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The Queensland Journal of Labour History (QJLH) is compiled and
published twice a year by the Brisbane Labour History Association (BLHA), the
Queensland branch of the Australian Society for the Study of Labour History. The
Brisbane Labour History Association is a not-for-profit collective of volunteers.

The BLHA seeks to assist rather than merely to document the activities of the
working class. Neither is its conception of labour history narrowly academic,
spanning, rather, all social aspects of the productive process. How were class
relations formed? What was the role of the state and the production process? How
does labour relate to race and gender? What were the industrial and political
organisations created by workers and what struggles did they fight? What are the
cultural expressions of class? How have these people, those who live by their labour,
recorded, remembered, and represented their own history?

Although the BLHA has a particular focus on Brisbane (Meanjin) and Queensland,
we support the study of working-class history in its local, national and transnational
settings. We also encourage the study of social movements in which workers have
participated or which have affected workers’ personal, social, political or economic
circumstances.

Material published herein does not necessarily reflect the views of the BLHA or the
editorial committee of the BLHA.

Notes for contributors

The QJLH is published in Spring and Autumn each year. Articles of any length are
invited. Contributors receive one-year membership of the BLHA.

First-person accounts of trade union, social movement and progressive political
struggles and organisations are particularly welcome. We encourage oral history.

Reports on exhibitions, seminars and research projects are sought, as are book
reviews and photo essays.

Contributions can be submitted either as hardcopy (posted to the Secretary) or as
an electronic file emailed to qldlabhist@gmail.com or other BLHA email addresses.

Please ensure that your name, any relevant organisational affiliation and all
contact details are included in the article itself as well as in the covering email. Please
also send details of any graphics, photographs, maps, drawings, cartoons etc. that
might accompany your article.

Copyright of articles is retained by authors, but authors should be aware that the
BLHA does allow the reproduction of the content of the QJLH, for research purposes,
by online research databases. In consequence, the BLHA may receive royalties for
content access. All royalties received are used to cover the cost incurred in producing

the journal or are used to cover the wider activities of the BLHA.




Editorial

Alison Stewart

The Queensland Journal of La-
bour History exists to promote the
study of workers—their lives, their
working conditions, their concerns
and passions, and most important-
ly, their struggles.

In 2022, this can appear anachro-
nistic. Union membership is very
low as is the level of industrial dis-
putation.

But working people are facing a
critical juncture. Wages have been
stagnant for years while inflation
is escalating, eating into their stan-
dard of living and creating hard-
ship. As I write this, Labor Trea-
surer Jim Chalmers’ first budget
is being handed down...with little
immediate relief.

There have been welcome bursts
of strike action—involving nurses,
teachers and rail workers in NSW,
and childcare workers and uni-
versity workers nationally—cam-
paigning for wage increases, secure
jobs, respect, and recognition.

Learning from the past is vital for
success.

The specific circumstances we face
may be unique, but workers have
been here before. Labour history
can provide answers as to what

worked to remedy the situation
and what didn’t. It can provide in-
spiration and ideas for action.

Our leading article in this issue,
Terry Irving’s address for the 2022
Alex Macdonald Memorial Lec-
ture, examines this critical ques-
tion: “How can history be useful
to a workers’ movement in 2022?2”

Terry counterposes the use of his-
tory by the official institutions of
the labour movement—often a self-
serving list of milestones—with the
use of labour history to “reveal the
struggles that led to the victories.”

He uses the fascinating story of the
role of “trees of knowledge” in the
early Australian labour movement
as opposed to the official Labor
Party history of Barcaldine’s Tree
of Knowledge to make the point
that victories should not be mis-
taken for the struggle.

He argues for a radical historical
approach with activists as the au-
dience, producing “stories of resis-
tance and agency, written with so-
cial purpose...history as a political
act”, encouraging resistance and
rebellion.

He says of radical historians, “Be-
cause the radical past was always



being made anew, their work is
pregnant with possibilities, alert-
ing their readers to the possibilities
for action in their own situations.”

Terry’s lecture is followed by vi-
gnettes from the discussion chaired
by BLHA president Jeff Rickerrt
with a panel of young Brisbane
unionists and political activists
providing insights into the impor-
tance of history in helping them to
organise and campaign.

One of the panel, Electrical Trades
Union media officer Kristin Peris-
sinotto, is directly involved in a
new multimedia history project
“On Her Shoulders”, highlighting
the unacknowledged contribution
of women to the Queensland union
movement. Details of this exciting
project are outlined later in this
edition.

2022 is the 100th anniversa-
ry of the establishment of the
Queensland Trades and Labour
Council (TLC), now known as the
Queensland Council of Unions. In
this issue we reproduce the history
of that event that Alex Macdonald
used to preface the 1957 TLC An-
nual Congress Agenda. Alex, who
was the TLC Secretary between
1951 and 1969, had a deep interest
in labour history, and in the pref-
ace to Congress described briefly
the various attempts at inter-union
co-operation and organisation be-
fore 1922. Like his preface, we also
reproduce the minutes from the in-
augural TLC meeting.

Jeff Rickerrt’s interview with Mike
Barber in Towards 60 Years of
Maritime Unionism offers a de-
tailed portrait of working life at
sea and invaluable insights into
the processes that led to Mike’s de-
cades of union activism.

Mike relates his involvement in key
maritime workers’ struggles in the
UK, New Zealand and Australia—
including the Patrick’s dispute. It
is this type of labour history—a
real-life “warts and all” record of
a worker activist—that is priceless.

This year marks the centenary of
the abolition of capital punish-
ment in Queensland, legislated by
the Labor State government under
Premier T J Ryan. The Queensland
government became the first any-
where in the British Empire to
abolish capital punishment for
all crimes. It is an achievement of
which the labour movement can be
unequivocally proud.

The recent BLHA tour conducted
through South Brisbane Cemetery,
recounted in this edition by activ-
ist Jan Curr highlighted the issue
of capital punishment as this cem-
etery holds the graves of those ex-
ecuted at the nearby Boggo Road
Gaol.

BLHA committee member Neil
Frost, who conducted the tour,
provided the 75 attendees with de-
tailed statistics about those who
suffered capital punishment in
Queensland.



The significance of class and race
was revealed to be stark. The dis-
proportionate numbers of Indig-
enous Australians, South Sea Is-
landers, Irish and Chinese amongst
those executed was shocking, if not
unsurprising, to those of us with
an interest in Queensland’s history.

An event was held at Parliament
House in August to commemorate
this important centenary. As part
of this day-long activity, the T ]
Ryan Foundation conducted a ses-
sion on the history of this change
to Queensland law.

A video recording of the session
can be accessed at the T J Ryan
Foundation’s website:

http://www.tjryanfoundation.org.
au/cms/page.asp?ID=8613

The 2020 Australian novel, The
Dictionary of Lost Words, by Pip
Williams, is a work of fiction built
around the true story of the pro-
duction of the first edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary, between
1884 and 1928. A fictional female
worker on the dictionary, growing
into womanhood and impacted
by the emerging suffragette move-
ment, realises that certain words,
sometimes vulgar, but almost
always associated with feminin-
ity, are denied and rejected by the
Victorian patriarchy. She decides
to save and collect these words for
herself. In this issue, Deborah Jor-
dan reviews the book and wonders
why it has become so incredibly
popular.

2022 hasseenthepassing of anum-
ber of those with distinguished in-
volvement in Queensland’s labour
history. The lives and contribu-
tions of two of them, Owen Doogan
and Salvatore “Ted” D’Urso, are
acknowledged and celebrated in
this edition.

What was inspiring about the Alex
Macdonald Memorial Lecture this
year was hearing from emerging
leaders and seeing the interest of
their colleagues and supporters in
the audience.

If labour history is to have a future,
then it must be relevant to this and
the next generation of workers,
unionists, and activists.

We hope that this edition ap-
proaches that standard.

On that note, I would like to en-
courage contributions to the jour-
nal. As it says in our blurb, first-
person accounts of trade union,
social movement and progressive
political struggles and organisa-
tions are particularly welcome. We
encourage oral history. Reports on
exhibitions, seminars and research
projects are sought, as are book re-
views and photo essays.

Many thanks to Dean Wharton
and his massive efforts to pull this
edition together and to Allan Gar-
diner for his assistance in co-edit-
ing.



Vice-Presidents Report

Greg Mallory

A number of important figures
involved in the labour movement
recently passed. This issue carries
obituaries for local comrades Ted
D’Urso and Owen Doogan. Other
lost comrades include:

Ray Markey, the author of In
Case of Oppression: The Life and
Times of the Labor Council of New
South Wales, passed away on 28
April 2022. Ray was a Life Mem-
ber of the Illawarra Labour His-
tory Association and its initial
President. From 1979 to 2005 he
was Associate Professor in Indus-
trial Relations at the University
of Wollongong. He moved on to
become Professor of Employment
Relations at Auckland University
of Technology Business School
and then Emeritus Professor at
Macquarie University, Professor
of Employment Relations from
2011 to 2016 and Director for
Centre for Workforce Futures.

Tom McDonald passed away on
16 April 2022. Tom was a former
President of the NSW Building
Workers Industrial Union and a

former Vice-President of the Aus-
tralian Council of Trade Unions.
In those roles he was responsible
for universal superannuation, high
minimum wage rates for building
workers, stronger health and safety
standards, accident pay and long
service leave for building workers.
Tom was a pro-Soviet Communist
who at first opposed the green bans
of the NSW Builders Labourers
Federation but later rejected that
position. He became a member
of the Socialist Party of Australia
when it split from the Communist
Party of Australia. In retirement
Tom stayed active and worked in
training young unionists. He was a
member of the Search Foundation.

Bill Ludwig passed away 11 April
2022. Bill was a shearer and Aus-
tralian trade union official for the
Australian Workers Union. He was
elected Secretary of the Queensland
Branch of the Australian Workers
Union in 1988. Bill was a powerful
figure within the Australian Labor
Party with the AWU Faction. In
1997 he was awarded an OAM for
his services to industrial relations.



BLHA events and projects

South Brisbane Cemetery tour.
In August, the BLHAs Manage-
ment Committee member Neil
Frost guided us through the graves
of South Brisbane cemetery, point-
ing out the radical history of the oc-
cupants. A report of this event on
Ian Curr’s Workers Bush Telegraph
website appears in this issue.

“Records of Struggle”
Fryer Library’s labour archives.
Dr Jeff Rickertt, our retiring BLHA
President and an archivist librarian
at Fryer Library, showed a capacity

group around some of the resourc-
es available at the library for pro-
spective researchers into the battles
waged by Queensland workers and
others. Demand for a repeat of this
event is strong.

SEQEB Dispute Film Screening.
Friends and Enemies, the 1987
feature documentary on the 1985
SEQEB strike, was shown on Octo-
ber 11 at the Elizabeth Sustainable
Table Cinema. Among the speakers
was the director, Tom Zubrycki.
Clips of the film can be viewed at

http://aso.gov.au/titles/documen-
taries/friends-and-enemies/

The Record of Struggle/Fryer Library event
c/o Neil Frost



Whitlam Government Election
Anniversary. In collaboration
with Vintage Reds, the BLHA held
an event on 11th October marking
the fiftieth anniversary of the elec-
tion of the Whitlam Government.

47277 Workers Power. The
BLHA continues to be involved
in monthly discussions on radical
history during the Workers Power
broadcast on 4ZZZ. An upcom-
ing broadcast will feature the 1957
Palm Island strike, when Aborigi-
nal Australians fought back against
an horrific injustice. Podcasts of
past discussion are available at:

http://brisbanelabourhistory.org/
brisbane-labour-history-associa-
tionzresources(4zzz—podcasts

Banner project. The BLHA and
the Queensland Council of Trade
Unions are collaborating to com-
pile a register of historic and con-
temporary banners held in union
offices throughout the state. We
hope that one outcome will be an
exhibition of some notable exam-
ples. A more long-term aim is to
begin a “heritage register” that will
include the memorials of working-
class history which are not ad-
equately noted by the official heri-
tage system; the suject of the 2021
Alex Macdonald Memorial Lecture

delivered by Howard Guille (see
QJLH Issue 33).

Other notable ongoing la-
bour history projects

Queensland MUA archive proj-
ect. 2022 marks the 150th anniver-
sary of unionisation in Australia’s
maritime industries: a timely oc-
casion for the Queensland branch
of the Maritime Workers Union to
undertake a major archiving proj-
ect. The work was done by Andrew
Reeves, an Associate Professor at
Deakin University and a contribu-
tor to union-related collection in
the National Museum of Australia.
Professor Reeves has supplied the
following information about the
project:

Recently the MUA arranged to
have historical material retained
by the union at its Brisbane of-
fices sorted and listed prior to
transfer to the Butlin Archives at
the National University. The ma-
terial identified for retention runs
to more than 130 boxes, with ad-
ditional arch-lever files, photo-
graphs and other artefacts. It will
join union material already held
in Canberra.

With few exceptions, the material



dates from the 1960s, being highly
concentrated in the years between
1975-2000. Material predating
the establishment of the MUA is
almost exclusively material from
the Seamen’s Union. It includes:

Subject files on a vast array
of industrial, political and
social issues.

Campaign material from
political campaigns and in-
dustrial disputes, including
important files, correspon-
dence and photographs from
the 1998 Patrick’s dispute.

Paper, correspondence min-
utes and notes relating to
National Conference and
Executive meetings.

A wide range of broken runs
of minute books, includ-
ing branch meetings, port
committees, shipboard com-
mittees from Queensland,
together with minutes from
interstate branches from the
1970s-1980s.

Papers and files collected by
previous officials.

Correspondence files includ-
ing material relating to Na-

tional Office, branch mat-
ters, industrial disputes and
award/ EBA negotiations.

In addition, a number of sig-
nificant artefacts were located,
including the 1953 banners of
the Seamen’s Union’s Brisbane
Women’s Committee. A longer list
of material, organised by box, is
held by the union.

Researchers wishing to view the
material should seek permission
from the union.

The mention of “artefacts and ban-
ners” is especially interesting. The
accessible examples of such mate-
rial tend to be from southern states.
This underlines the importance of
the BLHAs banner project, men-
tioned above.

One exception of an artefact from
Queensland that is kept in a na-
tional collection is the wharfie’s
hook used by Aboriginal activist
Joe McGinness when he worked
on the wharves as a member of the
WWEF in Cairns in the 1950s. The
hook is held in the National Mu-
seum of Australia, and its catalogue
entry notes that “in the 1950s the
wharf industry was one of the few
industries to accept Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander labour”



The Penalty is Death
A Troublemakers History of South Brisbane

Cemetery

[an Curr

A Report on the Brisbane Labour History Association’s August 2022
tour of the South Brisbane Cemetery, hosted by Neil Frost of the
BLHA Management Committee

Originally published on: https://workersbushtelegraph.com.au/

On Sunday 14 August 2022, Neil
Frost from Brisbane’s Labour Histo-
ry association gave an excellent tour
called ‘A Troublemakers History of
South Brisbane Cemetery

‘The South Brisbane Cemetery at
Dutton Park is predominantly a
working-class cemetery;, so reads the
pamphlet handed out to 100 or so
onlookers who were given an insight
into the lives of notable rebels buried
in Dutton Park Cemetery on Anner-
ley Road.

There were some chilling subjects in-
cluding the death of a young mother
of three children whose body was
found dumped near the Brisbane
Girls Grammar School on Gregory
Terrace. Mary Emmett was the vic-
tim of an unscrupulous Wickham
Terrace medico after she fell preg-
nant and was ‘treated’ for haemor-
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rhaging. The doctor who performed
the abortion procedure was let off
scott-free during the long period
of misogynist anti-abortion laws
in Queensland. It was significant
that the investigation into Ms Em-
mett’s death was led by Frank Bish-
off, the notoriously corrupt former
Queensland Police Commissioner.

My mother Bettina Curr used to al-
ways tell me that if you keep on the
way youre going you'll end up like
Cousin Frank; in Boggo Road Gaol.
Her prediction was accurate. Both
cousin Frank and I ended up in Bog-
go Road gaol for different reasons. I
was put in there because of the gov-
ernment’s ban on street marches in
1977. Half the cabinet of the Bjel-
ke-Peterson government were sen-
tenced to gaol for corruption. The
premier, Bjelke-Petersen, avoided
that ignominy by rigging the jury.



Images of the event c/o Jeff Rickertt

Onehundredyearsago, Queensland
became the first place in both Aus-
tralia and the British Common-
wealth to abolish the death penalty
on 31 July 1922 - but not before
94 people perished at the end of
a hangman’s noose. So, the state
of Queensland banned the death
penalty long before Barry Jones ap-
peared on Pick-a-Box.

Neil Frost described the racist ba-
sis for hanging in Queensland at
the Dutton Park Cemetery. Perhaps
most chilling and reprehensible of
the deaths recorded in the cemetery
were the capital punishment burials
of forty-one men and one woman
who were hung at the nearby Boggo
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Road Gaol. Those killed included
thirteen South Sea Islanders and
six first nations men. This dispro-
portionate number of South Sea
Islander and First Nations people
indicate a criminalisation of groups
whose offences could be seen as
acts of resistance. These were of-
ten public events where South Sea
Islanders and Aboriginal people
were brought in to witness the cruel
hangings to act as a deterrent for of-
ten violent resistance for their land
being stolen or being the victims of
‘blackbirding’

The most infamous of all was the
public hanging of resistance leader
Dundalli that remains unremarked



(no grave, no official acknowledge-
ment of his struggle for land rights)
save for a small plaque in Post Of-
fice Square in Brisbane’s CBD.

There were some dry humorous
moments during the tour as well
when our tour guide mentioned
the hitherto unknown fallings-out
amongst members of minuscule
far-left groups.

Our tour leader celebrated the life
of master painter and socialist activ-
ist Ernest Hugo Kunze who illumi-
nated an internationalist tradition
of left-wing members of the Austra-
lian labour movement. Kunze was a
Marxist and former member of the

12

German Social Democratic Party
and was one of the inner group of
activists in Brisbane who formed
the Social Democratic Vanguard,
a propagandist organisation which
opposed the wage labour system.

The graves of John and Karl Vasi-
lenkov, who died four months apart
in 1936, had very distinctive but
similar funerals. John was a farmer
from Coopers Plains and like his
son was a passionate communist.
Carl who died in a cycling acci-
dent at Nudgee was a member of
the Young Communist League and
his burial service was free of reli-
gious kant. Several speeches were
made at the graveside by prominent



members of the Communist Party,
and as the coffin, which was draped
in a red silken flag fringed with gold
lace, was lowered, the assembled
mourners sang the Red Flag. Carl’s
grave is adorned with a hammer
and sickle.

But the one that most caught my
attention was Eduardo Manassero,
an Italian antifascist, who lived in
north Queensland during the pe-
riod of the Weil’s disease dispute
that led to widespread support for
the Communist Party. This dispute
ended up with the election of Aus-
tralia’s first and only Communist
Party member of parliament, Fred
Patterson. Patterson won his elec-
tion because of support by Italian
cane cutters and coal miners in the
nearby Collinsville area. The only
way the parliament could get rid of
Fred Patterson was by dividing his
seat into two, thus gerrymandering
him out of the parliament.

Manassero was among a large num-
ber of Italians, both fascist and anti-
fascist, who were interned together
during World War II because of the
accident of birth rather than their
actual or potential loyalty to the
Italian state. It was sad that shortly
after his release in 1944 Eduardo
passed away. The Italian communi-
ty hid anti-fascists from the author-
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ities to prevent them being interned
during the war.

