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The Federated I ronwor kers ' Assocj.ation of Australia 
(F . I .A. ) was founded in 1 908~ origina ting out of the 
t r adesmen ' s assistants organi sations a.nd unions . The F . I .A. 
first entered the Newcastle iron and steel industry -v1hen a 

branch was opened at the Broken Hill Proprietar y Company 
Li mit ed (B.H. P. ) Ste elworks in 1917 . 2 For the next deca de 
t he F. I .A. in Newcastle remained in a precarious positi on , 
largel y due to t he anti- union policy nr a ctised by t he B.H. P . 

During the interwar years B.H. P. and its subsidiary 
companies dominated every a s pect of the indus1;r ial . struggl e 
wi t h i n t he Newcast l e iron a.nd steel indust ry . Working 
conditions were " •• • hot , a r duous and hazardous ." 3Managem:ent 
was able to counter union act ivities through an aggr essive 
i ndust r i a l r elat ions policy . Union act l.vists were d i smis s ed 
and blacklisted whil st the t hr eat of unemployment kept r ank 
and file militancy under control . Solidarity amongst union 
members was almost non-exi stent and the F . I .A. onl y managed 
to sur vive due to the efforts of a few dedicated unionists . 
The F. I .A. accomplished few acnievements in these early 
year s but a solid. group of members developed at Lysaghts . 

1Vhen the Depression hit Australia. in l ate 1929 the 
steel industry was one of the earliest .ind hardest hit , 
creating mass i ve unemployment , poverty and mi sery for 

thousands of ironworkers . I n the early 1930 ' s th e Communist 
Party of Austral ia ( C. P . A. ) , which ha.a been fairly insignifi
cant during the 1920 ' s , started to grow in membership 
numbers . "The penetration and crpture of unions like the 
'P . I .A. was the party ' s prime strategy • •• " ~ One of the 
party ' s front organisations was t he Militant Minority Movement . 

1 . 'Robert ~Jrurray a.nd Kate White, The Ironworkers, Sydney, 1982, 
p . 1 5 . 

2 . W . A . Ea th er , 1 The Trenches c=i.t Tlome : The InrJustrial St r ng{'"l P. 
in t he Newcastle Iron & Steel Industry 1Q::S7- 1947 ' , 11nnub . 
Ph . D. the Pis, University of Synney , April, 1gR6, p . 2a . 

3 . Ibid . p . 22 . 
4 . Murr ay and \\Th i te, Ironworkers, p . 1 06 . 
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It attracted huge numbers of ironworkers and helped to bring 
about a gradua l radicalisa.tion of t he ra.nk and file . 
Members of the Lysaghts group cl aimed tha.t t he Newca.stle branch 
was inefficient and rebelled against its control in 1933. 5 

They were given per mission by t he F . I .A. Federal Council to 
set up their own branch which soom came under t he control 
of the Militant Minority Movement. 

After the Depression lifted in t he Mid 1930's, the F . I . A. 
entered into a period of growth end development in conjunction 
with t he rapid recovery of t he steel industry . In 1936 
Ernest Thornton, a C. P .A. member was elected F .I.A. gener a l 
secretary and used t he years of economic recovery to strenp;then 
and unite t he branchesd 6 Communist control of t he union 
increased each year. Me ny of ihe new l eaders were young family 
men who had come to communism out of the despair of t he 
Depression . "They were also conscientious leaders, lea rning 
all t hey could about the industry and t he problems associe.ted 
with it . They became very skilled trade union lea.ders, 
frequently becoming better unionists than they were communists • • .,,7 
However , t he Newcastle branch still lacked militant , aggressive 
leadership and many of the campaigns duri ng the mid to late 
1930 ' s ended in failure . The continuing dispute between the 
Newcast le bra.nch and the J1ysaghts members led to Thornton's 
supervision of Newcastle affairs . In Jul y 1939 Thornton 
broke into the Newcastle office, removed all record$ and 
changed the locks~ This action left a lingering resent ment 
among some of t he members . Officials ~ere suspended and 

arrangements were made for new elections in Ausust which 
resulted in an overwhelming win for t he Lysaghts nominations . 
Bill Hopkins headed t he new communist team a.s bra.nch president 
with Charlie Morgan as branch secretary and Charlie ~cCaffrey 
as full-time union organiser.9 

5 . Ibid . p. 78 
6. Ibid . -p . 90 
7 . A.David son, The Communist Part:v of Aus t r a lia, Calj f0rnif1 , 

1969 , p.89 . 
8 . Eather, ' Trenches a t Home ' , p . 54 . 
9 • Ibid • p . 5 5 • 
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Australia ' s entry into World War II in 1939 led to a 
period of increased solidarity within the union movement. 
The new lea dership of t he F.I. A. in Newcastle made an all 
out effort to unionise t he iron and steel industry . 
F . I . /I . members pursued a ser:l.es of a.ggress i ve industria.l 
campaigns from l ate 1939 to 1941 with cons iderable success . 
Several sub- branches were fovmed within the industry . 
In line with C. P.A. policy t he F . I .A. had i nitially opposed 
Australia ' s i nvolvement in t he war . ~earing communist 
sabotage of the war effort, t he Federal Government declared 
the C.P.A. an illegal organisation in 1940! 0 The same year 
saw B. H. P. dismiss manv known communists from t he Rteelworks 

" 11 
during a miners' stoppage . Although t he C . P . ~ . was forced 
to operate underground , it did not inhibit the F. I .A. drive 
to unionise workers. The Nazi inva sion of t he Soviet Union 
brought a change of at t i t ude wjthin t he C. P .A. and the F. I. A. 
towards the war . By 1 942 t he F . I. A. had become a.n avid 
supporter of the war following t he C. P .A. 's directive to 

1 2 
res ist any s trike action t hat would hinder wartime nro'a.uct ion . 

The end of the war brought an end to the Ti' . I . A. 's policy 
of wartime compromise. Wa.ge increases and t he i ntroduction 
of a forty hour week became t he i mmed i ate post war issues 
culminating in a wave of s trikes t hroughout t he steel industr y 
in 1945 - 1 946 ~ 3 For the next f our yea.r s t he F . I . .A . found 
itself fighting against t he employers , t he Labor Part y and 
a growing dissidence amongst i ts own r e.nk arid fil e . 
The Industrial Groups of t he Austra l ian Labor Party had been 
initia lly formed to attack the power of t he communi s t union 
boss es . Anti-communists began to gr adually infiltr ate the 
Newcastle F . I .A. from 1945 onwar ds and won a number of minor 
positions in post wa r branch elections~ 4 The success of t hese 
candidates failed to a l arm Thornton . 

