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SUMttlARY 

Miss ~lizabeth Wilkinso n (Betty) , former l y a secretary at the 
Newcastle State Dockyard <NSDl had been employed b y the same company for 
approximately 27 year s (1954 - 1991 /82). It was during 1954 that Miss 
Wilkinson obtained a secretarial position and was appointed ta the 
posi t ion as secretary tc the secretary af the Docky ard . 

The Manager at that time was Mr D Ly on Mc Larty who had served 
continuousl y as Manager since the Dock yards' establishment in 194 1. His 
secretary at that time was Miss Maude Bris l e y . 

Miss Wilkinson performed a wide range of clerical duties suc h as 
typing, shorthand and other office procedures. Relievin9 in many 
positions whilst staff members were an ho l idays was a nother duty 
performed by Miss Wilkinson . Her familiararit y with the te rm inology and 
other aspects cf the ship-building and ship - repairing trade we r e due ta 
her past employmen t e x periences with anothe r shipping industr y . 

I n the years to follo~1, several men wer~ to be appointed as 

Managers cf the Dock yar d . Miss Wilkin~on wit n essed this succession cf 
Managers from the time she commenc ed emp l o ymen t until her retirement. 
Each man h ad obtained a Peputation for their contribution and/o r part 
they play ed to the State Dockyard . The most commemarable contribution 
was made b y Mr D L y on Mc Lal'ty, however, other reccn9ised men such as Mr 
Harry Harding, Ken Wood, Ian Bu t l er and Cyri l Clark were to fo l low. 

I t was during May in 1971 that Miss Wilkinson was p romo ted to the 
position as secretary to the General Manager . The positio n was made 
available on Miss Grisleys' retirement. Miss Wi l kihson was now 
responsible directly to the General Manager. Her past e xpe ri ences and 
ski l ls equi pped her with the necessities required for such a demanding 
position. She actively took part in various activities of the 
ship-bu ilding industy , such as her participat ion in the laun c hing 
ceremonies . On these occasions, catering, accommodation and invitations 
had to be organised as well as instructing the flower girls on their 
roles throughout the ceremony. The l aunching of the ship, "Princess cf 
Tasmania " at the Newcastle State Dock yard was the +irst Vehicul~r 
Passenger Fe rry built in New~astle . 

.. 
"Prim:••• of Ta•mar:ia" littin11·out as at 12/ 2/ !S9. 



' 

During the late 1970's the Docky a rd e x perienc~d a downturn. It had 
been plagued with disputes and retr~nchments. The number of workers at 
the Docky ard were steadi l y decreasing. Miss Wilkinson farewel l ed office 
col l eagues, as they too were dissmissed and transferred to other 
positions within Government Dapartments . The decline in employee 
numbers was (inevitab l y) due to the cessation in ship - bui l ding 
c o ntracts. A " change in market " was attr i buted to t his decline in 
orde rs . Man y ships were under construction in the East as their costs 
were cheaper compared to the Australian prices. The Dockyar d, in an 
endeavour to keep working, built condense5 for power stations and 
demountable buildings <temporary a.ccom'rnodation for s chools>, anl.i.dst this 
unfavourable period. 

Th e construction of a second Floating Dock (the old Floating Dock 
dates back to the Dockyards ' beginnings on Walsh Island> took place in 
Japan by a Japanese based compan y 'Hitachi' and on its completion, towed 
to Newcastle Harbour . 

Miss Wilkinson ret ired from full-time employment at the Newcast l e 
State Doc kyard in 1981/82 . Following this, she had endeavoured to 
pursue media reports on the futu re cf the State Dockyard . When a 
d ec i s ion was ma d e to finall y close the State Dockyard in March 1982 , 
Miss Wilkinson was reported to have been startled at the Dockyards 
sudden demise. 
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TRANSCRIPT OF TAPED INTERVIEW 

A SECRETARIALS' PERSPECTI VE OF THE NEWCASTLE STATE DOC KYARD. 

NAME: 

ADDRESS: 

I N T E R V I E W E E 

MISS BETTY WILKINSON 

36 BOREAS S TREET 
BROADMEADOW 

FORMER OCCUPATION: SECRETARY AT THE NEWCASTLE STATE DOCKYARD 

TOPIC: NEWCASTLE S TATE DOCKYARD 

DATE: 31 AUGUST 1988 

INFORMAL INTRObUCTION: 

TODAY IS WEDNESDAY THE 31ST OF AUGUST 1998. I HAVE BESIDE ME 
MISS BETTY WILKINSON, FORMERLY A SECRETARY AT THE NEWCASTE 
STATE DOCKYARD. 

A Miss Wil kinson, what is your full name please? 

B Elizabeth Mina Wilkinson. 

A When we r e y ou born? 

B On th~ 7th July 1922. 

A Whe re? Was it in Newcastle? 

B No . I was born in Paddington in Sy dne y and I came 
back to Newcastle when I was eight and had most of my 
schoolin9 in Newcastle and after leaving New c astle Gi r ls' High 
at intermediate y ear, I won ha lf a scholarship to Eliss' [sicJ 
Business College. My uncle paid the otheR half. Claughsl. 
Sc I trained in shorthand writing, typing, bookkeeping, use of 
the phon~ and all, y ou knew, the things covered in a Business 
College . 

A And where did y ou go after that? 

