


A second major influence on the young Curtin was Tom Mann. There is a story that Curtin, in his teens and without a job, was standing outside the Age advertising board. He noticed a vacancy for a boy and applied; he was interviewed by Tom Mann. True or not, the story confirms the impression of his contemporaries that he came in contact with Mann very early.


Born in Warwickshire in 1856, Tom Mann had been sent down a pit at the age of ten. Later apprenticed to industry, he joined the Amalgamated Society of Engineers. Early he became interested in the subject of poverty, although he resented the attack that the agitators were making on religion. Then he dropped the religious beliefs of his family and became absorbed in the social problem. At each fresh stage of the struggle to find a conviction, and an organization to express it, he reiterated: ‘We are out to abolish poverty’.


Suspected for his social opinions, he was sacked from his job—and became an agitator. ‘His energy and enthusiasm were unbounded.’ A description by H. W. Lee, socialist historian of Britain and America, made when Mann joined the Social Democratic Federation, fitted the impression which Mann had on Australian friends and audiences. ‘Of medium height, well-built, with black hair, and with the first word uttered, he gripped his audience and kept them spellbound until the end.’ ‘He had a thorough command of language’, said a follower in Britain, ‘and he sent forth his arguments in rasp-like, incisive sentences which greatly impressed his audience and carried conviction to their minds … I was his towel-carrier, bottle-holder and sponge-downer and he has never forgotten his humble follower … He has made mistakes—but he has been as true as steel. He has always tried to assist the bottom dog.’


That English description is paralleled twenty years later by an Australian socialist, who farewelled Mann from Melbourne in enthusiastic terms. ‘It is just seven years ago since Tom Mann dawned upon Australia radiating his enthusiasm,’ Labor socialist politician Tom Tunnecliffe wrote, ‘inspiring all with whom he came into contact with his faith. From the beginning he was a big man, big with ideas, big with possibilities, big with faith. The hopes of the weak revived again; the magnetism of this man’s strength was upon them. The slaves lifted up their heads anew and faith long dead revived again … He was one of the grandest inspirations of our time. He quickened the pulses of the fighters, and leaves behind him an inspired multitude who will hold the lamp aloft for years to come.’


Mann arrived in Melbourne in 1903 and had a wide influence. His energy inspired such people as Vance and Nettie Palmer, Marie Pitt and Bernard O’Dowd, John Cain, Percy Laidler and R. S. Ross.





2 A Young Socialist, 1906-1911



In 1906, Curtin turned twenty-one. The same year in Britain, the Labor Representation Committee became known as the Labor Party. Out of fifty candidates who stood in the name of Labor, twenty-nine were elected. Labor had become distinguished from Liberalism. Predominantly socialistic, the Labor Party elected Keir Hardie as parliamentary chairman. In 1908, the Miners’ Federation joined the Labor Party, adding fifteen members of parliament and 550,000 union members.


The Industrial Workers of the World had been founded in 1905. The American Women’s Trade Union League, founded in 1903, owed its development to the organizing activities of an Australian, Alice Henry, who had skirted the fringes of socialism in Victoria.


1906 was a revolutionary year. Russia witnessed a premature attempt at revolution; Labor advanced in England. Half a million men were involved in a coal strike in the United States. Socialists in France increased their parliamentary representation from forty-nine to seventy-five. ‘Throughout the whole of Asia and also in Egypt’, said a Socialist (Victoria) editorial, ‘the leaven of revolt against the present system of society is rapidly rising.’ Russian anarchist Prince Peter Kropotkin advocated support for ‘the social general strike’, announced for May 1906, as an alternative to the futility of parliamentary action.


In Melbourne, various left-wing groups were meeting; they called themselves socialists, radicals or anarchists. Most of them were small and shortlived. One was the Socialist Democratic Party, whose president, Harry Scott-Bennett, was in 1907 elected to the state seat of Ballarat—a socialist on a Labor ticket.


Towards the end of 1905, a meeting was held in Furlonge’s Music Rooms, Melbourne. Those present formed the Social Questions Committee and engaged Tom Mann to give a series of lectures on social problems.


Mann believed that the socialist’s role was to educate the workers, and thereby convert them to socialism. His belief in the efficacy of education led him to advocate co-operation with, rather than antagonism towards, the Labor Party. In March 1906, the Social Questions Committee changed its name to the Victorian Socialist Party, ‘the declared objects being the realization of the Socialist Co-operative Commonwealth by political and any other means available.’ This flexible and undogmatic approach gave the Socialist Party a broad appeal and it soon became the most important socialist group in Australia.


Beginning in June 1905, the socialists organized Sunday afternoon meetings at the Gaiety Theatre. The party headquarters were at first in a cellar in Collins Street, but later moved to Elizabeth Street, opposite St Francis’ Church where Curtin had attended school.


Within a year of its formation the Socialist Party had enrolled 1,500 members, ‘educated’ about fifty speakers and organized a Sunday school. Children of any age up to sixteen could enrol in the Young Comrades Contingent of the Socialist Army, if they agreed to the following declaration: ‘I am very sorry there is so much suffering through poverty; I believe socialism will cure this evil, and that it is possible for all to be happy.’ In the first batch of recruits to the Young Comrades Contingent are the names Ida Mabel Pitt, Evaline Marie Pitt, Tom Mann, Bob Mann, Jennie Bruce, Yatala Bruce, Beryl Bruce. They would later be found in the Labor movement or in trade unions, socialists of the second generation, friends of Jack Curtin.




Happy it was in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very Heaven!