Thanks are due to Neil Frost, Jeff
Rickertt, Greg Mallory and Craig
Buckley from the Brisbane Labour
History Association (BLHA) for
putting on this thought-provoking
event.

Ian Curr is a lifelong union member.
He was sacked from the Common-
wealth Public Service after 21 years
for organising against the introduc-
tion ofcontract abour in Australian
Taxation Office call centres.

Curr was an activist in Queensland’s
democratic rights struggles in the
1970s and 80s.

He was arrested during the 1985 SE-
QEB dispute for holding a Joh Must
Go banner at a union picket and met
Bernie Neville for thej‘l;rst time in the
back of a police van.

He has been a member of the Tech-
nical and Laboratory Assistants As-
sociation, the UQ Student Union, the
AWU, the Australian Clerical Offi-
cers Association and Commonwealth
Public Sector Union, and the NTEU.

He is still active and helps organise
the Big Ride for Palestine (Australia)
in active partnershé'f with APHEDA
(Union Aid Abroad). He is a long-
term member of LeftPress Printing
Society and is editor of Workers Bush-
Telegraph - a website dedicated to
worﬁers control and the abolition of
private property.



A Troublemaker’s History
of South Brisbane
Cemetery

Brisbane Labour History Association acknowledge the
traditional owners of the land on which we meet, the Yuggera
people, and pay our respects to the Elders past, present, and
emerging. This always was, and always will be, Aboriginal Land.
Sovereignty was never ceded.

South Brisbane Cemetery is predominantly a working-class cemetery; most
of the rich and powerful preferred to be buried in Toowong Cemetery, even
those who spent their lives on the southside. Some of the people we will be
talking about during the tour include:

Robert King: Labour member for Maranoa in the Queensland Legislative
Assembly from 1893 until 1899, elected in the wake of the Shearers’ Strike of
1891. Defeated in an anti-Catholic, anti-Irish sectarian campaign.

Digby Denham: Premier of Queensland (1911-1915), the first of only two
Queensland Premiers to lose their own seat at a general election. Premier
at the time of the 1912 General Strike which began when members of the
Tramway Union were dismissed when they wore union badges to work. Led
to a General Strike, not just for the right to wear a badge, but for the basic
right to join a union. Denham used a range of draconian anti-union members
to break the strike.

Daniel O'Carroll: Intelligence officer in “D” Co. 2nd Dublin Battalion of the
Irish Republican Army (IRA) during the Irish War of Independence. Associate
of Michael Collins, a hero of Irish Independence, member of Collins’ Squad,
which participated in operations against British Forces and collaborators.

Ellen Hewett: active member of the Labour Movement and participant in the
General Strike of 1912. Worked with Emma Miller to support the strike and

organise strike participants. Hewett went on the raise money to found a labour
daily newspaper.

Handout distributed during the event (page 1 of 2)
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Maggie Finney: also involved in the General Strike, Finney was described as
“a sterling and self-sacrificing worker in the Labour cause, both industrial and
political, for a great part of her young life”. Was involved during the strike in
many late-night meetings that organised strike activities.

Capital Punishment Burials: Forty-one men and one woman who are buried
in the cemetery were hung at nearby Boggo Road Gaol, thirteen South Sea
Islanders and six First Nations men amongst them. The disproportionate
number of South Sea Islander and First Nations people indicate a
criminalisation of groups whose offences could be seen as acts of resistance.
As a result of a campaign, largely led by Socialists in the Labour Movement,
Queensland became the first part of the British Empire to abolish the Death
Penalty.

John and Carl Vasilenkov: died four months apart in 1936 and had very
distinctive but similar funerals. John was a farmer from Coopers Plains, and
like his son was a passionate communist. Carl, who died in a cycling accident
at Nudgee, was a member of the Young Communist League, and his burial
service was free of religious ceremony. Several speeches were made at the
graveside by prominent members of the Communist Party, and as the coffin,
which was draped in a red silken flag fringed with gold lace, was lowered, the
assembled mourners sang ‘The Red Flag'.

Edwardo Manassero: lItalian Anti-Fascist who lived in North Queensland
during the period of the Weil's disease dispute that led to widespread support for
the Communist Party in North Queensland, and the election of Australia’s first
(and to date only) Communist Member of Parliament. Manassero was amongst
many Italians (Fascist and Anti-Fascist) interned during the Second World War.

Hugo Kunze: The life of the master-painter and socialist activist Ernest Hugo
Kunze can help to illuminate an internationalist tradition on the left wing of
the Australian labour movement. Kunze, a Marxist and former member of the
German Social Democratic Party, was one of the inner group of activists in
Brisbane who formed the Social Democratic Vanguard (SDV), a “Socialist
propagandist organisation” which opposed the wage labour system.

Mary Emmett: mother of three young children whose body was found dumped
near the Girl's Grammar School. Following an investigation, it was found that
she had sought an abortion, then illegal in Queensland, and that she had died
because of the procedure. Mary’s youngest child was just 20 months old, and
Mary had almost died during this previous pregnancy. She had been advised
to have no further children; however she fell pregnant again and had already
been treated for haemorrhaging.

15



The Alex MacDonald Memorial Lecture 2022

Alex Macdonald Memorial Lecture image c/o Neil Frost.

Delivered at the Upper Mount Gravatt Library, 1st June 2022,
with Terry Irving participating from Sydney via Zoom.
Terry was introduced by The Brisbane Labour History Association
(BLHA) President, Dr. Jeff Rickertt:

The BLHA is delighted to have Terry Irving present the Alex Macdonald Lecture
for 2022. Terry is a radical historian and an educator. He was one of the found-
ers of the Free University in Sydney in the late 1960s. He was an activist in the
movement to democratise universities in the 1970s. He was a prominent New
Left contributor to the writing of Australian history in the 1980s and he was the
editor of Labour History, A Journal of Labour and Social History in the 1990s.
From the 1960s he taught in universities in Australia and in the United States.
He is the author of ten books including Class Structure in Australian History
with Raewyn Connell, Radical Sydney with Rowan Cahill, and The Fatal Lure
of Politics: The Life and Thought of Vere Gordon Childe.

The title of Terry’s lecture takes the form of a question: How can history be useful
to a workers’ movement in 2022? For the BLHA this is a vital question because we
strive to position ourselves as an organisation which fosters and communicates
historical knowledge that is useful to workers and progressive organisations. This
idea is germaine to our interests as an association and came out of a recent book
that Terry co-wrote with Rowan Cahill: The Barber who Read History: Essays in
Radical History.
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How Can History be Useful to a Workers
Movement in 20227

Terry Irving

When I was growing up in the 1950s
and 60s, Queensland was much in
the minds of Australias militant
workers and revolutionaries be-
cause of a series of dramatic in-
dustrial and political events. There
was a shearers’ strike in 1956, an
historic strike at Mt Isa in 1964, the
establishment of the radical FOCO
nightclub in the Brisbane Trades
Hall in 1968, and the student-initi-
ated anti-Vietnam War demonstra-
tions in the second half of the 60s,
and in all of them Alex Macdonald
was centrally involved as Secretary
of the Queensland Trades and La-
bour Council. He was a prominent
member of the Communist Party,
and as I was growing up in a com-
munist household, reading the par-
ty press, his name was well known
to me. I felt proud that my party in-
cluded such an outstanding leader.

So, it is an honour for me to pres-
ent this Alex Macdonald Lecture,
and I thank Jeff Rickertt and the
other members of the Executive of
the Brisbane Labour History Asso-
ciation for inviting me.
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Preparing a lecture in Alex Mac-
donald’s name, however, has also
been a poignant reminder of what
we have lost, and a chance to con-
sider how history might be use-
ful in the process of re-building a
workers’ movement.

Celebration or struggle?

There’s a wrong and a right way to
use historyin the labour movement.
The wrong way is to remember the
movement’s historic achievements
by extracting them from the con-
text of struggle in which they oc-
curred. The right way does the op-
posite: it reveals the struggles that
led to the victories. But surely, you
say, it’s obvious that the second way
is better. Well, perhaps, but only if
you think like someone who is part
of present-day struggles.

The reason there is a right way, and
a wrong way, is that every move-
ment has to create its own institu-
tions, and the view from the insti-
tution is not always the same as the
view from the field of struggle. The



labour leader and the rank-and-file
worker may not view their common
struggle in the same way. Why is
this so?

Labour’s institutions—for example
unions and parties—are the product
of a historical process that looks like
this: in the beginning there are infor-
mal working-class struggles. They
are sustained by loose networks of
activists exchanging resources and
knowledge. As the struggle becomes
sharper, and widens, and the enemy
more determined to suppress it, the
activists find it necessary to estab-
lish roles and processes on a more
permanent basis, in other words to
set up organisations. They find that
there are many roles and functions
to define: liaison, publicity, strategy,
agitation, finance, defence, record-
keeping, administration, and pro-
viding the public face of the organ-
isation. The skills required in these
roles are developed naturally in the
struggle, but some of them require
extra study and time away from the
day-to-day pressures of movement
activity.

At this point a whole new dimen-
sion of struggle begins, between the
rank-and-file activists and the lead-
ers who, although they came out of
the struggle, now have an interest in
keeping the role that they have been
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given. It’s a complex, dialectical sit-
uation, and there is no inevitability
about which side wins.

In the early labour movement, con-
trol from below was almost a fetish;
later, as the struggle became more
complex and as the movement en-
gaged with the state, politically and
through the legal system, there was
pressure from within and without to
formalise roles and deliver continu-
ity of leadership. The state required
this, but so did the activists. So,
constitutions were drawn up, law-
yers were hired, elections held, and
leadership became a career. Histori-
cally, this happened very quickly.

Many of the Australian Labor Par-
ty’s new leaders became more in-
terested in their place in the power
structure of capitalism and its ra-
cial, gender and generational bases
of rule than in the exploitation and
oppressions of ordinary working
people whom they supposedly rep-
resented. As Gordon Childe wrote
in How Labour Governs in 1923,
Labor’s leaders, “united by a com-
mon desire to maintain their posi-
tions, undergo a mental transfor-
mation once they enter parliament.”
And he made the same point about
union leaders once they “give up the
tools.” !



Meanwhile, rank-and-file activists
developed a contempt for (as we
call them now) ‘the suits, and when
they were in a position to do so, they
fought back by forming caucuses
or factions within labour organ-
isations. With ‘democracy’ as their
catchcry they were able to keep the
worst abuses of careerist leadership
in check; sometimes they were able
to dominate and alter the culture
and rules of the organisation.

As to the role of history in an insti-
tutionalised labour movement (or
any social movement), it depends
on whether you look at it from the
point of view of the leadership or of
the rank-and-file activist.

From the point of view of the lead-
ership, there is always much in the
past to celebrate, because the victo-
ries of the past justify their present
power and authority. It is as if the
leaders are saying to us, forget about
the struggles of the past; rather fo-
cus on the succeeding victory. Why
do they talk about the past like this?
Because it is in their interest. Their
position in the present is stronger
the less they have to deal with an
assertive and potentially disrup-
tive rank-and-file that feels as if its
interests are being subordinated to
those of the leadership. Meanwhile,
the leaders respond with their best
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argument: don’t weaken the organ-
isation because our victories were
the result of its strengths. So, they
say, celebrate the victories—and re-
member to vote!

But the rank-and-file militants say,
no, the struggles of the past and
those of the present are a continu-
um. The victories of the past were
hard-won, and they were never as
good as they ought to have been.
They were compromises, half-
successes; followed by attempts to
achieve a better result after the so-
called victory. So, the struggle con-
tinued. This is a lesson of history.
La lotta continua.

Labor’s Trees of Knowledge, and
the ‘future condition of things’

Let us look at an example of this
division of interests in the workers’
movement and how it effects our
view of the past. On the website of
the Queensland Labor Party this
claim is made:

Queensland holds a special
place in the history of the
Australian Labor Party. When
striking shearers met under
the Tree of Knowledge in Bar-
caldine in 1891, they formed
the first Labour party in the
country.?



And if you go to Barcaldine, on
the site of the tree, you will find a
granite plaque inscribed with these
words:

This plaque commemorates
the loyalty, courage and sac-
rifice in 1891 of the stalwart
men and women of the west
from whom, beneath this tree,
emerged Australia’s labour and
political movement.?

Well, was it a strike they were com-
memorating or a party recruit-
ment drive? No mention here of
the armed strikers’ camps, the state
troopers defending the scabs, the
arson and violence, the solidarity

of the workers over ten weeks, the
procession celebrating Internation-
al Workers” Day on the first of May,
the involvement of the Australian
Socialist League, and the gaoling of
thirteen of the strike leaders. More-
over, the plaque is plainly wrong,
for Barcaldine was not the site of
the first labour political organisa-
tion in Queensland—Ilet alone the
rest of Australia—and at the time
its tree was not referred to as ‘the
tree of knowledge. In fact, it was
not until 1948 that there was a ref-
erence to Barcaldine’s tree as ‘the
tree of knowledge’ in The Brisbane
Worker.*

Meanwhile, from the 1910s, the

Prime Minister Bob Hawke at the Barcaldine Tree of Knowledge 1991.
c/o https://barcaldine-peopleplacesthings.org/tree-of-knowledge/
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labour public elsewhere was em-
bracing the usefulness of trees of
knowledge. Journalists detected
them in the several cities—Mel-
bourne, Adelaide and Sydney—and
in many country towns. As well as
Barcaldine, they were to be found
in Townsville, Charters’ Towers,
Charleville, Blackall, Cloncurry,
Bowen and Darwin. So, not one
iconic tree to celebrate but a dozen,
and suddenly we are faced with a
different imperative: how to explain
a hitherto neglected aspect of work-
ing-class struggle.

What was the attraction of these
trees to workers? It was their infor-
mality and casual atmosphere. And,
importantly, they could be used free
of charge. They were places where
itinerant workers could meet up
to exchange news about jobs and
friends. They allowed new converts
to labour’s cause to try out their
ideas and talk about their reading.
They were sites for meetings about
the current struggle and assembly
points for marches and protests.
Messages and notices could be stuck
to their trunks and flags hung from
their branches.

Respectable society was unhappy
about such radical appropriations of
public spaces. Over several months
in Sydney in 1913, according to The
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International Socialist, there was
a dogged war of position between
some proletarian talkers and the
city council’s park rangers:

The philosophers that gather
round the tree of knowledge
sit and talk all day. During the
night the authorities carefully
scatter all the seats, but it has
no effect. The police had also
tried to summon some of these
men, but anon the philoso-
phers still gather at the foun-
tain.

Then the city council brought in a
new by-law:

On Saturday (Feb. 15) two
rangers purposely walked up
to a small crowd. One rang-
er [told] the men they were
a mean lot and ordered the
people off the seat so that he
could shift it. The other ranger
explained that they would be
forced to prosecute under the
new by-law, which, he said,
was intended to break up that
crowd.

The writer in The International So-
cialist concluded with a political
point:

This park was made by the
sweat and toil of unionists



and others who were sent out
here as convicts for political
reasons. Yet here we have the
spectacle of a fat-bellied flun-
key telling people they are a
mean lot[...]Soon there will be
no free speech in our parks.

So, the radical press kicked up
a fuss to defend Sydney’s tree of
knowledge, and the city by-law was
never enforced. And perhaps as a
result of the campaign, the Labor
government indicated its displea-
sure a few years later by gazetting a
string of ‘speakers’ corners’ in Syd-
ney to mollify radical agitators an-
gered at police harassment.®

By 1918, Sydney’s tree of knowl-
edge was so well known in labour
circles that it was written-up in The
Brisbane Worker:

It is known colloquially as the
“Tree of Knowledge, and it is
a gathering that is to be seen
at any hour of the day or eve-
ning under a tree in the upper
portion of Hyde Park, almost
in the heart of Sydney. To the
Tree, in the course of the day
or evening, drift hundreds of
interested persons [...] Every
rebel in Sydney knows the
Tree of Knowledge, though
many may never go there, and
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many a Socialist, syndical-
ist, or anarchist, returning to
Sydney after an absence in the
country or in another State,
finds men whom he is seeking
under the tree in Hyde Park.

But the tree of knowledge was, ac-
cording to this unnamed labour
intellectual, not just a kind of let-
terbox for the peripatetic left, but,
in its form of governance, ‘a por-
tent for all mankind. Amazingly, it
was orderly, and it ran without any
constituted authority. The Tree had
its own form of law, ‘the law of the
Tree’:

No man breaks that law by be-
coming abusive or disorderly,
for any lapse from courtesy
receives summary treatment
at the Tree of Knowledge. It
is the law of the Tree that all
must combine against him
who would seek to disturb the
harmony which distinguishes
it, and strangely enough few
there be who break that law.

In other words, the writer offers a
glimpse of how real self-govern-
ment might work, based on ‘indi-
vidual right and common sense’
and enforced by the direct, free ex-
ercise of the popular will:



Meeting, as it does, with all
its orderliness, out under the
open sky, the gathering brings
to those who are wearied of
false laws the germ of the
idea of the future condition of
things when men and women
will live in peace with each
other, strong and just under
a self-imposed discipline and
code of honor far nobler than
any law placed upon them by
a ruling class.”

If there is any single ‘tree of knowl-
edge’ that ought to be remembered
it is the one in Townsville, because
the region of North Queensland in
the last months of the First World
War became the centre of working-
class rebellion. Strikes among cop-
per miners, sugar workers, sanitary
workers, female hotel domestics,
employees of the state butchers’
shops, and meat workers con-
vulsed the region for almost two
years. Townsville, the main town of
the region, became the centre of a
conflict between labour and capital
that verged on a pre-revolutionary
situation.

This was the context in which
Townsville’s unemployed workers
established their tree of knowledge
in 1918. Over the next 18 months
meetings were held there almost

23

daily. Some were to plan the cam-
paign, some were to hear reports
from delegates, others were educa-
tional, where workers shared their
knowledge of labour history and
of social evolution. When strik-
ers attacked the police station and
broke into shops to steal guns and
ammunition on 29 June 1919, they
had been aroused by speakers at
an earlier meeting at the Tree of
Knowledge.®

By the late 1920s that particular
tree was dead, but another tree was
dubbed with the now iconic name.
Labor and Communist agitators
campaigned from under this ‘tree
of knowledge’ until the late 1940s.

So, what’s the story and what’s the
message here? It is this: that a his-
tory of working-class struggle asso-
ciated with Trees of Knowledge has
been suppressed, while in order to
celebrate Labor as an institution a
myth about one tree in Barcaldine
has been propagated. The facts pre-
sented by the myth are historically
wrong, but this is a minor matter.
Even if the Barcaldine story was
empirically correct, it would still be
a misuse of history because it sepa-
rates the struggle from the symbol.
The essence of working-class history
is the informal collective impulse,
the creative agency of working



people, and their struggles against
the bosses and the capitalist state,
struggles without which labour in-
stitutions would not exist. There is
a wrong way and a right way to use
history in the labour movement.

Radical Philosophy/Radical His-
tory

For most of my working life I have
been a practicing labour historian,
employed by universities until I
retired in 1998. During that time,
I directed my publications towards
three large interpretive issues for
the field: the structure of class rela-
tions, the role of labour intellectu-
als, and the liberating force of so-
cialist and democratic ideas. Since
retiring I still write what may be
called labour history, but I have a
wider readership in mind: not just
students and scholars of labour his-
tory but also those activists who
are making history through their
struggles—sometimes in labour
institutions, sometimes in the cam-
paigns and institutions of other so-
cial movements for a host of causes.