B Well, I had tc stay on Uhtil I could get a position 
because yo u khow, these d ays prier to the war th@re weren't 
many positions I think 1 so I did a few little part-time jobs 
li ke with the d red ge service for three months, and then I got 
a Job in a shipping compahy in Newcastle and didn't use an y of 
my shorthand at all , which by that time I reached 150wpm . 
Typi ng was to the norma l $peed and I was mostl y just a junior 
office assistant to the two men. The y we re ah accountant and 



a shipping clerk and a boss. I used to spend a great deal of 
my time earl y in t he morning pickig up certificates f r om the 
ships that had loaded coal in t he port an d sailed for Sydney , 
and mak i ng out things fo r Cust oms clearance and helping them 
to cl ear the ships g oing down to the Hunte r Wo r ks S t eamshi p 
Company, picking out things for the BHP • •••• .. by products. The 
shipping at that stage Napthalene out of the port of 
Newc ast le . 

B And then after working there f or about ten years I 
decided that I wo u ld try fu rt he r fi e ld s so I left a n d went 
down to Griffiths, where I worked fo r a short time with a 
So li c ito r for about nine weeks on a "Skin a nd Hidestt case and 
then I finall y got a permane nt pos it ion wi th Gri ffiths 
Distri ct Hosp ita l and I stayed there fr om 1949 u nti l 1954. I 
came back to Newcastle because my mot her was not well and t he 
rest of the members of the fam i l y had marri e d and moved a way 
so I 1•ias the obvious per son to come bacl< home. Cl aughs) in 
which I did . And then I got a job at the State d oc kyard . 

A So when was that that y ou came back? I n 1954? 

B 1954. 

A Was it i nterest ing working at the State dock y ard? 

B Oh, very interesting . I thought so. I t was a 
diversity o f jobs, y ou know~ y ou just didn't sit there all day 
beh ind the t y pewriter although in t hose day s there were no 
zerox machines o r a ny thing like t hat and a ll the 
correspondence that came in had to be hand cop ied for 
distribution to the various Managers who were concerned in the 
l etters that came in. And sometimes between correspondence of 
the genera l secretary, we'd get through t ypi ng fort y copi es o f 
f o r t y l e t t e rs p eo r d a y . I t ~·J as busy , yes . 

A 

senior'? 
So did y o u actua ll y join on a jun ior l eve l or a 

B No, I was about aged 31 when I s t ar t ed bec ause I'd 
done, y ou k now, ten years dow n at the s hipping office and 
a nother for about f ive years a nd I came in as secretary to the 
sec retary of the dock y ard . And, I wo rked in that p os ition 
unti l t h general managers' secr etar y retired and then I was 
succon~ ed, I suppose you'd call it, to the posit i on as 
secr etary to the Genera l Manager. 

A And was that a bigger wo~kload, more variety of work? 

B More v ariet y of wor k and more responsibility, mo re 
confidential, a lthoug h most of the work was conf idential in 
both the secretar i es department and the general managers 
d epartment. And, I'd been trai ned in c onfidentiality anyway 
when I wor ked in the s hipp ing company before. Yo u didn't 
discuss anythin~ of vi t a l information of course, there was 
alot of curi ous p e opl e that alway s worked with you and they'd 



ask you a few questions , but y ou know quite well that y ou 
cou ld n ' t say anything so you didn't. Claughs). 

A Was the environment, the workp l ace, was the 
relationship there very good? 

B Yes, very good. I worked 
nice people and the correspondence 
alot longer than I had of cou r se. 
started first, she had leave to go 
sister. I took on he r job and the 
with the help of a junior with the 
the mail and that sort of thing . 

with quite alct of v&ry 
secretary had been there 
S he was there . When I 
overseas and visit her 
secretaries job as well 
correspondence and opening 

There was lots of varieties. 
Sometimes you were called upon to book people on trains 
and ••.• o r you know, to pick up tickets and things l ike that 
or arrange for the office boy to go across on the ferry and 
pick up the tickets. The mail was always collected from the 
post-office in a sealed bag, everything had to be ready for a 
ten o'clock mailing conference . .. . . so that •.• ... 

A Was that everyday? 

B Every day , yes . We'd start work at 8.30 in the 
morning and work till 4.30 normall y . Sometimes y ou ' d have to 
stay back if there was something urgent on o r , in the latter 
stages more so when I was wo rking for the Genera l Manager . By 
that time we had te l ex machines an d zerox copying machines . 
The things, the technicalities of the job chan9ed very 
remarkabl y . In fact, I started on a manual typewriter and 
then ween I came back from holidays, having been to New 
Zealand f o r about a fortnight , there was a brand new 
electronic typewriter on my desk and this was the first day of 
the preparation of the board papers •.• and of course y ou had to 
switch very quickly f rom a manual typewriter to the elect ric 
one. It was a bit hair-raising that week. 

A 

make? 