A favourite Curtin quotation from the days of revolutionary agitation, this heads his account ‘Recollections and Reflections’ (1915) about the Victorian Socialist Party. The Party had been founded ten years before:




Ten years! not long as we measure time’s stretch, but in those ten years is compassed for Australia the birth of its richest promise and the hardest and roughest of the miles of pain that must be travelled ere the dawn … Ah me! What days and nights—a basement in Collins Street—where overhead the city passed with click of heels and swish of skirts, while down below, lifting the world, were the great lion hearts and flaming souls, whose collective spirit still sits at the base of the temple and is unconquered. Here were sung the first songs, here was breathed the message of the sun, here was lived the hundred years of Europe excelling all the centuries of Cathay …


On the south river bank, where now bloom flowers of early spring, was the people’s forum. Each Sunday afternoon a roster of from six to eight speakers—practised and unpractised, of all ages and both sexes—would trumpet the slogan of the new dispensation. Saturday night would see fifteen street corner meetings held simultaneously. There was a borrowing of boxes, gathering in of money, literature selling, and there was always a dependable group of valiants to make the nucleus of the crowd. In those days there were giants in the land—there was also magic in the air.1





The socialists organized co-operatives: ‘Control your own trading’, was the appeal issued on behalf of the Party’s co-op grocery store and co-op bakery, ‘and by doing so you are wiping out- capitalistic boss-ship and helping your class to qualify for the social revolution.’ They demonstrated on behalf of strikers and regularly held picnics, where the Party band played ‘The Red Flag’ as the train arrived. The picnickers were put in line, headed by the cycling Scouts and the band.


The first issue of the Melbourne Socialist, journal of the VSP, appeared on 2 April 1906; it was an eight-page quarto, issued at first fortnightly then weekly. ‘We are Labor men politically’, it said, ‘but we shall at all times urge the necessity for all Labor men and women being straight-out socialists.’


Curtin, a few years later writing in the Socialist, described it as ‘our means of battle; it is for us munitions which are of the best.’ Its editors were successively Tom Mann, H. H. Champion, an English socialist who had moved to Australia in the 1890s and later ran the Booklovers Library with his wife in Collins Street, Melbourne, Marie Pitt, Rev. Frederick Sinclair of the Free Religious Fellowship, Maurice Blackburn, and R. S. Ross. ‘Ross has given to it his very soul,’ Curtin added. ‘For what the Socialist is, and for what one day it will be, the name of Robert Samuel Ross will ever be identified.’


Curtin’s enthusiasm for the Socialist is understandable, since in its first issue appeared his first published writings: a paper prepared for the speakers’ class, ‘Revolutionary International Socialism’.




Socialism [he argued] was the result of such social evolution, that only collective production could produce the needs of existence. The change may be accompanied with strife and violence as the manifestation of its arrival, and it may be, as was said of the French revolt, as Ganvain is made to say by Hugo, ‘How could it be gentle, there was so much to sweep away!’ So, likewise, the nature of the next revolution could largely depend upon how much has to be removed. Whatever comes it will be but the evolution of the world reaching such a stage as to necessitate a complete revolution in which it shall advance, and Socialism, founded as it has been in the growth of capitalism, and having as its policy the abolition of the existing system, must be revolutionary, as well as international to accomplish its purpose.





Curtin’s next article appeared in the Socialist in September 1906; it was called ‘The International Spirit’.




It is increasingly evident to the student of social affairs that the incidence of economic forces throughout the world tends to render easier of discernment the similarity of general conditions in the respective countries, and the universal character of the movement, whose principles in their application to the laws of human government, constitute the way of redemption therefrom. It makes not one iota of difference what the form of Government or the nature of fiscalism in operation, the dominant characteristic is everywhere the same—an accumulation of wealth, contemporaneous with an increasing degree of extensive and intensive impoverishment and suffering.





‘This Party’—the Socialist Party, not the Labor Party—‘stands for the social overthrow of capitalism because it cannot be false to its heritage … The passage of time but serves to confirm the validity of the principles and policy which distinguished the opening days.’


The central principle which Curtin emphasized as a guide in his memoirs (written in the midst of World War I) was socialism—clear in its aims, vague in its methods, inadequately defined towards the issues which were then facing the Australian people.




Socialism is the only way—it will end war, even as it will conquer poverty; all our difficulties arise immediately we forget we are socialists and that outside Socialism there is no redemption. And because there cannot be belief without a temple, because there cannot be a Party without a meeting place, and because we accomplish nothing until we commence, I hold that first of the ten years in happy reverence … The formation of the Socialist Party with its newspaper, its Sunday night lectures, choir, orchestra, co-operative store, Sunday school, teas, dances, anniversaries, and open air exposition, all conducted from a permanently established headquarters, efficiently staffed, has more than anything else in the working-class history of the Commonwealth, made Socialism definitely and inescapably the supreme intellectual activity of Labor.





The Sunday evening meetings provided an educational forum that was extensive in the subjects presented and comprehensive in the speakers invited. They included Professors Ernest Scott, W. A. Osborne and Archibald Strong from the University of Melbourne, Walter Murdoch from the University of Western Australia, and Dr Battye, astronomer; and in time every agitator in Australia, many union officials, dozens of the rank and file and any university professor who was eager to talk about his subject. In 1915, Curtin recalled many speakers from England, including Tom Mann, ‘inspirer, instructor, friend, comrade, warrior—in my opinion easily the best Socialist I have known’; Ben Tillet, trade unionist and leader of the dockers’ strike in the 1890s; Keir Hardie, leading socialist; Alderman Hartley, socialist lecturer; Ramsay MacDonald, later Labor Prime Minister; Joseph McCabe, rationalist lecturer; Albert Mansbridge. From the United States came W. T. Mills, socialist author of The Struggle for Existence. Local speakers included Harry Holland, Harry Scott-Bennett, Mrs Montefiore and Miss Adela Pankhurst.


To attend these meetings was a weekly obligation for hundreds of socialists. Curtin continued in his memoirs: ‘On occasions thousands clamoured at the doors for admission … To be asked to speak was an honour that few rejected, so keen was the audience and so tolerant its attention and interest.’ ‘How’, Curtin said during World War II, ‘having been brought up among the great international socialists, could I betray the cause of international socialism?’ He repeated the question in every mood from burlesque to sentimentality, from sincerity to despair; in speeches and in circumstances sometimes incongruous and absurd, but which he felt were still one with his socialist continuity.