My intellectual and political jour-
ney since retirement has been tak-
en alongside Rowan Cahill, who
delivered the Alex Macdonald Lec-
ture in 2014. We call ourselves ‘rad-
ical historians’ to signify this shift
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towards a more activist audience.
We have recently published a book,
The Barber Who Read History: Es-
says in Radical History (2021), in
which we celebrate radical history,
discuss it as a tradition, including
Australian examples, and use it as a
base from which to criticise main-
stream history. The book provides
an arresting context for our discus-
sion of radical history: the dire ef-
fects on radical scholarship of the
audit culture of the neo-liberal
university, a culture that rewards
conformity and mindless pedantry
while exhausting researchers with
time-wasting paperwork. We exco-
riate the university bosses for their
policy of casualising academic em-
ployment and for using the pan-
demic as an excuse to decimate the
workforce.

But what is radical history? A few
years ago, two distinguished aca-
demics wrote a book suggesting
that it would be wonderful—in-
deed, by implication, it would be
radical—if scholars wrote history
that people wanted to read. Amen
to that, but how much more radi-
cal would it be if we wrote history
that made people want to act? I'll
return to that point later, but first
we might try to define radical his-
tory. 'm going to quote a passage
from The Barber Who Read His-



tory, a passage that has begun to
be quoted and cited as the current
definition:

Radical historians write about
the system of ruling and being
ruled, the struggles of disem-
powered people to stand up to
their oppressors and exploit-
ers, in order to take control of
their lives by attacking coer-
cive authority and by socialis-
ing power. They tell stories of
resistance and agency, not of
ruling and maintaining order,
which are the signs of ruling
class history.

Radical historians, secondly,
are partisan. They write with
a social purpose, and in doing
so they draw on radical phi-
losophies and methods. They
write history as a political act.

Thirdly, although writing
about the past, they want to
encourage people in the pres-
ent to resist and rebel. Because
the radical past was always
being made anew their work
is pregnant with possibilities,
alerting their readers to the
possibilities for action in their
own situations.

This has consequences for
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how they write. Readers must
be given space to reflect on
the present as well as the past.
It is not enough to tell stories;
the stories have to be shaped
by theory, sharpened by the
historian’s passion, and preg-
nant with political questions
needing answers. Moreover,
whether writing for other
radical intellectuals, engaging
with scholarship and theory,
or seeking a wider audience,
radical historians place a high
value on clarity of expression,
avoiding like the plague the
over-theoretical language of
academic in-groups, and their
self-aggrandizing citation of
trendy thinkers.'



Here’s a point Rowan and I did not
expand upon in The Barber. In the
second of the defining characteris-
tics listed above we refer to the need
to draw on radical philosophies
and methods. The importance of
philosophy is often overlooked in
radical history - indeed in all his-
torical writing.

Mainstream history often presents
itself as being entirely based on the
facts, in contrast to what it wrongly
calls the ideological bias of radi-
cal history. And often mainstream
history is factual to a boring de-
gree. But looking carefully at main-
stream history, noticing what is
omitted as well as what is included,
what people, events, ideas, settings
do and do not appear, we can see
how a particular view of the world
is conveyed by the so-called ‘facts’
of mainstream history.

It is a philosophically liberal view
of the world, one in which society
is made up of individuals, each of
whom has a natural right to life,
liberty and property, a formula that
in the material world, in reality,
makes ownership of property the
basis of social life. It is a philosophy
that justifies the fact that a class of
property owners exists in capitalist
society, and that justifies writing
the history of that society to show
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that the interests of that class must
prevail. Or to put it another way; it
is a history of how society is ruled.
It is ruling class history.

That is not the kind of history that
radicals write. If mainstream his-
tory has its own philosophy, so do
we. The very concept of ‘radical’ can
only be understood philosophical-
ly—although Rowan and I had the
disconcerting experience recently
of reviewing a book, purportedly
about radicalism, that began with
a definition of radicalism drawn
from a dictionary, as if radicalism
were a word that could be neatly
summed up in isolation from its
context and then added like a pinch
of salt to any story of the past you
liked to choose.

Of course, radical historians don’t
fall for that trick, a trick that makes
radicalism seem accidental, or a
choice made at the whim of the his-
torian. No, we organise our think-
ing with radical ideas, so that radi-
cal action appears necessary in our
situation, as it was in the past.

Whereas liberal philosophy starts
with the individual, radical philos-
ophy starts with the idea of social
structure and looks for the struc-
tures of domination in capitalist
society. There are several types of



domination in capitalist societies.
The primary one is class domina-
tion, which we experience most
acutely at work, but the history
of capitalism has spawned other
forms of domination, for example
patriarchy, and racialised capital-
ism. These in turn feed back into
the class structure to strengthen the
power of capital.

As a result, the social forces and
movements resisting capitalism are
wider than trade unionism. They
include movements for the rights
of First Nations people, for an end
to violence against women, for ref-
ugee rights, for gender and sexual
liberation, and for the survival of
life on earth. All of these move-
ments will include workers, and all
of them may at times contribute to
the workers’ movement. So, there
is a range of radical histories that
may be necessary in our work, and
therefore a range of necessary radi-
cal philosophies. Not just Marxism
in its classical forms, but Marx-
ist feminism, critical race theory,
queer theory, and revolutionary
ecology."

Telling stories
Of course, talking about philoso-

phy is not something we do every
day. My point is that when we talk
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to fellow workers about our his-
tory, we should be philosophically
grounded, but assume that they
are not. And our philosophical
grounding needs only to be broad
and simple. As radicals bringing
history into the workers’ move-
ments, we need only try to convey
the idea that we—us workers—are
ruled (dominated), and that resis-
tance therefore is necessary. We
will have the further understanding
that because domination takes sev-
eral forms (racial, sexual, econom-
ic, etc) and takes place in different
settings, the forms of resistance will
be varied and complex, with a cor-
respondingly complex set of histo-
ries. My point here is that we should
not expect every militant worker to
be as clear about their philosophi-
cal groundings as we are. In fact,
we should be careful about how we
reveal our philosophical position
lest we turn them away by using an
incomprehensible jargon and a his-
tory about which they know little,
if anything.

Let me illustrate this danger: I've
done some research on an Austra-
lian communist worker-historian
in the 1920s and thirties, Esmonde
Higgins. Hig as he was always
known, came from a Melbourne
professional family. He learnt about
socialism from his elder sister, Net-



Esmonde Higgins with sister Nettie Palmer, undated (N162-Album 10-258)
c/o https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/reds-under-bed-100-years-communism-australia/profile-
esmonde-higgins-1897-1960

tie Palmer, and during the First
World War he was friendly with
Guido Baracchi, one of the found-
ers of the Australian Communist
Party. Hig too became a cadre of
the party in the mid-1920s. The
party was tiny, the party’s press was
tull of sloganising and rhetoric, and
consequently most militant work-
ers ignored it. This failure to com-
municate worried Hig, and in 1935,
unemployed after being eased out
of party leadership by its Stalinists,
he was working for the dole in the
outer Sydney suburb of Asquith.
For the first time he spent his time
with non-communist workers. On
weekends some of them would
gather at his house where, through
talking to them as equals, he found
that they were interested in his pol-
itics so long as he showed interest
in their hobbies. In a letter to his
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sister, he wrote:

I feel more than ever that
Marxism is the only clue to
life, but I'm overwhelmingly
impressed that persuasion
is the most difficult job in
the world which can be per-
formed only on the basis of
patient, diffuse, deliberate per-
sonal contact and conversation
about ‘human interests’]...]
Revolutionaries should not be
blind hacks but serve as a link
between activists and philoso-
phers enabling them to find a
common language.'

That’s what I feel too, only adding
(in relation to tonight’s lecture) that
our common language will be suf-
fused with historical understand-
ing, because ultimately if resistance



is what we are aiming for, and ev-
ery instance of resistance carries a
piece of radical philosophical lug-
gage, then our story conveys the
sense that we are making history
as well as having been formed by
it. If we want history to be useful
in building a workers’ movement,
we should look not just for specific
lessons from the past but rather for
the ‘human interests’ in the history
of workers acting together.

So, telling a story is the best way of
making history useful, because in
every story, human interest is what
holds the narrative together. In hu-
man social evolution, the act of sto-
rytelling was a crucial cultural skill,
and one of its benefits was that it
helped us understand ourselves
through others, to understand our
common humanity.

The very form of a story is histori-
cal. Telling stories of workers act-
ing together, for common inter-
ests, will highlight their history of
hopes, joys, freedoms, disappoint-
ments, resourcefulness, creativity,
and their will to act—the deliberate
choices they made, and are mak-
ing—in order to bring about social
change, in order that is to escape
the distorted relationships, the an-
ti-human impulses, of late capital-
ist society.
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This is what Hig meant when he
exhorted revolutionary intellectu-
als to find a common language to
bridge the gap between activists
and philosophers. We should tell
our stories using a language of feel-
ings as well as ideas, conveying the
knowledge that only the practice
of struggle leads to liberation from
capitalist exploitation and oppres-
sion, and thence to the realisation
of our common humanity. This is
the main lesson of history for the
workers’ movement.

Summing up

When I began thinking about this
lecture, I imagined two different
audiences, the radical scholar-ac-
tivists, trained as historians in uni-
versities, and the worker-historians
who wanted history to provide
practical advice about building a
working-class movement. But the
more I thought about the differ-
ences between the kind of capital-
ism in which the classical labour
movement in the 19th and 20th
centuries operated, and our pres-
ent globalised capitalism, the more
I began to doubt that the past had
much concrete advice about organ-
ising to offer to worker-historians.

Today’s workers are primed for a
more sophisticated understanding



of history. The worker-historian
today is not like the auto-didacts
with limited formal education who
created knowledge for the working
class in its classical period. As an ar-
ticle in Jacobin pointed out, in the
recent organising successes among
workers in Amazon warehouses
and Starbucks cafes in the United
States, many workers or their lead-
ers had higher education. Unlike
the more homogeneous workforce
of the early trade union movement,
which was mostly white and male,
these workers were also highly di-
verse in their racial, sexual and
educational backgrounds. Despite
these cultural differences they were
equally caught up in the process of
proletarianisation."

As T was working on the lecture,
I came across the pre-publication
notice for Sam Wallman’s comic
book, called Our Members Be Un-
limited. Wallman tells the story of
how unionism arose, where it has
flourished, and what are its chal-
lenges in the 21st century. But the
book’s central thrust is its explora-
tion of “the urge to come together
and co-operate that arises again
and again in workers and work-
places everywhere.”*

Wallman’s ‘urge to come together’
is what I called earlier, ‘the col-
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lective, informal impulse’ Its exis-
tence allowed the formation of the
working class to begin, and it was
present wherever workers experi-
enced the commodification of their
labour. It is therefore the source of
the working-class in history, but
also the subject of working-class
history. The very act of exploring
how workers gave it form and sub-
stance will make history useful to
the workers’ movement today. And
this point applies to both the ac-
tivist-scholars among trained his-
torians and the worker-historians
planning their next agitation.

I asked Judith McVey—a Mel-
bourne-based socialist—to give me
her ideas on the topic of this lec-
ture, and I want to share with you
her way of expressing the thrust of
my argument. Struggle is an art,
she wrote, and in learning from
history, both ideas and experience
matter.

This lecture has emphasised the
importance of ideas but also the
care—the artfulness—with which
we should express them when agi-
tating. To underline this, I want to
end by returning to the story of la-
bour’s trees of knowledge.

In 1893, Arthur Rae, union orga-
nizer, journalist and one of the first



Labor members in the New South
Wales parliament, delivered a lec-
ture in Broken Hill on the need for
a redistribution of wealth, starting
with land:

Whenever the world started
- whether in the Garden of
Eden or not - there were no
capitalists walking about in
white waistcoats. (Laughter.)
There were two people [Adam
and Eve] to whom the Garden
was given; they had to graft,
and what they made they ate.
The world wants to get back to
that state of affairs, and to do
this we [are] required to eat of
the fruit of the Tree of Knowl-
edge. (Hear, hear.) He hoped
[the audience] would not car-
ry out the parallel by looking
upon him as the serpent who
was tempting them. (Laugh-
ter.) It was only the possession
of knowledge which would
give people the opportunity
of eating the fruit which they
produced.’

If you haven’t twigged already, the
tree of knowledge metaphor comes
from the Bible. But Rae has radi-
cally altered the Biblical meaning.
According to the Book of Genesis
(Genesis 2:17) God has given Adam
and Eve eternal life and placed
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them in a paradise where they may
eat anything except the fruit of the
tree of knowledge—the knowl-
edge of good and evil, which is
divine knowledge—and He prom-
ises death if this rule is broken. You
know this story: Eve is tempted by
the serpent, she eats the forbidden
fruit, and men and women become
mortal. Here the Bible is introduc-
ing the reader to the ideas of obedi-
ence and terror. Subservience is the
message; it is part of man’s God-
given nature, a trait that justifies
him being ruled by other men as
well as by God.

Arthur Rae is not having any of
that ruling class propaganda. He
radically subverts the story. Work-
ers such as Rae were establishing a
radical tree of knowledge tradition
in which the knowledge produced
by workers would help them throw
off the yoke of capital and religion.
In this labour reading of the Bible,
the terror associated with disobey-
ing God by trying to understand
the mystery of good and evil is re-
placed by the hope of emancipa-
tion through practical knowledge
produced by the experience of
work and struggle.

Rae’s speech is a perfect example of
what Esmonde Higgins wanted la-
bour activists to do - to find a ‘com-



mon’ language, in this case taken
from the Bible, that they could use
to arm workers with knowledge
about exploitation, and the need
to rebel against it, in order to reach
the goal of working-class socialism.
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The Alex MacDonald Memorial Lecture 2022

Post-lecture discussion

The 2022 Alex Macdonald Memorial
Lecture and the discussion that fol-

lowed can be viewed at the Brisbane

Labour History YouTube channel:

[=]:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAOFgDNEtLIRQVsv5Xs5RQQ

Some highlights of the discussion
are reproduced here.

Jeff Rickertt:

To discuss the themes of Terry’s
lecture tonight, we are extremely
fortunate to have been able to as-
semble a panel of union and politi-
cal activists. Some of them are also
scholars of history but the common
thread here is their activism. The
other common ingredient, as you
may have noticed, is that our pan-
elists are, shall we say, more youth-
ful than the average labour history
enthusiast. Both characteristics are
not coincidences. If the question
before us is the value of history in
progressive struggles, then we must
engage with people who are at the
forefront of those struggles and
who will continue to be so in the
decades ahead.
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So, I want to introduce each of our
panelists and then I will facilitate a
discussion about history as a tool in
their activist tool kit. Terry will also
join the conversation.

Elina Abou Sleiman is a young
writer and historian who is cur-
rently undertaking a Master of Arts
in History at the University of Mel-
bourne, researching Brisbane’s rad-
ical tradition.

Alex North is an organiser for the
Australian Manufacturing Workers
Union and when previously under-
employed was the President of the
Australian Unemployed Workers
Union.

Christian Rizzalli is undertak-
ing a PhD at the University of
Queensland (UQ) and working
as a casual academic. His activism



Alex Macdonald Memorial Lecture image c/o Alison Stewart.

centres on his work in the National
Tertiary Education Union (NTEU)
where he and other socialists run
the UQ arm of the left-wing activist
group called NTEU Fight Back.

Manal Monsour identifies as an ac-
tivist, social worker, unionist with
the Together Union, Justice for Pal-
estine Meanjin organiser, protest en-
thusiast and the youngest member of
Left Press.

Kristin Perissinotto is the Media
Officer and Women’s Officer at the
Queensland and Northern Terri-
tory branch of the Electrical Trades
Union and is currently undertaking a
Women in Queensland Unions proj-
ect (On Her Shoulders see page48).
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Jason Constable is a proud mem-
ber of the ETU youth crew com-
mittee. Along with other comrades
from the ETU’s youth crew, Jason
was a participant in the solidarity
pickets outside the refugee prison at
Kangaroo Point and involved with
Unions for Refugees.

Participants began by stating how
each first started to learn about his-
tory and Jeff noted that it was un-
fortunate that Aboriginal activist
Sam Watson was unable to attend
the meeting. The colonisation expe-
rience encountered, and still being
lived through, by Indigenous Austra-
lians reinforces the idea that history
is very much with us in the present.



Manal discussed this in the context
of Palestine:

I think history is incredibly im-
portant - without having that un-
derstanding of the history of Pal-
estine you can’t really understand
the struggle of the Palestinians and
the intergenerational trauma that
is caused from being expelled from
their land and then the ongoing oc-
cupation of the land. Palestinians
continue to demonstrate against the
state of Israel by sharing their his-
tory of struggle with their youth.
When I went to Palestine in 2015
the people talked about their day-
to-day struggles - not being able to
get through checkpoints or move
freely, not having access to clean
water - but they also talked about
their families and their families’
histories and the villages where
they’re from. It seemed to me the
day-to-day battles with the occu-
pation made life hard to live, but
it was knowing their history and
where they came from that galvan-
ised and moved them forward.

In the context of the union move-
ment:

Alex:

When I first got sacked from a
warehouse that closed down back
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in South Australia, I was unem-
ployed and had to go through the
work for the dole system and stuff
like that. When I was trying to kick
off the Adelaide branch of the Un-
employed Workers Union, I turned
back to the 1930s and the struggle
of the unemployed workers move-
ment then and in the 1970s, and
even going back to the 1890s and
1840s. I began to understand that
this section of the working class is
used basically as a reserve army of
labour and I used history to study
the forms of struggle and organisa-
tions needed.

Kristin:

I think that the union movement
is nothing without history and the
same could be said for the wom-
en’s movement. None of us would
be here today as activists, work-
ers, women, or as marginalised
peoples, without the struggles that
came before us. Also, what were
doing now and the struggles and
the fights we're having now, will in
turn become history for future gen-
erations. I rarely speak to an activist
who doesn’t highlight the history of
what has come before. The idea is
that we are passing the torch from
the activists who came before us
and will ourselves pass that torch
onto others who will come after us.



Jeff:

One of the most potent pieces of
propaganda that the rich and the
powerful use against people resist-
ing exploitation and oppression is
the idea that the status quo can’t be
changed. Things have always been
this way. The past happened in a
certain way. The present that we
live in has been created by those
events so can’t be changed.

Christian:

The gatekeepers of this particu-
larly effective propaganda, of the
ruling class status quo, say that
radical change isn’t possible, even
though the most obvious example
of radical change in history was the
bourgeois revolutions that put our
current ruling class in place. They
use the lie that radical change isn’t
possible to shut down left wing ac-
tivists. Historical knowledge is es-
sential to combat that view. Things
can change, radical change happens
constantly.

In my own context within the
NTEU we’re not only going up
against the bosses, but were also
sometimes going up against our
union bosses. It’s very easy to feel
disheartened in those kinds of situ-
ations. But hearing stories about
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left wing rebellions within unions
in the past helped bolster us and
countered the pessimism.

Elina:

I think that in the present this idea
that there is simply no alternative
is the prevailing ideological justi-
fication for capitalism. But when
we look at history it becomes obvi-
ous that this is not true. There have
always been alternatives. On this
continent there’s tens of thousands
of years of history where societies
existed without capitalism. We can
look to every corner of the world
and see long traditions of struggle.
This shows us that it wasn’t so long
ago that capitalism wasn’t accepted
and wasn’t so legitimate and that it
was fiercely contested. We are part
of that tradition and knowing that
makes us stronger.

