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‘One of the best books recently published in Australian history.’


Judith Brett, Overland


‘Struggletown is marvellous. Tragedy and farce, comedy and drama, pride and shame, they are all to be found in Janet McCalman’s wonderfully vivid and compelling account of everyday life and politics in the inner Melbourne working-class suburb of Richmond.’


John Knott, Labour History


‘McCalman’s history of 20th century Richmond is first class. She has effectively blended “oral” with conventional history to produce a unique account of Richmond from 1900.’


The Age


‘The sort of book that gives flesh to the bones of history. McCalman uses the most rewarding source of all—people.’


Newcastle Herald


‘There can be little doubt that Struggletown was and remains one of the most significant interventions in how Australian historians imagine writing about place, class, gender, politics and the tenor of ordinary lives. Struggletown was concrete and humane at a time when other people writing about working people didn’t seem to have met many. In part because of the richness of its oral histories, it encouraged us to approach the people of the past on their own terms. It told us the benefit of listening. It was warm, brilliantly written, aimed at a public beyond the academy, and determined to do justice to its subject and its subjects.’


Mark Peel


‘Seamus O’Hanlon was a young student working in the Richmond Hill Cellars when the book was released. He recalls the immense popular reception amongst locals, who felt pride that their Richmond was worthy of a book and given a new dignity and interest through its gaze. Ultimately this is arguably the most important legacy of an historical work based upon oral history interviews; that the people who are the living historical source material for the book agree with the way they are presented. And just possibly the eulogy to resilience, empathy and respect that is Struggletown gave one historian, and the community she wrote about, the opportunity to be re-imagined as something greater than they hitherto conceived.’


Carla Pascoe-Leahy


‘Both informative and entertaining. The author’s insight into the broad spectrum of this working-class community’s battle to survive is a monument to professional research.’


Ballarat Courier


‘Explores the impact of history on private experience by following a generation born under the lingering blight of the 1890s depression. They see two world wars, the even greater economic disasters of the 1930s, the post-war boom, and … the first wave of non-British immigration.’


New Zealand Star
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Preface


It is almost forty years since Struggletown was first published, and in that time the Richmond it depicted has all but disappeared. Most of the people who spoke in the book have passed away, with their places taken by a new, sophisticated middle and upper class. Richmond has become very expensive, and the old Struggletowners, if they could see the suburb now, would not believe their eyes.


Those I interviewed whose lives had always been a struggle declared that they had never been so well off since they went on the Age Pension. In old age the worst was behind them: one had made sure she bought her first home in a street with trees and would lie in bed at night counting her household taps after a lifetime of having only one cold tap in the back yard. Her friend had repaired the hole in the hall floorboards that her son’s university friends blithely hurdled. That her son had gone to university was a miracle, made possible by post-war state investment in education; her education had been snatched through secret reading in bed by candlelight.


By the early 1980s, Richmond was a world of widows, their men having died young after a lifetime of hard work, and for some, hard living. The newer families were mostly migrants from southern Europe, with another population beginning to arrive from South East Asia. Richmond hosted two population waves: original inhabitants moving to better housing and prospects in the suburbs, as they had been doing since the late 1940s; and Anglo-Celtic middle-class professionals, ‘trendies’, moving in to renovate. It was a profound class switch.


Richmond has always been a political place and has returned Labor members of parliament for the last 120 years, with the exception of the Anti-Communist Labor Party (DLP) win in 1955. Politicians’ backgrounds changed from Anglo-Celtic to Greek then Vietnamese, and the trendies fell in with the cause of Labor, often reforming local branches. But since 2002, with the emergence of the Greens Party, drawing votes in equal measure from the Liberal Party and Labor, Richmond developed a new, more subtle class divide. These are the politics of gentrification, so that while modern Richmond may now appear homogeneously affluent, renovated and smart, the underlying problems of class, poverty and exclusion have not gone away: rather they are now focused on residents in public housing and on the lost souls of the streets.


Struggletown is a book about class: a topic most Australians avoid. The old Richmondites had no illusions, however, that class was powerful in their Australia from 1900 to 1980. Only the middle class contends that Australia is a classless society and nothing like the United Kingdom. For the born poor, their life experience is of being blocked and casually disdained. Poor people are still accused of being leaners not lifters, or of refusing to ‘have a go’ so they can earn a ‘fair go’, and if they live in public housing, they’re accused of having nasty habits. The Struggletowners always told a different story. They remembered lives of punishing labour, of shame and despair and tears when they could not find work, of bullying from bosses, of dangerous work conditions that saw limbs smashed and heads scalped, of fear when illness or disability struck, of panic when a purse was lost in the street, and of the long, long days, weeks, months and years of the Great Depression. They remembered too that many could not cope and drank too much, and gambled too often, and lost their rag, and bashed their families, and stole things and got into trouble. Surviving poverty requires a daily selfdiscipline that the better-off could not imagine.


Struggletown was rescued by World War II. Suddenly people were needed in the factories as well as the forces. With full-time work and overtime, workers were able to save for the first time in their lives. Some were trained in trades, many learnt new skills. Others found new self-confidence in the armed forces and war industry. And when the war was over, post-war reconstruction ensured that the jobs continued, that government money could be invested in housing and schools and that the post-war babies need not end up like their parents. This was the big break in the cycle of Australian poverty, as industry expanded and government instrumentalities grew their permanent workforces with unionised workers protected by awards and the law. For the first time in Australian history, unskilled men and women had secure jobs with paid holidays and sick pay and eventually, superannuation.


The biggest change in post-war Richmond, aside from gentrification, has been the investment by the state in housing. People who are poor—because they lost their jobs at a bad time, fell ill, went bankrupt, had a nervous breakdown or a personal tragedy, whose families were toxic, and who either never had, or lost the personal capital to fund their own home—have the right to shelter provided by society. It is not ideal that apart from the more recent in-fill housing, most of it is acutely visible in tower blocks of apartments and a ready source of continuing stigma.


Within these tower blocks people form the same strong bonds they once formed in the streets of old Richmond, but as before, their peace can be disrupted by the unsupported mentally ill, the substance addicts and the petty criminals. This was always a part of Richmond life, and if it provided salacious pleasure to outsiders, it was always a strain to live next door to alcoholics and to hear women and children being abused. Neighbours then and now hate the screams and curses that penetrate dividing walls, and the desperate, wild youth with light fingers. The difference today is that society knows better how to support people with problems, although it still refuses to provide enough.


One brave reform and a local flashpoint has been the medically supervised injecting room operating out of the North Richmond Community Health service. Lives are being saved and the streets are being cleaned up, but while a privileged, noisy minority wants the clinic moved to someone else’s patch, others, including families from the adjoining primary school, have been strongly supportive. These are the class tensions of the twenty-first century in the inner city.


This new edition of Struggletown belongs to the age of COVID-19—an historical disruption that, combined with the climate emergency and rampant global inequality, threatens to inflict a depression deeper and longer than that described in this history of working-class generation. Please let us not return to the Struggletown of the 1930s.




Preface to New Edition


In the fourteen years since Struggletown was first published, its subject looks very different. Richmond has become one of Melbourne’s most desirable addresses for the sophisticated and cashed-up. The decaying factories have been remade as warehouse apartments; luxury dealerships have replaced the used-car yards; Bridge Road has become a mecca for the fashion-buyer and the latte drinker. In Swan Street, Dimmey’s survives, but all around it premises cater for a different customer. The northern boundary is another world again, where Victoria Street has become a ‘little Vietnam’, alive seven days a week with Asian foods, goods, furniture and people.


In the streets everywhere the Victorian and Edwardian houses have been restored and renovated, often now for the second or third time. A ‘period home’ in ‘original condition’ is hard to find. New townhouses, some displaying the most avant-garde architecture in Melbourne, squeeze into tight spaces in narrow streets. Even the silos that tower over the Yarra have been converted into apartments. Many of the great factories—the Rosella, Bryant & Mays, the Pelaco, the Skipping Girl—have been transformed into apartments and up-market offices, with their icons reframed as ‘industrial chic’. The Vickers Ruwolt site on the river bank is becoming a new town of luxury living.


The government high rise flats are still there, but the low-rise housing estates have been rebuilt or remodelled to look smarter and friendlier. Old Richmondites can be found in the housing estates, but many more residents are new to this country, overwhelmingly from South East Asia. And already these newest New Australians have made their mark not just in commerce and the professions, but also in all areas of community life including politics.


The politics look very different. Richmond lost its local council in the Kennett government’s reforms of Victorian local government, and is now represented in the more-corporate style City of Yarra, along with its neighbours Collingwood and Fitzroy. Even the football team faced extinction until a public appeal restored its financial position.