10 . Ibid. p . 65 
11. Ibid . p. 67 
12 . Murray and Whj te, Ironworker s , p .1 16 
13 . I bid. p. 154 . 
14 . Ibi? . p . 170 
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1949 proved to be a. troubled yea.r f or t he F . I . A. and 
s aw a shift of power within t he Newcast l e leadership . 
On April 8 , a twenty-four hour stoppe.ge and meeting was 

called to discuss t h e gaoling of F . I.A. federal officer and 

communist Jack McPhillips . The meeting held at Newcastle 
Stadium erupted into lliolence and ha.d to be ad journed . 
Br anch off icials cla imed tha t Industrial Groupers and 
elements outside the union were responsible for t he disrup
tion . A further meeting of 3,000 of t he 8 , 000 branch 
members was held at District Pa.rk on Apri l 1 0 , .and rejected 
a. motion to dissoc ia te the union from those who had crea.ted 
mayhem at t he stadium meeting! 5 The communist led coal 
strike in July caused further diss ent ion e.mongst the :r-Tewcastle 
membership . Meanwhile, T1aurie Short, who had formed ai. 

Sydney based membe:s' rights committ-ee to end communist control 
of the union, ha.d forged strong links with t he Industrial 

. . 16 Groupers in ~ewcastle . A meet ing on August 20 , opposed 
unqualified support f or the coal strike and passed a no 

confi dence motion in the na tional and branch executiv e 
of ficers . December branch elections resulted i n t he removal 
of the communist leaders and a clear i'Tin for the Indus trial 
Groupers! 7 Thornton had won the federa.1 secretaryship over 
Short but a court enqu iry led to the invalida tjon of t he 
Federal Council's election . New elect i ons gave a resounding 
victory to Short and h is antj - communist team. 18 

Events bring ing the 'cold war' to its peak had created 
insecurity and fear amongst union members. Many resent ed 
communi s t control and manipula.tion of t he wor kforce. The 
a ppearance of European communis t refugees in t he rank and 
file together with t he intensity of Catholic anti-communist 
opinion led to unrest and uneasiness amongst member s . 
Rega.rdless of the reasons beh i nd the remova l of communist 

control , the end re sult wa.s t he end of a.n era and~ change Qf 

direction for t he F . I . A. within t he iron and steel industry . 

1 5 . Murray & '•n1 i te, IronworkPrs, µ . 1 RO 
1 6 . Ibid . p . 1 84 
17 . I bid. p . 1 97 
18 . Ibid . p . 222 
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The subject of t he accompanying taped interview is 
Mr. Thomas Graham aged eighty three who was born in Glasgow 
Scotland in 1904. Mr . Graham migrated to Australia in 1924 

at the age of nineteen. He was a member of the Communist 
Party of Australia and active unionist for most of h is 
worki ng life . 

Upon his arrival in Australia Mr. Graham lived and 
worked in Melbourne before moving to Newcastle in 1925 
and gained employment in t he blF.i.cksmi th shop at the B. H. P . 
Steelworks . For a short period he worked with the railways 
in Sydney before ret urning to Newcastle at t he onset of the 
Depression in 1929 . During the Depression he married and 
only relief work was obtainable until 1933 when he found 
steady employment ba ck at B.H. P . 

Mr . Gr aham describes t he harsh working environment 
and lack of safety mea.sures in the industries during the 

1930 ' s . He had joined the Federated I ronworkers' Association 
of Australia ( F . I .A. ) in 1925 but there was little unionisation 
due to B. H. P 's aggressive industrial relat i ons policy . 
In 1936 he was dismiss ed from Stewa.rts and Lloyds for trying 
to organise a union amongst the workers . From 1936-1938 
he was employed as a hammer driver at Commonwealth Steel 
before moving to Varley ' s and then the Stat e Dockyard in 
the early forties . He remained a t the Dockyar d. until his 
retirement and became a full time union organiser for the 
F . I .A. during the period 1946-1 950. 

Be joined the Communist Party in 1938 and witnessed 
the growth and development of the F . I . A. under communist 
leadership from 1936 to 1950. The party reached peak 
membership during the early forties and Mr . Graham gives 
his opinions on the party 's support wrl.tt~n the union and 
his thoughts on the decline of union support. He menti ons 
some of the changes he ha.s seen in t he party during his 
fifty year membership . 
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An account is given of t he period of Communist control 
of t he Newcastle F . I . A. and the drive to gain one hundred 
percent membership in t he i ndustries . Mr . Graham gives 
his view on the ris e of ant i communi s t i nfiltration of the 
F . I .A. He t a l ks about events which led to t he takeover of 
the F . I .A. by the supporters of the A. L. P . I ndustria l Groups . 
In particular, he mentions t be r iot which erupted at t he 
Newcastle St adium me eting in April 1949 . 'Mr . Gr aham tal ks 
about t he changes i n t he F . I . A. after the Industria l Gr oup 
supperters took control . 

Mr . Gr a.ham remained active in union campai gns during 
his empl oyment at the Dockyard and he talks abovt '1. is strong 
involvement i n t he Watch Committee . He di d not suffer any 
rea l descr~i.-na.tion for his communist affiliations . 

Upon h i s retirement in 1969 he became involved in 
the pens ioner movement . 
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Interviewer At the age of nineteen, can you tell me why you decided to 
migrate to Austra.lia? 

Interviewee My mother had a cousin who had been over hew in ~ustralia . 

He ·was over in Kalgoorlie, you know , in the diggings and 
he ca.me home and of course h e stopped at our place for a 
fortnight before be went be.ck to Ireland , you know, where 
he came from originally-, and t he tales and t he way he was 
speaking about it set up sort of a fire i n my mind and I~d 
like t o fret away from t he environment where I was living 
and that ' s when I pestered me mother to let me migr ate to 
Austr alia . And t here was another chap comi ng with me and 
he petered out but I still came . 

Intervi-e~n·:ir At wha.t date did you arrive in Australia? 

Interviewee Oh well the destination was Victoria, Melbourne. I a rrived 
t here t he sixth of May , t hat was May Day in Melbourne that 
particular day and I met up wi'th a. little cha.p on the boat . 
I didn ' t know him but he was from Glasgow, t he other end of 
Glasgow and we sort of palled up to~ether and one of the 
conditions of coming out herP~s to go on a farm. 