Jeff:

Those in power also encourage us
to forget the past. Recently, Filipi-
nos elected the son of Ferdinand
Marcos to the presidency of the
Philippines. In the 1970s and 80s
Marcos senior was one of the most
brutal dictators on the planet, a
ruler who massacred his people
and plundered the wealth of his na-
tion while the Filipino masses lived



in abject poverty. Yet his son, who
openly reveres his father, is now
in power, and many impoverished
Filipinos voted for him. It seems to
me that a reason for that is there is
a younger generation that are un-
aware of that history.

Closer to home, I did a quick cal-
culation and discovered that only
about 42 per cent of Queenslanders
living here today would be old
enough to remember Bjelke Peters-
en when he was Premier. History
can be a source of inspiration. But
are the stakes higher than that? Do
we face real political risks if we fail
to transmit knowledge of the past?

Lessons from the rise of fascism in
Europe in the first half of the 20th
Century, and the parallels between
the Bjelke Petersen restrictions on
protest and the restrictions experi-
enced today, were discussed.

Jason noted that younger activists
need to learn about the past within
their workplace or field of work from
older colleagues who have experi-
enced disputes, such as the SEQEB
dispute. Older colleagues were there
in the front line. Additionally, the
history is online.

Alex mentioned the struggle for
workers health and safety. The laws
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that are there were not given to us,
they were fought for. If we don’t know
that history, we don’t approach the
present with that knowledge of em-
ployer reluctance.

Jeff:

What role does an organisation like
the BLHA with ties to the unions
play in in this creation and trans-
mission of historical conscious-
ness?

Terry:

What I would like to see is some-
thing like what the Germans called
the Barefoot History Movement
or in Britain, the Peoples History
Movement. Locally based groups
of radicals get together and do their
own research into the local situa-
tion, into the history of the strug-
gles in their areas. They publish
pamphlets, short accessible printed
material. I reckon that the labour
history societies should be encour-
aging little groups of people to get
together on a project. The societies
then should put some money into
publishing and distributing them.

History is not something which is
just a kind of antiquary lot of non-
sense, it’s about our struggles. The
struggle itself is historic.



Centenary of The Queensland Trades and

Labour Council 1922-2022

Alex Macdonald was the Secretary of the Queensland Trades and Labor
Council (TLC) between 1951 and 1969. He had an extensive interest in
labour history and prefaced the TLCs Annual Congress agendas with items
of historical interest.

The Queensland TLC (now known as the Queensland Council of Unions)
was established in April 1922. To mark the occasion, we reproduce the brief
history of the trade union organisation up to 1922, which Alex used to
preface the 1957 Annual Congress agenda. He reproduced the minutes of
the first TLC meeting in the 1967 agenda, as we also do here. The original
minutes, and the TLC agendas, reside in the University of Queensland’s
Fryer library.
1957 TLC Annual Congress Agenda:
Secretary of the TLC - Alex Macdonald

The Struggle to Build Trade es were the central points of early
Unions and the Trades and Labor  union organisation in Queensland
Council as elsewhere in Australia. Efforts to

establish unions during that period

Much can be written about the  can be clearly traced. Records show
history of trade unionism in  that on September 8, 1857, the first
Queensland. The virile trade union meeting was held in Queens]and
organisation that we have today has o call for an 8-hour day. That was
been built on solid foundations of 100 years ago and later this year we

working-class principle - of Justice  shall celebrate the centenary of that
for men and women workers with  initial effort.

the aim of control of all production
and distribution - Socialism. Formation of Labor Council

The 8-Hour Day and higher wag-  Two men played a big part in cre-
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ating the first Trades and Labor
Council. William Lane’s ideas and
William Galloway’s activities com-
bined to establish the first Trades
and Labor Council in 1885. Offi-
cers elected were:

President: Mr W.M.Galloway (Sea-
men’s Union)

Vice-Presidents: Messrs. Johnson
(Bricklayers) and Rees (Stonema-
sons)

Secretary: Mr Colbourne, Typos,
(Queensland Typographical Asso-
ciation)

Treasurer: Mr Hiley (union un-
known)

Trustees: Messrs Galloway, Sweet
and Mobsby (Painters)

Committee:  Messrs  Bancroft
(ASC&J), Mullen (Queensland Eu-
ropean Labourers Protective Soci-
ety), McCosh (union unknown),
French (Painters), Ripley (union
unknown).

The Council lasted for five years
and then gave way to the Austra-
lian Labor Federation. Another
Council was formed in 1902 and
continued until 1911. In 1914 the
Brisbane Industrial Council was
formed. Finally, on April 12, 1922,
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Alex Macdonald
c/o Alex Macdonald family

the amalgamation of the then three
bodies; the Trades Hall Council,
Labor Day Committee and Trades
Hall Board of Management took
place, and the present Trades and
Labor Council was formed.

This brief record shows that cour-
age and determination based on
struggles around workers day to
day problems and against exploi-
tation of man by man gave us the
Trade Union organisation that will
play a big part in winning a happy
future for all workers.



Minutes of First Meeting, Trades & Labor Council of Queensland
12 April 1922

Minutes of meeting of the above
body held in the Trades Hall on
Wednesday night, April 12th, 1922,
at 8 p.m.

The President and Secretary of the
Amalgamation Committee offici-
ated in their respective capacities.

The President, Mr. J. Cahill, de-
clared the meeting open for busi-
ness and asked, that as each creden-
tial was read, the delegate named
should rise and answer his name
so that a check of attendance could
be provided. This was agreed to,
and credentials from the following
unions were received. (next page)

The Chairman then called for
nominations for the position of
President of the Trades & Labor
Council. At this stage of the meet-
ing objection was taken by a del-
egate from the Milling & Baking
Trade Union to the presence of Mr.
Crocket (Queensland Drayman’s
Union) as a delegate to the Coun-
cil, on the grounds that he had
acted detrimental to the interests of
the AW.U. in a recent case before
the Arbitration Court.

Mr. Dunstan spoke and declared
that Mr. Martens, the AW.U. ad.
at the Court, had reported the cir-
cumstances to him and gave it as
his (Mr. Martens) opinion that the
AW.U. would have been successful,
but for the assistance rendered the
other side by Mr. Crocket.

Mr. Crocket was asked by the
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Chairman if he had any explana-
tion to offer Council in connection
with the matter and replied that he
was not acting in the interests of
the other side but had merely been
asked into Court to give his opin-
ion as to what constituted a fair
day’s work.

Mr. Brice then moved, that further
consideration of this matter be left
in abeyance until the personnel of
the New Council was formed, and
that it then be the first business to
be dealt with. Carried.

Mr. Wallace moved, and Mr. Law-
son sec. that, the delegates here as-
sembled shall constitute the Trades
& Labor Council of Queensland.
Carried unanimously.

The question of the Printers’ Union
which had not as yet agreed to af-
filiate with the New Body, but whose
delegates were present, was raised,
and the question asked, as to what
osition the Printers Delegates
eld. It was agreed that they remain
but should not vote. The motion was
then put and carried on the voices.

The following nominations were
then received for the position of
President: Mr. G. Hamer, S. Bryan
and J. Brice. Nominations were
closed on the motion of Mr. Jones
sec. by G. Lawson.

The Chairman explained that the
vote would be by exhaustive ballot
and asked for the appointment of
scrutineers. It was decided that the



Delegates in attendance at the inaugural Queensand Trades and Labour Council
(QTLC) meeting, 22nd April 1922,
reproduced from the 1967 QTLC Congress agenda, Box 90, UQFL118 Records of the Trades
and Labour Council of Queensland 1894-, Fryer Library, University of Queensland
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two Printers’ delegates act.

On the ballot being declared, Mr.
Hamer secured 44 votes, Mr. Brice
20, and Mr. Bryan 10. The Chair-
man declared Mr. Hamer elected.
Mr. Hamer then took the chair, and
suitably responded.

The President then asked that the
meeting fix the remuneration to be
paid to the Secretary before he called
for nominations for that position.

Mr. W. Wallace moved, and Mr.
Barker seconded, that the salary of
the Secretary be six pounds (£6) per
week. Mr. Valentine moved an ad-
dendum to the motion to provide
that the salary be £6 per week until
the capitation fees are finally fixed.

Mr. Wallace agreed to incorporate
the addendum in his motion which
was carried, on the understanding
that the salary be reviewed after the
19th of June, 1921.

The following nominations were re-
ceived for the position of Secretary,
Mr. R. J. Mulvey, E. Sheppard, and
]. Miles.

A discussion was then entered into
as to whether Mr. T. Finney was eli-
gible to be nominated for this posi-
tion, which finalised by the chair
putting the question to the meeting
which voted against the proposition.

The vote was then taken and result-
ed in Mr. Mulvey being elected by an
absolute majority on the first count.
38, 15, 20. Total 73.
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Mr. Mulvey thanked members for
their confidence in him.

For Vice-President the following
were nominated: Mr. G. Lawson,
Mr. J. Roache, Mr. A. A. King, and
Mr. S. Bryan, and the result of the
first ballot was as follows: Lawson
36, Roache 21, King 1 0, Bryan 9.
Messrs. King & Bryan dropped out,
and the final figures showed, Law-
son 42, Roache 34, Mr. Lawson was
declared elected.

For Treasurer two nominations were
received, that of Messrs. J. Miles and
F. Jones. Mr. Miles was elected with
43 votes to Mr. Jones 35. Mr. Miles
was declared elected.

Trustees: The following nomina-
tions were received for this office,
Messrs. Wallace, Rose, King, Bryan,
Morrison, and Jones.

Mr. A. A. King and G. M. Rose were
elected.

Assistant Secretary: For this posi-
tion two nominations were received,
that of E. Sheppard, and J. C. Valen-
tine.

This ballot resulted in E. Sheppard
being elected with 30 votes to J. C.
Valentine 22.

Mr. Bryan raised a question in con-
nection with a resignation from the
Apprenticeship Committee, but this
matter was left in abeyance.

The meeting was then adjourned
until Wednesday, April 19th at 8 p.m.



Towards Sixty Years of Maritime Unionism:
an Interview with MUA Member Mike Barber

Jeff Rickertt

To mark the 150th anniversary of the Maritime Union of Australia
(MUA), The Queensland Journal of Labour History is publishing a series
of interviews with MUA members about their working lives and their
involvement in maritime unions. The first interview is with seafarer Mike
Barber. Raised on Merseyside in Northern England, Mike went to sea in
September 1964 aged 15 years and 10 months, the minimum age for the
industry at that time. Fifty-eight years later, he is still active in the MUA.
This is the first part of a two-part edited version of Mike’s conversation

with BLHA President, Jeff Rickertt.
Seafaring out of the UK

Jeff: Was there a family background in
seafaring? What was the motivation
for you to go to sea?

Mike: Two things: my father and an
uncle were in the Royal Navy, and
my grandmother on my mother’s
side was on the ferries in Scotland,
so I think I had that seagoing desire
and understanding that this is where
I was headed. Plus, I had no other
skills other than cooking. Both those
things were needed for ships, and
that’s what propelled me into it.

Jeff: Can you describe the working
conditions when you started?

Mike: The company I was with ran
to Japan and the Far East - Hong
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Kong, Singapore. They had a steady
regular route every three months;
you were on a ship for that long.
Blue Funnel Line was the company,
and they were understood to be an
exceptional Liverpool company for
good quality ships; with reasonably
good accommodation in comparison
to other shipping companies. But the
main thing you must respond to is
living aboard, how you're suddenly
in a confined, captive working
environment; that you can’t go home
if something goes wrong. As for
wages, I think they were probably the
average, around £20 or £22 a week
plus overtime.

Leave was pitiful in the industry at
that time, it was one day a week. One



day accumulative leave for a week’s
work; so if you did three months, you
were lucky to get three weeks’ leave. I
suppose we thought that was great in
those days, but the pay for our leave
was only half the pay we’d normally
earn, so, unfortunately by the time
we’d done a three-month voyage,
and you came back to Liverpool you
were basically on the bones of your
arse looking for another job.

Jeff: As a young man, the life would
have been hard at first. Did people
look out for you? Was there a sense
of social solidarity on the part of the
crews?

Mike: There was, but it was based
on the department you were with. I
mean, everybody was Liverpudlian—
that’s my background—it was
socially cohesive and all-together,
people looked after each other. But
primarily, I got looked after by the
chief steward, the chief cook, and the
catering department; we sort of clung
together; we went ashore together, so
there was that good social cohesion
then. The deck crowd—well, of
course you mingled with the deck
crowd as well, but there was that
sort of ‘oil and water don’t mix’ sort
of thing, you know. They're the deck
crowd; we'e the catering. But there
was never any social antagonism on

board the ship.

I think what I lacked most was an
understanding of the politics of
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Mike Barber 2022
c/o Jeff Rickertt

the industry. My dad was a Labour
person, and when I asked him before
I went to sea, ‘What’s politics all
about? What’s the business with
elections and all that?, his basic
response was, ‘if you have a business
or property, you vote Conservative
because you've got money, you own
a business or youTre in a socially
different level; working people
vote Labour” That was his simple
explanation. And while I understood
that basic position, it really wasn't
enough for me to understand how
and why we were where we were as
workers at that stage in shipping.

Jeff: Let’s turn to the 1966 UK
seamen’s strike. My understanding
of it is that it occurred following an
attack on working hours during the

Ctd. pg 49






www.onhershoulders.com.au

On Her Shoulders is a new multimedia history project highlighting the con-
tribution of women to the Queensland union movement. The brainchild of
the Electrical Trades Union’s media officer, Kristin Perissinotto, and spon-
sored by the ETU, the project was launched before a large and enthusiastic
audience at the QCU on 20 July. As Kristin explained, women have played
critical roles in the development and struggles of the union movement in
Queensland since the 19th Century but their contributions have been docu-
mented only sparingly. The project aims to rectify this imbalance.

On Her Shoulders brings together digitised documents, photographs, re-
ports and newspaper articles relating to union women. The centrepiece is a
series of recorded interviews, delivered as podcasts on the project’s website.
Beginning at the launch, every Wednesday a new podcast is added to the
platform. These fittingly started with the ETU’s own Pat Rogers. Pat recently
retired after decades of involvement in the union movement, including 19
years as an Industrial Officer for the ETU. The platform also features inter-
views with unionist, former Labor Senator and BLHA life member Claire
Moore, former Queensland Teachers Union President Mary Kelly, and Di
Zetlin, foundation President of the National Tertiary Education Union.

The project reminds us that for workers and women, progress has never been
a linear advance. One strong theme of the interviews is that, to use Kristin’s
words, ‘wins can be fleeting, and progress can be stripped in a moment.” This
is why history is important: ‘We stand on the shoulders of those who came
before us. We reach down and offer a hand to those who will come next.’

With over 50 interviews already conducted and more to come, this is a proj-
ect bound to generate interest well into the future as each weekly podcast is
released. The website bills the project as ‘an incomplete history of women
in the Queensland union movement. Incomplete it is bound to be, for the
practice of documenting history can only ever be partial and representative.
Nevertheless, On Her Shoulders represents a very impressive and important
new initiative towards achieving due recognition for the hundreds of thou-
sands of Queensland women who have over many decades been proud to call
themselves unionists.



BLHA Podcasts from 472.7.7.

In November 2020 the Brisbane
Labour History Association com-
menced a monthly guest spot on
Workers Power, a program on
Brisbane community radio station
4777. Each month a BLHA guest
selects a topic from history and is
interviewed for 30 to 60 minutes.
The BLHA wishes to thank the
program’s convenor, Bill Storey
Smith, and the Workers Power

crew for this opportunity to bring

labour history to a radio audience.

http://brisbanelabourhistory.org/brisbane-labour-his-

tory-association/resources/4zzz-podcasts



Stella
Nord
Bursary

The Brisbane Labour History Association is pleased to offer
the Stella Nord Bursary. The award honours Stella Nord, a
worker and campaigner whose writings reflected her
commitment to the labour movement. Mindful of Stella's
example, the BLHA wishes to assist emerging or established
historians whose circumstances make it difficult to carry out
a labour history project.

The BLHA undertakes to provide to the successful applicant
a grant of up to $1000 and mentoring on historical research
and writing if required.

Applications

Apply by completing the form available from brisbanelabourhistory.org and sending the form
and any accompanying documents to the Stella Nord Bursary Administrator at:-

blha.bursary@gmail.com or

PO Box 5299
West End QLD 4101

Applicants will
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previous year when an agreement
was pushed through, basically
behind the backs of members, that
increased the working week.

Mike begins this discussion by
describing the low profile of the
National Union of Seamen amongst
the membership and how he learned
about the politics of the union.

Mike: I'm not sure whether it was
a deliberate company thing or just
neglect from the National Union
of Seamen, but there was no union
representation on the ships; there
was no official delegate structure like
we have in Australia or we had when
I was living in New Zealand. And so
you only ever saw the union official
in port. He came on board to make
sure we were all financial before we
sailed, and then he’d nip upstairs and
get his bottle of scotch and duty-free
cigarettes, and that’s the only official
you saw. At the shipboard level, there
was never any union discussion.

I was fortunate enough to go to
Liverpool Nautical Catering College
and bump into this Paddy Neary,
who was studying too. He explained
the politics of the industry, all the
stuff T had lacked up to that time,
about what we were fighting for and
why, and what we’d tried to achieve
unofficially because of the neglect
of the officialdom in the NUS under
Bill Hogarth (General Secretary of
the NUS, 1962-1973). As you can
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understand, at that age I didn't
really understand structure and
bureaucracy and all those things that
I do today. But I came to understand
that things had gone backwards from
what they thought they’d achieved,
and we were now going for a 48-hour
week in the lead up to the 66 strike.
And better conditions, better pay.

I didn’t really know a lot about the
background, but my enthusiasm
propelled once the picketing
started. Because you attended your
consciousness suddenly rose, you
know. You decide: Tm not just going
to watch this; I'm going to go and
get involved.” And so, I was allocated
picket duties in Birkenhead for two
or three days a week, and one day
over in Liverpool, where they had
mass rallies on the waterfront.

Jeff: The picket roster and the rallies
and so on, were they organised by
the officials or was that rank-and-file
organisation?

Mike: There was no rank-and-file
structure at the shipboard level, or
if so, there certainly wasn’t any that
I understood existed or knew about.

The pickets were organised by the
local branch, the Liverpool branch.
They contacted you because they
knew what ships you were on;
they knew by your membership
dues and fees; it was basically
telephone conversations in those



National Union of Seamen (Mersey Area) mass meeting held at Liverpool Pierhead near the
Seamen’s war memorial during the ongoing seaman’s strike, 16th May 1966
c/o Liverpool Echo 11/8/22: From gravediggers to dockers - 15 images of strikes from Liverpool’s past
https://www.liverpoolecho.co.uk/news/nostalgia/gallery/gravediggers-dockers-15-images-strikes-24718900

days; they allocated you strike
duties, picket duties, and you just
followed those until the strike
was resolved. The difficulty was
you had a heap of enthusiasm to
participate, but like most pickets
and most demonstrations, you get
disheartened with the walk-bys
who don’t care or are not interested.
It didn’t dishearten me [laughs]; I
enjoyed it. Plus, you got six pound a
week strike pay, you know.

Jeff: One analysis of the strike was
that it was in a sense a phoney strike;
it was arranged by senior leaders of
the NUS, possibly in consultation
with the shipowners and the
government to head off a rank-and-
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file revolt that may have led to the
formation of a breakaway union. In
hindsight, do you share that view?