Richmond is still a special place however; its residents still love it despite the choking traffic and impossible parking. The shopping streets now buzz; it is alive at night in a way it has not been since before World War I when pubs and shops stayed open late. Its football fans have not lost their Tiger roar when the boys are at their best. Its heart is still Labor, even if election nights are drowned in Chardonnay rather than beer. And not a few of those drinking Chardonnay are the grandchildren of Struggletowners who ‘made good’ after the war out in the suburbs, and who now can afford to move back.


It is very tempting to revise a text that was written when times were different and one’s understanding was different also, but I have decided not to do so. The text must stand as one of the 1980s looking back. A new edition would require a whole new section on Australia since the 1960s and that would not fit the book’s original structure and purpose. Similarly I have come to regret that I did not include more of nineteenth century Richmond in the story, but that also is for another time.


I have just one matter of interpretation that I believe should be revised. Australian attitudes towards racism and xenophobia have changed in the last fourteen years. We are now in the midst of an unparalleled national conversation about multiculturalism, assimilation, racism, and the need for reconciliation. I have come to realise that I was too quick to condemn Old Australia for its hostility to New Australians, especially in our Struggletowns. It is very easy to spot evidence of prejudice; less easy to appreciate the countless acts of kindness, the jokes over the factory work bench, the helping out with neighbours—all the moments of human contact and warmth that built Australia’s real multiculturalism and which began where New Australians first encountered Old Australians. Those moments are rarely laid down in the historical record, yet they happened far more often than did the intolerances reported in the press. Multiculturalism did not begin in expresso bars and middle-class restaurants; it began in workplaces, hospitals, schools, in road works, on building sites—in all the places where people had to work together and make a life together. Of course there were nasty remarks, blows, hurts on both sides; but there was also friendship, jokes, teasing and when times were tough, mutual support. It has been an immense achievement.


Therefore a mixed-ethnic and mixed-class community like Richmond is a peaceful place. There is still crime because there is still unemployment, frustration and greed. But there is also still community and belonging. And I remain grateful for all that Struggletown has taught me about my own country and about life.




Preface


The history of the Australian working class before World War II cannot be separated from the history of its local communities. A communal history can tease out the social intimacies that were once the hallmark of the working class; a study that ignores the daily connections between public and private life tells only half the story. This book is an attempt to construct a social history of twentieth century working-class life by means of a group biography of a generation and its community. Readers seeking a comprehensive account of the Melbourne suburb of Richmond may be disappointed, as may those expecting an orthodox labour history. Certainly many Melbourne people, especially after the publicity recently given to corruption in the Richmond City Council, will find the particulars of Richmond intriguing, but it is hoped that others will detect resonances with Balmain or Leichhardt, Spring Hill or West End, Port Adelaide or Woodville, Fremantle or Battery Point, Maitland or Wonthaggi.


There is a further dimension to the study of public and private life. One of the salient facts about the twentieth century is that it has seen even the most isolated people drawn into national and global events. No longer is it possible for people to remain unaware of national upheavals as it was for many of the common people during the English Civil War and the French Revolution. The two world wars and the Great Depression afflicted the entire nation and this book endeavours to explore the relationship between public events and private experience. To do this I decided to impose upon the story the chronology of a human lifespan, to take a generation of people born in a specific place and to see how they fared as they lived through the two wars, the Depression and the post-war economic boom. It is hoped that the lives of individuals and their home town can illumine in a fresh way the history of the Australian working class since Federation.


To explore private experience it has been necessary to use oral evidence in addition to the customary literary sources. There is nothing new or revolutionary about oral history; historians have always used it when it was available and helpful. And like all forms of evidence it has vices as well as virtues, some of which are discussed in Chapter 6. None the less, for a labour historian trained in nineteenth century British history, this venture out of the printed record of working-class struggle into the oral remembrances of daily struggle has been a sobering lesson in how little politics matter to most people. It is also chastening to write about people who are alive and able to read the interpretations placed upon their testimony. It is not as easy to pass judgment upon the living as upon the dead and in producing a book such as this, the historian is taking an enormous liberty with the privacy and dignity of the informants. Consequently a number of safeguards have been taken. Rather than barge in as a total stranger armed with a tape recorder and a battery of compulsory and intimate questions, I decided to allow the informants to tell as much or as little of their life story as they wished. People vary greatly in what they are comfortable about revealing to the outside world, so the interview had to remain in their control. Sometimes they requested that testimony not be divulged or they expressed opinions that, while honestly held, they would be reluctant to have broadcast. Sometimes, too, they revealed themselves to be foolish and such instances have been incorporated into general comments to lessen their subsequent embarrassment.


A further advantage of allowing the informant to control the shape and depth of the interview was that some quickly revealed themselves to be gifted observers of their life and times. These old people were born into a rich oral culture: some are compulsive talkers; others are vivid raconteurs to whom the printed version cannot do justice. Women seem to find it easier to talk about themselves than do men, but the men and women who stood out are all distinguished by their capacity to remain in touch with their emotions and to generalize about experience. Some are sensitive observers of others and reticent about themselves; some are valuable for their ingenuousness. If I were to deny the differing quality of the informants by being scrupulously fair about the extent to which each is quoted, it would deprive the outstanding informants of the opportunity to make their special contribution to the book.


Finally, there is the problem of veracity. Memory is notoriously unreliable, but the combining of oral testimony and printed records can assist us to verify most matters of substance. In fact, much of the oral evidence amounted to emotion recollected in tranquillity, a rich source for the way people cope with life experiences. A small number of white lies have been detected; probably there are more. Some readers who have lived through the same times will contend that this is not ‘how it was’ for them, but these must stand as legitimate differences of opinion. For legal reasons no hearsay evidence about the activities of the Richmond Council, the Australian Labor Party and the Democratic Labor Party has been used. This book must stick to the public record, even if what is now established as part of the public record is but the tip of the iceberg. The postscript summarizes the findings of Mr Alastair Nicholson Q.C. from the Board of Inquiry Relating to Certain Matters within the City of Richmond (Melbourne, Government Printer, 1982) which examined certain allegations about the Richmond Council which have been in circulation since 1961.


All the informants, apart from those who have held public office, have been given pseudonyms (in italics), as have people mentioned by them in circumstances that might occasion embarrassment or constitute slander. The pseudonyms have been selected to match the character and ethnic origin of their real names and some married women have been given a pseudonymous maiden name to identify their sibling relationship to other people in the book. The reference to each interview is cited only once in the notes and all subsequent appearances in the text, except where stated otherwise, relate to that initial reference.


There are many people to thank. My greatest debt is to the informants themselves. First among them is Angus Wishart, founder and secretary of the City of Richmond and Burnley Historical Society from 1972 to 1983. Angus introduced me to many of the informants, and with his wife Elma, never ceased to offer advice, support and hospitality. I also thank: James Beament, Harold Blundy, Tom Bradley, Jim Cairns, the late Irene Chalk, the late Gus Coloretti, Mary Cranston, Gertie Daly, Ron and Linda Edwards, Rene and Alf Elliott, Grant Forsyth, Mavis Giles, Ray Grace, Jean and Eric Green, Muriel Harris, Thelma Hoffert, Sophus and May Jones, the late P. J. Kennelly, Laurie L’Estrange, J. A. (Jimmy) Loughnan, the late Samuel Loy, Emma McIntyre, George Newman, Robert Parker, Margaret Perry, Lil and Alma Pincott, Thelma Roddy, Charles Roseby, Kevin Rush, Doreen Shaw, Frances Shaw, Marshall Slattery, Vi and the late Henry Tevendale, H. C. (Ossie) Timewell, Len and Hilda Topp, Isabella Wilson and the late George Winter.


I also wish to thank friends and fellow historians who had a part in the completion of this project: Stella Barber, Dr Ian Britain, Geoff Browne, Stephen Henderson, Wendy Lowenstein, Mike Salzberg, Paul de Serville and Eric Timewell. I am grateful to Professor Graeme Davison and Dr F. B. Smith for reading and commenting upon the manuscript in its final stages, as did Dr John Powles, Angus Wishart, Arthur Lonnquist and Laurie and Hélène McCalman. Molly Rimmer typed a long manuscript beautifully and patiently. My thanks are due to Hyland House for permission to quote (on pp. 163–4) from Weevils in the Flour by Wendy Lowenstein; and to Dr Serge Liberman for permission to quote (on p. 287) from On Firmer Shores. I also wish to thank the La Trobe Library, the Carringbush Library, the Town Clerk and Rate Collector of the Richmond City Council, the University of Melbourne Archives and the library and Features Department of the Herald and Weekly Times.