Intervi ewer Oh r i ght, yes. 

Intervi®Vee We had to g o on a far m. Well we separated. He went one 
way and I went another . I said we ' d try and meet ea ch 
other a.,,crai n if we didn 't like it much and scoot t hrough 
from t he farm and come back to Melbourne and meet ea.ch 
other . Well I went up to a place called (Cnnp0rnnok?) in 
Gippsland - mostly pots.to far m you know , tough - sent me 

away down about one hundred yF>.rd from the home in a little 

shed to sleep . So, I says to myself , " .Jock you ' re not 
• • • 2 
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goinf to stay here too long'' , so within t hree weeks I 
said to t he bloke - he was an Englishman too - tough -
I says , "I' m leaving", he says, "You can ' t leave". 
I s ays , " I ' m leaving". He se.ys , "I' 11 report you to tbe 
migra.tion d epartment '~ I says , "I' 11 report t here myself 
arid get a.nether j ob. He s ays, 11 Well you' r e supposed to 
stop here for six month at least ." I says, "Well, I'm 
away then ." He s ays , "How a.re you going?" I says, "I'll 
walk to the station". He s ays , "You' 11 have a p:ood wa.lk" . 
I sa.ys , " I ' ve got a good pair of le{"s 1

' , you know. 
So I l eft and got my way back to Melhou r ne again and I 

ca lled in then at a pl ace . name of Craigs, t hey come from 
8pringwood too and t bey come out here about two yea.rs 
before me. I didn ' t use them in the first instance but 
I used it then . I went and s een them in Footscray , that ' s 
one of the bi g suburbs and th en I boar ded with t hem for a 
wee while and then I got a job at Michael Hallesteins -
it was a foundry . Stopped. ther e f or a bout t '"" reP. mont h 
and then I went to Swallows, t he hi scuit factory . 

Had you joined a union by this stage? 

Not then , no, there wa.sn' t any A.ctual union . 

There was no orga:nisa.tion? 

No organisation - and I went to Swallows a.nd J wa s only 
t here for about three weeks - mostly all women working 
t here - and then I got a place at McPhersons nut and bolt 
factory . I s topped t here for about t wo month - t he t wasn•t 
far away from Footscra.y - it ,.,a ~ only t-1 bout t wo stops from 
t he tra in , you know - and I had t he address of two chaps 
that came out on t he boa t wi tl1 me . Th e y went up to 
Cessnock and another chap he come :from ( Mu ,g-a low?) , h e 

came to Adamstown . So, I had t heir addres s es, so , I sa.ys, 
"Well I'm e-oing up to Newcastle", end I stowed away on 
the old ' Canberra '. 

You s to'tved away ! 

Stowed away on t he ' Canber~a', yes . It was only two days 

... 3 
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aboar d . So I s towed away and t he next trip after t hat 
f i re broke out and it was destroyed .. . and I got the . 
tra in up t hen to Newcastle and when I wal ked out of 
Newcastle station I t hough t I was on another pl a t form 
- there wci s steam tra ins running along- Funter StrP.et -
I thou~ht I was on anot her pl atform and thoueht I5m not 
out of t his sta tion yet ... and an:yway I A.sked a. few question 
and found ou.t where I was g oing . I got up to Ada.mstown 
not far f r om here - just up the hill a.t ~da.msto-vm , and 

knocked at this chap ' s door Rnd his sist er come out, 
she was Mrs . Stephens , he was livinf.' with his sister . 
She wa s a Scotch woman , she ha.d married an !lustralia.n 
soldier over t here and come back here . So I stopped 
t here and I was onl y t her e p week w'ben I got a .i ob a t t he 
B.H.P . i n t he blacksmit hs shop there . 

And wha.t year was t hi s? 

That was n i net een - just beginni ng 1925 . 

1925? 

Yes , 1925 , January 1925 and I was ther e for about 
twelve month and I was boardine at Tighes Hill with a 
chap t ber e by t he name of Colin Chapmen . He became a 
singer and t hat and put on all t hose pl ays . Well , we 
roomed together and he was the youngest night off icer i n 
t he r ail way at t be time , he was only nineteen . H~ said, 
"Why don ' t you j oin t he r ail way Tom, " he ea.id , "you ' ll 
do much better for your self t.ha.n B.H. P. 11 • Ro, I j oinea 
the r e.i l way as a port er a:na tha t was i n 1 926 and I wa.s 

t here f or maybe six or seven months and they sent me out 
t o Adamst own s t Bt ion to ticket coJlectinF ou t t here ... 
and I used t o do t he trains and all t he pits was working 
out towards Bel mont and Toronto ... I u.sed to sell the 
weekly tickets of a Monday mor ning to the miners •.. and 
I got into a bit of a fight with one of the fua rds on 
the tra in . 1,'fe both got dismissed and we appea led and 

he got back . . I wa.s still of:f and I wai:- neP.r ly going to 
take another job back i n t h.e steelworks again when t his 

•. 4 
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bloke says , " No, I t h :i.nk y ou ' ll win y our appea l J ock ." 

So, I had t o go to Syd n e y t o t he a ppea l s boa rd Rnd t he 

chap t hat repres e nt me h e became a member of parliamen t 

here i n Newcastle - Wal t e r Skelton . Be was secretPr y 
of t he A-qu . So , he a-opea red f or me a nd we e;ot me j ob 

b a ck with los s of pay bnt it wasn ' t 111uch anywa y . l·' e l l , 
I was transferred to Sydney sl-ieds. I pot on t he pl a tfo:?J 

- f ol lowi ng t h e p l a t f or m i n Sydn ey . \'!ell I was ther e 

till nea r t he end of 1929 wh en t hey l a. id u s off . Th e n , 

t hey gave u s pa y f or ea ch yea r of s ervice - t hen t he 

pay was £2 16d a week - i t was n ' t £3 . £2 s omethin~ a 

week - and came back up to Newcastle . 

I t was t he s t a rt of t h e De nr ession t h e n , wasn ' t i t ? 

Th e De pres s ion t.ras on , and I kn ew f,'fa ("gie then , wor k i ng 

a t t he ref r eshme nt rooms a t t h e s t a t ion •.• and I \'1e11 t to 

t heir p l a ce and got hoa rd their and ~ot a b it of r el jef 

wor k - we g o t married i n 1930 . 