During December 1906, the socialists were prevented by the local council from holding open-air meetings in Prahran, a Melbourne suburb; they engaged in a free-speech fight. A dozen or so speakers were imprisoned, including Curtin’s friend Frank Hyett and Tom Mann. An indignation meeting was held in the Prahran town hall; Curtin declared that spirited men and women from older lands had fought for and won those rights which they were seeking to defend. ‘We refuse to take the decision of this retrogade Council as final. We only recognize the will of the people.’ ‘Our women and men went to gaol as if born for the job,’ Frank Hyett wrote in the Socialist. As more socialists were sent to jail, the size of the protest audiences increased. A speaker would start, be warned by the police, continue, and then be taken off the box and escorted to the watch-house. The crowd would then be guided to another corner where the same procedure would be repeated and another socialist imprisoned. At the usual Sunday night meeting a protest would be made. Curtin, on one occasion moved the resolution.


A card advertisement in the Socialist announced:


MELBOURNE TOWN HALL
GRAND SOCIALIST
DEMONSTRATION


Tuesday 18 December at 8 p.m.


First appearance of
TOM MANN
AFTER HIS RELEASE FROM MELBOURNE GAOL


The sensational Socialist Prison March—twenty Socialists in Gaol costume.


Messrs. SCOTT-BENNETT, MLA, E. J. RUSSELL and TOM TUNNECLIFFE
will deliver Speeches. Rousing Songs and Choruses.


ADMISSION 6d. (to all parts of the Hall)


In 1918, Senator ‘Paddy’ Lynch charged that Curtin had been in jail twice:




On the first occasion he and others had arranged to address a meeting at a street corner, where similar meetings had been held for fifteen years previously. They were forbidden to hold the meeting although Mr Donald McKinnon had spoken on the same spot the previous evening. He protested against Labor propagandists being singled out for repression, and insisted on speaking, and for doing so he was imprisoned. That happened some years ago.





Speaking, protesting, reading, writing, agitating, Curtin was participating in a struggle which he thoroughly enjoyed. One night his younger brother, George, walked into their bedroom and awakened him: ‘You’ve got to cut it out. I won’t stand for it!’


‘What’s the matter?’ said Jack. ‘What the hell’s gone wrong?’ ‘You. The boys shouted at me, “Red-ragger, red-ragger”. Cut it out.’


Curtin’s political career had begun!


At this time there existed two major radical parties in Victoria, the Victorian Socialist Party and the Labor Party, known as the Political Labor League. There seemed to be little difference between the two on practical matters. In their formative years both were tolerant of differing views within their ranks; members seemed to move easily from one organization to the other or to be members of both. No big issue had yet developed to demand loyalty to one or the other.


The steps to socialism proposed by both bodies included the introduction of a reasonable system of local government, the settlement of unemployed on the land, the provision of public works for the unemployed, public ownership—but ‘not common ownership of that which a person received as a reward for effort’. There was little in such ideas that need separate Mann and his socialists from the advance-guard of Australian Labor.


The VSP journal, the Socialist, wrote in 1906:




Towards all the bodies, societies, and organizations making for the overthrow of capitalism, our attitude is one of distinct and genuine friendship. We are not likely to ever wish to run in antagonism to the Labor Party and all our work is in our judgement distinctly helpful to the best interests of the Labor Party and means so to be.





Within the ranks of the socialists there was constant discussion on the relationship between the two. An attempt to clarify the relationship between Labor and Socialism and to establish an Australia-wide socialist body was made in 1907.


A socialist unity conference was held and decided to form the Socialist Federation of Australia (later, of Australasia). Victorian socialists accepted the conference decision that socialists should not become candidates for either parliamentary or ministerial positions as the nominees of any non-socialist organization or party. This did not forbid membership of the Labor Party by socialists nor did it forbid socialists voting for candidates run by other organizations or parties. It simply forbade official socialists from seeking election under the auspices of any non-socialist body or party.


A conflict was gradually emerging between socialism and labor.


The definition of socialism was simple enough. Tom Tunne-cliffe in The Problem of Poverty, issued in 1904, said it ‘is merely the name given to a movement which has for its object the reorganization of society upon a co-operative basis, instead of upon the present individualistic basis; it does not aim at robbing anyone, but it seeks to prevent robbery.’ In every country ‘in the civilized world’, Tunnecliffe claimed, there existed a distinct socialist party, ‘whose avowed object is the nationalization of industry and exchange and the distribution of the social product equitably amongst the whole community.’ Tunnecliffe later became a leading Victorian state Labor politician.


Both socialists and Laborites agreed with his definition. There were methods to be used which were mentioned from time to time, but the word most frequently used by socialists was ‘revolution’ meaning ‘a complete change’. Laborites seldom mentioned the word. These terms became a verbal roundabout which whirled socialists and Laborites around in accelerating emotions of sentimentality, devotion and electioneering feuding.


There were other potentially contentious issues such as attitudes to religious belief. Some of the members of the Victorian Socialist Party were opposed to organized religion; others, such as Frank Anstey and Curtin, were silent rationalists.


Anti-Christian propaganda brought into contact with the VSP a small group who were not socialists but who sought a forum where their views could be discussed. They found intellectual satisfaction in the association. One or two were wealthy men. Another group who mingled in this vague circle were the Rev. Frederick Sinclair, the Rev. Charles Strong and members of the Unitarian Church in Melbourne. There were other identifiable elements in socialist circles: militant Irish Catholics, followers of Archbishop Mannix; campaigners for women’s rights such as Vida Goldstein, Adela Pankhurst and Cecilia Johns; and militant unionists such as E. J. Holloway. Theoretical arguments were discussed in study circles, in homes or in small halls, around the pubs, after football games or union meetings. Curtin found his way to socialism partly under the influence of Karl Marx and Tom Mann and partly under the influence of Australian writers like Bernard O’Dowd. He developed easily into a supporter of both the VSP and the PLL.


Vance Palmer in National Portraits appreciated this aspect of Curtin’s education and outlook. He wrote:




In his youth, Curtin had been influenced by a rather vague tradition of socialism that stemmed from the eighties, and found its inspiration as easily in William Morris as in Karl Marx, in Henry George as in Edward Bellamy. As a boy orator and later as a working journalist, he could quote from all these, drawing also on Shelley or Whitman. The Australian socialist tradition had never been a severely industrial one and had perhaps derived most of its force from nationalist ideas—the dream of founding in our remote seas an ideal republic from which the evils of the old world would be shut out. This national mystique had for its chief exponent Bernard O’Dowd.