This book was written with the assistance of a grant from the Literary and Historical Committee of Victoria’s 150th Anniversary Celebrations, and published with the assistance of the Victorian Ministry for the Arts.


My final debt is to my husband, Al Knight, whose wisdom as a bookman and deep understanding of working-class life inform this book throughout. If I have ‘got it wrong’ after all this, it is nobody’s fault but my own.




1900–1914







1


Birthplace


The Place


When I was a kid we used to go to parties in the suburbs.


—Where do you come from?


—Richmond.


And the next thing you’d be dropped like an oily rag.1


In 1905 E. C. Buley described the journey by train to the city of Melbourne of a squatter politician in town for parliament. As the train passed through the suburbs it took him on a tour of the class structure of the metropolis:


Next to his own suburb is one of detached villas, each with its own garden; then comes a region of wooden cottages, all neat and comfortable; and finally, stucco terraces, rather dingy and crowded, and many of them with cards in the window proclaiming that ‘board and residence’ may be obtained within. Suddenly a corner is turned and the city area is reached.2


That dingy and crowded place was Richmond.


Three decades later, in the midst of the Great Depression, a schoolboy, who would become a politician of a different hue from the squatter, was introduced to his future constituents by a similar bird’s-eye view from the train. James Ford Cairns was never to forget the desolation he witnessed on those first forays into Struggletown:


I went to Northcote High School, travelling by train from Princes Bridge to Merri through West Richmond, North Richmond, Collingwood and Victoria Park. It was a world that looked somewhat threatening, somewhat foreign, and after a while I decided to get off the train and walk round for an hour. One of the things I remembered was the Reserve behind the Richmond Town Hall. Whenever I went there there were always several hundred men hanging about on the Reserve. They’d sometimes play football if anyone ever had a football; they had little stalls where they used to sell kinds of meat pies for a penny; they had something—I’d never heard the word before—a gymkhana, and even then I became aware that there’d be someone who’d either pinch the proceeds or something like that would happen. And almost every street had dozens of ‘to let’ notices sticking out on a pole or a stick so that you could see it from the footpath. And around the Vine Hotel on the corner of Bridge Road and Church Street, there were always a hundred or so men standing outside with half-a-dozen in the bar—picking up the smell of it.3


Most Melbourne train travellers remained content with their bird’s-eye knowledge of Richmond. By the 1950s it presented an aerial aspect of a town of corrugated iron: roofs were patchworks of rusting oddments kept down by bricks, bits of grey timber, jerry cans and car tyres; corrugated iron also replaced the fences that had been torn down for firewood in the Depression. Invidious comparisons with the spacious, ordered and sanitary family life in the garden suburbs were irresistible. And the aura of working-class dirt was made almost tangible as the outsider was assaulted by Richmond’s industrial stenches. Eastern suburban commuters hit what seemed like a wall of lime and tannery foulness at the Burnley station; the north wind served up to the plutocracy of South Yarra and Toorak across the river an olefactory cocktail of tomato sauce and burning malt; and on hot days the bourgeoisie of Hawthorn savoured the tanneries and the smouldering contents of the Horticultural Gardens’ tip.4


The rise of motor transport was to force a closer acquaintance with Richmond which had the misfortune to contain four major arterial roads as well as generating its own industrial and commuter traffic. While day-time economic life revealed an innocuous if decrepit community, night brought menace and alienation. In 1954, when a Hawthorn woman was fined £5 for failing to stop after an accident, she tendered as her defence:


My only thought was to get home safely. I was very frightened as there had been so many bandits in the Richmond district, and being shortly after the hold-up in Hawthorn Glen, without reasoning about it, I just kept on going, wanting to get out of Richmond where the bandits seem to live.5


Yet when outsiders did manage to penetrate class lines and meet the bandits of Richmond, they were in for a surprise. Dr Jim Cairns’s second encounter with Richmond came with his sudden election for the federal seat of Yarra in 1955:


They were better off than I expected them to be. There was less alienation amongst them than amongst the people with whom I’d lived in the country. They talked to one another more. They knew much more about one another. There was a lot of gossip, of course, but what they didn’t have in money and material things they had in personal relations.


That was Richmond’s magic. Poverty and prejudice welded its people into a richly human community. Yet they remained haunted by their image in the outside world as it inspected their back yards from the train and peered nervously down their side streets. A resident despaired in 1916:


The aspect presented to the train traveller between Richmond and South Yarra is one of most unsightly backyards, and the mental impression of this city conveyed is that it is a slum neighbourhood excelled in unsightliness by nothing else between here and Sydney. Where it is not slum it is advertising hoardings, and the odours are certainly not those of Araby the blest.6


This resident’s plea for reform would be typical of the protests made by fellow citizens throughout the twentieth century: the pain of class stigma was as deep as the nastiness of slum life. They knew they did not deserve to be dropped like an oily rag.


Like all Melbourne’s first suburbs, Richmond’s social fate was determined by its topography, yet it commenced life as a settled white community with considerable advantages. The municipality, which includes the small suburb of Burnley, lies about four kilometres south-east of the Melbourne G.P.O. Its northern and western boundaries are the arterial roads of Victoria Street and Hoddle Street; its southern and eastern borders are formed by the romantic meanderings of the Yarra. At the suburb’s heart rises a handsome hill with commanding views of the Yarra valley and of the distant Dandenongs. But the hill occupies only a small area of the city and the land falls away sharply to the south and the west and flattens to the north and the east to form an unremarkable plateau. Richmond’s first settlers were the pioneering gentry like the Hentys and the Dockers who were attracted by the hill’s fine views and natural drainage. By 1851 this select society was served by Richmond’s first Anglican church, St Stephen’s. Towards the river the lush but flood-prone river flats invited grazing, and still on the high land in South Ward stands a small community of wide-verandahed colonial homesteads and some fine bluestone town houses which once overlooked a picturesque river valley. But that large expanse of flat and water-logged ground, enriched by the domestic filth from the élite on the hill, nipped in the bud Richmond’s career as a preserve of the gentry. By the 1860s small local industries had begun: boot-making, furniture making, an organ builder, a maizina plant, a brewery and, significantly, a wool-washing plant and a tannery. The wide river flat proved irresistible to noxious trades seeking both a river frontage and a captive pool of labour living on their doorstep, who were too fearful to complain about pollution. Richmond’s fate as a working-class suburb was sealed.


None the less, Richmond’s palmy days were not yet over. The 1880s boom saw prosperous local merchants and manufacturers erect vulgar mansions and elegant spacious terraces on the hill. Religion too had its most prestigious premises on its commanding heights, but St Stephen’s was now dwarfed by a more representative denomination ministered to by the Jesuits from their Gothic bluestone St Ignatius’, consecrated in 1870. Designed by William Wardell, the architect of St Patrick’s Cathedral, it is unquestionably Richmond’s finest public building and arguably the most splendid parish church in Melbourne. Richmond’s other pocket of gentility was in Burnley Street where Nellie Melba’s father, David Mitchell, was joined by small businessmen, professional men and office workers in taking advantage of what was left of the river scenery. But the major development in the boom years was in workers’ dwellings which spread all over the municipality. Developers and building societies erected terraces and free-standing workers’ homes throughout the suburb. It was common practice also for a building tradesman to erect a pair of houses in his free time, live in one and sell the other. In some of the first settled areas existing early colonial dwellings and hovels were demolished and the sites redeveloped. A few of this first generation of workers’ homes can still be found in the low-lying part of West Ward and in Centre Ward, distinguished by their low ceilings, high-pitched roofs and absence of passages. Many of these pioneers’ cottages had to go to accommodate the new surveying of the street plans; some which survived the boom were secreted away down back lanes and behind new houses which conformed with the infant building regulations. Richmond as it stands today was a creation of the late Victorian boom and its true origins are now only occasionally visible.