Flad you j o i n ed t b e Commun i s t Part y by t ris s t age or not? 

No , No , bu.t I was a member of t he Ironworkers Unj on 

wh en I came t o Mewcast l e t he f j_r s t t ime i n 1 g25 -

t ha.t ' s when I we nt to t he> blacksmit h ' shop . This 

chap h e says to me on the s i te he ~ay8 , '' Li sten J ock , 

you come f rom Gl asgow". I says, " Yes". He s ays, " How' s 

t h e union s ov e r t her e?" I SC'.ys , " Oh, pretty good , J 

wou l dn ' t say t hey wer e s trong but you ' ve FOt t o be i n a 

union". And he sa.ys, 11 Di d y ou joj n tht? union ?" 

I s ays , "Ye s ". I was a whet do y ou ce.J 1 i t - a. ,i un ior 

a j unior hammer. He says, " Wel l, wh~t abou t j oj_ning 

t h e union here , but a 0 11 ' t t eJ.J anyone " , he says , 11 you ' 11 

get sr:tcked". He SP.y e "Ther e ' s nor or1y i n t he union mu.ch 

here ", he :-·ays , 11 I'm t :be on l y one i n t he union in t h e 

shop her e n m·T11
• 

B. H. P . had a ver y a n t i - union PgresRive policy . 

• •• 5 
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Oh yea.h , you couldn 't t a J_k , t here was nohody ha.rdly 
in t he union hut I joined t he Ironwork-ers t hen -
Osborne was his na~e , Oz~ie Osborne, He was e ver y 
g ood cyclist - a bi ke rider. So, Ozzie and I ~ot 

on a lright toget her and t heD I left t her e and went 
t o t h e - as I told you - t he ra.ilways and I j oined 
t he A .R . U . - t hat ' s Austra lian Rai l wa.ys Union - t hen 
l a i d off i n 1929 - t hen I got relief work u p to 1933 . 
It wa s 1933 before we got permanent wo r k, you know ..• 
a.nd doing t he dole j obs used to get a. f ortnight, 
s ometimes a week , diggi ng t hese dra i ns, t hese big 
wat er dr ains . These were all dug by t he relief 
worker s of t hat period •.• and I FOt back into t he 
B.H. P.' s bla cksmit h ' s sb op BFain and I s topped t here 
till 1936 . There was stil l very little tra.c1 e union 
members a t e.11 . 

Well , ' 36 wa s when Thornton we s elected seC'retPry 
of t he nationa l couhcil . 

Yes , well we were start i ng to get str ong as far as 
r epresent e tion i n t he union but we s t ill didn't have 
a lot of members • • ,.,and I went to Stewart find Lloyds 
from t here F.l.nd t hree of us t here were ironworkers . 
There were very f ew member s of t he union A.nd we 
orga.nised a stop work meetine- to g F>t t he blokes to 
j oin t he union . Tha t was t he end o:f us , we Fot t he 
sa.ck ... and t hey were looking for a hA.mmer dr j ver 
over e.t the Commonwea l t h Steelworks . A bloke se id, 

"Well Jock , I t h ink you'll e-e t i n t here because 
t here's not many a round" . So, a cha.p over t 11ere , 
an old cha.p , wha.t was h is na.me a.ga.i n - fin e old fellow, 
he was an employment officer, you know . He sEiys , 
"Where were you working?" I s Rys , " St e~·rart and JJloyds'' , 
I says , "if you r i ng t hem up they 'll t ell you I got 
t he sack . He says , 'n.'hat f or" ? I s 0 ys , "for t r y i ng 
to get blokes to .) oin t he union". He says , " They 

]:lold_ t hat a gainst you " ? I S'"'YS , "Yes". " 1dell, 11 h e 
says " there ' s not many men in the union here but I ' m 

a member mysel f i n t he ha ckgrouncJ ". He s::iys , "foll 
••• 6 
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driv e a hemmer " ? I says , "Yes". He says , HGo down 

and see Mr. Hill , s ee if you can get a d emonstra tion 

drivi ng the hammer . Well ," h e says , " some kinds t hat 

walk in don ' t know wha.t a hammer is" . So , I \·ras at 

t h e Commonwea l t h Steelworks t hen and I HRS th~re t ill 
193 8 and I got a j ob t Yien e t Va.rleys . That ' s where 

Bil l Fry w£Js a t , t ha t ' s t he chap t hat Molly married . 

Just going ba clr to when you wer e work i rip in t h e 

indus tries in the 30 ' s - what were t he conditions 

like just a f t er t he De pression? 

Well , a ctuall y it was ve ry hard, as far as safety , 
well , as a matter of fact , you we r e 1·rorki ng on t h P. 

j ob where you needed gloves - there was ri o gloves . 
You just had to get bits of r aps H:nd make your ovm 

ha.nd :rags a.ft er t he type of work you was d oirig . The 

que:::;tion of ba t hrooms was out of t he question . ThPre 
was no bathrooms . You hB.o to bring your own dirt 

home with you . Then the agit a tion t ook plRce and j t 
wasn 't t i ll 1939-1 940 t hat it s t a rted to hapnen . 

The only pl a ce t hat had t h em before t 11at was t h e mines . 

The y got t hem earlier t ha n what we did in industry . 
There was no conditions Rt a ll , no lockers, you jnst 

hanged your clot her u :p anywh ere you coulfl . 

No protective cloth ing? 

No, very little protective c l oth ing, apart f rom 

Lysaghts . Lysaght s was the f irAt and best erg.a.n isei! 

i ndust r y here in l'Tewcastle because t hey brougl-it with 

them, t r ad e unionism frorn Brita.in . You see , and t n ey 

had protective clot~in~ i n t he mills i n Britain . 
Well , t hey had clot h es t~ere for s ome j obs end t~ey 

had ~loves . The s afe ty bat s djdn ' t come in t ill 1940 

so~ething before we ~ot safety hats . But safety- firs t 

was brought about when t hey had t he safety- first 

corunittee of Austr alia - J t hink it was Chifley ' s time, 
during t he i·rar and t hey s t arted to e:e t a ll t hese things 

in indust r y - locker r ooms , bathrooms - all bip i ndustry 
had them before t he war finished - i t was ;:i nece::i sity . 
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The Lysaghts group was a l ways fairly s trong , 

wasn ' t it? 