Although there were incipient tensions between socialism and Labor, Curtin did not feel impelled to choose between them. The Labor Call of 18 July 1907 reported: ‘Comrade Kirton urged that socialists should continue to be members of the Political Labor Council and endeavour to socialize the Labor Party’. Curtin continued as an active member of the VSP; he also became president of the Brunswick branch of the Political Labor League in 1907, and campaigned for Labor in the federal elections of that year.


A meeting was held in the Brunswick Town Hall to open the campaign of Frank Anstey for a state seat in parliament. His opponent was the Rev. Judkins, an aggressive Protestant, a crusading prohibitionist, symbol of the political complacency and puritanical arrogance that Labor hated. Against him was Anstey, the personification of Labor, who judged men only by their loyalty to the cause of Labor and who heaped on the head of Judkins all the tirades of fantastic arguments and gnomish illustration that poured from his fluent mind. Behind ‘the silver-tongued’ Judkins (later described by Curtin as ‘the chief apostle of cold tea and sectarianism’) there rallied the anti-Labor interests including Tory Catholics, wealthy liquor interests, ‘and the usual conglomeration which at every election, war or no war, loyalty or no loyalty, lined up in those days to defeat the Labor candidate.’


According to the report in the Melbourne Age, Mr. J. J. Curtin presided over the meeting. Hundreds who could not get inside the hall hoarsely besought the candidates to ‘come outside’.


Anstey’s clear victory in the election was exciting for the young chairman whose idealism transformed the sordidness of the political issues.


In photographs taken at this period Curtin seems younger than his years, very handsome and remote. Friendship was tremendously important to him. Socialism was meaningless unless fraternity was given as much weight as equality. The stand-offishness that some acquaintances noted was the defence of a timid man who offered friendship which was too often abused.


In socialist circles he found comrades whose friendship was lasting. His best mate was Frank Hyett, later the founder and general secretary of the Australian Railways Union. Older than Curtin, Hyett was a stronger man, physically and temperamentally. An aggressive rationalist, he spoke against belief in God and Christianity in a way that Curtin never did. He belonged to the Social Democratic Party before Curtin was active in politics. Curtin lost his thought sometimes in vague involved sentences; Hyett was more vigorous, a better mob orator. ‘Hell-fire Hyett’ his opponents called him. The two men’s qualities were complementary. As a team they were unequalled in the Victorian working-class movement in the period before World War I.


Another important and continuing relationship was with the Bruce family. The three sisters and their mother were prominent members of the VSP. With the possible exception of his in-laws, the Needhams, the Bruce family provided the most permanent personal contacts that Curtin had during his life. For peace, for comfort, for the renewal of an ideal, Curtin called at their home in East Melbourne. When he was depressed; when he required a rest before a renewal of political activity; as Prime Minister when he wanted a word or two that would link him with the enthusiasm and idealism of his youth—they never failed him. While generally the details of experiences are domestic, the illumination of Curtin’s character is significant. The sisters were popularly called Jennie, Yat, and Bob. They often expressed surprise that he had time to visit them when Prime Minister. Yat said: ‘We used to say that he wanted to keep in touch with the old Socialists and hear what they were thinking of his actions.’ There was more in it than that. Yat, Bob and ‘Ma’ became symbols of the working class he loved. He was terribly afraid that in the strains of political differences he might drift into hating or despising the people and the movement from which he had sprung.


Comradeship and strength came from Yat, Jennie and Bob, as well as from Frank Hyett and Jack Gunn, a socialist colleague. To Jessie, Gunn’s sister in the country, Curtin wrote continuously for over three years in a variety of moods that he seldom exposed to the world.




The movements of the people are of such a type, Jessie, that defies clearness of definition; we Socialists speak of and to our co-believers as Comrades—and indeed there are many, very many, fully deserving of that sacred entitlement—but there are others—a very few—who come in under the protection of a great principle only to damage it and incidentally blacken the fair name of those whose work is valuable. Ah well, it does not matter very much—it is very, very sad and that is all we shall say about it.





He talks of his problems and disappointments and disillusionment with frankness and feeling. He revealed himself much more in these letters than in his conversations. Only to the Bruce sisters did he talk freely and then generally with the mock-serious air that he employed to disguise his emotions in the manner of his years and experiences. With Jessie he seems to have opened up the naïve and youthful discussions that he did not raise with his friends at work but that in his development were interwoven with the grand political issues.




I did not regard your answers to the questions about the attractions of and at picnics as satisfactory. You say ‘to enjoy themselves’ is the reason boys and girls go. I now want to know—how they ‘enjoy’ themselves? And further, I want you to tell me what games provide the most enjoyment … Anyway I am going on Thursday, and like a prophet of old, I have set myself a mission, namely to play kiss-in-the-ring with a member of the Ruskin Class who has been so defiantly pro-claiming her contempt for such foolishness.





The books that he had been reading were regularly summarized; he described picnics and pleasant evenings among his friends. The Bruce family pervade these early letters. The changes of mood were personal and impermanent—gay, frivolous, philosophical, sometimes gloomy and irritable, always friendly.




Jessie Dear, it is all ‘make-believe’; Yat is like all girls, yourself included, continually running down ‘boys’, simply to disguise your liking for a particular one, or as it is often the case, a half-dozen. Girls are flirts, young girls especially so. What do they read poetry for and go to picnics, and yes—look for flowers, and chase butterflies? You cannot tell me that it is only fun, because they go there in dead earnest.





He struggled with ideas which he did not yet have the capacity to express with originality:




The sea, Jessie, possesses great powers of fascination, its vastness excites respect, the great unfathomable depths that defy exploration make one speculate as to the meaning of it all. If the waves could only speak of the things they have silently witnessed what a story would be told!


So! I have just thought that if there is no other subject to write about you will wonder if I am not talking bunkum.





In the early letters to his penfriend his spelling and grammar are weak; the signs of self-teaching are there. As the years passed his handwriting deteriorated, but his composition improved greatly.




… I have never read Lorna Doone and what is more I am not going to read it, because you have got to tell me all about it in your next, or else I shall tell you what I think of a young lady who puts a lot of crosses, (representing something that I now know) in a letter to a young man that she has never seen.