By 1900 Richmond was a fully-fledged suburban community of 37 824 inhabitants. It had had local government since 1855 and had been a city since 1882. It was exceptionally well served by public transport in cable trams along its arterial roads and in two railway lines with five stations within the municipal boundaries. Such public transport enhanced Richmond’s industrial role and extended the suburb’s life as a major shopping area long after the decline of its affluent population. Swan Street and Bridge Road had both classy and cheap department stores that drew shoppers from all over Melbourne. Two essential amenities of modern life were also coming to Richmond in the early Edwardian years: sewerage was replacing the foul open drains and the Richmond City Council embarked on the still continuing saga of surfacing roads. Swan Street, the most prestigious shopping street, was first with a skin of wood blocks completed in January 1901 at a cost of £5000. Municipal inefficiency and neglect of road maintenance and street cleaning were to be the bane of residents and business people for decades to come. In 1902 210 streets needed name plates, and with poor lighting, finding the way home after dark was an art. £25 would have paid for 210 new name plates and repaired the existing ones but the Council pleaded poverty, deferred the matter to the 1903 estimates and spent £250 on renovating the Town Hall instead.7


On paper, however, Richmond looked like a prosperous and well-served community. In 1900 it boasted twenty private schools (only three of them Roman Catholic) and five state schools, a United Friendly Societies’ free dispensary, two free libraries (although the lending branch had 3000 volumes compared to Prahran’s 11000), an array of friendly societies and lodges, sporting clubs, social clubs and even exclusive dancing assemblies, debating clubs, and a multitude, of church organizations. There were municipal heated swimming baths which also provided a bathroom service and the city’s business was conducted from a fine Italianate brick town hall. Vaudeville companies played in local halls and everywhere there were dances. A lively and comprehensive local press that would endure almost without a break for the next sixty-five years informed and bonded the community. A pony racecourse owned and operated by John Wren was eager for punters’ cash as were the legions of illegal Starting Price (S.P.) bookmakers. And for those who needed solace, no fewer than sixty-five pubs offered hospitality.8


Environmentally, too, Richmond was unusually advantaged as a working-class suburb. On its south-west boundary lay Yarra Park, in 1900 a planted park containing the Richmond Cricket Club and the Scotch College grounds and the Friendly Societies’ oval. Local dairymen grazed their cows and draught horses on the lush river flats and Richmond children chased rabbits in its unkempt corners. Upstream past the tanneries lay Survey Park, 153 acres of natural bush, an exquisite refuge from urban dirt, noise and ugliness. It gave access to delightful swimming spots and picnic retreats and the Twickenham ferry linked Burnley with Toorak on the opposite bank. By the 1920s the Survey Park contained twenty cricket pitches, all packed with players every weekend. Next door was the Burnley Horticultural Society’s Gardens of thirty-six acres. Established in 1863, it was one of Melbourne’s oldest institutions. Finally, towards Yarraberg, there remained some of the Chinese market gardens which served Melbourne and its inner suburbs with fresh vegetables. Within Richmond the City Reserve behind the Town Hall was a scruffy apology for a park but the Barkly Gardens in South Richmond, developed from a filled-in quarry, attracted crowds of two thousand on Sundays to listen to band recitals in its rotunda.9


But in the streets where the people of Richmond conducted their lives, the quality of life was far from advantaged. On the hill gentility was in retreat. The 1890s depression had driven many of the better-off into more salubrious suburbs east and south-east. The mercantile élite, with some eccentric exceptions, was being replaced by a professional élite, of doctors, lawyers and dentists who practised in Richmond and identified with it. Many of the grand houses had become seedy boarding houses. And while the housing stock built in the 1880s boom was still in good condition, pockets of acute poverty and vile slums could be found all over the municipality. As the economy recovered in the Edwardian years, the residential character of Richmond would come under attack from expanding industry. Burnley and East and South Richmond would suffer most but in 1900 South Richmond already evidenced the urban decay that would blight the entire community by the end of the 1930s.


On the flat, South Ward, still flooded after heavy rains in the Yarra’s catchment area, housed the very poor. The unmade streets, many the narrowest in Richmond, were alleys of dust, chaff and dried horse manure in the summer and foul mud in winter. By the Church Street bridge lay Richmond’s worst rookery, ‘Irish Town’, where respectable Protestants feared to enter lest they be showered with ‘Irish confetti’ of half-bricks. The natural drainage down the hill conferred on South Richmond so much putrid surface water that people dammed it in their back yards to keep ducks. The rabbitos and fishos cleaned their wares in the streets and threw the remains into the gutters for the cats and dogs. When ‘Richmond Resident’ walked along Cubitt Street on 24 February 1916 he found it ‘full of horse manure, waste papers, empty tins) rabbit entrails, dead cats and such-like flotsam and jetsam, whilst the channels contained a quantity of malodorous slush’. And if the outside world was offended by the smells of Richmond, its torments were nothing compared with those of its hapless inhabitants. While South Richmond endured the tanneries, the boiling down works, the cork factory and the tip, in 1904 the residents of Abinger and Lyndhurst Streets on the hill were driven from their homes by the stench of the effluvia of a nearby jam factory.10 As ‘Richmond Resident’ walked the streets of Richmond on that February day in 1916 he recalled the poet’s words:


I counted four and twenty stinks


All well defined and various stenches.11


This then was Struggletown.


The People


The 1901 Census counted 37 824 people in Richmond—18 074 males and 19 970 females—housed in 7908 dwellings. By 1966 Richmond would have only 33 020 inhabitants but they would be better housed in 9616 dwellings.12


Already by 1901 Richmond was a stoutly white Australian community. Not one Aborigine lived within its boundaries after only half a century of white invasion, yet 70 per cent of Richmond’s inhabitants were born in Victoria and a further 6 per cent in other parts of Australia. In its middle-class neighbour, Hawthorn, both these proportions were slightly lower. In Richmond 11 per cent were born in England, 3 per cent in Scotland and 5 per cent in Ireland; Hawthorn’s British-born were 13, 3 and 4 per cent respectively. Richmond had 233 Germans, 32 French, 56 Scandinavians, 67 Americans, 57 Italians and 63 Chinese: the non-British ethnic mix would have changed significantly by 1966. In sex ratios Richmond was decidedly more masculine than was Hawthorn with its live-in servants and high proportion of unmarried gentlewomen. Males exceeded females in Richmond in the economically active years between thirty-five and forty-five, but their lower life expectancy led to an excess of females over the age of forty-five. Richmond also had more children: 33 per cent of its population was under fifteen compared to 30 per cent in Hawthorn. Religion, however, was a keener measure of the demography of social class. While 40 per cent in Hawthorn and 39 per cent in Richmond described themselves as Church of England, Roman Catholics comprised 26 per cent of Richmond’s population and but 14 per cent of Hawthorn’s. Hawthorn was 15 per cent Presbyterian and 11 per cent Methodist; Richmond’s Presbyterians and Methodists both comprised 11 per cent. Hawthorn had twice as many Baptists and Congregationalists as Richmond, but Richmond exceeded Hawthorn slightly in members of the Church of Christ and the Salvation Army. But above all it was population density that measured class differences and the side of a square accommodating a hundred people was 573 feet in Richmond and 1059 feet in Hawthorn.13


Richmond in 1900 was still largely a community unto itself. Not only did most residents earn their living in their home suburb but many worked for employers who also hailed from Richmond. Nineteenth century Richmond was not unusual as an industrial suburb in having a resident and visible ruling class that dominated commercial and professional life, governed the community through the Richmond Council and exerted social leadership through the churches and local organizations. At the turn of the century the élite was in political decline as the infant Labor Party began to challenge its hold on the Council, and by 1914 it would be routed, but its social significance for the poor of Richmond was far from over.


The significance of the Richmond élite had as much to do with communal mythology as it did with the actual exercise of economic and political power. The presence of an élite added spice to class relations. Working-class Richmond people remained fascinated by success in fellow Richmondites, relishing their disgraces, deploring their pretensions, revering their triumphs over poverty and insignificance. Many have a repertoire of such success stories and these fortunates succeed, in folk memory at least, far beyond the average and become ‘top men’, ‘top surgeons’, ‘top accountants’. Ordinary people could derive deep comfort and gentility by association from the presence of the ‘silk department’ on the hill: perhaps being born in Richmond did not mean being socially doomed. Hence it is not uncommon for people who have left Richmond to retain fantasies of it as ‘a rather elegant lovely place’. ‘There were lovely mansions—some beautiful homes’, one woman recalls, who left after a frightful life as a young mother during the Depression.14


Burnley, too, has spawned a legion of fantasists who recall its pleasant but undistinguished streets and putrid atmosphere as the ‘Toorak of Richmond’. This desperation for significance also took an inverted form in the curious pride that even the respectable take in ‘Squizzy’ Taylor, the 1920s gangster. Nearly everyone has their Squizzy story, no matter how remote the connection: ‘I can remember the night that Squizzy’s fruit shop in Bridge Road was blown up: I went out to the front gate of our house in Coppin Street and I heard this big bang’.15 Squizzy and his kind provided free entertainment for poor people, but also he was a Richmond boy who became famous, as though even notoriety was better than obscurity.