I ' d sa.y Lysaghts was the fi. r st all i..m.ion i nd1;i.stry 

i n t he district , maybe Austr alia . 

And a lot of them were of British background? 

A l ot of them were . The (farrierR?) t h ey were )«' 

the f irst ones ou1 here and they lived in pommie 

town, wh2 t they ca.lled pommie town - Vine Street . 

Most were from Britain and a lot of t hem come f rom 
Wales .... s o •.. and I jojned the Communist Party 1938. 

1938? 

1938 ••• and I was a. delegate at Ve.rleys and the what 

do- you- call -it wa s building up + the St a te Dockyard -

it was buj_]_t up t hen . Th.ey p-ot p-e? r f'ro m Walsh e 

Island tra.nsferred arid r.ehuil t the do ckya.r d . So , I 

went over t here and seen Bill Rohih s on . I said , " I 

hear you 're looking for a hammer driver" . He sayP , 
"You might have t roubl e getting away•; ) but", he s ays, 

"'we ' 11 see what we can do with t h e Ma.npower" . So, 
I g ot into the State Dockyard a.1'1d I was a delegate 

f or about six months . Now , in 1941 we formed wha t 

t hey ca lled t h e Watch Committee - t hat ' s repreRenting 
ea ch union a t t he Dockyard , which would meet r egularly 

every fort night on t he j ob . So, we formed the Watch 
Committee t here and had a mass meeting and all the 
unions agreed to elect delegates and, of cours e, 

with t h e war effort t hen, .you see, t here w8.s no 
standine; over us by t he b os ses concerned. I t was 
hard to sack you - t h ey had to hav e a pood excuse, 
you know ... and a. few chaps of u s vrere i n the Communi s t 

Party . We had a branch t here . We h~d about 2~ member s 

I t hink a t the Dockyard a t t hat time and we had quite 
a good inf luence t hen on t he ironworkers i n t he union. 

We made it a. 100% O.K . s h op . We i ntrodu ced t he O. K. 
ca rd . You had to have an 0 . T< . card bef ore you could 

start. • •. 8 
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So you had to he in t h e union? 

You had to be a union memher . Anrl Charlie McCaffrey, 
another Scotchman , he was an organi~er for t he 
Ironworkers - I wasn ' t an organiser t hen - he don e 

a gr eat job a. t the B .H .P . Ke r-ot permission by the 
corporat ion ..• and cost pl us was on , t hey ·were malcing 
b i g money B. If.P . and cha.rgj.ng anything t hey l:iketl to 
the government appar ently at no expense ... and ¥ e 

built up t hrough Cha:r:lie, a terrific or{1'anisation a t 
B. H. P . Every de.y of the wef'k he went i nto some 
a epart ment a.nd t all<:ed about unioni sm - j oinj.n{?' t he 
union and we got B.H.P. - we never got 100% at anytime 
but t here was always one or two you mi~Red . 

There was a very biR drive in t he early ' 40 ' s . . .. 

l\Tmm ••• and then in 1943 they were selling war bonds, 

you know ••. and another chap and I from the Dockyard, 
we were elected to sell war bonds renresent in{t t he 
workers there •.. and th~re was another. c11ap from 
Cardiff works~ ops and a clericPl chap from t~e bank ••• 
and each of us used t o ~o round to the vari ous s hops 
and fact0ries and s peak to t hem aboui~ buying war bonds 
•.• and we had a member of the a rmed forces wi th us . 
I had. a chap , h e was a pe.ratrooper; a. b i g, young bloke 

from Ta smania a.nd I snys, "Do .voti ever no mu ch t a l king" ? 

•.. and he says , "Oh no , I never talk''. Anywa.y he was 
humming a we e song . I says , "You can sine-". "Oh ," 
he says , "a wee bit , you know". Anyway th e-i song was 
just out - 1 I '11 Be Home For Christmas ' , e.nd I got him 
to sing this to the ladies in t he f actories and it was 
a winner . It was mainly where t he women W()rk0 d in a.11 
t hese big factories . There were women everywhere , even 
working in industry •. . And we done ~ery well . Then I 
came back to t he Dockyar d in 19- •.• we were only there 
for two month a t a time you know , we done two t er ms of 
it - it was very good because we got full pa.y pl us 
expenses ..• e,nd went ba ck a,t the Dockyar d and I worked 
there right through until 1 946 when I went to 1e a.n 
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Ironwork er s organi ser . McCaffrey had been s ent to 
South Austr alia to buil d up t he union down there -
he done a good j ob down there ••. and I \-re.s an orgi::rnj.s er 

f or the union t hen until just the end of 1950 when th.e 
Groupers took over - they ,,ron the e l e cti.on . They 
accused wha.t do you ca.11 him , of a crook ha.llot, you 
know - Thornton and i t was a judgement given ageinst 
Thornton ' s group ••• bees.use this we.s all propa.ga.nda to 
rush us out. There was hjg demonstration here ::3t 
Burwood Par k , the St a.tium and G-od 1mows whFJ.t not. 

Well, that was at the height of the ,~c olrl war ' too, 
wasn 't it? 

Oh yes , well t he cold war was on then Anne , f or sure, 
right aft er t he a r mistice was signed , what do you call 
him - Churchill started the cold war a~ainP.t t he Soviet 
Union - America - they were t he ones wh o had si,!4ned t he 
treaty on t he ques tion of unity of actj_on and all t his 
- i t was on ••• and ·we l l , t hat wa s the Dockyard . I was s 
stil l a t t h e Dockyard up t ill t hen . I was an oreaniser 
and t hen we were put out . Charlie Marean was the 
secretary - was a good secretary . 

He lost h is posi tion . 

He was working at Lysaght s and Fr ank Campbell he was 
f r om Lysaghts and Billy Bashford - where did Billy work 
- he wa.s working at Commonweal t h Steelworks . Anyway, 
Oha.rlie Morgan be jumped thA gun . He 1··ent down to 
Lysaghts to see if he could get his job back you know, 
just a fter t he elections and be c2use thin~R ~ad bePn 
cleaned up at t he ~me and t hey ' d had time to or~anise , 

t hey told him he couldn't ~et back - thRt t here was no 
work f or hi m. I went back to the nockyara a bout a 

fortni ght aft pr and t hey i·rere still l ookinF- for men 
in t he blacksmith ' s shop, you know , good drivers and 
t hat •.. so , I got a j ob back in the bl ecksrnith ' s s hop 

as a driver and I we.s t here until I l eft in 1969 . 
J retired on my birthday , Christmas Eve, the day I 

was 65 I retired . • •• 1 0 
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How do you t h ink the Groupers man~geR to t ake control 

of t h e Iromrnrkers Union? 