… I appeal to you to utilize every opportunity that offers in study, in preparation, in qualification for the serious work of life. All of us have our respective duties to perform; we owe it to the world and to ourselves … Write frequently in old notebooks and exercises and read, carefully and diligently. This is a lecture and you will vote it dry. So I shall have to stop with love to all and many thanks for your kind message.





He read everything that came his way and much of it influenced him.




Long ago in England—before the days of Sir Walter Scott—there were a band of agitators engaged in the beating down of tyranny; speeches were not then in vogue and books and newspapers had yet to be fashioned. So, the agitators went throughout the country singing their songs of freedom and reciting poems that not only entertained, but directed the thoughts of men to the great question of human government. One of the great leaders was a man named John Ball, he always started his song with: ‘John Ball greeteth you all,’ and then, he sang whatever argument he wished to advance. Scott was a pronounced Nationalist, he loved his country; ’Tis better to love humanity and not any special country. The poet of all nations, who sang the songs for all men, was James Russell Lowell.





The ideals we find in his letters to Jessie were at the same time finding expression in political action.


At the 1908 Conference of the Political Labor Council, Curtin moved the resolution to change the name of the organization to the Australian Labor Party. An amendment was carried ‘That the Party in each State be known as _______Division of the Australian Labor Party’. Curtin also moved that a committee be appointed to prepare and submit a scheme of organization; Curtin was appointed to it. The ‘Brunswick’ proposal, moved by Curtin, stated that the Party should not enter into any political alliance, nor grant, nor promise any person immunity from opposition at any time. The idea was carried.


During 1908, Curtin was also active in the VSP. He was on the directing committee of the speakers’ class and, in November, visited Ballarat to speak on behalf of the socialists. A correspondent in the Socialist described his success:




When I arrived, there were only three people there. When Jack had been speaking for a few minutes, a large crowd gathered. The fire and ability he threw into his address surprised me very much. The remarks overheard by me from the people showed how they listened. If you could send more speakers of the same force into the country you’d see the difference.





The Socialist Federation of Australasia, and Tom Mann in particular, were becoming disenchanted with Labor’s timidity. Curtin represented the VSP at the Socialist Federation’s second conference and by the end of 1908 he also seemed to be moving away from Labor. And at the annual meeting of the VSP in November 1908, Curtin headed the list of those recommending a direct break from the Labor Party. His move away from Labor was by no means easy or consistent—as we have seen he was active during this year in his local branch of the PLL—but he was approaching a choice in his allegiance. The problem was to reconcile an urgent and deeply felt desire for social reconstruction with the limited and evolutionary methods of Australian democracy.


In the interchange of affiliations that characterized Curtin during this period—he was then twenty-three years old—he spoke at the May Day celebrations at the Yarra Bank. A few months later at the Federal Hall, Anstey and Curtin debated the question of defence. ‘Mr Anstey will affirm and Mr Curtin deny.’ The details of the debate are not to be found, but it is a significant sign of the future that Curtin was regarded capable to debate with the older and more experienced Anstey, and he considered his attitudes to defence serious enough to oppose his teacher publicly.


On 28 April 1909, Curtin was to have been the speaker on ‘The Overthrow of Coercion’ at the weekly socialist meeting but, as the audience was anxious to hear Tom Mann, ‘hot from arrest’, the places were reversed and Curtin took the chair. At a complimentary dinner tendered to Tom and Mrs Mann, Curtin spoke for the executive of the Socialist Party.


The conflict between socialism and Labor was intensifying. One issue on which they were opposed was compulsory arbitration for industrial disputes; it was supported by Labor. The socialists opposed agreement reached under wages boards and the Arbitration Act and all ‘binding agreements for lengthy periods’. These destroyed the ‘possibility of class-solidarity’. Political beliefs should not interfere with the freedom of industrial organization. On the state Labor Councils the socialists formed a militant group. Strikes were supported: ‘The workers are never wrong,’ they said. The intensity and extent of industrial unrest grew.


On 4 June 1909, the Socialist printed an article by John Curtin entitled ‘The Calumniators, the Apostate’s Hatred and Envoy’s Spleen’ in which Curtin defended Tom Mann. The article was reprinted in Labor Call and the Barrier Daily Truth. It shows Curtin’s fanaticism at that time and provokes an interesting question regarding his future career—how could a man so emotionally quickened survive in the turmoil of politics?


In 1909, Tom Mann left Australia. Mann and Curtin remained friends but they drifted apart ideologically. Curtin later, as leader of the Australian Labor Party, praised Tom Mann, turned Communist; Tom Mann sent telegrams to Curtin on his parliamentary progress but he was no longer in Australia to guide Curtin on his journeys. Anstey became more influential in assisting Curtin to solve his ideological and political problems.


Changes of personnel occurred in the Socialist Party. R. S. Ross became secretary as well as editor of the Socialist. As a member of the executive for the half-year ended August 1909, Curtin attended sixteen of the twenty-two executive meetings. He presided over the half-yearly meetings of the VSP and was elected to second place on the executive. Curtin addressed many meetings of trade unions by invitation at this time.


What a world! What an all-rounded life was demanded of these men and women! They were expected to distribute leaflets, read and listen to poetry; attend Bernard O’Dowd’s class in history and listen to Jack Curtin or Scott-Bennett or R. S. Ross on public speaking; read Marx, Swinburne, Shelley and Jack London, Robert Blatchford, Eugene Sue and Upton Sinclair, Robert Ingersoll, Shakespeare and Omar Khayyam; that their interests should be as wide as the world that they would conquer for socialism and as intense as the activities they followed in the streets or in the study classes; that they should donate a shilling a week to a sustentation fund, take up a collection, sing in the choir, run a bazaar; all this was part of the training of a Prime Minister who said, ‘I got my education on the Yarra Bank’.





3 Timber Worker, 1912-1913



In the 1910 federal elections, a Liberal Party under Alfred Deakin representing a fusion of the two anti-Labor parties, was defeated by Labor under Andrew Fisher. Already Labor’s policy of ‘support in return for concessions’ had made possible some legislation for social and industrial reform including compulsory arbitration in industrial disputes, old-age and invalid pensions, and the ‘new protection’ which extended the benefits of protection to workers in protected industries. Three destroyers had been ordered as the beginning of an Australian navy and compulsory military training for home defence had become law. Not all these measures were universally approved by the Labor movement; compulsory arbitration and military training had produced deep splits in Labor ranks.