Of Richmond’s legendary élite, few of the oldest families remained by 1900. Some who stayed were probably too old to move like the Saunders of malt fame who lived in ‘Ernestine’ in the Vaucluse hidden behind St Ignatius’, one of the most beautiful and private residential closes in all Melbourne. Mrs Henty-Wilson clung on in Waltham Street as the last remnant of the gentry of St Stephen’s. When she died in 1921 she left an estate of £2895 realty and £15 850 personalty. One of Richmond’s most famous self-made men was Herbert King, the undertaker. He had come to Richmond in the early 1880s and when he died at his residence. ‘Kingsley’, in Lennox Street in 1913 he left a massive £15 659 realty and £5235 personalty. He was a businessman to the end, for although an Anglican, he left generous bequests to his colleagues at St Ignatius’, St Stephen’s and the Presbyterian church. Small business could be lucrative and the canny invested their profits in property, as did Charles Jago, a butcher and mayor of Richmond in 1893–94 and 1901–2. He moved to rural Springvale and died in 1914 leaving real estate including the Rising Sun Hotel and other Burnley properties worth £18 546 and a personalty of £9180. A fellow councillor, Edwin Crawcour (mayor in 1903–4), grew up on the Victorian goldfields and came to Richmond where he opened a pawnshop. His name can be found on many title deeds of small Richmond houses as the mortgagee. He died in 1923, described as a ‘financier’ of Mathoura Road, Toorak, leaving £28 684 personalty and £5302 realty. A lively and provocative public figure, he had made his mark as the master of the Duke of Richmond Lodge, president of the Jewish Mutual Aid Society and a life governor of the Melbourne, Alfred and Women’s hospitals. His co-religionist on the Richmond Council in the early Edwardian years, Moses Alexander, was the patriarch of one of Richmond’s most loyal wealthy families. At the circumcision of his nephew Benjamin Alfred in 1902, the Loyal Toast was proposed with a proud acknowledgement of the adherence to the Throne and the Empire of His Majesty’s Jewish subjects and of the many honours possessed by Jews throughout the Imperial Dominions. Baby Ben would grow up to found the family’s menswear store and preside over Richmond, beloved for his kindness and generosity.16


In Burnley Street, the towering figure was David Mitchell of the ominous sounding ‘Doonside’ and the toughness he passed on to Melba made him the very stuff of legend. Bill O’Reilly recalled one:


And Davey Mitchell was a fine big man … everybody liked him …


He lived in one of them two-storey houses too. His brother John used to tipple a bit and this particular day he’d had a little too much. Davey came home and said:


—You’ve had a bit too much John.


—No I haven’t Davey.


—John, what is ‘enough’?


—What you got Davey.


—No, said Davey.—‘Enough’ is what I’ve got and just a wee bit more.


And that was a millionaire’s definition of enough.17


Yet when David Mitchell died in 1916 the Richmond Council did not like him enough to attend his funeral and the Richmond Guardian reminded posterity of his loathing of ‘the monarchy of unionism’ and of his haste to bring in scabs when his cement workers went on strike. Revering the self-made man, Mitchell encouraged his apprentices to get on and one, Clements Langford, established one of the biggest construction firms in Melbourne. A leading layman at St Stephen’s and a member of the Synod, Langford capped his career as a master builder in 1928 when, despite advancing age, he climbed and fixed the lightning conductor to the first completed spire of St Paul’s Cathedral. Two years later he died, leaving realty of £55 305 and personalty of £126 327.18


A modest business that flowered into a vast family dynasty was McConchie’s timber yard. Mr and Mrs David McConchie arrived from Scotland in 1871, bringing with them the first charter for the foundation of the Independent Order of Good Templars. Sixty-five years later, in 1936, 172 of their 220 direct living descendants signed the register of the South Richmond Methodist Church in a family reunion. The family even fielded their own cricket team in local competition.19 But the presence of such an affluent and dominant family in a working-class church created inevitable tensions. Florence Smith remembers with mortification:


The McConchies liked to feel well dressed and so it caused quite a bit of jealousy in the congregation—’Mrs So ‘n so’s got a new hat’. My sister was a great one for dressing up and she’d go down to Dimmey’s: ‘Oh I like that hat’, and the lady that served her had been there many years, knew her and would say: ‘Oh that suits you—that really looks smart’. ‘Yes, I’ll take that—on appro. That’ll be all right won’t it?’ So she’d take her hat, get a new dress and go all dressed up to church and on Monday morning be back to Dimmey’s with the hat: ‘So sorry, my husband didn’t like it on me at all’. I was so ashamed to think that my sister would do a thing like that—just to outsmart the McConchies.20


A means of gaining wealth not open to such Protestants was hotel-keeping. A significant number of Richmond publicans made a lot of money and launched their children firmly into the middle class. In 1903 Mr and Mrs William Malone sold up and returned to Ireland to see their relatives and from there established their son in Edinburgh to further his medical studies. Georgina O’Meara, the daughter of the ‘esteemed’ publican of the Railway Hotel in Swan Street, matriculated at sixteen, completed her music studies two years later and by 1910 at the age of twenty-six was a star in the Nellie Stewart Company.21


The enduring strength of the Richmond élite, however, was in the professional men and the senior public servants who identified with Richmond and resisted the temptations to seek a better address. Of course some local professional men did eventually prefer to live elsewhere as did the L’Estrange family, one of Richmond’s pioneers, yet they too remained close to Richmond’s community life and politics. It was significant that Catholics slightly predominated in Richmond’s professional élite, for the sectarian bigotry that divided Australian society made acceptance of Catholics by their Protestant peers difficult. If successful Catholics stayed in Richmond, however, they could enjoy a secure and respected role as the social leaders of their community. Poor parishioners enjoyed the rivalry between the better-off at St Ignatius’: ‘Oh she was a picture of herself’, recalls Lilian Campbell of one dentist’s wife. ‘She used to come up to church with the great hats and the feathers and the Lord knows what—God!’22 Yet, this social leadership could have unfortunate consequences: when a Richmond solicitor was caught misusing his trust fund, fellow parishioners all over Richmond lost their money. Patients remained loyal to professional men who were incompetent, senile or even alcoholic. One dentist spun out a simple filling for months—doing a little bit and ‘letting it wait’.23 There was money to be made by practising in Richmond, however: a Dr Boyd, formerly of Erin Street, left £82799 to his wife in 1936.24 As elsewhere, there were a few doctors who took advantage of being in a poor suburb and provided services to prostitutes for venereal disease and illegal abortions. Some doctors took liberties of rudeness and roughness with working-class patients that would have alienated middle-class people, but most were kind, attached to their patients, and angry about the slums and poverty that harboured fatal infectious disease. As the best educated people, other than clergy, whom the poor had anything to do with, they were deeply respected and provided inspiration and encouragement for bright students hoping for scholarships and betterment. Growing up in a lower-middle-class family on the hill, Dr Brendan Ryan was inculcated with ‘a great deal of respect for education and the educated man in public life; that in fact was a horizontal cleavage line in society as far as the family was concerned, in many ways more important than money or possessions’.25 None the less the Edwardian élite knew their place and expected the lower classes to know theirs. John Brown, who worked as a leather dresser at the old Richmond firm of Kennon’s for fifty years, recalls his early days:


They had this idea that they had to lower themselves to speak to the workers—you’d see them in the street and they’d just pass you by. As the years went on they were more friendly to you and after the First World War things began to change …26


Bridging the gap between the élite and the vast working-class majority was an uneasy class of low-paid white-collar workers, self-employed tradesmen and small shopkeepers. They were sprinkled throughout the suburb, sometimes staying only briefly in a poor street—on their way up to better things or on their way down because of illness, unemployment or alcoholism.27 Hamish Roberts remembers a bunch of double-fronted weatherboard houses being built in Twickenham Crescent just before World War I: ‘Very few people had telephones then but these people did and we thought they must have been very rich … however, they were still working people, one was an engine driver’.28 It did not take much to set yourself a bit above the common standard and those who wished to, took advantage of every possible means of social distinction. Dot and Edna Wilson’s father was a plasterer who through shrewd investment and hard work established a prosperous building firm and in 1921 moved his family to middle-class Malvern. As members of a rising family in Burnley the girls were acutely aware of their superiority to the poor children at Burnley school who were often dirty and had no handkerchief: ‘You hated to be near them at school’.29 When the Murphy brothers’ business at the Richmond abattoirs flourished, the three families bought new large houses. Emma and Alice’s parents bought a house in Barkly Avenue with a built-in wooden copper: ‘It had a pipe going through into the bath so you could fill it direct from the copper and didn’t have to use a bucket—we always thought it was such a luxury’. Their mother was now able to employ a neighbour who was ‘married and struggling’ to help with the washing, although the purpose was more to help a friend rather than lighten her own domestic duties.30 Kevin Maloney, as the son of a successful Swan Street bespoke tailor, remembers ‘the weekly banking ritual’ as one vital display of social distinction between the white- and blue-collar worlds. Working-class people never possessed a cheque account and paid all bills in cash; those who did have a cheque account wore it as a badge of gentility: ‘You looked on them as people of means; they may not have had a penny in the bank but they had a cheque account’.’31 In 1910 the residents of Manton Street, Burnley, ‘regarded as one of the select streets of the district’, protested that a proposed Salvation Army barracks in their street would reduce the value of their property and afflict them with band noise and the comings and goings of the good people of the Army. Their protests were in vain and those barracks are in use still.32 Yet the genteel were not so removed in moral life and ambitions from the working class for, class distinctions aside, the great and most significant divide in Richmond life was between the respectable and the rough. And if we are to understand the mental landscape of the people of Richmond in the twentieth century we must explore the values and ideals that shaped the Australian working class.