Mike: Absolutely. Recently there’s
been a revived analysis of several
strikes that I've been involved in over
my working life, and it’s surprising
what you don't see until you re-read
history.

Jeff: And what was the official
outcome of the strike?

Mike: Well, as a result of the strike
we went from a 72-hour week to
a 48-hour week and the overtime
was doubled; I think the pay was
increased by maybe another £5, to



£10 a week. They don't sound like
significant figures, but that was the
standard of living in those days.
The increase in the basic pay and in
the overtime figure was significant,
particularly for caterers.

Jeff: You said that during the
struggle, you were very enthusiastic
about it; as a young worker it was
your first experience of this kind of
activity. What was the outcome for
you personally? In what way did it
change your views or develop your
ideas about the union and about
class struggle?

Mike: It led me to have a deeper
consciousness about what it was
to be working class. There were no
illusions in my life or my father’s life
about being anything but working-
class and workers. But the strike led
to a deeper thirst for knowledge about
what the working class was about;
what were we struggling about; what
were the politics of it all and who and
where were our enemies. It wasn't
hard to identify that the capitalist
system was the initial problem we
all faced as workers, regardless of
whether you were in a union or not.

The UK was very unionised but
the union members were very
subservient to union officialdom.
There was no genuine rank and
file structural participation. I don’t
think I ever went to one branch
meeting in the NUS in Liverpool or
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Birkenhead, the two sides of the River
Mersey. Once you start to genuinely
understand your political position,
your consciousness obviously rises
to newer and higher levels.

Jeff: ~ Were  there  political
organisations within the union that
you could have turned to? Socialist,
Communist organisations?

Mike: Not in the National Union
of Seamen, there wasn’t. As I say,
it was basic industrial unionism. I
never ever heard or saw any political
opportunity to go and be educated or
understand in a political sense what
we were doing or why.

Jeff: So, your political development,
your education, really came from
having conversations with people
like Paddy Neary and others like
him, and by reading more yourself,
motivated by your involvement in
the strike?

Mike: Yep. Basically self-education,
in that sense. Until I came to New
Zealand and Australia to live.

Jeff: Before we move off the 1966
strike, the strike drew attention to
the possibility of a rank and file led
breakaway union. I wanted to ask
you what your attitude is to rank
and file breakaway unions. In your
view, is there ever a valid case for a
membership to simply walk away
and start again?



Mike: You could say that [a
breakaway union] could become a
necessity at some stage. But I think
initially you try and rectify the
problems within the current union,
provided there is a mechanism and a
platform to be able to do that. There
certainly wasn’t any in the UK.

When I lived in New Zealand, I don’t
think there was any necessity to even
consider something like that because
they were such a responsive union
- this was the Cooks’ and Stewards’
Union. Similarly, within the Seamen’s
Union of Australia, the constant
assessment about capitalism, our
work, and challenges within our
industry and within the world,
including the peace movement, the
anti-apartheid movement, there
wasn't any need to buck the [existing
union] system because the union
was responsive to all those things;
rank and file involvement was high
in those days. We would fill the
Teachers’ Club Hall in Sydney with
300 or 400 members minimum
[while] half of the membership would
be at sea. The union leadership was
responsive to us.

Jeff: So, there was sufficient activity
amongst the rank and file and
sufficient structures within the union
to transform things from within?

Mike: Absolutely. Crew members
would have a democratic, open
meeting and make democratic

52

decisions based on the information
and the decision-making that was
required at the time. If they decided
that this needed to be done or that
needed to be done, it was responded
to [by the SUA officials], and correctly
responded to, which is most
important. You had the sense that
they were listening to you.

The Aotearoa (New Zealand)
Years

Jeff: When did you move to New
Zealand?

Mike: At the beginning of 1974. I
had been running down there on
English ships; a different company
at this time. There were three or four
major companies that ran the entire
trade: New Zealand, Australia, back
to the UK, before the UK joined the
European Union.

You were meeting Pommie seamen
that you'd sailed with, who knew
you, and came on board the ships to
catch up with friends, and you would
listen to their stories.

I was on one-day-a-week leave if I
was lucky; and they were on day
for day, and you thought ‘fantastic;
how’s that happening?” And you
knew why it was happening: because
the members were demanding it,
and getting it. And so it was enticing
for me, and I made the decision to



emigrate, and that’s what I did in
1974.

In New Zealand Mike joined the
Cooks’ and Stewards’ Union, which at
that time had not amalgamated with
the seamen.

Jeff: You found the industrial
situation in New Zealand much
different from what you had
experienced in the UK?

Mike: Absolutely, yeah.

Jeff: Tell me a bit about those
differences?

Mike: Well the National Union of
Seamen didn't organise us, they
designed it that way; they didn’t want
anybody rocking the boat.

From that to joining the Cooks’ and
Stewards’ Union [in New Zealand],
where we had regular meetings,
we had a roster system for work,
run properly by the union. You
go on board, you've got a caterers’
delegate, you've got a deck delegate,
you've got an engine room delegate.
It was overwhelming how much
organisation and how much demand
for improvements could be achieved
from that solid rank and file
representation.

The various unions on board—crew
unions that is—were much more
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militant than I'd seen at that point
in my life. It was a phenomenal
experience, and it got me more
engaged in not only understanding
the conditions in New Zealand, but
the politics. Here was a responsive
union that listened to its members
and, more importantly, were elected
by its members. That was the big
thing for me: that all the officials
were elected from the rank and file.

Jeff: And that was different from the
UK?

Mike: Yeah. I never knew anything
about union elections in the UK;
you never heard about it, it was all
internal, I think. There may have
been some process in the branch
meetings, but again, information was
nil, whereas here, you only had to go
into the corner, as they called it in
those days. Same as the roster system
here when we used to have it.

Anything that needed to be discussed
by the officials with the members was
discussed there and then. It was open,
it was honest, and you never doubted
that if Joe Bloggs was at number five
[on the roster] then he was at number
five for a reason—he ended up
getting the job because number one,
two, three and four didn’t want it.
It was a genuine process, you know.
And you knew anyone who came on
leave after that was at the bottom and
you gradually moved your way up.



Jeff: Did you become a delegate
yourself?

Mike: Not during the time I was
on the New Zealand ships, because
mainly it was the chief steward that
took it as the head of a department.
That wasn't being hierarchical, it was
basically because he spoke for the
two cooks and the two stewards. I did
consider running for office in New
Zealand, but I didn’t have sufficient
knowledge. I was only a blow-in,
as they call it. I thought about it,
because I think I was determined to
make a personal difference, but the
margins for making a difference over
there were very small because they
were so responsive to the members’
needs.

Solidarity with the Amalric
Crew

Jeff: Before we move off New
Zealand, let’s talk about the Amalric
strike late in 1975. This was a
solidarity strike with the crew of
the SS Amalric, which was in port in
Auckland. The crew went on strike
and set up a picket line in support of
a range of demands: better safety at
sea; better wages; general upgrade of
conditions.

And eventually, workers from, I
believe, sixteen UK-crewed ships
around New Zealand were out in
support.
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What is significant about this strike
in one sense is that none of this action
was initiated by the leadership: it
came from the rank and file, both
the initial action by the Amalric crew
and then all the solidarity action
by crews of other ships in ports
around New Zealand. Can you take
me through that struggle and your
involvement in that struggle?

Mike: Sure. The Amalric was what
they call a cross-trader. British
shipowners had adopted many
cross-trading routes. This ship was
running between New Zealand and
the Caribbean, Jamaica and all those
places. They initially would have had
an English crew that had joined it in
the UK before it came out. Like lots
of seafarers in those days, many of
the UK crew would pay off in New
Zealand, and they would be replaced
by local labour. So, on board her were
four resident New Zealand affiliated
members, and British workers.

They were not happy with the state
of the ship, because, unfortunately,
with English ships, even in my
own experience, nothing would be
resolved or done if things needed
replacing or fixing until the ship
got back to the UK. It was basically
a rule; you couldn’t do anything [to
repair the ship] in any overseas ports;
it had to be done in the UK.

Things deteriorated aboard, but
then never got attended to. After



SS Almaric - River Mersey 8/9/1972
¢/o Malcolm Cranfield
https://www.shipspotting.com/photos/3468593?navList=mostPopularé-perPage=16¢-page=1etimestamp=
1662704100&days=1

an average three- or six-month
voyage overseas, upon return to
the UK, all the crew members were
paid off, and the ship continued its
coastal discharge. So oncoming crew
replacements were never informed
or interested in pursuing [onboard)
issues raised by the departing crew
members.

And these cross-trading boats
never went back to the UK. My
understanding with the Amalric
crew is that they were unhappy
with the appalling conditions and
motivated to do something about
it. And they knew that they could
only do it with great union support,
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initially with the New Zealand trade
union movement.

I don’t think they expected such
spontaneous support for their strike,
but there were so many British ships
down there - Shaw Savill, Blue Star,
Port Line and Federal Boats. Theyre
the major companies, and they’d
have two or three ships in various
ports around the entire coast,
North Island and South Island. The
main ones: Auckland, Wellington,
Lyttleton, Timaru; all those places.

So, what these guys thought was: ‘this
is the time to do something about the
appalling conditions on the ship.’ I
think they consulted with the New



Zealand Seamen’s Union Auckland
branch, and they decided to put a
picket in place. This was supported
by the wharfies, who never crossed it.

All those other English ships decided
to come out and support them. Some
refused to do their own work duties,
some just refused to sail. There was
an amalgam of different responses.
But, in essence, they were supportive
and in solidarity. Until the Amalric
crew were happy, they were sticking
fast. At that time, I had just joined
the Auckland Star, which was a Blue
Star Line boat, as I'd decided to go
back to the UK and work my passage
back and that ship was in Auckland.

So there was this blue, and I realised
that all the British ships—probably
with no union structures in place—
would be keen to do something
but would not know how. It took
leadership. I grasped the nettle and
had a meeting with the boys because
I'd had that two-years’ political and
industrial understanding about what
was necessary and how to organise
the unorganised.

I was on the Auckland Star in
Auckland, as I say, and then we
shifted to Lyttleton. But in the
meantime, there was a total of sixteen
ships all up. I knew two of the guys
on the Amalric from my working
and living in Auckland, and I got
in touch with one of them and he
asked me, ‘what’s happening where
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you are, down the South Island?
The problem was that crews in the
South would be ringing the North
Island and talking to different people
and not knowing what to do, so it
was obvious you needed a central
communication process between the
South Island and the North Island
strike committees, and that’s what I
established.

But that wasnt till after we'd
established a strike committee aboard
the Auckland Star. We had four of us
on the strike committee leadership.
The solid support of the seafarers on
board was amazing, and unexpected
by myself. You're trying to persuade
British seamen, who’d never been
in strikes, a relatively young crew,
as they are on most of those British
ships running down there. They’re
there for a good time in Kiwi, you
know, and enjoy themselves. So, I
was quite buoyed by the enthusiasm
and the solid support. And what we
did on the Auckland Star was refuse
to work. We didn’t just not sail; we
said, ‘we’re not working’.

There was a unified structure in
Auckland, and those ships that
were coming in were being met
by the Auckland strike committee
body that the Amalric crew had
established themselves, with New
Zealand Seamen’s Union’s support,
and so they would visit those ships
and explain their story and they
would spontaneously come out on



strike. The majority refused to sail,
which is the important thing; you're
tying the ships up; you're tying the
wharf up where commercial activity
and discharge and loading came to a
halt.

Jeff: Tell me more about this
communication hub that you were
instrumental in creating, because
that obviously was going to be an
important aspect of it: being able to
keep in touch, keep people up to date
and so on.

Mike: What happened was, once
we’d reached Lyttleton, [I went to]
the Lyttleton Seamen’s Union office
and appealed to be able to use their
facilities. These are the days before
mobile phones and phones sitting on
the gangway, you know. You had to
go ashore to make a phone call. So,
I'd established a relationship with
them and from there, I got in touch
with all the different ports: Timaru,
Dunedin, Bluff - as far down as
Bluff. Those three major ports down
there, there were ships trying to
establish themselves, and the guy I
knew from Auckland said to me, ‘can
you sort the guys down there, the
ships, so we're not all cross-calling
or offering different solutions, et
cetera? So that’s what I did. I got
in touch with those guys, and they
communicated directly to me and
then we communicated that to the
Auckland strike committee. So that
was a good, solid move.
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Jeff: Was there a bulletin?

Mike: No; there was nothing
because you never knew how long
this struggle was going to proceed or
if it would collapse.

We got the news that an NUS official,
Wilkins, was being flown out to
address the members. Remember, it’s
an unofficial strike, so their intent,
obviously, is to sort it out, hopefully
in our favour, but given the history
of the NUS, to quell the thing down.
That was revealed by the fact that
Wilkins’ air fare was paid by Shaw
Savill, which was the company
involved in the blue. I and a few
others went up to Auckland. We had
this first meeting with Wilkins.

At the meeting there was an obviously
left-wing official of the Northern
Drivers’ Union - I can’t think of his
name now; Anderson, I think it was.
And he told Wilkins, ‘you're here to
quell this; you're not here to respond
to the members or their issues, you're
just a lackey for the company and the
union officialdom.” This was all good
news for us. Wilkins listened, but he
was playing two games, obviously.

I think we had two meetings; one
was aboard a ship where he'd
persuaded the members to sail
because he promised to honour what
the members on the Amalric wanted.
The promises were all made, and so
you had different ships, in the North



Island particularly, starting to lift
their bans and set sail back to the
UK. The South Island ships’ crews
were waiting for us to get back and
communicate what was going on.

I think we were in the newspapers
and the TV there a couple of nights
because it had been going probably
about four weeks by then.

The pressure was on those ships to get
back because their cargo - whether
it was mainly lamb or dairy produce
or apples and oranges, whatever -
needed to be in the UK by the end of
that year for the imposed tariffs not
to be affected.

There was a lot of pressure to break
the strike and get the produce back
before any tariffs came in on arrival.
But although this assurance had been
given us, we still hovered around for
another two days’ meetings, and
there didn’t seem to be any let up
from the Amalric boys. They said,
‘no; we want to see the things done
first; promises are nothing. We want
to see these things agreed to and
implemented.’

Suddenly, out comes Sam McCluskie,
the Assistant National Secretary
of the NUS, the next up in the
hierarchy at the national level in
the NUS. Again, air fare paid for
by the company; discussions with
the Auckland Harbour Board, and
then telling us, ‘you've got to stop
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Sam McCluskie, NUS Assistant Secretary of the
NUS, later Chair of the British Labour Party
(1982-3) & General Secretary of the NUS (1986-
1990) c/o Wikipedia

this, boys; it’s been agreed to.” Then
there were threats to the Somalis
who were down below in the engine
room crew; that they were going
to take their British passports off
them if they didn’t agree to sail, an
inhumane threat to make.

After we had left Auckland and
after McCluskie’s meeting and
his assurance that the company
would implement all the concerns
of the Amalric crew, and with our
agreement to lift our protest support
and action, we went back to the
South Island and next thing we
know McCluskie, along with some
of the Harbour Board officialdom,
smashed the picket line. They called



the police. They smashed the picket
line and that broke the unofficial
strike.

Wilkins and McCluskie had given
us all these written assurances
that nobody’d be worse off, and
we’d be supported, there’d be no
discrimination. We had it in writing,
but it wasn't worth the paper it was
written on. Aboard the Auckland
Star, we were held up for a week in
Napier to resolve our own issues,
and of course that same pressure
was there about getting the produce
back within that UK tariff year. We
finally let go, and we knew what
was coming. We arrived back in
Bristol - Avonmouth is the port.
With a bit of foresight, I rang up the
local radio station and told them
that we anticipated a problem with
the company once we arrived—the
discrimination that would occur—
and that we weren’t leaving the ship.
We weren't paying off, signing off
articles, until the union came down
and protected us.

The irony is this: many of the
Auckland Star crew were Scottish,
and it was New Year’s Eve, so you
can imagine how they were anxious
to get home for Hogmanay, as they
call it. But they were solid, and it
was an amazing experience sitting
there, 20-25 people supporting
myself specifically and other strike
committee leaders, to ensure we
were not discriminated against. As
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soon as we berthed, the company
officials were there, and I got the sack
instantly; so did the second steward,
who was on the strike committee.
Some of the others who were on it
didn’t. T think they just picked the
leadership, and focused upon us as
there’s always scapegoats required in
retaliation, isn’t there? Easier to sack
two than it is four or the remaining
25 crew. I'wasn't personally worried.

But the assurance I got from Wilkins
was that I would retain my NUS
membership, after repaying two
years of back dues, and they would
find work for me, and so the boys
were happy, and we all went home.

Back to the UK

But I made a mistake [laughs]. I'd
gone back to the UK, and I just went
back ten years in conditions and to no
representation. Not getting any work
on the UK pool, I ended up having
to go over to Rotterdam, to what they
call the international pool over there,
where you're just on a roster, made
up of maritime labour of European
nations. And ironically, the first ship
I got was an English one. But that’s
another story. [Laughs].

Jeff: So, you had intended to go back
to the UK. Was that simply for family
reasons?

Mike: No; it was more than that,
it was an adjustment for me. Being



a seafarer of ten years, by then, or
twelve years, if you include those
first two in New Zealand, [ had been
used to three months at sea. I hadn't
adjusted, I suppose, to doing two
weeks on or two weeks off, which was
predominantly the case on the Kiwi
coast at the time. You picked a ship
up and went from A to B. I found it
difficult to adjust to what we call rock
dodging, you know, between ports.

That was a trigger for me to go back [to
the UK], thinking, T'll be going back
to do what I normally do’, but with
this higher industrial knowledge and
political consciousness.

Anyway, I end up on this English ship
and I had all sorts of drama on there;
the chief steward was issuing orange
juice or fruit juice once a week, and
I'd become used to just getting it out
the fridge when you wanted it. All
those restrictions and reactionary
responses and non-understanding
by the seafarers that I was sailing
with at that time, just conflicted with
me, you know.

Anyway, I did two months and then
I ended up on another ship. I think
it was a tender, one of those offshore
ones that worked out in the North
Sea. We were lucky; we were taking
a rig from Oslo. We towed it round
to the Irish Sea; they were starting
to develop possible oil finds down
there. We were based in Cork and
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we did a week out at sea; a week in
the port; it was fantastic. Lovely
place, Ireland. And of course, my
Irish heritage from my dad’s side,
and on my mother’s side, my Scottish
heritage, so I think that’s where the
rebel in me comes to the fore, was
rekindled and reignited, while there
for over a month.

And then I joined this other
horror ship out of London call the
Kindrance; 1 called it the Hindrance
in the end. All we were doing was
London to Rouen in France with
flour, either taking the stuff there
or bringing stuff back. But if you
ran out of eggs, the skipper would
say, ‘too bad; there’s no allowance in
the budget to purchase more’. And
I'd say, ‘we don’t live like that’, and
forced the skipper to order more
while in France, which was twice as
expensive than properly storing in
the UK.

Another issue aboard this ship was
that when I first joined it was my
understanding that there was meant
to be a steward as well as a cook. I
was the cook, but I was doing the
cook’s job and the steward’s as well,
serving at the tables and the captain’s
cabin. It was ridiculous. So, when we
got back to Manchester, I rang the
union branch in Manchester and
said, ‘what’s going on here?” ‘Oh,
isn’t there a steward there yet?’ they
asked. ‘No!’