Well, as I sai<'.1 , they were plA.nning prior to t b e end 

of the wa r . He knew the Industrial Groups were tB.king 
pla ce but they still couldn ' t sl1ow t heir fa.ce until 

such time a.s the war ha.d finished, you know . Well, it 
was from 1 945 onwards we seen the fj.rst instance of 
organised groups inside the Ironworkers Union - mPinly 

t h rough the Catholic act t on, .• what ao you ca ll them ••. 

Catholic a ction . Santa.ma.ria was comi ng to the forefront 
t hen - t he chur ch wae even informinp at t~ e church 
services to vote apajnst communists - to @t rid of 
communi s ts - t h is ws.s t h e new terror an d t l"e y had to 
get rid of t hem •.. and s o it is toda.y a t this pres ent 
time ..• and s.11 r ight t 11e n , I think it WF!.S i n 1 g4g just 
e.ft er t h e big miners' strike in ' 49 where we ' o played 

a prominent role too - the IronworkPrs were sunportinr 
up t here , bring inr foodstuffs to t hem and Ruch like -
t hat ' s wh.en we seen t h e whole t hing deve lop ... and t he 
ele ct i ons were comin~ u p in 1950 and, of cours e , ¥ e 

were getting Groupers that were comi ne to meetinr s -
stackinp our meetings - all t his t ype of t h ing . They 
were gett j.ng in to us t hen see after t he wFJr t he nrnu u s 

g ot a lot of Yug os l a,v s and Italians - worke:rs wh o had 

never been connected with trade unions whatsoever, you 
see , and most of them, nearly 90% wouJa be Catholjcs 

and t his was the organis e tion t hat w~s set up to defea t 
·itlie unions. 

Was that fairly strong in Newcastle? 

Which? 

The refugees from communist countries . 

Oh Yes . They a re having a big reunion up a.t Greta, 
t hat ' s where the big cP rnps WAS then t hey brought t hem 
out her . I think it was the be s t pa.r t of eighty odd 

thousand tha t ca.me through Newca Atle at Greta enn they 
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used t o had t o work f or t 'l'ro yea.rs a t a l abouring j ob , 

i rres -oect ive of wha t t hei r pr ofession or qualities .. 
were , that·1· was part of t heir coming out here ... a.nd 
t hat ' s when the B.B. P . , well, j ust after t he wa r 
from 1947 t here was hundreds of YugoRle.vs and Italians . 
There was not many Greeks , t hey don ' t seem to like 
industry , t hey got ways and meens of looki ng after 
t bernselves . There wa.s a f ew GreekA but it was mPinl y 
Yugos l avs , Poles, you know Poland, :;ind Italjans - not 
a grea t deal fr om the Dutch countries - they seemed to 
hav e the) r own economy pr etty well i n l1and, you see, 
but t hey were t he main in employment :fr Cl rn t he people 
tha t come out here and without eYcept i on were mainly 

pro Catholic workers and t hat wa.s t he background you 
s ee , they ' d suffered i.n t'"eir own country and they 
weren ' t going to suffer aeain out here i n Australi a 
under communist leadership •.• anc well, t hey ha.a the 
ballot, t he exposure of wha t t hey said was Thornton ' s 
rigging ballot papers . 

And Laurie Short was ..• 

Lauri e Short he became the secretary t hen, - he writes 
articles in the Heral d every Wednesday . 

He had a :!air bit of influence on t he Newcastle g rou p 
di dn ' t he , settinF up t he dis s idents? 

Yes , Laurie Short spent a lot of time her e an~ he 
was a member of the par ty one t i me t oo ynu "know. 

Yes , he was a member of the Young Communists . 

Yes , he was a member . 

He wa s dismiss ea from the party .. . 

Yes , it was some Nazi letters he was sendjng , he wa s 
dismi ssed , he g ot the sack . 

And durinf' t hat time before the ' 49 electinns when I 
t hi nk it was Mc Pl1ilJ.ipR . .. 
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Jack ~ cPhillips . 

He was gaoled f or contempt of c0urt ..• 

Well , you know , trey wouldn ' t ha nd ovPr the monies 

you know . .. there was miners representatives -
considerable - t here was Hee l y fron t~ e ~ha t ~o you 
call it - 1•rater side 1·orkers . . • t hey we r e a.ll g~ oled e.t 

t ha t pPrticu l a r t i me . 

And thf'n t here was t he big meetinr c ~tlled a.t Newc?. st le 

a t the . .. 

Burwood Parle .• well the one a t Burwood Par k 2 nr1 then 
the Stadium. The one a t Rurwood Perk was f Rirly rowdy 
you know . There wer e quite e few fi Fht s t here . Then 
t he '.gig one t hey hel d in the Stadium, well Onslow and 

I we were at school i n Sydney E' t the time , you know , 
for the pa.rty e.nd we missed j t, we missed ii 'Vi e St a d j u m. 

There wa.s a lot of nan1age . We11 , they had people wh o 
weren ' t in the union a nd the t t hat ~ere di rected fr0m 

t he church - Pnyone was ~ettinp jn a~parPntlv . . . ann 

Vorgan a nd Charlie and Bill no~kins t~ey were on t he 
stage and r'"cPhillips' I thin r' was OD t h e stage too. 
Well , they were lucky to get out of if. There was t~at 

much da mage - breBk i ne all the s tool i:i anrl c liairs -
n.oa knows - nee.rl y p1.1lled t he Ste.dium down . "From tl1en 

on after whe n \·Te Here f etti.np: bi;i.ck to worl 1 of conr se 
there was a fair bit of work t~en too, t' re wae a lot 

of work a t t hat time - I suppos~ it WRS 1964-65 before 
-ive seen another recession you know. 

So t here wasn ' t very much ant egnnis m ~etting ba ck into 
work a fter t he Groupers took control? 