The ideal of respectability was amongst the most important cultural baggage brought to Australia by immigrants hoping for dignity and prosperity in a new land. The impact of the ideals of respectability on the behaviour of all classes had been one of the most significant social transformations that came in the wake of the industrial revolution. Respectability prescribed disciplines in behaviour which could alter the conception of the self. In demanding cleanliness, sobriety, extramarital chastity, thrift, time-consciousness, self-reliance, manly independence and self-responsibility, it promoted an ego that was self-regulating, responsible and mature. The respectable workman might still drink and gamble, but now he did so to a budget. Even more, the respectable workman might seem to have accepted the values of his masters, but he might also be now better equipped to think for himself. If, on the one hand, respectability encapsulated moral qualities which were needed by the new industrial state, on the other respectability offered the poor but honest some sort of psychological defence against the humiliations of insignificance and the frustrations of helplessness. Respectability taught self-discipline, but self-discipline did not necessarily imply social and political deference.33


In the workplace, industrialization needed a workforce that was sober, punctual, obedient and capable of observing set routines and safety regulations. Gone were the days of artisan independence, of drinking on the job, of taking ‘Saint Mondays’ for the weekend hangover. Many nineteenth century working people found new disciplines and habits forced upon them and the falling consumption of alcohol is one of the few statistical indices we have of these changes in behaviour. However, many working-class people took readily to respectability and were keen to partake of its psychological benefits as well as of its economic advantages. Those above the economic margin of respectability, who chose to follow its other moral prescriptions, found a path to self-respecting, manly independence—the emotional status of being fully adult. John Vincent has identified manliness and independence as the great moral idea of Gladstonian Liberalism; and when nineteenth century British people called someone ‘respectable’ they really meant that he or she was fully human or civilized. However, in a Britain where the social classes were becoming ever more exclusive in the face of economic and social change, undertaking what Kitson Clark has called ‘the consolidation of caste’, the respectable working man, poor but honest, clean and sober, found himself still relegated to the political and cultural margins of received public life. Society still refused to acknowledge his true worth as a human being.34 An American, Henry Tuckley, lamented of England in 1893:


In this contest for the maintenance of social dignity, the working man was nowhere, and had no chance of getting anywhere. To be sure he is a man for all that; but it can hardly be compatible with a sense of manly independence to be made to see and feel all the time that his lines are cast among people who hold him to be their natural servant, and whose invariable attitude towards him—excepting when they want a favour at his hands—is that of undisguised contempt.35


Hence working-class respectables who found no solace in religion, politics, trade unionism, Secularism or domestic retreat, evidenced their frustration by having the highest suicide rate of all the classes, and by emigrating in droves.36


Respectable English—and Scots and Irish—came to Australia in the hope not only of fortune, but also of social dignity. Few found fortune and most discovered the greater democracy of manners to be but a superficial gloss on a social and economic structure just as limiting as in the old country. The average respectable working-class immigrant found himself still relatively poor and powerless, and the struggle to maintain social and economic respectability continued as before. And in the competition for work, especially in times of depression, working-class people were forced to fight for their respectability at the expense of their less fortunate fellows.


Keeping respectable meant that people lived with a perpetual sense of threat—not just from their employers and social betters, but also from their inferiors, the dirty, drunken, casual poor. ‘There but for the grace of the Victorian Railways go I.’ Or as many said to themselves: ‘Thank God my parents were English and Chapel or Scots and Kirk and not Irish and Catholic’. Sectarianism and racism towards the Irish were to prove added complications in the character and political consequences of working-class respectability as it was practised in Australia. In England the Irish were often regarded as a race problem rather than feared as a social and political threat: their Popery was but a symptom of their congenital moral degeneracy. 37 In Australia the larger Catholic presence was a different matter. Here bigoted Protestants had to concede that the Irish Catholic population encompassed the same range of capacities and aspirations as did other ethnic groups and was growing in confidence. Certainly Catholics were over-represented in the working class and their anti-social behaviour was more often brought to the attention of the police: 46 per cent of those arrested for drunkenness in Victoria in 1901 were Catholics, whereas only 31 per cent were Church of England.38 In Richmond the Catholic community was small and cohesive enough to isolate as a conspiratorial minority and big enough to be feared by poor Protestants struggling to maintain respectability and fearing Irish contamination. Hence some poor Protestants sought to use sectarianism as a social divider and thereby as a stepping stone to respectability.


Within the Catholic community, however, there were many respectable people who felt doubly discriminated against both as working class and Catholic and who deeply resented the racist image of the drunken and ‘Dirty Irish’ (a phrase one of my informants still uses to describe relatives by a mixed marriage). Dr Brendan Ryan is still ‘irritated at every stage Irishman being a boozer (even Dave Allen)’ and recalls the civilized and careful enjoyment of alcohol practised in his and many Catholic families. Respectable Catholics, therefore, were fighting battles on two fronts: first, against Protestants who discriminated against them because of their religion and, second, against the unrespectables in their own religious community who sullied the collective reputation of their church and ethnic origins. These tensions over class and respectability, between Protestant and Catholic and between Catholic and Catholic, were to bedevil Richmond politics for the next sixty years and would play a major role in the 1955 split in the Labor Party.


Yet when we step outside the arena of public conflict into the private world of Richmond people, we find sectarianism much softened. Many people did not take the sectarian conflict seriously—or as seriously as their politicians and church leaders said they should. Many in fact saw it as an evil, even if they still hoped their children would not contract a mixed marriage. The pervasive social tensions of the working-class private world were over respectability and survival—the integrity of the personality and the family, the good regard of the neighbourhood and employers. People who learnt about respectability as Edwardian children now rarely use the word ‘respectable’. Twentieth century parlance has changed and these people tend to use ‘respectable’ as an ironic description of the pretentious middle class. However, when pressed, they certainly know the difference between respectable and rough in working-class life. The law courts continued to use evidence of ‘respectable character’ as a justification for leniency well into the 1940s, but twentieth century working-class Australians prefer to speak of ‘nice people’ and ‘good families’ and ‘no-hopers’ and ‘bad eggs’. Therefore, when we look into the private world of Edwardian Richmond as these old people now remember it, the issues and obsessions are the social legacy of the nineteenth century, described in the language of a later age.39


Bill O’Reilly was one of eleven children, he never wore shoes and rarely ate meat, yet the O’Reillys considered themselves respectable and relatively fortunate because their father was a permanent labourer on the railways: ‘Everybody thought that Government jobs, especially the Railways, was a good job because it was wet or dry and you got paid’. Families like the O’Reillys saw themselves as superior to the unrespectable casual poor, such as those who worked at the Rosella jam and sauce factory when the tomatoes and the fruit came in, Isabel Williams, as a devout Protestant, life-long Liberal voter, and by her own admission, an unworldly spinster, once had to take work at the Rosella:


Some of these women, including my friend Ollie, were pretty hard cases and they’d tell these little dirty yarns, but they never told a yarn in front of me. Strangely enough they used to say to me: ‘You put all your peels in the kerosene tin while we tell a yarn’. My young brother used to say: ‘Low class people work at the Rosella’—I’d never have that. A friend said to me: ‘Fancy you going to work at the Rosella—a different class of people to the way you were brought up’. But I never had a word said out of place by the men or anyone.40


This stigma upon casual workers was based upon hard practical facts. An irregular income strained and disturbed family life. The casual poor were constantly on the move, searching for work, doing midnight flits because of rent arrears and debts. In Mary Street, a mixed street of double- and single-fronted houses with some real hovels, the population was divided between those who stayed for years (not only as owner occupiers but also as respectable tenants), and a population that was entirely unsettled. In 1901 35 out of 111 occupied households changed occupants at least once, in 1902 59 out of 107 and in 1903 39 out of 104. Moreover these changes were mostly occurring in the same houses where it seems landlords were more lax about the character of their tenants.41 Consequently children were often changing school and mothers had to start afresh to establish credit at the corner store and build a community network that was the working-class family’s greatest support in times of illness, stress and unemployment. The casual poor lived from week to week, the worst off from day to day. There was no point in planning for the future and the whole rhythm of family life was utterly different from that of a breadwinner in good health on regular wages. As a Victorian Board of Inquiry into unemployment warned in 1900:


Irregularity of employment has a demoralizing effect upon the worker exposed to it. The existence of a listless, helpless and idle class on the fringe of the unemployed population is largely due to this cause. Men, otherwise industrious, deteriorate physically and morally when exposed to long and frequent periods of compulsory inactivity.42


When a family on irregular wages had a good week it was only human that they blew some of their cash at the pub or with the S.P bookie. Yet it was often the drink and gambling that trapped a family in the casual economy, and much casual work, in particular fellmongering and day labouring, attracted alcoholics. There were, of course, gradations of respectability and roughness and not a few families straddled the dividing line with a respectable woman married, usually unhappily, to a rough man. At work and at the pub respectable men often associated with the rough, loyal to relatives and childhood friends who had fallen victim to hard times. People moved between the two social worlds: elevated by good luck and regular work into respectability, reduced by unemployment, illness and stress into the ranks of the casual poor. At the bottom, dissoluteness and defeat were manifest in dirt, and domestic filth and body odour were for all the immediate daily hallmarks of the rough. The ultra-respectable, however, had little sympathy for the dirty, the unchaste and the drunken—these were self-disciplines that cost nothing. And the respectable widow who battled to keep her children clean and decent despite the direst poverty could find herself the most esteemed member of the street community.


Jean Fowler’s father worked in the bush in a sawmill and his large and near-destitute family only saw him once a fortnight when he brought back to Richmond


about 35 shillings for the fortnight and a couple of bottles of wine. And that would be all wed see of him. Off he’d go—it didn’t worry him. It was my mother who had all the trouble. Of course I’ve been all around Richmond—White Street, Green Street, Durham Street, Somerset Street, Edinburgh Street, even Swan Street on top of a butcher’s. My mother would have to shift because they never had the money to pay the rent.


Jean grew up on the margin of respectability; only her mother’s will, and self-discipline kept the family clean, fed and clothed somehow. But there was little time left for affection and fun: ‘too many kids for any of that sort of business’. At St Ignatius’ School Jean was treated as one of the reprehensibles because her mother could not pay even the minimum fee of sixpence a week, but one of her most vivid memories there was to encounter a shattering social incongruity:


These people on the hill who lived in Charles Street and Elm Grove—I can remember one girl from there [at school]. I never even had a book—I didn’t have the money to get a book and the nuns would say read from the girl next door’. I remember trying to read and [this girl] put her arm out [so I couldn’t see]. And she was just walking in lice and they were on the desk and I’m back like this. Because my mother, she was marvellous—we’d get home of a night and she’d comb and comb our hair and put kerosene on it. She was very clean like that. But this girl’s just sitting there and they’re falling off her—I wouldn’t go near her again. She was meant to be clean—they had money. I don’t know what her mother was doing.43


Jeans friend, Muriel Thompson, recalls how as mothers during the 1930s and 1940s the two of them banded together to fight off the demoralization of life in the worst pockets of South Richmond:


There’s a little gang of us that sort of keep together. Jean’s kids and my kids went to school here, and we’d go down to the beach, right down the end of the tram. And you’d keep together and lead a clean life. We never sat round pubs like some of them—but a lot of our cobbers did. At Christmas time we went around the pubs from the church singing carols. ‘You frightened to go into the pubs Mrs Thom?’ I said, ‘No, my husband used to go in them, but I never went with him’. Perhaps if we had gone in with our old man we might have been a bit better.44


The minority—and it was a minority—who did take to drink, compulsive gambling, crime and prostitution, were a constant reminder to the respectable of the dangers of letting go. Below those capable of work in 1900 there was a small but very visible army of vagrants, alcoholics, opiate addicts and the mentally and physically incapacitated. In winter, as unemployment rose, so also did convictions for vagrancy, and the law took a dim view of wilful destitution. In 1903 the Richmond magistrate, Mr Keogh, asked a certain Louis Tammie how he lived: I starves’, replied Tammie who was promptly sentenced to 12 months hard labour. And Thomas Biggs who had been transported to Van Diemen’s Land, was also sentenced to 12 months for vagrancy, three months short of his hundredth birthday.45


Destitute children, orphaned or abandoned, wandered the streets, begging and stealing. In 1903 John Hunter, a ‘wee lad’, was charged with being a neglected child. Constable Strahan told the Richmond Court:


The mother of the boy had died six months ago. She was a woman of ill-repute and the putative father refused to have anything to do with the boy. The lad had been in charge of in turn two persons, but they had each got sick of him and turned him out. Latterly he had been wandering about the streets, subsisting on what he could beg and pick up and sleeping out under verandahs.46


The previous year Alice Jenkinson was charged with being a neglected child. The court was told that ‘her father was dead and she had not seen her mother for eight years, during which time she had worked for her living. Lately she had become very deaf and was unable to find a situation. She had been wandering about and the police took up the case for her own protection’. Alice agreed to go to the Convent of the Good Shepherd.47


Many near-destitute and alcoholic families did have homes of a sort—often hovels tucked away down lanes or behind newer dwellings. They may have been one household in a respectable street, vivid warnings of the dangers of relaxing self-discipline and control. Drink and dirt usually went together. As Ruby Kane recalls: ‘You’d always find where the drink was—the house was neglected’.48 Lilian Campbell remembers one:


There was one on the corner of Abinger Street and Lyndhurst Street—we used to call it Cockroach Terrace—houses with fences right on the street. The one on the corner—she was a drinker. She became pregnant and my brother came home to Mum and said ‘Oh Mum you should see Mrs “So and so”—she’s out like that with beer’.


The tragedy of the alcoholic wife was even more appalling than that of a boozing husband, for a mother with good mental health and physical resilience could do much to protect her children from the ravages of a drunken father. The children of a sober father, left at home with an alcoholic or disturbed mother, fared far worse. Of course, as it is still the case today, it was common for both man and wife to have alcohol problems. None the less, respectable people often did extend friendship and support to the innocent victims of a disturbed family, but seeing the depths that people collapsed into left many children with a horror of drink for life. Lilian Campbell was the daughter of a labour aristocrat—her father earned £10 a week as a felt hatter in the 1920s—yet Lilian still made friends with the traumatized child of an alcoholic family:


In Palmer Street there was a little lane that went right through to Murphy Street and there was one house in that little lane, the Trevelyans’. And Dollie Trevelyan—her mother was a drunkard and Dollie had no control over her bladder. She wet, wet, wet all the time and it used to run down her legs. It was a dreadful smell, I went to their house one day and the only furniture, or bed was a heap of straw in a corner—that’s where Dollie slept. Nothing else in the room. There was only a kitchen table and a couple of chairs in the house full stop. And Mrs Trevelyan—she was neglected. She’d have her dress undone and I remember one day seeing her bust and I thought ‘Isn’t she rude’—but the poor thing was drunk half the time.


Moreover it was much more difficult for working-class people than for the better-off to hide moral disgrace and disturbed behaviour from their neighbours. Most people turned a deaf ear to everyday family noise and to sounds of intimate relations that came through party walls or flimsy weatherboards, but fighting and bashings were harder to ignore. Friedrich Smith still wonders at the double standards over family violence:


It was quite common for men to bash up their wives and the strange thing was, if you were to kick a dog another man would kick you. But if you were having an argument with your wife, nobody would interfere. During the First World War, one Friday night I was down in Swan Street and there was a fight going on outside a hotel at the corner of Docker Street. And this fellow was cleaning up his wife and another fellow who knew the family went to her assistance (he was in military uniform) and she turned round and belted him for belting up her husband. This was the way it was—you couldn’t understand why.49


Many respectables could never comprehend the perverse loyalty of those victims of wife-bashing who refused not only to seek police protection but even to admit to friends and neighbours what was going on. One wife-basher who did end up in court was Walter Crowley, who in 1912 was convicted of assaulting his wife, Lena, and threatening her with an axe. Neighbours in Gwynne Street told police that there was trouble in the house every night of the week: ‘The crying of the children was continuous and sometimes it could be heard hundreds of yards away’, they said. Crowley got off with a suspended sentence, the magistrate admitting that if he did go to prison, ‘his wife and children would suffer and if fined, the wife and children would really pay the penalty’. Three years later Crowley was finally sent to prison for three months, after Constable Strahan, hearing the noise from the street, entered the house to find Crowley with his hands round his wife’s neck, banging her head on the floor and threatening to kill her.50


Such hideous public displays underwrote working-class respectability, especially the bitterness of wives and daughters who believed their menfolk drank to excess, even if their excesses were only occasional. Of course, living on an inadequate income—and all working-class incomes were inadequate—there was never really enough money to spend on alcohol and cigarettes. Nearly every elderly working-class person today believes that they had a relative who drank to excess and the visible tragedy of alcohol abuse explains the high incidence of teetotalism in this generation of Richmond people, especially among women, both Catholic and Protestant. The enormous decline in alcohol consumption up till the 1940s in this country is all the more remarkable, in that for much of that time alcohol and opiates were the only chemical relief readily available for chronic pain and depression and anxiety.51


Poverty and frustration also laid people open to the temptations of crime. The known criminal families appalled the respectable, even though they found a certain morbid entertainment in their exploits and behaviour. Florence Smith’s Methodist family were terrified of the Briggs Mob in their street:


A big family of cousins, aunties and uncles and that. They were drunkards really. Saturday night mostly they’d have a party and get drunk and it would end in an all-in brawl. One night in particular, we watched from across the road—we didn’t dare cross over to that side—and one of the Briggs brought his woman out by the hair of her head. He was dragging her along the footpath.