The Manchester Ship Canal
c/o The Peel Group Archives, reproduced from https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/
greater-manchester-news/manchester-ship-canal-is-eiffel-10791150

We were berthed in Salford docks,
and there’s only one lock in or out
of there into the Manchester Ship
Canal. So, there is a bloke supposed
to be coming down to join us, as
promised and expected, but nobody
turned up. Were in the locks, and
ready to be lowered to the canal level,
and I jumped oft! Ships cannot sail
without a cook. We held the lock up
for half a day. Nothing could come in
or out. [Laughs]. I kept my job, which
is incredible.

Jeff: Did you get your steward?

Mike: Yes, we did. Yeah, he came
down. I wasn’t going to come back on
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board until they brought him down.
He was a bloke from Liverpool,
because that’s only an hour away
on the train; so, this bloke joined it,
I jumped back on board and oft we
went. But of course, I was persona
non grata for a while then, both with
the union and the skipper.

In those days, like it used to be in
Australia, you could just give your
notice at the next port if wishing
to legally relinquish your job. And
again, it was a New Year’s Eve, and
we were due to berth in Leith, the
port for Edinburgh, and I said to the
skipper, ‘here’s my 24 hours’ notice,
I'm going.’ ‘You can'’t leave, we can't



get anybody’, he said, and appealed
for me to stay. I said, ‘tough shit.
[Laughs]. She [the ship] sat there for
ten days. In Scotland on New Year’s
Eve, do you think anybody’s going to
join a ship? I don’t think so. So, that’s
what happened there.

But in the end, that’s what triggered
me to come back to New Zealand,
knowing I couldnt nor shouldn't
work in such historically reactionary
conditions again. I was in New
Zealand for a year, and then I came
over here to Australia.

Work and Unionism in Australia

Jeff: So, when did you arrive in
Australia?

Mike: December ’77.

Jeff: You continued working in
the industry here. And here in
Australia you found allies within the
Maritime Union Socialist Activities
Association, MUSAA, and, of course,
the Socialist Party of Australia. Can
I start by asking about the SPA, the
Socialist Party of Australia? By the
time you arrived in Australia, you
were very politically conscious;
you had a lot of knowledge, a lot
of experience about class politics
and class treachery. What was it
about the SPA which drew you to
its orbit, and how was it different to
Communist organisations that you
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had encountered in the UK or New
Zealand?

Mike: Well, primarily, I hadn’t
encountered any in the UK. They
were there, obviously, but my
consciousness wasnt. In New
Zealand 1 was tempted to join the
Socialist Party of Aotearoa, as it was
in those days, but I didn’t because
of my shifting sands in the sense of
where I was going to settle — by that
time, I was in my late twenties, early
thirties.

The political consciousness was
much more obvious in the leadership
in Australia. I think half of the
leadership were part of the central
committee of the Socialist Party at
the time, and so it was just a natural
thing - you can’t stifle that wanting
to learn more and be engaged more
in the political side of things. And so,
it led to me joining the SPA down in
Port Kembla, where a couple of good
comrades down there had invited me
to join. But within about a year and a
half, we were all expelled...

Jeff: From the SPA?

Mike: [Laughs], Yeah. It was based on
the difficulties in interpreting Lenin’s
view about whether the trade union
movement is a school of education
or the Stalinist viewpoint that you
follow the party line once it’s decided
and you implement that within the
trade union structure. And this is



where the level of disagreement took
place. And so, on the advice from our
leading officials, we either copped
that or we accepted being expelled,
and that’s when we formed MUSAA
as a result.

With MUSAA you still had political
and industrial continuity from the
political leadership, with Pat Clancy
and - can’t think of his name now,
from the BWIU. Just recently passed
away.

Jeff: Tom Macdonald?

Mike: Tom Macdonald, yeah. And
also, the APC, the Australian Peace
Committee, with those identities
there. I can’t remember their names.
So, you still had that continuity
of political understanding and
education, and an outlet to discuss
where we were going in the Left,
and what was happening. And of
course, we were still aligned with
the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union in those days. Not aligned,
but affiliated in some way, both
industrially and politically. And
we had a lot of Soviet trade union
officials come out to Australia...

Jeff: You and who else was involved
in setting up MUSAA?

Mike: I didn’t set up MUSAA but
was an early advocate and joined at
its embryonic stage of development.
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There was obviously the leading
SUA officials and representatives. I
think Wally Pritchard was one; Tony
Pappas, I think. Not sure whether
Geraghty was highly involved, but
I believe so, particularly as he was
the Federal Secretary of the SUA,
along with Taffy Sweetenson. On
the waterside, probably Tom Supple,
though I'm not sure, and on the
construction BWIU side, it would
be the Macdonalds and others and I
believe Pat Clancy.

It was more that they needed
somewhere to go after being expelled
from the SPA, and retain that core
cadre, so there was continuity of
political and industrial education
and involvement for those who had
been kicked out. It’s one of those
unfortunate things on the Left; this
factionalism and simplistic division
over specific theoretical points of
view, and/or who was prominent and
who was or who wasn’t Leninist or
Marxist or not Stalinist enough.

Jeff: Did MUSAA see itself as simply
a network of socialists, or did it see
itself as an embryonic new party?

Mike: I think initially it was to
keep the network of those people
who'd been in the Socialist Party,
and I think it hoped it could be the
start of an alternative to the SPA.
The differences occurred over this
interpretation of what the trade union
should or shouldn’t do. I believe they



would never have resolved that, so I
suppose that may have given some of
those people the inclination to start
another party. But it just never got oft
the ground if that was the intention.

Jefft: On this point about the
relationship between union and
party, or class and party, where do
you see the emphasis lying? It seems
from your experiences and from the
stories you've told me that, for you,
the synthesis between party and class
always must be resolved around the
issue of giving primacy to the interests
of the working class. That’s your
starting point and, in a sense, your
end point, as well. I am wondering if
that’s a reasonable summary of how
you approach industrial politics, and
Marxist politics generally?

Mike: It is. This is a working-class
struggle, and we don't achieve
anything unless that working-class
consciousness is prominent in why
you do the things you do. And so,
the whole - synthesis is the term you
used - between party and working
class, one falls from the other.

You may or may not necessarily be
aligned to a political organisation,
but class consciousness is more
critical to me. Whether you choose to
align yourself to any political group
or groupings, it’s important that you
understand where you're at and who
you are and what youre fighting
for, and the system youre fighting
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against. If you then choose to move to
the next level and align yourself and
join a political party, then you must
have that class consciousness.

One propels the other. The industrial
activity propels the basis of why
youre doing it, and hopefully,
educates those who are willing to
participate in any industrial action,
but dont fully understand the
extension of that, which is that you're
fighting the system in general. I'm
an internationalist, I suppose, like
all good Marxists should be, were
internationalists. The working class
is not defined by borders.

I've often cried out at stop-work
meetings, ‘we need a Lenin of today
to take us forward, because we’re
just not getting it” We're not getting
it from our industrial structures,
and that’s not to cast anything upon
individuals, it’s just in general. I've
always been highly critical of the
Labor Party, even though I vote for
them; there isn’t much alternative.

I’m critical oftheindustrial movement
tying itself too closely to [the Labor
Party]. A previous leader of the SUA
once told me that another long-term
SUA leader, Elliott once said, ‘don’t
ever give your industrial disputes or
your political disputes to the ACTU
or the ALP; theyre the graveyard of
any cause. And I'm very conscious
of that. And so, yes, my primary role
and motivation is to make sure the



workers in the industry I work in
understand why theyre being called
on to go on strike, or why theyre
being called on to follow a particular
direction to achieve even just their
industrial gains.

It’s a political linkage that is missing
now, particularly since the collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1991. There’s
been nobody at the wheel steering
us or enlightening the working-
class membership in a  proper
understanding of capitalism. You
see the working-class rhetoric in our
own Maritime Worker journal, but
there’s not very much action, until
the need for defensive action, it’s
more a reaction to events than any
expected long-term plan or strategy
before predictable events or emerging
patterns by capital’s ongoing attacks.

Here, we're relying, really, upon the
Labor Party to deliver, and it has
never delivered. For example, on a
secure legislated shipping sector.
And so, this is the trap that union
bureaucracies fall into in social
democracy. You would never have
thought that from the SUA. You
would never have thought that from
the MUA. You'd never have thought
that would ever have happened, but
it has.

And now it’s even moved a stage
further; you've gone from rank-
and-file activity to a bureaucracy
that appoints officials now, in
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interim roles rather than seek the
endorsement of the membership
until the next election cycle. This
one-time rank and file organisation
now openly objects to dissent. I went
to a national conference in 2020.
The national secretary got up and
condemned ‘fifth columnists’, ‘white
anting’, ‘dissenters. While I wasn't
named and it wasnt personally
directed at me, he was obviously
targeting me. What does it reveal
within the leadership? It exposes a
Stalinist mentality, meaning, you toe
the line or youre on the outer. While
not sent to a ‘Gulag’ I have recently
had my own equivalent ‘show trial’
by the Queensland Branch Executive.

Jeff: One of the ways that this tension
is manifested is the way that disputes,
or the outcomes of disputes, are
interpreted. I think, in some respects,
this goes back to the question of the
role of the union in a broader context
of class struggle. The outcomes of
some disputes, and I'm thinking here
specifically of something like the
1998 Patrick’s lock-out, have been
claimed as victories despite some
quite considerable costs to members
in terms of jobs and conditions. To
claim something like that as a victory
is possible only if one accepts that
to protect the union as an entity
is more important than the price
that members might have to pay in
terms of loss of conditions and jobs.
Protecting the union is ultimately
the most important thing, regardless



of what happens to the membership.
Do you have a view on whether it’s
important always to look to protect
the union regardless of the cost to the
rank and file?

Mike: Look, there’s a lot of differing
views about the 1998 Patrick’s
dispute. If you look at it as a single
issue, we retained our right to control
the waterfront with union labour. But
it’s the cost, and that’s the issue. The
cost has been far higher than was
originally sought by management —
my understanding is that Patrick’s
were seeking a far lower number of
people to be made redundant, with
a reasonable payout—redundancy—
and there were certainly sufficient
numbers, from my understanding
at the time, ready to take that
redundancy without the industrial
action that followed on over the
dispute. The cost was higher.

We'll probably argue for a long time
over whether that was good or bad.
From my viewpoint it was a loss
because you lost more than you
gained and those agreed impositions
in the settlement rolled on to other
stevedore companies during their
enterprise negotiations.

I think that disputes since the 1990s,
including the Patrick’s one and the
CSL issue, where MUA crews were
dragged off the ship at midnight,
and similar confrontations with
Hutchison which the Queensland
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branch had to take on in 2015,
highlight that the ruling class is
determined to smash us and any
organised labour, regardless of how
much appeasement is conceded at
workers’ expense.

Atthe 1999-2000 national conference,
which T attended, the major changes
under discussion were, firstly, the
loss of the roster, and the reduction
of MUA crews again. The roster
had been used to provide a fair
distribution of work through an open
system of being allocated work or
choosing to take a job. Also, there
was a reduction, again, of MUA jobs,
basically the caterers—the steward
had to go. And there were some other
issues. About nine of us continued
to contest the ‘take the package in
full, or not at all’ approach. There
was no ‘let’s debate the aspects. I
could accept some things to retain
Australian tonnage, but I couldn’t
accept the continuing loss of our
members to appease the shipowners.
We’d done enough, my view was.

Nevertheless, the majority ruled
against us at conference, the
majority consisting of about a third
caterers—stewards—who were close
to retirement anyway, who were
going to get the best redundancy the
union could ever get for anybody up
till that time. Nine of us opposed it,
particularly because of the loss of the
roster. Well, we lost, and we ended up
with company employment. And that



was the intent, of course. And with
company employment, I knew from
my experience on English ships what
was coming. All the suck-holes rise to
the surface.

Jeff: And it opens the door to
blacklisting.

Mike: It opens the door to picking
heads, blacklisting and denial of
work opportunity. Initially, there was
two structures out of that with the
loss of the roster; one was a company-
employed database, and the other
one was a union-structured database.
And of course, where do you think
the employers would go? Everybody
crawled over to the employers’
database. They kept themselves on
the union database too, but you
didn’t get too much work out of the
union database. So that led to further
disillusionment with the leadership
decision making of that time. That
was really when you see the demise of
the intent to fight and struggle.

The Fight to Save the Australian
Enterprise

One of the last blues I was personally
involved in was in the late 90s;
the Australian Enterprise dispute.
The rank-and-file members were
determined to win that dispute,
because accepting the intention of the
company would have meant the total
loss of the last two container ships
manned and operated and flagged
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by Australia. They were operated by
CMA-CGM, the French company
which had taken over the Australian
National Line (ANL) fleet as a result
of the betrayal by Labor and Liberal
governments.

Jeff: Tell me a bit more about it.

Mike: Well, I had been on the ship
for several swings by then, and it
was on what they called the AAX
consortium, which is a consortium of
various companies and ships running
from Asia back to Australia.

On this trip back from Singapore, the
skipper called us all up and told us
that ‘the ship is finishing up under
CMA-CGM ownership. Or ‘being
taken out of the run, I think were the
words used. We decided that that’s
not good enough. We understood
that there was a commitment to
keep some parts of the ANL fleet. So,
what happened was, we decided as
a crew that we weren't going to cop
it, that we would start a campaign
to save the ship, and that’s what we
did. Good rank and file decision-
making at shipboard level; we had
no consultation at that stage with the
leadership, it was ‘our’ decision, but
we also expected them to support us.

We get to Brisbane, our first port.
We arrived about midnight, I
think. [Branch officials] Mick Carr
and Dave Perry came down, and
they supported us, but, you know,



it's midnight, what can they do?
The ship was scheduled to sail the
next morning. In recognising the
determination and stand the crew
were taking, they said, ‘that’s fine,
we're aware of it now.

We then get to Sydney. [National
official  Paddy] Crumlin came
on board along with the branch
secretary, I think, and outlined the
difficulties and all the usual crap—of
what we faced, and in my opinion, a
testing of our determination. We said
‘no, this crew is determined to take
the course of action we had decided
upon, and we assume the second
crew will do the same, that we're
going to have an industrial blue over
this at some stage” Crumlin said,
‘well, if you let us manage the next
stage of discussions and interaction,
we support you; the branch supports
you, Coombs supports you. I
said, ‘that’s fine, but you make no
decisions.” I was speaking on behalf
of the crew, obviously. We said, ‘yeah;
that’s fine, but you make no decisions
without consultation with us. We’ll
make the final decision. He agreed
to that.

We get to Melbourne; we're right at
the latter stages of an industrial EBA
being signed off, and we took the
advice of John Higgins, the branch
secretary there, that we didn’t want
to jeopardise the EBA result. We were
still in the company then, ASP, that’s
a ship management company. And we

68

said, ‘ok, but beyond here is Adelaide,
and we’ll be taking industrial action
there.” They agreed to that.

We get to Adelaide where Rick
Newman was the branch secretary
then. And he listened. He was a
wharfie, by the way, and he said,
‘look, we’ll give you 100 per cent
support.’ A stop-work meeting was on
the next day. We all went up there and
addressed the members in Adelaide.
They supported our stand. By the
time we got back to our ship, Rick
had organised the TV and the radio
and said, ‘this ship is not leaving till
we've got some confirmation that
these ships will remain Australian
manned and flagged” They gave
us that assurance, but the second
assurance was more important, that
we didn’t bypass Fremantle, which
was the last leg on the way back up to
Singapore. We got that, so we left after
24, maybe 48 hours. We were buoyed
with all that and it fortified our view
that we’re telling the officials what we
want, not them telling us what they
want.

Jeff: So did you get a written
agreement?

Mike: At that stage, no; it was all
verbal, from the branch secretary,
and so we sailed to Freo, Wally
Pritchard was the branch secretary
then, and he came down with Dean
Somers, who was the deputy, I think,
at that stage, and we told them what



Australian Enterprise, Melbourne 1973
c/o https://www.shipsnostalgia.com/media/australian-enterprise.423539/

were doing, and they supported
us. So, the following day, we had to
appear in court, and the company
had made many mistakes by then;
they’d sent affidavits out to the ship
with what they were charging us with
for delaying the vessel; laws of tort
and all its commercial legislation.

Jeft: This is in the Federal Court?

Mike: Yeah, this is the Federal Court.
So, this is commercial legislation, not
industrial. But they made the mistake
of sending the charge affidavits to
the skipper, and all he did was call
up the two delegates—myself as the
chief steward and the deck delegate
—and he just showed us the cover

69

pages. Well, we appeared in court
the next morning, four of us went up
there, and the judge said, ‘well, have
all the members who are respondents
received the charges?” ‘No, all we've
got is the two pages from the skipper.
‘Oh, well’, said the Judge, ‘you’d better
go back.” So, it was a good delaying
tactic by the judge for us, but he was
following the law, of course.

Anyway, we go back and there
was no court hearing the next
day. Unfortunately, the skipper
was meddling and attempting to
undermine our solidarity in the mess
room, trying to appeal to people
to waver, and we told him to keep
company business upstairs. “This is
a union meeting and you're not here



to do that” You're respectful to the
skipper because he’s the skipper, but
not when it’s union business. We all
had to go up to court on the Thursday
or Friday. And the long and short of
it is that we were instructed by the
court not to act collectively, to which
we all agreed.

Looking at the faces of the ANL
representatives, they must have
thought, ‘well, that’s it; it’s all over.
And some of our blokes were saying,
‘well, is that it? Is it all over now?’
I'm saying, ‘no, it’s not over; did
you hear what the bloke said? You
cannot act collectively. That doesn’t
stop you from acting individually’
And that was reinforced to them by
the barrister representing us. There
was still a little bit of unease because
we’d been six days on strike by then;
and we continued to hear about
threats from ASP that they’d stop our
pay, and we’d all go to gaol. All the
usual threats that come with taking
industrial action. Even good Aussie
seafarers that had been involved in
the union’s industrial stuff all their
working lives had not faced court
before. For me, it’s the first time
I'd faced court. But youre fortified
with the knowledge that a lot of it
is bluff; who’s bluffing who best?
And so we all gave the commitments
outlined above, and the judge didn’t
impose any orders against us. We
returned to the ship and each of us
was individually asked to sail. All the
individuals said no.
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Jeff: Individually refused?

Mike: Yes, when on the bridge
and the captain asked us if we
were prepared to sail, each MUA
member responded, Tm individually
refusing.’ So, the bosses were fucked.
What happened then is that ANL
were hurriedly trying to get another
hearing where they could address
that issue, and the judge was going
on two weeks’ holiday the next day.
The pressure was on: what are they
going to do? We're refusing to sail.
We weren’t refusing to work; we were
just refusing to sail. We’d all work on
board as we would do normally. In
the meantime, at that last hearing,
I’d spoken to the ITF representative,
Ross Storer. A good bloke, and I told
him what we thought was going to
happen.

We'd heard the rumours that they
would sack us separately for the
action we were taking to save the
ship. And he said, ‘look, leave it with
me, I'll have a picket line down there
tomorrow morning.’ I said, ‘great.
So, Saturday morning, there’s no
other court case, of course; we're in
limbo; what’s going to happen? We're
still refusing to sail. No notice board
was put up - officially, they must put
a board up to say they are sailing
at such and such a time. If there’s
no notification, were not breaking
any rules. And there wasn’t one up;
everyone was at a stalemate. The
company didnt know what to do.



The ship’s captain didn’t know what
to do, and the crew were just waiting
for the axe.