B 

Was that the only sort of adaptio ns that y ou had to 

Oh, well, you had to learn to use the telex machines 
and we often had to send overseas telexes and especially when 
we had people coming from Japan and places like that and we 
also had people coming from Europe to the do~kyard in those 
days . They built a variety of ships in the ship-building 
department , and it was very busy in tho6e days in the 
ship - building. When I was there every ship was a different 
t y pe, you know. Onl y in one or two occasi ons were there ships 
of the same variety like the BHP Tanker s. They we r e 35,000 
tonne dead weight and there were two of them for that. But 
most cf the other ships were just a 'one off' like, there was 
a dredge and there'd be a passenger ship and then a tanker and 
the 'Princes~ cf Tasmania' was built while I was at the 
dockyard too . And that was quite an effort to get all the 
accommocation and everything for the men. The men did 
wonderful work in the spitting out of the ships and . .. you 
knew , there 'd always been alot of cr itici sm about the dockyard 
was always on strike, but I think the figures were compared 
with BHP probabl y on strike, but the dockyard got all the 
publicity. There were probabl y more occasions when publicity 



d!d the dock y ard more harm than good. Ahd people were a l way s 
say ing "Don't work at the dockyard because they 're alway s on 
strike". But ... well, I don't knew about the men, theres' 
probably people in ever y area who just don't want to work and 
leave the job for somebody else, but y ou know . . the gir l s in 
the office and the boys down in the clerica l department, they 
worked joll y hard. And the foreman and superintendants, they 
had a bad or y ou know, not ah easy job when you've got alot of 
men to control. You've got to get around to see jobs 
progressing and then y ou've got to make sure the men are 
actuall y working at the same time ••..• quite alot of 
responsibility when y ou're in charge of staff, And I didn't 
have an y assistance in my office because o~ y ou know just one 
person was sufficient for the General Manager~· work. 

A So y ou were actuall y , or y ou could say you were the 
personal secretary to the manager. 

B Yes. There were other Managers in other different 
departments such as the Engineering, Ship-building and 
Ship - repair and they also had their seretaries, b u t then they 
had the responsibilit y of reporting to the General Manager. 
So they ha d their own workload in their own different a r eas 
too and the ship-repairs wasn't alway s busy , ship - bui l ding at 
the last minute was always b~sy , s o, I suppose my job was 
comprable with the girl s in the other area, but the Managers 
had the most responsibilit y . I suppose I had you know, as 
much work to do as an y of the others, sometimes more . 

A Can y cu r ec a ll who was the Manager at the time y ou 
started emp l o y ment? 

B Yes, David Ly on McLarty , D Ly on McLarty. And he had 
been a ppointed to start a t the Docky ard and his secretary at 
that time was Miss Mord Grisley . So that .. .. . when s he we nt 
on holidays I did the relief work for the Manager9 until I was 
appointed in, I think it was t h e first of April in 19 7 1, whe n 
Miss Grisley left. I think it wa s ~bout 1971, I can ' t reca l l 
that date exactl y . I began t o wonder about the job, if I was 
April fool (lau ghs> because it was a hard j ob and alct of 
responsibilit y . You had alot of thin9s to learn, but in the 
meantime I was still, y ou know, ... • as relieving you 9et to 
know the job when ycu do the reliev i ng once a month, when a 
person goes on holiday s. 

A The Newcastle State Docky ard had got a reputation a s 
having a l ot of famous Manage rs. Can y ou elaborate on this at 
all? 

B Yes, well I think Mr Ha rr y Harding followed Mr 
McLarty and he had been workin9 in thg Dockyard as an Under 
Manage r as w@ll, so at that sta ge they ca ll ed for, you know 
applicants to t a ke th a t position but th~y c ouldn't; even fr~m 
loca l and o ve r seas , but they couldn't find an y one to equal Mr 
Mc Larty ! s uppose . S o he <Mr Mc Larty > recommende d that Mr 
Harding take th e pos ition following him. And the n after Mr 
Hard i ng, if I can g e t th~ sequence r ight, I think it was Mr 
I a n Butl e r and the n Mr Ken Weed who was the ma n whc came from 
Canad a and h e was , h e h a d b e en in the job fo r a ~h art wh ile 



when Miss Grisley left and then I took over on the first of 
May - first of April rather. Finall y he, yo u know . .• ..•• 
there were alot of strikes and b y that time the Board of 
Management had been appoi nted. When I started , there was no 
Board o+ Management there , Mr Mc Larty used to report directly 

~ 
to the Min ister of Public Works. It was a quarz~ Government 
undertaking, but it worked. And then Mr (Mini 5ter> Ferguson 
was the one who appointed the Board and the Chairperson at 
that stage was Mr Ron Raines C?J and there were several other 
people from different Government Depar tments and the General 
Man~ger was on the Board as well. And, the Secretary of the 
Dockyard Mr Wi ll Rich, was the Secretary for the Board and he 
used to take the not~s a d prepare them for the minutes. At 
that stage, I wa5 still working for Mr Rich so I was typing 
notes for the Board meeting and that sort of thing. 

A So each time a new Manager came , did you have to help 
that per son in settling in at all or ... ? 

S Well, not until 1971, because Miss Grisley was th~re 
to help the others into the job. I went into the pos ition 
when Mr Butler was in it and relieving in his area and lhen Mr 
Ken Wood was appointed. After that he went back to Canada 
finall y , which was a shame because he was an outstanding type 
of person . Then I think Mr Cyril ... well, I might have this 
sequence out of orde r, Mr Cy ril Clark followed Mr Butler, 
thats' right, and then I went away on holiday s and came back 
and t h en found Mr Clark had gone too. So, there was ... 
some thing happened behind the scenes that I knew nothing about 
because I was away for about four weeks on holiday s and Mr Les 
Langson , who did relieving work in the General Managers' 
position . He was in charge when I came back and I finished my 
working days wo r king with Mr Langson - when I finished in '7 1 . 