In its first term of office with a majority the Labor Party’s record was not distinguished. It introduced maternity allowances and imposed a tax on land designed to break up large estates. A citizens’ army for home defence was created, with universal compulsory military training. A Commonwealth Bank was established after much hesitation and controversy but it had little effect on the private banks. Labor was prevented by the constitution from legislating on such issues as prices, wages and ownership of the means of production. Referendums to amend the constitution to extend Commonwealth powers were defeated in 1911 and 1913. Despite these disappointments and differences on some issues it was an exciting period for supporters of Labor.


In February 1911, Curtin had left his job at the Titan factory and resigned as honorary secretary of the VSP to take up a position as state organizing secretary of the Federated Sawmill, Timberyard and General Woodworks Employees’ Association of Australasia. Formed in 1869 as the Timber Workers’ Union of Victoria, the union had won a 48-hour week by the beginning of 1870. It was reorganized in 1885, but crippled by the depressed years of the 1890s; another reorganization in May 1899 was more successful. On 6 June 1905, the union was registered under the Commonwealth Arbitration and Conciliation Act and the occasion was marked by a new banner.


In January 1912, Curtin’s name appeared in the official Trades Hall Directory as secretary of the Sawmill Employees, Victorian branch.


The union was a loose federation of local groups that had been formed in simple reaction to harsh conditions. Within two years, Curtin co-ordinated the groups into a tight and effective union. The source of his strength was his agitation for improved working and living conditions.


Employees in the timber industry began work at 7 a.m. and continued till nightfall. Purchases were often limited to the employers’ stores where the goods for sale were faded and old-fashioned. The best butter might not be purchased until accounts were paid. Often a worker would find that instead of securing his pay of £4 10s, his credit had been absorbed and he owed £8 17s 6d. The homes were cold shacks or bush slum hovels. In a deputation to the Victorian Minister for Forests, Curtin described the inadequate hut accommodation. There were no facilities for health or for cleanliness. Milk was seldom obtainable as the dairies were situated some distance from the townships. In some places there were no huts and men would sleep in the mills or in tents. Only 20 mills out of 142 had accommodation equal to the Shearers’ Hut Act—at 68 mills the only accommodation consisted of one-roomed huts, ten by four feet, in which two would sleep. Curtin said: ‘We have seen three or four, and as many as five men who had eaten and slept in a hut that had no window and measured twelve by ten feet; two bunks against two walls one on top of the other and a fifth was a shakedown on the floor.’ The union asked that legislation be introduced to eliminate the unkempt and unwholesome humpies. The standards requested by Curtin, speaking on behalf of the union, were a separate room for each employee; no sleeping room should have less than 400 cubic feet of air and forty-five square feet of floor space for each occupant; the rooms should be not less than eight feet in height; the bunks should not be one above the other; there should be an adequate and proper privy and urinal.


The experience of campaigning added to his knowledge of the Labor movement and strengthened his socialist beliefs; it enabled him to join theory and practice, gave him his first training in administration and acted as a challenge that he apply his ‘basic principles’ to the daily issues of improving the conditions of workers.


As well as campaigning for improved living and working conditions, Curtin agitated for adequate workers’ compensation. A later union official gave the ‘highest honour marks’ to the voice and pen of Curtin for the introduction of a satisfactory Workers’ Compensation Act in Victoria. The subject was the topic of many articles in Labor journals.


Curtin gave detailed attention to investigations into the compensation laws in other countries. He had correspondents in many parts of the world and obtained information from at least forty different places. The Trades Hall Council appointed him director of the campaign for a better Workers’ Compensation Act and the Labor Party made him its publicity officer. Curtin was included on a committee appointed by the Melbourne Trades Hall Council to organize a campaign.


An interesting appreciation was made at the time by P. H. Hickey, first secretary of the New Zealand Miners’ Federation, who toured Australia in 1912 to raise funds for striking New Zealand miners. He wrote in ‘Red Fed. Memoirs’, ‘My keenest recollection of any individual met at that time is of Jack Curtin, then Secretary of the Timber Workers’ Union and now editor of the Westralian Worker. What a magnificent comrade he was!’ From the Maoriland Worker, edited at that time by R. S. Ross, came the description: ‘Comrade Curtin is a revolutionary every inch of him and, though still on the sunny side of thirty, is one of the finest platform men in Australia.’


In April 1912, Curtin was sent to Hobart by the federal executive of the Timber Workers’ Union to assist in re-establishing the management of the Tasmanian branch. While there, he and F. Katz, VSP trade union secretary, attended a campaign meeting for the state elections. The candidate was Abraham Needham, writer, craftsman and rationalist. Curtin expressed interest in his speech and Katz introduced them.


A few days later, Curtin visited the Needham family at their home at Bellerive, Hobart, for a picnic in their boat. Further visits consolidated Curtin’s friendship with the family; later he wrote to ‘Comrade Needham’:




Give my regards to the household; say that I shall count the days ere we meet again; I am happy in my remembrances of the silly chats, the laughing hours and the right good fun we knocked out of the daily round. Life was made for the enjoyment of those who seek it, in frivolity we may not indulge, but surely that picture of Morris’s painted so gorgeously in News from Nowhere, of the days that are to be and of freedom from false snobbery, which shall be ours, justifies that we shall, when we may, anticipate the time when




The nights shall be filled with music,


And the cares that infest the day


Shall fold their tents like the Arabs


And as silently steal away.





Good luck and happy days.





During the month or so that he stayed at the Howard Hotel, Hobart, Curtin visited the Needhams often, and his liking for Abraham’s daughter Elsie developed. He wrote in her autograph album:




To My Very Dear Friend and Comrade
Elsie Needham aged ?


All of us are the debtors of history. What endeavour has done for us we owe to the future. That is why I claim you as in the common service. If you love justice and honour, work, you need not bother about God.




Achievement still demands


The same unchanging price,


They die with empty hands


Who make no sacrifice.


Amen.