We'd heard the rumour that ASP
were going to sack us for breach of
agreement, so we were all cleaning
our rooms out just in case, as we
normally would to hand over to a
legitimate MUA oncoming crew. The
other rumour that was even worse,
which made us even more steadfast,
that ASP was ringing around our
own members on leave to come and
replace us. Naturally, they all refused.
But then a further rumour that
CMA-CMG were looking at flying
into Australia a foreign crew from
Singapore to replace us. Ross told
them, ‘no way in the world are you
going to be doing that.

Anyway, Saturday morning, Ross is
down. He’s got the picket line up and
the police come on board. They've
been told to remove us, but they
wouldn’t cross the picket line, so that
was great.

We were all sitting in the mess room.
The next thing, Ross Storer rings me
up and he says, ‘Paddy’s been on the
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phone to John Lyons, who’s the CEO,
and he’s going to give you a ring’
There were mobile phones by that
time. So, [Paddy] phoned us. He said
they’ve agreed to keep the ship for at
least another year, the two of them.
So, when we got that news; we had
a little cry and a hug and a laugh,
which relieved the tension but was
also a recognition that we had stayed
the course. I think we sailed that
evening, about six oclock. So that
was the Australian Enterprise dispute.
Further developments unwound on
the trip north..but that’s another
part of the story...

It was a struggle that you had to
consciously participate in. There
were threats of taking our homes and
putting us in gaol. Paddy had assured
us that that would never happen, but
individually you've still got to face
that challenge. And luckily, there was
a good, solid, strong crew - there
was a couple of waverers, but they
got persuaded to remain on course,
as they say. That was a good and
principled struggle, a dispute focused
upon keeping two Australian crewed
and flagged container ships on that
run.



The Dictionary of Lost Words
by Pips Williams
Affirm Press (2020)

Reviewed by Deborah Jordan

When Queensland women won
the federal vote in 1902, when
the bill was passed in the newly
federated Parliament, not one
of the mainstream newspapers
in Queensland reported it. Lost
words, lost stories, or suppressed,
censored, structurally excluded?
Those suffragists who had worked
for it for decades were behind the
establishment of Queensland’s
daily Labor newspaper, The Daily
Standard. Press photographs from
this period remind me of the
photograph Pip Williams uses of
the Oxford English Dictionary staft
of 1915, with only two demure
women amongst all the men in the

staff photograph.

The author and story: The
Dictionary of Lost Words is a novel
by English born Australian writer
Pip Williams. It was sixth on the
list of Australian fiction bestsellers
for 2020 and by 2021 it had sold
more than 100,000 copies.

The setting is fin de siécle England.
Esme’s mother died at her birth,
so she is brought up by her father
who works in the ‘Scriptorium’,
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where James Murray and a team of
lexicographers compile The Oxford
English Dictionary. Supposedly a
‘true’ story about the lost, excluded
words of those used by and about
women, Esme, assisted by her
servant, nanny and bondmaid,
begins to save and record them,
during the years leading into the
heydays of British suffragettes and
World War 1. Her granddaughter
ends up in South Australia
continuing to save words, and
parallels are suggested with ‘lost’
indigenous languages.

The most immediate question after
reading this historical fiction is how
to explain its widespread success?
Even on the local level, Brisbane
City Council purchased 120 hard



copies, all of which were borrowed
when I looked for a copy. What in
this novel resonates with critics,
publishers, and readers? Informal
canvassing suggests non-historian
readers love it.

For the aesthetic and literary
rave reviews, check out https:/
bookmarks.reviews/reviews/all/
the-dictionary-of-lost-words/
The novel has been reviewed
widely and received numerous
Australian awards. There are over
8,000 reviews in Goodreads. And
the author is surely a skilled and
engaging writer.

The novel is a refreshing look
at English history, tracking and
locating women, at a time when so
much of the dominant narratives of
popular historyare written asif only
one gender existed. Is its success
more about the impoverishment of
popular history than the gendered
implications of the novel?

In some contexts, The Dictionary
of Lost Words is billed as a dialogue
about the importance of words in
contrast to actions, with the women
as victims without saved words in
the dictionary seeking to rectify
their omission. This recalls the
suffragettes’ struggle for political
equality and the right to vote with
their famous call ‘deeds not words’.
And Pip Williams’ privileging of
words is fun and provocative; she
does it well. But I am left wondering
about the power of the masculinist
Christian precept In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was
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with God, and the Word was God,
while our earth heats up.

If we address the ‘political” logic of
the novel, in terms of the women’s
movement and feminism, it is
clearly on more shaky ground, and
much is nostalgic, stereotyped, and
sentimental, perhaps allowable
while Esme is young but not as
an adult. I must admit I dislike
historical fiction. Some of the
tropes are merely irritating, such as
the private girls’ school where Esme
is bullied, with no recognition
of the importance of segregated
education in that era. Some of
it raises interesting issues about
exactly how women were inducted
into the paid labour force through
paternal love.

Yet I find the lack of historical
imagination of alternative realities,
especially visceral experiences, very
limiting. The novel lost me in its
descriptions of victim Esme’s naff
sexual encounter and pregnancy.
It gets worse when the saviour
appears in the form of a young
white male lover printer, whom
the author must kill off. It’s neat
in its readings of ‘bondmaid’ and
motherlove, bastard and ‘lie-child’,
but the introduction of the Kaurna
dictionary—a documentation of an
Aboriginal langauge from South
Australia—seems  opportunistic
and simplistic in its representation
of settler colonialism and oral
language cultures. I prefer words
and deeds.



Obituaries

Owen Doogan 1957-2022
by Travis O’Brien

Owen Doogan
born 31/12/1957, died 27/05/2022

Owen had three great loves in his
life. First was his family - his wife
Vivienne and children, Siobhan and
Liam. Another great love was the
Celtic Football club; but of course his
great love was the union movement.

Owen was born on the 31 Decem-
ber 1957 in Glasgow, Scotland to
his parents Mary and Hugh Doogan
who had emigrated from Ireland four
years earlier as economic refugees.
He spent his summers back in his
parent's homeland of County Done-
gal, in a little place called Glenthor-
nan with his Uncle John. One story
of those summers that sticks in Siob-
han's mind is of him falling asleep in
a random farmer's shed on the long
walk home from a dance with his
cousin, probably after having a skin
full.

From an early age Owen loved foot-
ball. Celtic was his world.
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When Owen was still in High School,
he joined his local Labour Party
branch in Knightswood. The Labor
Party would be a constant through-
out Owen’s life.

He worked on election campaigns
from a young age. At that time Scot-
tish Young Labour was called the
Young Socialists, a fitting name for
Owen's views.

He dropped out of university and
got a job in the railway as a guard in
1978.



Naturally he became very involved
in his union, the National Union
of Railwaymen, now known as the
RMT. He worked on many political
campaigns and industrial activities
while working as a guard.

At 28, Owen was appointed to a role
in the national office of his union
in London. This marked the begin-
ning of almost 35 years of working
in the union movement.

When Owen reached London, his
activism grew. He spoke of the RMT
allowing the National Union of Min-
ers to move into their building dur-
ing the major strike of the Thatcher
years 1984-85. He told stories about
having conversations with Arthur
Scargill at what was perhaps the
most pivotal moment of the history
of the union movement in the UK.

He also worked on campaigns
against apartheid in South Africa.
He lived for a time in a house that
was filled with ANC members in the
UK on political asylum.

Another pivotal day in Owen’s life
was the 27 of May 1988 when Owen
went to pick up his sister's mate,
Vivienne, from Heathrow airport.

He was late. And as Vivienne was to
learn he was always late.
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Owen said his sister told him to look
after Vivienne. She may have meant
for the trip, but I guess he interpret-
ed that as meaning for life.

Owen and Vivienne decided to
make a go of it. They were in a long-
distance relationship from Towns-
ville to London for 18 months be-
fore they settled in Brisbane in 1990.

In 1990 Owen commenced a job as
an organiser with the Queensland
Professional Officers Association,
which after mergers became To-
gether. Hed moved across the world
and was still able to follow his pas-
sion for unionism.

Not long into his time at the POA he
received a phone call from Les Crof-
ton, the secretary of the Australian
Railway Union, offering him a job
as an industrial officer. He said yes.

The ARU, now known as the RTBU,
became a huge part of the next 30
years of Owen's life.

He loved being back in a railway
union.

In 2001, Les handed over the reins
of the ARU to Owen as Acting Sec-
retary. He won the next election to
become the Secretary. For 19 years,
Owen and the team he surrounded



himself with led the union through
many industrial disputes. To name
a few: WorkChoices, Your Rights at
Work, asset sales and—something
he was very proud of—modernis-
ing his union’s views on women and
women's involvement.

In 1992 Vivienne and Owen wel-
comed their first child, Siobhan.

In 1994 Owen became an Austra-
lian citizen. If someone asked him
where he was from, he'd always say
Australia. He considered himself
Australian. He wasn't someone who
dreamt of returning to Scotland or
Ireland for good. He'd say, “Thirty-
three Scottish winters is enough for
a lifetime”,

In 1996 Liam was born - long and
skinny like his Dad once was.

As a family Vivienne, Owen, Siob-
han and Liam went on holidays
- Christmas on the Gold Coast,
winter in the Bunya Mountains and
traveling back to Scotland and Ire-
land every three years.

Owen wanted his children to be
connected to where he came from
and to know their family. His goal
was to instil in his children a so-
cial conscience. Dinner time con-
versations often covered politics,
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news events and history. The 7:30
Report was religious viewing in the
Doogan household. Sometimes the
kids would be watching their Dad
on Stateline.

He succeeded in this goal. Both his
children have a keen sense of what
is right and care deeply for others
and the advancement of those with
less voice or power than themselves.

As the kids grew up, Vivienne and
Owen indulged more in their pas-
sion for travel. They had always
had an ethos that you don't wait till
you're retired to enjoy life.

For Vivienne, Owen was her rock.
He supported her throughout her
career, he was always in her corner.
They are both headstrong passion-
ate people. They came together to
create a beautiful life, which in no
way was perfect but was truly theirs.

When Vivienne went to work full
time in her union, Together, Owen
would joke that she was invading
his space, but really he was incred-
ibly proud of her change of career
and her leadership skills.

One afternoon near the end of his
life Owen sat down with Vivienne
and Siobhan and said he couldn't
believe that someone like Vivienne



Owen Doogan, Les Croften and Dale Jacobsen at the BLHA event to launch Dale’s book in 2011

c/o Dale Jacobsen

would have wasted her time on him
and that she'd be willing to set up
a life with him. He was grateful for
Vivienne and she was the love of his
life.

For Siobhan as an adult, Owen was
not just a kind supportive and proud
father, he was always her sounding
board and mentor, as she began her
career in the union movement and
later in politics.

At 21, when Siobhan moved to Dar-
win determined to create her own
path and name, Owen was incred-
ibly proud of her decision. Owen
would often say he'd 'been out walk-
ing with Siobhan’ When Owen went
for his daily evening walk he would
call her nearly every night.

They spoke about everything, but

7

the conversations usually came back
to their shared passion - organising
and politics.

Owen was incredibly proud of the
compassionate, intelligent, head-
strong woman she is today and nev-
er let her wonder, always telling her
how much he loved her and Liam
and how proud he was of both of
them.

When Liam was little, he and Owen
shared a joint love, football.

Much to Vivienne’s disgust, when
painting the house Owen took it
upon himself to paint goals on their
carport for Liam to practice on,
smashing balls into the carport and
later the fence, leaving many dints,
some made by Owen too.



Later as Liam grew up, they shared
a love of music, history, and phi-
losophy. Owen was very impressed
by his son's knowledge of music, his
ability to recall and interpret history
and his understanding of philoso-

phy.

In November 2020, Owen retired
as secretary of the RTBU after 19
years. But sadly, in December he
was diagnosed with liver cancer. He
discovered he had hepatitis C, un-
diagnosed from a blood transfusion,
decades earlier in the UK.

He continued to enjoy life in be-
tween treatments, having more
holidays with Vivienne, including
returning to Scotland and Ireland
and visiting Siobhan in Darwin.

Owen couldn't drink any more, but
he still enjoyed his escapism of sit-
ting in the pub drinking non-alco-

holic beer and reading his book. He
was known by name at the Mon-
tague Hotel and Brisbane Brewery
for this activity.

On 27 May 2022, Owen passed
away at St Vincents Hospital hold-
ing Vivienne's hand and with Liam
in the room. His lasts words to Vivi-
enne that morning were happy an-
niversary". In a full circle of life,
Owen left 34 years to the day since
he first met his love Vivienne at
Heathrow Airport.

Owen will be remembered as a lov-
ing husband, father, uncle, brother,
mate, and comrade. With a lot of
his own quirks. He was a man who
cared deeply for others and spent
his life working to make society
better. He has left a huge impact on
those who knew him and he will not
easily be forgotten.

Travis O’Brien is a barrister-at-law in private practice, and former official
of the Finance Sector Union, and Construction, Forestry, Maritime, Mining
and Energy Union, Construction and General Division.

The RTBU Queensland Branch ran a celebration of Owen’s life on 3rd June

2022. The event can viewed on Facebook at:

https://www.facebook.com/RTBUQIdBranch/videos/417128543616524
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Salvatore D’Urso 1927-2022

by Dan O’Neill

Salvatore D’Urso
born 26/5/1927, died 16/6/2022.

Most people would have known him
as Ted D’Urso, but his given name
was Salvatore D’Urso. For he was
proudly Sicilian on both his father
and his mother’s side. They were
both immigrants from Sicily and
part of the famous ‘Red North’ that
was later to elect the only Commu-
nist ever, Fred Paterson, as a mem-
ber of an Australian parliament.
His father Alfio, to whose cane knife
Ted gave pride of place on one of
the bookshelves in his study, and
his mother Luciana, both of whom
Ted venerated all his life, conceived
Ted out of wedlock on the Atherton
Tableland in 1927, but Ted was to
be born in their wedded state in Ri-
posto in Sicily on the 26th of May
in 1928, and his sister Concetta two
years later.

The small family returned to Inn-
isfail, and to Depression-time Aus-
tralia in 1931. Ted did his primary
and secondary education in Innis-
fail, Charters Towers, and Cairns.
In the background of these studies
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Ted D’Urso, 27 April 1993,
c/o §909 image 7284, UQ Archives

was a close and affectionate home
life sustained by the cane-cutting
work of his father, and the billiard
saloon that his father ran after be-
ing obliged by sickness to retire
from the cane fields in his thirties
after fifteen years of hard work. In
his political memoir Outlook Criti-
cal Ted conveys the extracurricular
enjoyment he derived from the age
of nine learning to play billiards,



and eventually half-running the sa-
loon when his father, despite having
been a naturalised British subject
for fifteen years, was interned for
two years as an enemy alien and
sent south to captivity in 1942.

In 1940, after passing Junior with
excellent results, Ted applied to
enter teaching. The discrimination
(because of the unjust internment
of his father) that he suspected and
that kept him from succeeding in
this lifelong vocational ambition,
not only then but also later, was not
to be verified for fifty years when
his file was examined by a historian
friend in the Department of Educa-
tion. Ted was obliged to spend time
working in an uncongenial public
service job in the Railways. Later
the same was to happen in statistics.
But it was Alfios insistence that,
despite the setback to his teaching
hopes, he should, with Alfio’s finan-
cial assistance, study for Senior in
Cairns, that was to set Ted on his
eventual path.

A Commonwealth  University
Scholarship enabled Ted to start a
Commerce degree at the University
of Queensland in Brisbane in early
1947. Studying Economic History
and Economics, and then Philoso-
phy as part of his degree started
Ted’s lifelong interest in political

80

ideas that was to characterise his
subsequent intellectual life.

In his second year Ted could relax
his dogged pursuit of good grades
sufficiently to take an intense in-
terest in student activities. It was
a time when, under the post-war
Rehabilitation Scheme, there were
many ex-servicemen at the universi-
ty, with more than the usual under-
graduates’ experience of the world.
In the wake of the Nazi attack on
the Soviet Union, and the great role
played in the defeat of Nazism by its
counterpart in Russia, the Commu-
nist Party of Australia had expanded
its industrial influence and its mem-
bership greatly. This was reflected
in the student life of the university,
and in due course, as well as feeling
what he described as a magnetic pull
to the Semper Floreat student news-
paper office, Ted became a member
of what was called the Radical Club,
‘the campus offshoot of the Com-
munist Party. The misreporting of
a meeting of the Club addressed by
Mick O’Brien of the Australian Rail-
ways Union by the anti-communist
Courier Mail intensified Ted’s radi-
calism. It was in September 1948
that he joined the Communist Party.

The membership was not to last
long. In 1949 campus Communists
fiercely supported the nation-wide



strike of the Coal Miner’s Federa-
tion. In his memoir Ted called the
strike, which was based on ‘the re-
fusal of coal miners to use more ad-
vanced extraction machinery which
threatened their safety’ to increase
production outputs, ‘perhaps the
fiercest industrial conflict of the
20th century and a grim confirma-
tion of the Marxist-Leninist theory
of the class character of the state
under capitalism’ When the Chif-
ley Labor government used troops
to break the strike Ted thought that
it ‘inflicted a historic defeat on the
working-class movement and at
the same time considerably weak-
ened the power of the Communist
Party within it. But this opinion
turned out to be most unwelcome
to the Party Leadership, for both
the Sydney Tribune and the Bris-
bane Guardian ran the line that it
was a great victory for the Austra-
lian working class. Ted thought this
was a transgression of the Leninist
principle of total honesty towards
the working class, and a loss of
moral credibility. He wisely chose
to resign from the party in the face
of the imminent degrading choice
between recantation and expulsion.
He thus acquired the uncommon
pre-1956/1968 honour of opposing
the Stalinist deviation well ahead of
others whom he was later to meet in
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one of the world’s many Trotskyist
factions, including the local party’s
ideological hitman who had been
sent to put the hard word on him.

Recently, since Ted’s death, I have
had the task of looking through
his books and papers. Among the
books was one that he mentions in
his memoir as having been bought
on the 30th of May 1950. It is The
God That Failed: Six Studies in
Communism. Tll quote Ted direct-

ly:

‘The contributors were famous
writers who had been dedi-
cated fighters for communism
but who had come to reject its
Stalinisation. The writers were
Arthur Koestler, Ignazio Si-
lone, Richard Wright, Andre
Gide, Louis Fischer and Ste-
phen Spender. Their collec-
tive recitals of disillusionment
were unanswerable. It was this
book, together with Koestler’s
Darkness at Noon and The Yogi
and the Commissar, which con-
vinced me of the rightness of my
own conceptions and feelings,
and led to the decision to resign
from the Party’

When Ted completed his Com-
merce degree he got a temporary job
in the public service, and then made



Ted at the University of Queensland, 1947
c/o Salvatore D’Urso

another attempt to get a job teach-
ing. He was successful in getting
into the Teachers Training College,
but was, again for what turned out
to be political reasons, overlooked
for secondary teaching training at
the end of the year. An appeal to the
Director General of Education suc-
ceeded. But when he got his first
teaching appointment it turned out
to have again the feel of discrimina-
tion about it. Instead of being sent
to a secondary school it was to be
to a sort of exile. He was to be the
‘headteacher’ of Lake Euramoo State
School, ‘a one teacher operation,
in a rather isolated pocket of run-
down dairy farms on the Atherton
Tableland. Here he was at the age
of 23, unable for financial reasons
to resign, isolated, sleeping among
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surplus school furniture in a class-
room adjoining the one he taught in,
with a mere 22 pupils and needing
to walk to a nearby farmhouse for
breakfast and evening meals. But he
decided to make of it a stoical effort
of self-development. He completed
a course of planned reading of such
classics as Rabelais’s Gargantua and
Pantagruel, The Odyssey of Homer,
Benvenuto Cellini’s Autobiography,
Cervantes’ Don Quixote, the Bible,
and his favourite poet, T.S. Eliot,
and books of Ancient History. The
other day when I went through his
books these volumes were still on
the shelves. Ted had beautiful leg-
ible handwriting, and a very full ex-
ercise book of his notes on T.S. Eliot
was one of the things I read out to
him in his near-blindness on one of
my latest monthly visits to him.