<NOTE: MISS WILKINSON DIDN'T FINISH EMPLOYMENT AS PREVIOUSLY 
STATED. IT WAS '81 J 

But during that time y ou know, we launched a l ot of ships and 
we used to have to, in the General Manager s area, used to have 
to prepare a list of peopl e to invite to the function and you 
know, wo rk out in most times in the ear l y days , work out what 
to feed them and usuall y, the General Man agers' Secretary had 
the responsibility of dressing th e bottle for the l a unching of 
the ship and then contacting the little flower girl who 
presented the bouquet s to the l a unching lady . And we had some 
very outstanding launching l adies. 

A So you weren't actual l y s tuck in the office, you 
play ed an active part. 
B Oh no, a very active part. Upst~irs, downstairs, 
that sort of thing. I was on the top floor but every thing yo u 
wanted often at times was downstairs. I had alot of contact 
with the rest of the s taff a nd they did their p art , rea ll y , it 
was a team work. It wa sn't j ust that I had a grave heavy 
load, but it was all taken b y a whole lo t o f people that 
worked there •... . But I enjoyed it . The re was suc h a diversity 
of work. It was . • .. a nd I'd always liked s hips, even though I 
had that spell cf wo rk ing in the hos pit a l area, it was nice to 
get back amcngst the s hips. 



A A challenge and a heavier workload? 

B Yes a c:ha l len9e. < l aughsl 

A During the periods when tradesmen we re retrenc h ed 
were any of the office personn e l taken from employment? 

B Yes they were. Al ot of the ones that work e d in 
clerical and administration areaa were transferred to other 
Government departments and I think the first downturn was in 
1977. The men out in the works y ou know, they scattered in 
a ll directions and one of the outstanding shiprights, who won 
shipright of the y ear, I heard late r that h e was working in 
charge of a hardware store and that sort of technica l ability 
was lost. In lots of c ases lots o f rea ll y good tradesmen just 
did taxi -d riving and did a ll sorts of things just to get a 
job, because they had a wife a nd children and a mortgage and 
they had to get wor k . They just h ad to take an y thing that was 
offering and their technical knowledge, which was reall y 
outstand ing, should never have b ee n 
then I was only one of the workers . 

lost in my opinion, but 
(laughs) 

A Going ba~k to the Managers again . Do you know why 
the Managers actua ll y left and new Managers tock their places? 
Did they move on o r retire? 

B Well, Mr McLarty retired and Mr Harding re ti red, Mr 
Butler finall y retired but I think his position was down, I 
may be wrong in these areas but Mr Cl a rk came in from Hong 
Kong. He was working up in shippi ng in Hong Kog and then Mr 
Harding finall y retired before that or h e may have gone back 
to s hipping, I'm not su r e. I can't remember the sequence new 
it's a long time; si x years to ~e a way from the figures . I 
don't know, I never ever found out wh y Mr Clark left, but then 
I was never privelidged to that information any way. This was 
s ometh ing that was between the Mini ster of Public Wo rks and 
the top Management of the Board and t here's no way that I 
would be privvy/privelidged to that information . 

A There 's been alot of coverage in the Me dia regarding 
c lose contacts between the Stat e Dockyard and Politicians, the 
Gove r nment and other very important persons <V . I.P . 'sl Did 
you have a n y close liaisons with people of that sort? 

B Oh, only in the areas where they came to visit t h e 
dockyard or if y ou had to contact them on the phone. The 
Minsit~r of Public Works was the one directl y in charge of the 
Dockyard and t he General Manager used to go down to S y dney one 
day a week 1+ ft was u r gent , y ou kno w, to report on anything 
t hat was happening or to get pe r mission to do things. They 
had a lot of new machinery that was bought a nd these sort of 
things cost a lot of money and so they had to prepare a rea~on 

wh y that s h~uld b e bought and what it was going to be u sed s o 
that the Genera l Ma nager ha d mo re c lose li aison with t he 
Min ister for Pub l ic Work s and the Di rector fo r Public Work s 
when I was there. He was there in that job for quite sometime 
and I forget who took his place. I think it was • . •• Mr 
Brereton was a ppointed to h is place. And I think it was 



during Mr Breretons' role as Minister +or the Public Works 
that the Dockyard was finall y closed down, but the . . yo u know 
there were alot of • .. I suppose alot of things for it, but in 
the days of Mr McLarty they used to have what was called a 
'proper chairing scheme' and I think that worked better to the 
people because they were helping to get a l itt l e extra for 
themselves and they were prepared to put in a little extra 
work. <But> Then the market chan9ed. Alot of work was being 
done in the East) you know, Hong Kong and those places where 
the wages were alot lower than Aust ralian wages and they 
worked longe r hours so it was inevitable that their costs 
would be a lot cheaper than Australian costs. That contributed 
to the downturn as well but there was nothing wrong with the 
quality of the work that they did. They did alot of work on 
cond~nses fo r power stati on s and the wo r k for the Educational 
Department o n demountabl es, the Schools", temporary 
accommodation for Schools'. 

A So y ou actually noticed a decline in the workload 
towards the end of the year at the State Dock yard . 