Faith, Hope and Charity are the virtues of goodness. Read, write and think are the virtues of capacity. I would rather a world of capacity than a heaven of ignorant saints. Love all men; love all women—I at least attempt the latter. You should try the former.







For ever


John Curtin.





Another entry by Curtin in the same book ran:




Ye shall be one nation; ye shall know the truth and the


Truth shall set you free—Holy Writ.


Workers of the World Unite! You have a world to gain and


only your chains to lose—Karl Marx.


Let there be no fatalism in our counsels,


Let us look neither to right nor left,


nor to hell or heaven. But let us spend


ourself in discovering the laws of life and


of society so that we may do wisely and justly—


And let it be not for the love of God nor the


fear of Hell—but because we are truthful and


fear no evil.


John Curtin—May 20, 1912.





To resolve the difficulties of the local branch of the union Curtin established a ‘provisional committee of advice’, of which Needham was a member. The committee’s work was successful but to Curtin the significance of his Tasmanian visit was personal. Not only did he meet his future wife Elsie, but in the friendly company of the Needham home he also recaptured the joys that had brought him serenity amongst his Melbourne friends. It is apparent that the strain of secretarial work was telling on him. His Melbourne friends were giving him warnings and advice about his drinking, which were necessary but not always accepted. Tasmania knew him as a zealous speaker and a coming Labor organizer, but the Needhams added the living comradeship which he still desperately sought.


Very quickly, he entrusted his full confidence to the Need-hams—a surprising development in the behaviour of one so reserved as Curtin. It illustrated a division in his character between aloofness and uninhibited giving to those whom he trusted. Needham was the type that quickly removed all barriers between comrades.


As soon as Curtin became secretary of the Timber Workers’ Union he suggested to its officers that it was necessary for the welfare of the organization that a journal be published so that the rank and file would be informed of the activities and aims of the union. At last, in February 1913, the Timber Worker appeared. Hailed by ‘thousands of workers’ in the state as a necessary method of bringing timber workers more closely together, the issue had a characteristic article from Curtin’s pen—vague in its content, serious in its mood, long-ranged in its lesson. Headed ‘Ourselves’, it opened:




Growth imposes on all institutions and societies new responsibilities and new problems. The very fact that industrial organization is today the supreme expression of the working-class existence, makes it inescapably essential that no phase of the working-class social life be neglected. We are at that stage in civilization when the evolution of new forms of industry and the rise of the great battalions of employers on the one side and employees on the other, calls for added knowledge and improved capacity in the hosts of Labor. This paper is founded so that the mainstream of working-class information may be contributed to.


We are to teach and learn! The Timber Worker goes forth to inform the rank and file regarding essential questions of life and death. It will bring to the forest camp and the spot mill tidings of the march of industrial events. Men in the remote places will be told of the union doings, its needs and of the manner in which it proposes meeting those needs; they will learn of the changes in the awards, the alterations in rules, the departures in policy and the general management of the organization, which is their property, and which, above all, is the instrument of their social elevation, and the bulwark of their economic power.





Early in 1913, an amalgamation conference met in Sydney. Veteran president of the AWU, W. G. Spence, was in the chair, E. G. Theodore was vice-chairman, and E. Grayndler, general secretary of the AWU, acted as secretary. The unions in attendance represented over 100,000 members. Curtin, present on behalf of the Timber Workers’ Union, was permitted to take part in discussion but not to vote, since his union had not discussed the proposals for amalgamation.


Curtin explained that so serious were the difficulties arising from organizing rural and migratory workers, that the Victorian Trades Hall Council had decided to appoint an organizer whose task would be to form mixed locales of members of industrial organizations as the basis for an effective political force. He insisted it was unwise to ignore existing organizations. He believed that the work of the proposed constitution should be concentrated on whether they should have a national organization or establish mixed locales of geographical groups. In every country centre, he felt, there should be an industrial union in which members of any occupation could join on mixed local lines.


Amalgamation took effect from the close of the conference. In July 1914, the Timber Workers’ Union of Queensland joined the AWU amalgamation, followed in 1915 by the Railway Workers’ and General Laborers’ Association of New South Wales, the United Laborers’ Union of Victoria and the General Workers’ Union of Western Australia. The Timber Workers’ Union in Victoria remained outside.


At the annual federal conference of the Timber Workers’ Union in Hobart in March 1913 Curtin reported that the amalgamation conference had decided that, as a preliminary to incorporating timber workers into the AWU, the union should be converted from its present loose federation into an industrial amalgamation.


During the 1913 federal elections, phrases by Curtin and Hyett were widely quoted against the Labor Party. A ‘hell-upon-earth’ should be made for non-unionists, Hyett had said; workers should go ‘canny in respect of their toil at their jobs’, Curtin was alleged to have said. In an article in the Socialist entitled ‘The Army of Revolt’, Curtin defended his phrases. Direct action was the driving force in the working-class struggle, he said. Australia was still in the dodging stage of parliamentary action. ‘We acclaim the side-step.’ Legislative plasters were used to cover a magnitude of festering sores; social betterment was too fundamental to be left to the mercies of a group of politicians.


Labor lost the 1913 elections in the House of Representatives but kept control of the Senate. The Liberal Party, under Joseph Cook, took office with a majority of one. Labor’s loss cannot be attributed to the publicity given to the remarks of Curtin and Hyett, but Curtin’s views indicated how independent he was still in his relations with the political wing of the Australian Labor Party.


Curtin’s career as a union organizer was marked by success. In the 1914 elections for the state branch of the Timber Workers’ Union he was unopposed and again elected to the federal executive of the union. In May 1914, he became its first federal president. Under his editorship the Timber Worker continued the fight for socialism, introducing its readers to radical writings by Francis Adams and R. S. Ross; the English Quaker poet, Ebenezer Elliott; the unorthodox English economist, J. A. Hobson; and American militant socialists Maurice Hillquit and Elbert Hubbard. Editorials bore such titles as ‘Mutiny before Murder—Should Strikers be Shot or Exiled? (March 1914); ‘The Struggle for Bread—Increasing Misery and Callous Cabinets’ (January 1915); and ‘The Famished Legion—Why Should Starvation Reign?’ (February 1915). But soon Curtin, like other socialists, was to find his energies absorbed in the fight against militarism that had intensified with the outbreak of World War I.





