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SUMMARY OF INTERVIEW WITH JOSEPHINE LE1S ON HER LIFE

DURING THE DEPRESSION

ne



Josephine Leis was born in Singleton in 1907. She was the second eldest of

a family of seven, the eldest being her brother whom she idolised. Her family
lived on a farm where everyone irrespective of their age had to help with the
day to day running of it; milking about seventy cows twice a day, picking
pumpkins and taking produce to the local factories.

When Josephine was fourteen she gained a scholarship to go to college, but
unfortunately she could only remain there for one year as her help was required
at home to look after the younger children. "Every couple of years there would
be another baby somewhere down the road".

In her spare time Josephine and her elder brother played in a band; she played
the piano and he the cornette. They played at local dances after riding seven
miles on horseback for a guinea a night. Sunday on the farm was a favourite

day as friends from Newcastle would come up to play tennis, cricket and invariably
stay for tea.

At twenty one Josephine was married and moved to Newcastle where her husband
originally came from. Moving to Newcastle was a dramatic change in her life.
She felt as though she was coming out of a cocoon. To her everything about
living in a city was different - the way of life and how people lived.

When remembering the first Depression during the nineteen twenties Josephine
didn't find life too hard as she didn't have any responsibilities and found
everyone just helped each other. She remembers her father having to chop down
trees to feed the cows. She found things were different with the Depression

of the thirties; no work, no money, no food and no clothes. Her sister-in-law

and family came to live with her as they were unable to find work or accommodation.
Money was scarce and although her husband was employed, like other workers

of this time he had a reduction in his basic wage. Her brother was one of

many who travelled to look for work outside the Hunter Valley.

Allowances for the unemployed were few and far between. Families and friends
had to rely on each other for help. Josephine's sister-in-law did manage to

get a coal allowance but unfortunately they didn't have a coal fire and therefore
had to move back home to get the use of this allowance.




In 1935 Josephine's husband got a temporary transfer to Melbourne. She discusses
how people in those years were more trusting of each other and more helpful;
neighbours would help with the children and she had time to enjoy life seeing

the sights of Melbourne and remembers the visit to Australia from the Duke

of York.

Although Josephine was never in the workforce she managed to help make ends
meet by knitting, getting a shilling per skein of wool, mainly for pocket money
for the children at school.

Throughout the tape Josephine mentions how she wasn't sure how she coped with
the Depression just that she had to. Although she led a simple life it was
fun and she felt life was lucky and good to her.



Hardship was a major factor of the great depression which ran
from 1929-1933, although it has been said that Newcastle's depression
started a few years prior to this. As the depression manifested itself
upon the community, dignity and pride were also at stake as more and
more jobs were lost, and poverty started to bite deeper into the

community.

Newcastle's chequered history was firstly that of a convict
settlement, then as a coal town, although a strange statistic was the
fact that "the 1921 cengus had shown that less than ten percent of male
employment was as miners' 1. This may have been partly due to the
volatile nature of the industry, but also due to the fact that a new
major source of employment was looming in that of the steel industry,
but even this industry had its problems with the spasmodic rise and
falls of production. Job stability was always going to be a problem.

In 1928 there was a dramatic fall in the demand for coal, and an
attempt to lower its price caused a clash between the Miners
Federation and the rﬁine owners which caused the closure of the
majority of northern collieries between February 1929 and May 1930.
This both directly and indirectly affected all forms of employment in
the areaNewcastle also became a focal point for the transient
population who were attracted to the industries in hope of work.

As the depression continued, it became increasingly difficult
‘to operate contingency plans to help the needy, as most of the relief
supplied by organisations like the Salvation Army relied heavily on
public donations, and with the vast majority of people on the poverty
line these donations were becoming increasingly rare. The government
provided 'food rations’; it has been described that many found to obtain
food in this manner was both humiliating and degrading. The food rations
were enough to get the bare essentials to survive on, and were just
enough to prevent mainutrition.



Evictions became common and makeshift housing camps appeared
throughout the city. These camps were set up in areas of crown or
public 1and where most could live rent free or else pay a token amount
to the land council. The shelters in the camps were made from any
materials that were usable and available,kerosine tins, canvas, old
timber, anything. These camps were scattered throughout the area-
Adamstown,Carrington, Waratah, Stockton and N_obby's beach, ‘most
people in the camps considered themselves sufficiently permanfnt as to
offer the camps address for electoral registration'2. To some moving
into the camps brought security in the form of removing the anxiety
caused by the worry of meeting rent payments. Many camps also had a
camp committee which maintained the dis'iph‘ne in the camp and
encouraged the self respect of the residents. Some members of the
community regarded the camps and their inhabitants with disgust, as it
was presumed the.!re presence was enouéh to downgrade the areas
respectability.

An emergency relief scheme was introduced by the state
government in May 1933. This was to enable men to work for a stated
number of hours for the local council, therefore earning more than the
value of the food rations that were given. This brought a slight
improvement in the living standards of some but not to the majority.

Unemployment was not only confined to men; women and youths
were also seriously affected. Kay Daniels mentions that in documents

firelating to the depression it was suggested that beliefs were, as long as
a servant problem existed there was no such thing as unemployment for
women. The situation for women was serious in that the government
relief system for women was almost none existent, and for a single
woman to admit she was enemployed automatically meant she was
suspected of being immoral,and therefore a great many of womer{s needs
were not admitted. In 1931 the problem of unemployed youths came to

a head and a Young Citizens League was formed in an attempt to keep



them occupied; classes were ran in various topics like gardening and
poultry. This idea was so sucessful it spread to other areas of the
state.The effects of youth unemployment were never fully rectified
during the thirties and unfortunatzy World War two came and solved
that problem world wide. '
.Throughout the early thirties many were worried that the
governments relief system would break down, and the establishment of
a variety of organisation_s was attempted to help the unemployed should
that occur. The most suc:éssfu} in Newcastle was the unemployed
workers'movement. The movement was active in assisting with food and
clothing distribution, and also had support meetings at its many
branches to help with the boredom and feelings of dispair. Their work
was remembered by Vera Deacon as they helped with the insta]lation'of a
~tap in the centre of the camp in which she was resident, which in a way
became the camp newscentre and therefore improved life for those
living in those circumstances. Although the Unemployed Workers'
Movement was the most sucessful of the organisations, its membership
of 2000 was a small proportion of the unemployed,which in Newcastle
was estimated to be about 8500 in the 1933 cencus 3. It was thought
that the main reason for its lack of sucess was its projected

communist image.

Compared to other cities such as Woola'llexgong, protests in

1the Newcastle area were few and far between, and the violent clashes
which occured elswhere between employers, employees,the unemployed
and aut_f)ori’t\ies were not apparent. This was thought to be due to the
Novocastrians claiming * what depression we've always been depressed.
The most noted event in Newcastle was the Tighes Hill eviction on the
14th June 1932 in which a large proportion of the community were
involved. Over 1000 people gathered fer when an eviction order was to
be served, a fight broke out with both civilians and police being injured.




Hy

Thirty men were tried for assualt and obstructing the police, and many
problems evolved as the trial progressed as the jury had difficulty in
finding who was to blame.

};'amilies struggled throughout the depression in Newcastle;
their somewhat passive acceptance of the situation was probably due to
the Novocasl:rlans'experiencing hardship as a way of life for so many

years, and in their own way were able to survive where others had not.



FOOTNOTES.

1= An evil long endured by Sheilah Gray from The wasted years edt.
by Judy Mackinolty PS8.

2- Newcastle in the great depression by Sheilah Gray P20
3-1b.i.d. P29

4~ An evil long endured P 74,
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