B Well, a decline in the workload for the men on the 
works. The numbers when I started were over 2,000, but I 
think b y the time when I finished it was around 1,600 and I 
think that final l y went down after I left to about 500 odd, 
and I used tc read the arti cles in the paper , but of course 
that c ompute r upstairs doesn't pertain all the information. 

A Did it ever occur to you a t sometime durin g your 
employment to actua ll y find e mploy ment elsewhere? 

B No , never . In •77 I t hought, Well if I have to 90 , I 
have to go, but it never happened. I've finished wor k 
full - time now. You know I was pleased to be able to work when 
I worke d b e cause I feel sorry for the kids these days you 
know, they ... they 're al l enthusiastic and they work hard and 
they learn but t.here's no jobs. 

P A U S E 

ON INTERVIEWEE' S DISCRETION 

A Betty, as yo u were responsible to the Manage r s of 
the State Dockyard, your responsibi l ities w~ further than 
just as a secretary, y ou had to organise meetings fo r the 
l aunches and had contact with ' very important persons 
<V.I.P.'sl , could y ou tell me a littl e about that pl~ase? 

B Yes , w~ll, the launchings in particular were a very 
busy time vecause a ll the Managers subm i tted names of people 
they wanted to be invited a nd then you had to make 
arrangements to have th e printings done of the actual 
launching and what we called "dress the bo t t l e " and on the 
~ctual day the invitations w~r~ hand~d out by other members of 
the staff and you had to make arrangements wi th other members 
of staff if they we re ava ilabl e and would do it. An d then you 
h ad to make sure that the catering went well, and the ~aterers 
g ot the right number of people to cater for. And then the men 



in the Dockyard helped too . They ... alct of staff helped 
around in doing things, but it was always panicky until the 
actual ship went into the water llaugh5). The little flower 
girls, I had a soft spot for the little f lower girls because 
they were so shy at times and they didn't know what to do. 
The parents used to come with them and I'd explain to the 
p~rents what was expected of the little girl and then yo u had 
to make arrangemets for the flowers to be delivered on time. 
There were alct of last minute details that you had to keep 
y our eye on things . I had alot of asistance with other people 
doing jobs fer me as well . 

A Were you ~ewarded fo r a successful launching? 

B Oh, I think so. I think a ll the people were glad to 
see it go down safely especially the men in the shipbuilding 
d~partmen t because it was their major responsibility that the 
s hip went well. And, to be in the actual launching ceremoy 
and all the •••.• the behind the scene business was of no avail 
if the actual ship did 9et stuck in the mud or did scmethin9 
it shouldn't have done. I know we did haVE one occasion when 
the bottle wouldn't break and the poor lady was so 
embarrassed, and when they finally examined the bottle later 
on, they found that the glass was so very thick that that was 
the reason why it didn't break. It was a fault in the 
cons truction of the bottle cf champagne. Ahh, but it was a 
thrilling day for every body , I think most of the people 
managed to lock forward to the laun~h. And then ••••• you know 
the people from the staff who we re invited to the function as 
well as the owners• representatives ••• it was a day for 
relaxing and celeb~ation for them as well. 

A And what would yo u say was yo u r most interesting part 
cf work at the State Dockyard? 

B Oh, I th ink every part had its interest but, I u~ed 
to like ship$ and I probabl y thi nk the launchings, although 
they were alot cf har d work, were alot of interest to me but 
other areas were equally as important and there was alot cf 
work to be done with Board papers but towards the latter end 
cf my work it got pu t in the Wang Machines and they were ab l e 
to p~t alct of work onto floppy disks which took a lot of the 
hard work out of t ypi ng individual pages and zerox c opying for 
ea~h Board members ....... and ensurin9 that the transport 
department had them to deliver by courier , so that the Board 
memb@rs 9ot their papers before the Board meeting Claughs). 
And, ah h, there were all sorts of tensions that would arise in 
a j ob like that but you just had to keep y our cool and get on 
with the other work as well. You know, there were other 
thin~s that had to be done 1nsid&. You just couldn't knock 
off answering the phone or sending telexes er anything just 
becaus~ you had a pressure point , y ou had to carry on and fi t 
everything in. Sometimes I had to work late and often times 
if there we re l ate telexes to send. You know the other staff 
would go at 4.30pm and y ou can guarantee half the time, 
someone would come along and say 'Oh, can you send a telex', 
and it's nearl y time to go home. But, these are the sort of 
things that happen to most people at work and you did it 
because t here's no other way . You couldn't, you never ever 



refused it, or I never did, a lthou9h some of the • •.•.•..•. you 
know , you h ad other commitments and if you w~re 9oing early 
y ou l et people know and you jugt didn't 90 away with important 
work that had to be finished. 

A So were you entire l y responsib l e to the Managers? 

B Well, to the Genera l Manager who was in charge of all 
the ot her Managers. 

A And the State Dockyard had contracts with overseas 
per5onnel. 
personnel? 

Did t au eer have close liai son with those 

B There were a l ot of visit9 from Japane5e 
represent~tives and we had an agreement with a Japanese 
Company who built the Floating Dock and ••• 

A That was 'Hitachi'? 