4 Anti-war Anti-conscription, 1914-1917



Asked in 1900 what was the greatest danger that threatened the world in the twentieth century, Keir Hardie answered ‘militarism’.1 It appeared that the Labor Party agreed with him for the New South Wales platform (1891) stated as one aim: ‘The abolition of the present defence force and the establishment of our military system upon a voluntary basis.’ In Labor ranks the strong feeling against a professional army continued in the early years of this century.


If ‘militarism’—as many believed—was the identification of defence with a professional standing army officered by an aristocratic minority, concerned not with defence from an overseas neighbour but with breaking up strikes and exploiting colonies, then the Labor reply was to establish an army of the people, egalitarian in administration, democratic in extent, working class in purpose. There would be no exemptions based on wealth or social position.


W. M. Hughes had been advocating compulsory military training for all males as early as 1901. Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese war (1904-5) made Australians realize their precarious dependence on the British navy, and revelations of Germany’s increasing naval capacity compounded their fears. The National Defence League was founded in 1905 to promote support for compulsory military training. It found adherents within the Labor movement: the Brunswick PLL (of which Curtin and Frank Anstey were members) supported it and the Melbourne Trades Hall Council sent delegates to a 1905 meeting.


The fourth Commonwealth Labor Conference (1908) approved ‘a Citizens Defence Force with compulsory military training … but not an army for foreign aggression.’ Some within the Labor movement disagreed.


‘It is not Japanese aggression which we have to fear’, said the Socialist on 17 April 1908, ‘but the capacity of the men of our own race, who have, in less than a lifetime, made themselves masters in this new country.’


In an editorial which appeared a week later, written by the question was asked: ‘Why Defence?’ The answer was given, not in terms of an analysis of the relationship between Australia and its northern neighbours which the leaders of the Labor Party felt to be important, but in another variation of the Marxist argument that wars were the inevitable result of the capitalist system. Wars helped to destroy the accumulating surplus of capitalism; business boomed; the productive capacity of the worker became multiplied. When wars ceased, Curtin argued, commercial orders declined.


In a Socialist editorial of 12 February 1909, Curtin attacked Labor Senator George Pearce for his advocacy of armaments. But compulsory military training was supported by all parties in federal parliament. As well as being essential for Australia’s defence, military training was seen as promoting manliness and discipline, and producing patriotism and pride in the Australian nation.


To the members of the general public the issue of the compulsory citizens’ army was settled by the passing of the Defence Act by the Fisher government; to Labor, the increasing opposition threatened working-class unity and progress. Supporters of compulsory training stressed the danger to Australia of attack, especially from a Japanese invasion; defence in a democracy, they claimed, should be carried out by a trained citizenry.


In 1909, the Labor government introduced an amendment to the Defence Act by which youths from fourteen to eighteen years of age would be called up for compulsory military training. A Socialist editorial said of Curtin: ‘Our comrade has made the problem of Defence popularly his own, and a masterly criticism may confidently be expected.’


Controversy on the conscription issue filled the pages of the Socialist throughout 1911 and 1912. Labor opinion finally swung against ‘boy conscription’, as the scheme came to be called, when boys were prosecuted and imprisoned for refusing to attend drill. In June 1914, a lad who refused to obey military orders was put in solitary confinement; at a Melbourne PLC meeting Curtin seconded a resolution of protest. In Broken Hill, regarded by many as the home of the purest and most advanced expressions of Labor opinion, medals were struck in honour of those who went to jail rather than into the army.


Amongst Curtin’s papers after his death was found a handbill printed in red:


DON’T SHOOT


Address to Soldiers by Tom Mann




Men! Comrades! Brothers!


You are in the Army. So are We. You in the Army of Destruction. We in the Industrial, or Army of Construction.


We work at mine, mill, forge, factory, or dock, producing and transporting all the goods, clothing stuffs, etc. which make it possible for people to live.


You are Working Men’s Sons.


When We go on Strike to better Our lot, which is the lot also of Your Fathers, Mothers, Brothers, and Sisters, YOU are called upon by your officers to MURDER US. Don’t do it.


You, like Us, are of the Slave Class. When we rise, You rise; when we fall, even by your bullets, You fall also.


England with its fertile valleys and dells, its mineral resources, its sea harvests, is the heritage of ages to us.


You no doubt joined the Army out of poverty. We work long hours for small wages at hard work, because of Our poverty. And both Your poverty and Ours arises from the fact that Britain with its resources belongs to only a few people. These few, owning Britain, own Our jobs. Owning Our jobs, they own Our very lives.


Comrades, have we called in vain? Think things out and refuse any longer to Murder your Kindred. Help us to win back Britain for the British, and the World for the Workers.





Mann was jailed for treason in Britain after issuing this appeal. Curtin’s views on the incident were expressed fervently and politically in an article ‘Mutiny or Murder’:




‘Thou Shalt not Kill’—Holy Writ


‘And whereas no man can be forejudged of life or limb, or subjected in time of peace to any kind of punishment within this realm, by martial law, or in any other manner than by the judgement of his peers, and according to the known and established laws of this realm.’





Soldiers were murderers, the article continued. Militarists pit brother against brother. Intervention in industrial disputes was a war against mates.




For if the practice be continued, it surely puts an end to national defence. What self-respecting workman could undertake to make war on the mates who toil by his side in the mines, the shops and the fields? Surely none! If the willingness to share in repulsing foreign onslaughts is to be construed into a licence to shoot, sabre, kill and murder our own kith and kin, their loyalty to the flag means treachery to the democracy …


No workmen shall agree to serve. Those who have agreed must refuse to shoot. By all means let us have mutiny rather than murder. Let us be faithful to each other even though we be false to parchment. Man is more than constitutions. Life is too sacred. The solidarity of the people is too potential for the future to be endangered. Tony in the ranks must be loyal to the Tony in the factory, or, for that matter, to the one who is down the coal mine … Let us make our choice now and for ever. Murder or mutiny! By all means let us select mutiny. We urge it, pray for it, we will work for it. Each soldier we can influence will not murder any more. He will mutiny first. So be it.
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