Hell , what do you call him , Mccaffrey was s till in 
South Australia , then h e got a job with so e fa ctory 

down t here . As a ma.tter of f a.ct, he only died a couple 

of months a.go - Charlie he would hPve heen 83 saTTle as 
me and Billy Bashford he ' s dead , Charlie ' A n ear1, Bill 

Hopkin ' s deed , Frank Campbell ' s d.ead - they ' r e nf'!a rly 
••• 1 3 
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a l l gone , t he part s t hPt took a lea~inp p2 rt at that 
pA.rticula r time . McPhillips i s still alive bilt he 
brolce a.way f r om the party , hP became whAt no you call 

' em organisat ion - Stalin supporter . 

Why d i rl you j oin t he par ty hack in 1938? 

In 1938 • • • well , actually I was in contact -ith militants 
prior to that you know . J ' d ~rnrked with nui t e a g ood 
progre ss i ve team of l a.as a t tl1e Commonwee lth Steel 

and from t here little Dick Simmons , he W8S jri the pa.rty 
a t t hat t ime and George Cant, he wa s i n the party a t 
t he time too ... and t hen the question of m.11 t he aeitation 
of £acism and Hi t l er and t hat - :1 t was q11j te prominent 
then and well t her e wa.s t alk of t he questj on of another 

war coming up - all t hese t hings . I joi ned t he party 
i n e l ittle book shop t 1ere at Hamilton . We used to 
go e.t t he back of t he bookFlhop and ha.ve our 1:1 ttle 
meetings and we had little br an ches here and t here was 
quit e a few branches ov er t~e araa in t~e coa l fields , 
Cessnock and t hem places. And thRt was 1 65 ah ' 69 
when I r etired and I j oined the pensioner movement in 

Febr uary 1970 but prior to t he.t Anne , 1 sho Jld have 
told you in 1966 I got a trip to the Soviet Un" on . 
I was a par t y repre s en t ative . There was twelve of us 
from d i ffe rent pe rt s of Australja and I was repres entj ng 
t he Newcast l e a.rea ... t hat ' s when we wen t to trie Sov iet 

Union and of cour Ae, we got to all the mRin centres , 
seen everyt hing t hat we want ed to see t~ere .. . t hat ' s 
how I go t e irip h ome . 

Have you seen a lot of changes i n the party over fifty 
years? 

Oh , yes , f or sure . I ' v e seen some good men come in and 
some go od men go out you know •.. ~nd then, of course, the 
que stion of 1968 , t he inva sion of Cze ch oslaYakia SPen 
t he split of qu i te a number of on r peo ple in t1"e party 
at that part i cular period and then ~he sRmP happenPd in 

the invasion of HunprA.r y too , you see , th::it wc:ts a.r ather 
spl i t ... and then the oue~tjon of stalini sm comi~p to 
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the f oref ront . . . t here was a depart re from hPre and 
in some of t he c ommunist pa.rt ies :.:i.round t he world to 
dj sa.ffilie.te from t he International Comniuni Rt :Party 
and the SoviP.t Union . Then we ba.d t li e 1·•h P..t ao ycrn 
call it, here in Austra lia , then it was trP Stci :itlinist 
Party you know ! . , and we also bad t he rift wj th ChirHl 
a.nd the Soviet Union and we formen t he ChineAe Ft ffiliAted 
party . . • t her e was t~ree groups, of cour~e, we were st jJl 
t he orig ina l Commnnist Party - stood hy t h8t one all 

the time . 

What was t he height of t he pa.rty ' i::: s1lpport? During 
the war years , early ~40 ' s? 

Ye A, well durinP" t r e war yo1l see, the narty was st r onf' 
and they played a very importPnt part 3ri wi nnine 
conditions from employers a t t~a1 particular neriad 
with out strikes becBuse t he maj n tr inP" was to kPen 
indus try a cing and t he employers were ~ettinp cnAt 
plus , they were mAki n,a millions, j ust millions . 

i\t the start of t he war t he C ommuni~t Pa r t y was very 
antj_- w:-1r, t hey didn ' t 1-mnt .AustrPJ ie i n t h p wer •.. 

Oh , well , we voted non conRcription . 1e were anti
conscription a nd we didn ' t assncia te ourselv es lith 
the war - i t wa s a f :icj s t war. 

If. 

But it was t he i nvasjon of Russ i a in 1941 •.. 

Well t hen , 194 1 I think it was when t he Sov'et Union 
was attacked by Germany , well , a change of position 
t hen took place . The war was a war of peace , we were 
fighting f or pea ce and t~at W3S i n 194 1. 

How strontr do you think support was a"'one; the r Pnk 
and ~le fo r the communists? 

Oh , well , from a tra.d e union level , good. \'Te didn i t 

come out jus t as the Communist Party on t he job we were 
tra.de unionists from our own pa rticul? r unions but our 
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i mpact f or l eadership wa.s strong within the unions -
the met a l unions , the A.R.U., the mjners were stronp 
in leadership in the unions ci.nd the Ironworlrnrs were 

strong rirht through out Australie at that pa.rtic1J.lEtr 
time . 1·1ell , t hen , we didn ' t ha.ve Any rnP.mberqhj""P over 

in 1•Test ri rn Australia. , t hey didn ' t come till after 

t he Groupers came in . 

At the height of t he cold wPr ~fter the Groupers g ot 
control of the union in the fifties , what wae the 
general feeling in t he community towards thf' com.rhunists? 

\'!ell a ctua.lly , I tell yoll wh:=it ceused a lot of dissent ion 
t oo . 1hen we were in offi ce , t his wn1ld be Ahnut 1948 -
we were all ri~ht at the time - they st~rtea wh?t you 
call a political l evy . Ynu cnula either Five it to 
t~e Labor Party , the Cornwuniet ~arty or into the f unrl 
for the union and this s t arted a bif" nissen~on. 
Workers were prote s t ing a.gej ns t the Cnmmunist Party 
and some against the Labor Party and t hnt waR put on 

and then we had to pull it back . . . and, of course , t he 
question of the drive for compulsory unionrusm in the 
workshops, t hat was another one. Unfortunatel. , a 
lot of people still resisted joinjn~ unions so you 
had to get workshop organisatjon in tbe j ob Po you 
could get at them • . . eo that ' s when we hed the situation 
at the Dockyard with t he experience of Lysaehts , we 
m::Jd e it a 100% uni on shop irrespective of what union, 
we had seventeen unions over t here, a.nd everyone had 
to be a fina.ncial member. Of co1.:1 r se , the ironvrorkers 
there , if t hey wouldn ' t join the union they couldn ' t 
stert , couldn ' t start without an n.Y . ca rd . If they 

were unfin;:incial when the quarter was u.p and couldn't 
pay your dues, you had to go h ome if you c ouldn ' t -pay 
your due s - it ws.s so strone the union .. . and 'S fa.r ::is 
t he fact t hat we had the Grouper 8 in t he unj on , Schofield 
and t hat , wben they f'.ained leadership, t 1iey wonldn 1 t 
come to t he Dockyard . 