E 'Hitachi' 6n9ineering yes , and a l so with the Dredge 
pebpleJ the hand-dredging people C?l. When a ship was b@in9 
b uilt they 'd send their stand - by en9inee~ to watch the 
progress of the vesse l and they were often b ringing other 
people out from Ho l land an d J a p a n and Europe and these sort of 
things. B@fore the Floatin9 Dock was actually built , they 
called tenders overseas and we had visits from 
Germany .. .. .. Norwegian ....•.• who were putting in a tender to 
see just what was required and l ots cf peopes from the Public 
Works v isited a nd other V.I.P. •s from the Ship - building 
companies and E:ngineering - 1•1hen th e c:cndep-fes 1>1ere built -
and ship-repair men; overseas ships used to come into the 
Floating dock and they 'd come and meet the Genera l Manage r . 
It was just a gort of courtesy ...• And sometimes you had to 
make arrangements for flight tickets to be altered . Some t imes 
y ou had to do it for overseas tr~ve l, you know an a l teration 
on a return flight saying probably the Engineer wanted to stay 
a bit longer than intended and you had to do all these 
bookings with these companies, mantas and so on. 

A Can you tell us what your f i rst impressions were of 
the State Dockyard regarding your Secretarial role right up 
until when you retired? 

E Well , when I 5tar ted it was a rea ll y busy place and 
everybody you know, seemed to kn ow what they were doing. 
The r e was a l ot o f activi t y and alot of work at hand . Eut 
towards the latter e nd of my working time there, th i ngs 
started to run down and I f e l t I h ad the best of i t (laughs) 
when I started because I wasn't .• I was never frightened of 
hard work and you j ust did y our work, that's it . 

A You witnessed variou~ changeovers eit her o f Managers 
or c hangeovers of e qu ipmEnt to t he of fi c e ... 

B That' s right . There's a l ot of t~chnical change on 
the plant as well ~s in o ffieewo rk. When I started it was you 
know, as I said before~ t ypi ng cop ies and getting copies made 
by hand half the time an d then when I fin ished we had zerox 



machines , flopp y disks and all that ~omputer equipment--we 
just didn't stop--and the wages and everything went onto a 
computer when I left. 

A So y ou could say that you r career accelerated from a, 
net f rom a junior l eve l but, frcman o r dinary secretarial leve l 
up to a personnel or an executive secretary? 

E Yes, I think they ~all them Girl Fridays' these days 
Claughsl. 

A Oh r ight . 

B Yes alot of things that came in to the job •.•• you 
knew , y ou did other little things as well . . but then the 
ccnfid~ntiality of it was the thing . You didn't discuss 
things with anybody else. I enjoyed it. 

A You've still got a let of confidential thi n9s 
Cinfcrmaticn) that y ou can't tell anybody now .•• 

B Oh yes, well there are alct cf things in lots of jobs 
that you couldn't ever discuss y our work with anyone. 
Especiall y y ou know, you 'd probabl y hear the discussions 
between the General Ma nager and whoever was in his off ice but 
y ou don't repeat things like that. 

A That's e thics. 

A How did yc u feel at the closure of the State 
Dockyard? Did y ou e xpect it to close so suddenly? 

E Not so suddenly, no. I kept thinking well maybe 
they'll do something a bout it . But a.s they L·H~re ir•1;dng money 
each year, I think Mr Brereton decided that the Public Wo r ks 
wasn't intending to you know, keep funding the Dockyard as 
against other areas. The State Brickwork was p robab l y in the 
same area and . . ,but as you knew the need for building ships 
had deteriorated. Most of the ships were being bui l t in 
Japan, even BHP were building their ships in Japan and there 
wasn't the work for the Austra l ian Ship-building and then the 
c ontracts for he condenses had finished. Engineeri ng had a 
downturn in all areas, Pert Kembla and Newcastl e , everywhere . 
And ship-repair was still not as vibrant as it could have 
been. Not .. . . when I started there was always a big waiting 
list for shipg to go into the Floating Do ck . Toward s the end 
you know, those sort of ships, that sort cf o r der book was 
getting less a n d less. 

A De you think th•t the ether office staff and the time 
of the closure of the State Docky ard, f o und emp l oyment 
elsewhere in ether Government departments? 

B Well, scm~ c f them did, but alct of them didn't 
because I had met a few people since and found cut that som~ 
were taxi - dri ving and doing other sorts of jobs. The wo r k 
that they were doing in that particular area, there wasn't the 



scope in Newcastle for it because the Doc kyard and Carrin9ton 
Slipways were probably the only compreble place in the 
ship-building area f er the Ship-building boys to do it, but I 
believe that some of the clerical boys were transferred to 
other Government areas like: Housins Commission and Public 
Works Government ~nsurance Offices, but it would be 
interesting to get them a ll together and have you know, a 
pow-wow and find out exactly what everybody is doing and where 
did they finish up. 

A I believe that some cf the Manager5 have moved on to 
better care~r opportunities. 

B Yes, cur outstanding Naval archit~ct Michael Pierson, 
he went into partnership in Newcastle with 'Barnes and Flett•, 
[sicJ 

A On behalf cf Newcastle University and myself, thank 
you very much Betty. 