But if Richmond’s small criminal community provided colour and excitement they were a problem for the people they lived among. Parents dreaded adolescent sons and daughters being drawn into anti-social behaviour; neighbours feared the violence; the respectable winced for the damage they did to Richmond’s collective reputation. Mostly the respectable could do little about it but there was no doubt of the social tensions generated by the conflict between the respectable and the rough. In 1909 a middle-aged man, Richard Wynne, was fined £5 for using obscene language while he lay in his own bed in his own house because he could be heard fifty yards away. And in 1912 the now ‘ultra-respectable’ residents of Little Smith Street pleaded for its name to be changed, first because of the bad name it had earned in wilder days and second because they objected to the necessity ‘to parade the limits of their narrow thoroughfare by publishing the prefix “little” throughout the whole course of their correspondence’. Honour was restored with a change to ‘Flevill Street’.52


As for the larrikin pushes, even respectable women remain rather indulgent towards them, emphasizing that they never harmed girls and that women were always safe on the streets. Respectable men, however, are far less forgiving, for many were themselves victims of push violence. Hamish Roberts has no illusions:


The pushes were groups of larrikins who had just left school and started work. They invariably used to get together on street corners and their language would be vile. They had nothing to do on Sunday evening so they would get on a street corner and look for trouble. They used to get opposite the church in Burnley and wait for all the girls to come out of church. Of course we’d be the target for them, looking for a fight. This applied all round Richmond. One of the pushes even had their own football team—they used to call themselves ‘the Coppins’ because they all came from around Coppin Street. They played football against us and chased us home with bike chains afterwards. They were opposite to the churchgoers—there was a definite division between those who went to church and those who didn’t. A lot of the unrespectable—the larrikins—were against the government and the law. And in a lot of cases they were drunkards. They liked to break up things and were jealous of people who got on.


Hamish Roberts is a man who did get on, but who also has remained a good Labor man.


All this was the background to the obsessions that pervade respectable working-class life, especially in women: cleanliness, sobriety, no ‘language’, premarital chastity, the hatred of debt, the desperate importance of good character. Women often assumed the role of moral guardians, sometimes regarding grown men—their own husbands—as self-indulgent children who always wanted to go out to play—at the pub. This often led to resentment in men who worked long hours in tiring, boring jobs only to come home to a nagging, sexually frightened wife. In some, respectability degenerated into neurosis. Jean Fowler confesses: ‘If ever I go into Coles and I pick anything up, I always drop it because I’m frightened. I’d die if ever I was accused of thieving or anything’. Isabel Williams says her ‘blood runs cold’ when she hears the ‘bad language kids use today in the street’. But one of the saddest pathologies of respectability was the house-cleaning obsession—the fanatics who scrubbed and scrubbed: ‘They didn’t last long’, Ruby Kane remembers; ‘they went mad’. For some like George Montgomery who threw himself into the Yarra from the Anderson Street bridge on a Tuesday in December 1902, life itself was not as important as respectability. His suicide note read: ‘I cannot … [sic] this life any longer and go to seek the unknown. This is the result of trying unsuccessfully to live and keep honest and upright’.53


Ultimately the pressure to remain respectable was both spiritual and material. In such a close-knit community the known character of a man affected his chances of work, especially of permanent jobs. The very fortunate, usually tradesmen, did possess the ‘Open Sesame’ of written references but most had to rely on verbal recommendations and Kevin Maloney maintains that any man known as a ‘bit of a player’ was adjudged unreliable. This, he emphasizes, is why people tried to hide personal problems, even though the neighbours had their suspicions, for skeletons in a working-class cupboard had an economic dimension.


But above all it is Muriel Thompson, who has battled through the acutest poverty, who sums up the greatest value respectability held for survival: ‘I found out there was a lot of love in Richmond. There was a horror of—you know—but if you were a nice person, you had plenty of love around you’. And it was this love that made life bearable and ensured you both emotional and material support in bad times, for the respectable trusted each other and shared food and money, knowing it would one day always come back.


The story of this Richmond generation’s lives is shot through with the themes of the struggle to keep their self-respect, no matter what tragedies or deprivations faced them: It was a battle for the integrity of the personality, the moral achievements one did not need wealth to buy. And for most Richmond people these needs and conflicts were to be more important in daily life than politics or religion, even if political and religious leaders played on these ideals and debased them into prejudices. But above all respectability gave some inner relief against the stigma of being working class, of coming from where the bandits lived and from being dropped like an oily rag.


The Economy


The surest path to respectability lay in the gaining of a regular job but for many Richmond people economic respectability remained elusive and precarious. Even in times of economic prosperity most outdoor work, especially labouring, was casual and therefore below the margin of respectability. Even though Richmond was a stiff walk from the port of Melbourne, many Richmond men sought work on the wharves and not a few still worked in the bush, leaving their wives and children to fend for themselves in the city. But the Edwardian years culminating in World War I saw Richmond and its fellow industrial suburbs in a state of economic transition from an essentially pre-industrial manufacturing structure reliant on sweating and small units to a modern factory-based industrial system. And while this would do much to reduce the sweating evil, it would also mount an effective attack on skill and artisan independence. It would create more regular jobs for women, juveniles and some men, but it would do so at the expense of skill.


The devastating 1890s depression fostered a new Factories and Shops Act in 1896 which, through the establishment of Wages Boards, succeeded in abolishing much of the sweating in the clothing and footwear trades that were the backbone of Richmond and neighbouring Collingwood. As prosperity returned, manufacturers had to accommodate the new Act and reorganize their enterprises. By the time the Wages Boards were investigated and reviewed by the Royal Commission of 1902–3, production was increasingly being transferred from outworkers’ homes to regulated workplaces and for those who continued to work at home the Wages Board rates gave them a living wage for an eight-hour day.


Not that sweaters had given up easily. One dogged survivor was Charles Edward Robinson, a heavy boot manufacturer in Richmond, who employed about twenty men. Evasive and pleading ignorance of such essentials as the wholesale and retail prices of his boots and the output of every worker, he claimed that his employees were not on piecework and that they received £2 2s a week. Yes, his father had been prosecuted several times under the Act so that two years ago the business was registered under his name; and, although confident that his workmen were in ‘comfortable circumstances’, yes, it was true that the factory opened only on Tuesday, Wednesdays and sometimes Thursdays; and no, he did not know what the men did during the balance of the week.54


Bigger fish than Robinson were equally determined to oppose and circumvent the Wages Boards. John Bedggood, the founder of one of Richmond’s biggest boot factories, started sending his samples to be copied by the lower paid workers of free-trade New South Wales: ‘I am not going to break my heart bootmaking. I am as courageous as anyone in the city, but I am not going to keep a hospital for people’. But the new factories were no hospitals as employers retaliated by instituting the ‘task system’. Workers were set a task to complete in the eight-hour day and the standard was based on the speeds of the fittest and fastest. Slow workers were sacked or kept on if they agreed to hand back to their employers a portion of their pay after the wages book had been entered up to the satisfaction of the factory inspectors. In the boot trade cases were reported of men taking home twenty-five to thirty shillings when the Wages Board rates were £2 14s and £2 15s. A youth was getting fivepence a pair of boots when the log was eightpence and one old man took home only ten shillings, a fifth of the wage entered in the employer’s books. At the other extreme, highly skilled workers complained that the Wages Board had destroyed their advantage as the minimum award was also observed as the maximum, regardless of quality of workmanship. The task set workers was always too severe and they found themselves forced to work harder in the factories than ever before. One tailoress confessed: ‘You are in continual dread that you are not making the money up’. The Commission concluded: ‘The task system was really piecework at a lower rate than the log’.55
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