Wouldn ' t t hey? 

ro , n obody wanted them . The hatred grew up ag::!i.n when 
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they seen throu~h the organisat ior and the lack of 
attent:l on tria t was g iven t o members , you know, a nd 
it was getting ba ck t o the old dPys - non unionists 

and a.11 tha.t and not pushi ng it t brough hut as for 
the Dockya.rd wen t we could d o wj t h o1;t thF't, 1·1e Ct")Uld 

rna.nage f or ourselves we had formed t l1 e i,ra tcb Cammi ttee. 
Well , I suppos e , well, I WAR back agp j 1 in 194R, not 
1948 it we.s 1951 when I got a j ob back . r11ell, t hat 
year I was elected l1resident of t h e 1•'at~h Committee . 
I was on t bi R committee beforePa s a r ank :;ind file 
delegate arid t he lai;: t f our yegrs be f nrf'l I l':'etiren I 
was secretary of a ll the unions a t t h e Dockya rd . 

And you were.still at t hat time - you were able 
to be an active •. • 

I was known a s a communist on t he j ob . 

\'iere you? 

Oh , yes . We had a very good br anch . We printed a 
little mont h l y paper we called it ' Th e Sl ipway ' a nd 
ever ybody was looking for it • 

.And w'e t did t h e Groupers t hink of t'\o:tis? 

Well t he Groupers t hat wA.s there , well , they he.a 
t bem over there but hey had no chance of t he 
or ganisat i on we had because we be d blokes t here that 
bad e xperience , you know~lrn what they done , Anne , 

wh en they took over power , a,dmi ttedly well s.dvised 
l egally and tha t , t hey changed rul es a n d endorsed 

t hrough t he registration so t he y could change t he 

r ules •.• a.nd t he y made it t ha.t way t ha t t h e r ank end 
file had no v oice . Because fo r example , here in 

Newcastle , you ha.d to have twelve per cent of t he 

membershi p present a.t any general meeting t hat wa s 

cal led before it could be termed legalised . Well , 

at that time you ' d have to have n e e.rly 1 , 200 members 
to be at t h e meet i ng to get a vote , you kn ow . They 

got i n t h e ma.nagement committ ee of the Ironworkers 
Union . • . t h ey got delegate s from va rious rlepa.rtments -

shops . Say t he management made a decision t hat WP.s 
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not favourable to the leadership , they c ould work 
it themse l ves without taking it to the m~mbers, so 
that t he rank and file bad no say wha.ti;ioever ... 

and yet , t hey always et elect·on time '' ~e sunport 
the r ank and file", whjch they never did ... and t h ey ' ve 

built i t into a very stron~ weal t hy union with 
membership, you Aee, t he idea of f inancj a.l member
ship came with t hem and t h Py ~ot the PUpport of ••• 

~ee now t hey deduct t he members fees out of t heir 
wages so you ' ve got ready made money there coming 
in all t he time . 
\<Tell, they were a ll tY)e things t ha.t took pla.ce t h en 

from tha t particula r period • 

.. . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . 



... 

INTERVIEWER 

INTERVIEWEE 

I NTERVI EWER 

I NTERVI EWEE 

I NTERVI EWER 

I NTERVIEWEE 

on what these blokes were do ing . No . we had full control 
over t here a t t h e Dockyard . At t he mass meetings most 
of the unions would support t he policy . 

What about the B.H. P. Were t he Gronpers i n there 
fairly strong ••• 

Oh yes . Wel l we had formed sub branches when Char lie 

was a delegate. We had seven sub br anches , B.H.P. , 
Lysaghts , Commonwealth Steelworks , State Dockyard , 
t he Central Branch which took in all t he smal l shops, 
the Lamp Works t hat wa s another sub bre.nch • . . there 
were seven sub branches and each elect ed thei r own 
committee . Well when t hey took over, the Groupers , 
well they got t hese weaker shops and t hey elected 
t he ir own litt l e committee . Now t here ' s onl y about 
one • . • t hey've done away now ... there ' s no organisation 
in shops at all now . 

I sn 't t here? 

Onl y about two or three of t hem. I think Commonwealth 
Steel still elects a committee but outside Central 
t here ' s nothing much a t all . 

What do you think - the Grou pers once t hey were in 
power - how di d tha.t change t be Ironworker s Union? 

Well , momenta r illy , it was played up by t he press •• • 
Communist strengt h sma.shed by the Industrial Group, 
you know , the Iro:nworkers rig11t wing ••. a.nd it became 
pretty hard for some shops to organise and that ' s wh en 
we seen a lot of our people slip by t he way side , you 
know, a. l ot of wha.t we ca lled ' red army recruits ' , when 
in t he war the Soviet s became involved wit h Germany we 
were getting recruits from t he B. H. P . and different 
pl aces and after t he wha t do you call it was over, I 
guar antee t ha t B.H. P . went defunct . There wa.fl no branch 
t here a t all , no bran ch t here now, of course , t hRt ' s a 

long while now. 



Books: 

Davidson, Alast air 

Fitzpatr i ck , Brian 

Gray , S . 

Hughes, Helen 

Murray, R. and 
White, K. 

Thesis : 

Eather , W .A. 

1ntery1ew: 

Taped Interview 

BI BLIOGRAPHY 

The Communi s t Pe,rty of f\us tra.l ia , Stanford 
University , California., 1969 . 

Short Hi s tory of t he Australian Labor 
Movement , Melbourne , 1968 

Newcastle i n th e Great Depression , 
Newcastle, 1 984 . 

The Austral ian Iron and Steel Industr 
.1j__g,, Melbourne , 19 4 . 

The Ironworlce-rs, Sydney , 1 982 . 

' The Trenches a t Home : The I ndustri a l 
Struggle in t he Newcastle I ron and Steel 
Industry, 1937-1 947', unpu b . Ph . D. t he s i s , 
University of Sydney , April , 1986 . 

Dunne , Anne - I nterviewer 
Gr aham, Thomas - Interv)ewee 
21st August , 1988 . 