B Pleasure. Thank you fer your time. 
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TH~ HISTORY OF THE NEWCASTLE STATE DOCKYARD 
(1912 - 1987) 

Du ri ng M~rch 1987, t h e reputable Newcast l e State Dockyard <N.S.D.l 
closed its' doors fer the last time . The Dockyards' demise was e xpected 
b y the surrounding communities; however, its' sudden closure was not 
anticipated b y some. The Dockyard h ad profitable productive moments and 
was once ranked as one of the l eading industries situated in the 
Newcastle regi on, ideall y concentrating en ship-building and 
ship-repairs. The Dock yard had a l so suffered a histor y o f p er iodical 
problems with catastrophic losses dating back short l y after its' initial 
extablishment on Walsh I sland . Th e estab lishment of the Dockyard in 
Newcast l e created emp loy ment for hund reds of Newcastle residents . During 
its' extended per i od of oper a tion, it gained a recognised reputation in 
the ship-building sphere for the important ro le it played during wartime 
conditions, and in the fields of marine and general engineering. 

Hi storicall y , the first N. S .D. was the creation c f on e man, Arthur 
Griffith, who was (then) the Mini ster for Public Work s i n NSW. 1 . 
Griffith forwarded a proposal to the Gove r nment to locat e a dockyard on 
Walsh Island because the cit y of Newcast l e was regarded as having 
possessed one cf the bes t harbours which, when coupled with t h e e conomic 
stabi lity and availability cf resources in the area, h ad obvious 
potential prospects for the future. It wou l d be ideally si tua ted 
directl y opposite the planned stee lworks with easy accessibility to the 
sea. It was intended that the dockyard would eventuall y become the 
centre of th~ State's shipbuildins industry . 

In 1912/13 1 the State Government established dock yard facilities at 
the Northe rn end of Newcastle harbour and on the 27th Novembe r 1914, it 

was offic i a ll y opened. 2. 

The estab l ishment of a State dock yard had converted Newcastle into 
an industrial cit y . Its ' construct i on had helped save the city of 
Newcast l e fr om coll a p se becau se a t the time, th e coal t r ade ha d been 
transferred to Ma itland. 3. By t h e close of 1919, the dockyard a nd 
stee lwork& had e mployed a tot a l cf a pp r o x im a tel y 7 , 300 wo rkers 4 . 
prov iding the greatest single p eri od cf e mploy me nt opportuniti e s in 
Newcast l e's hi s tor y . 
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As well as the mainstream ship-building and ship - repairing 
work loads, the dock y ard undertook dredge repairs and railway bridge 
constructions . The rapid growth in the heavy Industries market of 
Newcas tl e, however , was primaril y due to the wa r time demands of Wo r ld War 
I <WWI> for s hips and steel. 

In the years following WWI, the State dock y ard faced economic 
dislocation as large-scale ship-bui ld i ng ceased. Du r i ng 1921, fewer than 
1,000 men were employed and due to the cessat i on of the Gove rnments's 
5hip-building programme, 5. the dockyard incur red high losses on the 
post - war market. 

As Newcastles' second largest employ er, the dock y a r d faced struggles 
for sur v ival during the earl y 1920's. It was o n l y aft wr a failure bid 
had occu red in 1922 6. to se ll the dock yard that It was converted to 
cate r for contracts other than sh i ps, such as bridges, cast iron pipes, 
cranes, punts 7, and dredges. By the end of the mid 1 920'5 th~ average 
number employed wa s 650 . 9. 

A short - lived period o f prosperity occured when in 1925, the 
<current> Pr ime Ministe r Mr S M Bruce announced a Commonwealth Government 
grant of #120 1 000 9. to assist in the construction of a floating dock 
in Newcastle. Const r uction commen c ed in 192 6 with a higher employ ment 
rate, tall y ing tH~at' l y 2,000 men. E y Jul y 1930, the f loati n9 dock 1·ias 
ready fo r use . It had a capacity of 15,000 tonne$ and cost approx imatel y 
Usoo,ooo. 10 . In the y ears to follow the dock y a rd entered a period of 
declining orders, incurr in9 significant losses. Between 1930 / 31 and 
1931 /32, #146,000 was lost. 11. Activity ceased at the end of 1933 when 
Australia was stil l e x periencin9 general economic depression . The 
dock yard was to be dismantled and r ebuilt at the Souther n end cf 
Carrington at the Dyke end of the harbour , where a d redge serv ice repair 
shop e x isted. The Public Works was instigated to do the work. 12. 

The State dockyard was r elocated on the mai n land in 19q1 and 
operational b y 1942. It had been well prov ided with amenities . It was 
to cater for all ship-building, repairing and associated enginee r ing 
requirements of Australia, New Zea land and ma ny adjacent countries in the 
Pac i fic. 13. 



3 

In August 1941, Mr D Lyon McLarty was appointed by the Government with 
the title of State Director of Engineerin9 and Ship-building. 14 . His 
task was to re-establish the ship-building industry in Newcastle from the 
remnants of the Old Walsh Island dockyar d . 

One of the first contr ac ts the new State dockyard was to r~ceive 
came from the Naval Defence Forces in June 1942, f or a naval vessel . And 
la t er, more orders for smaller vesse ls. This of cou r se resulted in a 
re - establishment of the industry in Newcastle. 

Dur ing the wartime conditions of World War II <WWII>, the ship 
repair facilities at Carrington 16 . had been developed to such a degrse 
that 600 vesse ls of vary ing t y pes of up to 14,000 tonnes deadweight had 
been docked and/er repaired . 17. Simultaneously, the need to 
concentrate important sections of industry en munitions p r oduction , 
resulted in man y 'peacetime' services being neglected and of the most 
affected was the suppl y of e lectricity . The dockya r d was requested to 
undertake urgent manufacturing of power house equipment, a necessit y 
imposed b y the needs of the communit y . 