Back in Brisbane early in 1952, Ted
got an interview with the then Dep-
uty Director General of Education,
himself formerly unfairly passed
over for a position, and he was able
to confirm that his placement at
Euramoo was politically motivated
banishment. The place was ‘the sec-
ond most isolated spot on the Ather-
ton Tableland after Topaz on the
western lee of Mt Bartle Frere!

Ted completed an Arts degree to
add to his Commerce degree. The



years from 1953 to 1955 were with-
out political involvement, but be-
gan his entry into secondary school
teaching, first in Malanda on the
Tableland and then at Salisbury in
Brisbane.

Kruschev’s de-Stalinisation attempt
‘infected” Hungary but led to the
Soviet occupation in 1956. This had
world-wide repercussions. In Aus-
tralia, among other things it led to
the publication by Helen Palmer,
daughter of the novelists Vance and
Nettie Palmer, of the magazine Out-
look, a liberal-socialist bi-monthly.
So soon there were a lot of other
ex- Party members and other leftists
belatedly joining Ted in his more in-
dependent form of what he contin-
ued to describe as ‘classic Marxism’
Palmer suggested that discussion
groups form around the journal in
the capital cities. Ted soon became
the Brisbane go-to person. The
Brisbane group survived till 1962,
and the journal into the 70s.

After the days of The Movement had
sent a lot of ALP right-wingers into
the DLP, and in Queensland, into
the QLP, it seemed to Ted a good
idea for a while to join the ALP, first
in the Yeronga and then in the East
Brisbane branch. He remained in it
till 1967, when, living in Armidale
he left it, disappointed by its ‘ideo-
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logical flaccidity and ineftectiveness
against the destructive tendencies of
capitalism’ Ted is only stating wide-
ly shared views on the left to the
present day when he makes his vale-
dictory remarks on leaving the ALP:
‘Although I supported the ALP at
election time as the lesser of the two
blights of Australian political life,
my adherence to classical Marxism
remains unshaken. It remained the
lodestar of my political journey as I
entered my forties.

Ted’s next explicit political move
was in the context of what he saw
emerging in the 60s as the first New
Left, the British movement around
the merger of the two journals Uni-
versities and Left Review and New
Reasoner to become the New Left
Review. Ted associated this period
with what he saw as a sort of rebirth
of the relevance of Trotsky as a po-
litical guide in the aftermath of the
Hungarian events. He found he
was being sent material by a ficti-
tious being called A. Mc Lean, PO
Box 13, Balmain, New South Wales.
This turned out to be Nick Origlass,
whod helped create a branch of the
Fourth International way backin the
1930s, leaving the Party when Stalin
exiled Trotsky from the USSR.

When Ted got in touch with the
Sydney people it turned out that



up here there was already a Bris-
bane comrade, Ken Kemshead, who
when met introduced Ted to oth-
ers. When Ted married in August
1962, the meetings of the group
were held at his home in Wool-
loongabba, when his wife Janet
also became a participant. Their
particular variant of the FI defined
the Soviet Union as a ‘bureaucrati-
cally deformed workers state’ They
practised ‘entrism’ in relation to the
ALP. Ted’s retrospective view of the
group was that it was effectively ‘a
left-radical discussion circle’

Probably more consequential in
that time was Ted’s involvement in
the Campaign for Nuclear Disar-
mament, a Brisbane offshoot of the
British CND, which his wife and
a friend who taught Linguistics at
UQ, Liz Tarnawski created in the
last months of 1962. By that time
Ted had left secondary teaching
and was seconded to a lecturing ap-
pointment at Kelvin Grove Teachers
College. Janet took the most promi-
nent role in CND until Ted’s role in
the College was made permanent.

CND did local events inspired by
the British Aldermaston Marches,
and an annual event to commemo-
rate the atomic bombing of Hiro-
shima on the 6th of August. The
members of Brisbane CND were in-
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terrogated by Federal Police when a
reprint of the British Spies for Peace
pamphlet (an exposure of how Brit-
ain would be administered in the
event of a nuclear attack) appeared
in Brisbane.

By early 1965 CND’s vitality de-
clined when the attention of radicals
was shifting to the Vietnam War.
Ted, whod been teaching at Kelvin
Grove for three years, had been ap-
pointed to a lecturing position at the
University of New England at Armi-
dale.

Ted’s courses at Kelvin Grove had
included the history of Asia in the
20th century, so he was very much
aware of the Vietnamese indepen-
dence struggle since World War II.
He was a welcome addition to the
small group of leftists at the univer-
sity. He wrote against the war and
organised a series of Sunday after-
noon seminars that tried to put the
conflict into the wider framework of
radical social theory.

The next important phase of Ted’s
political life began with his ap-
pointment at the end of 1970 to a
Senior Lectureship in the Depart-
ment of Education at the University
of Queensland. He arrived back in
Brisbane in the middle one of the
most tumultuous periods of radi-



Ted with his parents, Alfio and Luciana, after receiving his doctorate 11 April 1970
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cal protest in one of the two most
radical campuses in Australia. As
he wrote in his memoir:

‘The volatility of student radi-
calism was not only stirred by
the war in Vietnam as on the
other metropolitan campuses,
but more immediately by the
repressive stance of the Bjelke-
Petersen government on the
exercise of civil rights by pro-
testors. The flashpoint in 1971
was the tour by the whites-only
South African rugby team the
Springboks.

Ted was not the only recent import
from the University of New England.
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Another who'd already been there
a couple of years, was the new Vice-
Chancellor Zelman Cowen. His early
hopes of charming the student-staff
radical movement into more coop-
erative harmony with the status-quo
had been savagely disappointed. Ted
records in his memoir the Extraordi-
nary Meeting of the Staff Association
that was called to consider the motion,
moved by Philosophy lecturer Peter
Wertheim, that ‘the Vice Chancellor
resign his position as Vice Chancel-
lor for the sake of the good health of
this university’. Ted notes that it ‘was
only narrowly defeated with a sizeable
number of abstentions.

It was soon after Ted’s arrival that



I first made his acquaintance. He
invited me to contribute a couple of
essays on university education that I
had written to a book that he edited
called Counterpoints: Radical Writ-
ings in Australian Education. It was
published in early 1971. I was able
to observe some of his lecturing and
thought it remarkable for its theo-
retical content. I have encountered
some of his former students, and
they have uniformly praised him as
one of the really stimulating teach-
ers they have had. I remember hav-
ing later told him that I had in 1972
spent three months in Cuernavaca
at Ivan Ilich’s CIDOC, Centre for
Intercultural Documentation, at
the time that Illich was conducting
seminars to feed into his thinking
for the writing of his book Tools for
Conviviality. Ted had been very en-
thusiastic about Illich’s influential
and controversial book Deschooling
Society. He invited me to be one of
two speakers in a panel that would
initiate discussion about Illich in
one of his classes. The discussion
that emerged was much more pen-
etrating than would have followed a
mere lecture or tutorial. It was fas-
cinating to observe the innovative
nature of Ted’s teaching techniques.

In his memoir, when he gets to this
point, having recorded that he got
his doctorate on 11 April 1970, he
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notes that there is a gap in academic
teaching between theory and prac-
tice, and that, under the influence of
his Marxism, as a radical intellectu-
al, he was less interested in the sort
of so-called ‘research’ that might
lead to promotion than in being a
politically committed teacher who
would give political activity prior-
ity. One of Ted’s heroes, along with
Erich Fromm, and Lewis Mumford,
was, as he frequently told me, the
sociologist and activist-intellectual
C Wright Mills. He would follow
his example and be a ‘cultural work-
man, connecting theory and prac-
tice.

This was the kind of thinking that
led to one of Ted’s remarkable ven-
tures, the setting up of the Council
for Democracy in Schools (CDS).
It was triggered by his critique of
the Radford Scheme of continuous
school-based assessment, which
was ostensibly about giving schools
more freedom to participate in the
continuous assessment of students’
work, but which was constrained
by the state-enforced bureaucratic
need to ensure comparability across
schools. Without going into detail
at this late stage, suffice it to say that
Ted’s calling of a meeting to form
this organisation in early March
1973 was in accord with the zeitgeist
that was in favour, across a broad



front, of democratisation of institu-
tions, especially educational ones.
Already in July 1970 at the Universi-
ty of Queensland, about a hundred
students and staft had published a
democratising critique of the total-
ity and most of the individual parts
of the university. This new focus by
Ted on the secondary level of edu-
cation was timely enough to gather
to its founding conference on the
weekend of 30 June-1 July something
between 350 to 400 participants. By
the later part of September 1974
Ted was being fully initiated into
the mystic confraternity of ‘hateful
freaks and monsters’ that powerful
right-wing Bjelke-ites had begun to
vilify from about the end of 1967 on.
There was a full afternoon’s debate
about CDS and Ted’s role in it in the
Queensland Parliament on the 19th
of September 1974, (freakish) with
a sequel on the 24th of September,
(monstrous).

Ted saw the Whitlam dismissal and
the Fraser government of December
1975 as the local variant of the inau-
guration of a neo-conservative pe-
riod, a ‘tectonic movement of capi-
talist forces that brought Margaret
Thatcher to power in 1978 and Ron-
ald Reagan to the American presi-
dency in the election of 1980 The
1983 Hawke government was just
a false dawn, and the subsequent
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thirteen years were just as capitula-
tory to deregulated neo-capitalism
with ‘Friedmanite monetarism, and
Hayekian ‘neoliberalism.

The period from the late 70s to his
retirement in 1993 was, I suspect, a
constant temptation to pessimism.
But his increasingly acute sense
of its distinctiveness led to a great
deepening of his thought. He went
to Oregon on study leave in 1977,
and it was there in the United States,
in the belly of the beast as useful cli-
ché has it, that he reports having felt
that ‘a threshold into a portentous
time of global disasters had been
crossed. One of Ted’s favourite writ-
ers was Robert Heilbroner. Here is



the passage from his 1975 book An
Inquiry into the Human Prospect
that struck Ted as giving the frame-
work for useful thought about the
future from that time forward:

‘There is a question in the air,
more sensed than seen, like the
invisible approach of a distant
storm, a question that I would
hesitate to ask aloud did I not
believe it existed unvoiced in
the minds of many: ‘Is there
hope for man?’[...]the question
asks whether we can imagine
that future other than a contin-
uation of the darkness, cruelty,
and disorder of the past; worse,
whether we do not foresee in
the human prospect a deterio-
ration of things, even an im-
pending catastrophe of fearful
dimensions.

It was this darkly realistic perspec-
tive that directed Ted’s thought and
activity from the late 70s into the
last decade and more of his teach-
ing life until his retirement in 1993,
and beyond that into the very fruit-
ful deepening of his ongoing phil-
osophical quest up until the day
of his death. Which last phrase is
not mere rhetorical cadence, for
I visited him in the Wesley hospi-
tal a few hours before his death, to
observe him putting philosophical
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views about the nature of the cos-
mos to Pete, the obviously admiring
male nurse who was attending to his
nightly medication.

This last period of Ted’s thinking
and acting was begun on his re-
turn from study leave, with the in-
troduction of a new advanced level
course on the nature and ideology
of industrial capitalism, exploring
the ecological unsustainability of
its inbuilt growth imperative, and
looking at social alternatives and
the educational ways to assist their
realisation. In his political memoir
he notes that in the circumstances
where a globalising neo-capitalism
had subjugated and silenced tradi-
tional voices of protest one faced a
rather confusing set of options, ‘the
tactics of reformism’ within the sys-
tem, or ‘the strategy of stealthy rev-
olution’ in a perspective that went
beyond one’s own lifetime. ‘Was it
possible to meld the alternatives to
avoid the either-or bind of tradition-
al logic?” From the outside, as time
wore on, the perceived emotional
tone of this Sophie’s choice must
have invited such short summaries
as that of even the most sympathetic
of Ted’s observers, for example that
of Jeff Rickerrt, whose brilliant edit-
ing was responsible for the appear-
ance of Ted’s privately written mem-
oir in print: ‘He hated capitalism



but was pessimistic about the pos-
sibilities of replacing it. Although
retaining ‘classic Marxism, even as
his deeper philosophical probings
resituated it in the structure of his
whole philosophy of life, his activ-
ism was reduced perforce to what
he described as ‘passive member-
ship of Green groups’” and ‘support
[for] any struggle for social equity
within the system while also assist-
ing action that might safeguard the
planet from capitalist despoliation’
Ted confessed that: “This ‘solution’
might be intellectually messy, but
the imperatives of life rarely permit
neat resolution of contradictions.
Taking a rather ironical view of
himself Ted thought of this stance
of his from the 1980s on as ‘medita-
tive political inactivism. But which
of us present or erstwhile activists,
living on the present bare and rocky
ground, is going to throw the first
stone?

The last part of Ted’s memoir briefly
covers the period after this retire-
ment. In short summary he says:
‘When its strangeness quickly
passed and I adjusted to its freedom,
I put my metaphysical house in or-
der through a closer acquaintance
with Zen Buddhism and a working
theory of creative cosmic evolution
through a blend of my limited scien-
tific understanding and philosophi-
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cal speculation’ That is quoted from
the second-last paragraph, but lest
one think that he issues finally into
any Schopenhauerian pessimism,
the very last paragraph speaks of his
unabated study of the developments
of late capitalism and its ideology of
postmodernism and the continu-
ing capacity of Marxist theory to
make sense of all this. In a way that
is reminiscent of Terry Eagleton’s
recent book Why Marx Was Right,
Ted quotes the famous line: ‘All that
is solid melts into air, all that is sa-
cred is profaned, and concludes:

“Thus the spiral of my political
life has now ended at the point
it began in my youth. Social
truths then felt with passionate
intensity are now confirmed
through  experience  with
equally passionate clarity’

If I may speak in conclusion about
my own friendship with Ted, it in-
tensified in the years of the new
millennium, especially after I my-
self also retired. I fell into the prac-
tice of visiting Ted in his house at
33 Harts Road Indooroopilly ev-
ery first Thursday morning of the
month, and spending hours in con-
versation, often reading aloud and
discussing various texts, whether
sociological, historical or philo-
sophical, that either he or I had re-



cently come across. From the very
first time I entered his study I was
greatly impressed by the many fold-
ers of material that he had compiled
over many years, all classified into
subsets according to subject-matter,
theme, genre. Much of it was ac-
companied by Ted’s marginal com-
mentary in his beautiful totally leg-
ible handwriting. Many a memo-
rable passage either excerpted or
transcribed, from a huge variety of
books, ancient and modern, many
collections of epigrams, in poetry
and prose, much of it pondered
over years, much of it memorised
accurately, and available for imme-
diate quotation. What immediately
came into my mind was that famous
remark of Socrates in Plato’s Apol-
o0gy, that the unexamined life is not
worth living. Here was someone
who lived by submitting his on-
going experience to examination
constantly. There is much I could
go more deeply into about this, but
for the moment I want to bring this
retrospect to an end by suggesting
that one main significance of the life
of Ted D’Urso is that, beyond his
importance for those of us who be-
gan to be politically conscious with
reference to the issues raised for
us by the world, the Australia, the
Queensland of the sixties, by giving
us a bridge back to the activism of
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the years of the Cold War and World
War II, there is a more universal im-
portance.

He is a contemporary exemplar of
the sort of life that has been made
possible in the West by the rise of
philosophical thinking in Ancient
Greece. This gave rise to a way of
asking rather speculative questions
about the constitution of the uni-
verse, and about human life within
it. These questions made it possible
not to simply take for granted that
the current mythology told you the
main things you needed to know be-
yond where to get food, shelter, and
warmth. Philosophy itself could be,
not just oral lucubrations or written
tracts, but a way of life, a way of liv-
ing more fully.

In the most recent years of our
friendship, under the more and
more stringent necessities of coping
with growing old—Trotsky called
it the most surprising thing that
happens to a man—Ted became at
first more strictly housebound, and
increasingly, within that, even bed-
ridden, and finally just about blind
for the purposes of that unrelenting
avocation of reading that had been
his very lifeline. He was more and
more dependent on being read to,
as a stimulus to discussion. This
is what led to my coming upon,



among his typewritten papers, a
paper written between October
1997 and February 1998. It was
headed “WHAT I BELIEVE: AN
OUTLINE. It was a whole series
of ordered propositions numbered
in strict sequence within subsec-
tions, a la Spinoza, going from THE
UNIVERSE to PHILOSOPHICAL
ANTHROPOLOGY to HUMAN
SOCIETY to EPISTEMOLOGY to
SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY to (Ted’s
former professional discipline, I
suppose) EDUCATIONAL PHI-
LOSOPHY.

Reading this out really blew me
away, as they say. I realised that Ted
wasn’t ever just starting with ‘clas-
sic Marxism. You had to get to it,
bit by bit, from first principles, the
way Marx got to it, but perhaps
starting from where you were, not
from where Marx was. That way
you could say, like Marx himself,
that you weren’t (just) ‘a Marxist’
This was a new way of looking at
whether Ted had wound up in the
grip of ‘pessimism’ or not. Ted’s
first proposition couldnt possibly
have been Marx’s, for it was pretty
much non-nineteenth century: ‘1(i)
The universe “popped” into being
through the “singularity” of the “big
bang”. It came out of a vacuum, i.e.
out of nothingness, an eruption of
“creative energy” from the void, as
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a “vacuum fluctuation” Talk about
starting from first principles! I won’t
go into any of the later propositions,
except to say that the phrase ‘classi-
cal Marxism’ doesn’t get a guernsey
till, many many pages later, logical-
ly-arrived-at subordinate proposi-
tion number III (D) (iv) turns up in
its appointed place.

When I finished reading this out,
and realised I'd have to read it again
at leisure to really get a grip on it,
I asked Ted, who was usually pretty
paranoid about any of his stuff go-
ing astray, if, on a strict condition
of bringing it back within minutes,
I could take it to the university and
photocopy it. He said yes, and so
copies of it now exist. Which is
good for two reasons, because (1) if
any of you who read this apprecia-
tion of our deceased comrade want
to read it you need only get in touch,
and (2) I have only to re-read it to be
challenged in the appropriate way to
confront, as one of Ted’s favourite
poets, Matthew Arnold, put it, ‘this
iron time/Of doubts, disputes, dis-
tractions, fears. Not necessarily in
Ted’s way, but in a way that takes the
problem as seriously as he did and
goes down as deep for the answers.

Which reminds me finally of some-
thing that he asked countless times,
doubtless under the inspiration of



Catch 22, ‘How does a sane man live
in an insane world?’ Is that pessi-
mism? I wish he was here to answer.
In his absence I can only recall an-
other much-repeated expression of
his: ‘All real living is meeting and
sharing’ Is that optimism? Or just
hope?

Vale Salvatore D’Urso.
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Dan O’Neill taught English at the
University of Queensland from 1965
to 2003. He was involved in street
protests throughout the period from
the sixties to the SEQEB dispute. He
currently convenes the 17 Group, a
politico-cultural discussion group, as
well as a number of reading groups
that slowly discuss literary works.
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