At the end of March 1946, war requirement had ceased. The 
dockyard•s manafactur ing facilities were employed p r imarily on the 
construction and repair of merchant and harbour vessels and their 
propelling machinery . 18. 

An historica l event cccured at the Newcastle State dock y ard in 1955 , 
when the dock yard manufactured the first Aust ra lian Polar Mar ine diesel 
engine. 19. The$e we re a success for Australian shipping conditions and 
1~ere mounted to more ships than any other engine b y the docky a r d. 

The Manager of the N.S.D . , Mr D Ly on Mc l arty, after his successful 
reign in rebuilding the dock y ard to its p resent state <then>, re tired in 
September 1957, and his long time associate Mr H D Har ding assumed the 
position as Managing Director. Mr McLarty was responsible for the 
dock y ard fer the last 16 y ears and it was suffice to say that the 
dock y ard was a credit to his ability and leadership . 
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The N.S.D. was to play another important role in one of the State's 
largest ship - building projects in 1959. It was responsible for 
manufacturing equipment of the turbo generators that were to be in5talled 
at the power station at Vales Point. This construction on Lake Macquarie 
provided a giant new powerstation to 5Upply the State wide electricity 
network. 20. 

From the 1960's, the dockyard faced a hopeles5 task of competing 
~iith outdated equipment against the ultra modern foreign docky ards. 
Newcastle faced a cessation of large sca le shipbuilding. In March 1977, 
the McKell Government announced it would buy a new floating dock for the 
State dockyard at an estimated c:ost of $16 mi 11 ion, 21. a decision 
which could possibly boost employment ~or the Newcastle region . There 
was no suggestion that it would be built in Newcastle as its predecessor 
in 1926. Agreements were made with a Japanese based company "HITACHI" to 
build the floating dock in Jap an and on completion in January 1978, it 
was towed to Newcastle harbour. Th e older sty l e f loatin9 dock which had 
served its purpose for the last 50 year s was dismantled in preparation 
for its• successor . 

In 1977, the dock yard was recorded as hav ing the l a rgest numbers of 
retrenchments in its' history. Th is was evidently due to the sharp 
decline in ~hip-bui lding/repairing orders. In just eight months, 1,700 
skilled personnel lost their jobs with the workforce falling from 2 , 300 
to 600 . 22. 

Four y ears l ater in 1 981 , the doc kyard was believed to have improved 
its' status as a result of receiv ing several o rders for ship - buildings, 
controver5ial to its p rev ious deficiency in contracts. The dockyard had 
obtaine d contracts and beli eved this would undoubtedly provide a 
• stumbling block' for future 1•1or l<loads. HOl>ie>Ver, the e x isting contracts 
were dwindling. Dispu tes and strikes that had plagued the dock y ard n~w 
for more than a decade 23. were making an impact alongside of the 
catastrophic losses encountered. 

The nex t few years leading to the closure of the State dock y ard were 
to remain very turbulent times. In 1982 the dock yard faced closure as 
500 more positions wer e lost as ship-building drew to an end. 24 . The 
dockyard had fail~d to win any major building contracts that cou ld 
enlighten their current "limbo " s tatus. 

A l a5 t a tte mpt made b y the dockyard to regai n future contract5 
unsuccessfully occured wh e n a l a rge bu i ldin g contract was available for 
the construction of s ubmarines. 25. Bids for warded by the doc kyard were 
di s9arded as th ey 111.:·t'.? 11egarde.d a.s having neit her the faciliti es to 
cater f or s uch a ventu1e and ha d a recorded un rE l iable reputation noted 
by former s tri kes and disputes . 
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On the 5th March 1997, the l ong a.waited verdic t regarding the future 
c f the State dockyard was passed. The State Government had prepared a 
tender docu men t for the sale or l ease of the dockyard . 26 . The 
dockyards' demise was proved as a continuous drain on publi~ money and 
was infested with disputes between workers and the Government. 

Overall, the N.S.D. has made a major ccntributicn to the ~ell- being 
o f Australia both in war and peace. It played an impo r tant p art in 
constructing, refitting and repairing all types cf vessels end 11~ 
m©Cle a c c ntr i but io n it m2 ~J-€ to th e maritime needs of the Allied Nati ens 
in its tu r bulent history . This dock y ard had emerged purposefully and to 
an e x tent successfully from the shades of the abandoned dockyard at Walsh 
Isl and. It l·d 1 1 ahiays be recogrtised as an Industry that developed i.~i 5 
potential that saw it bec:e.me one of Austl"alia's major s hip - buildi1~g and 
engineering establishments. It covered more than thirty act"es on a 
peninsula in t h e centre of Newcast l e's hat"bou~ and was a tribute to its' 
Management and its' l abou~ +o,...ce. 

r.Y M W '>(HI 1 H WAL[ S GOV EHNMLN I 

~ l'UlJllCl'• UHI\~ IHl'All l 11Hll[ 
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4K AS OF S~PTEMBER 1987 THE NEWCASTLE S TATE DOCKYARD IS CURRENTLY BEING 
LEASED - UNDE:R THE: MAME "FORGACS". 
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