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I 
The national miners stoppage of 1949 was a strike brought 

on· by n.umerous issues and earlier unresolved disputr· ~. 

The coal miners were finding that the means to gain imp~ovements 

in their industry were becomin.g less and less. In l948 
the Miners Feder.ation of Australia lodged an application to the 

Goal. Industry Tribunal for al terati-ons in Miners co ncitions. 

two major issues being, long service leave and the 35 hour 

week. The heari113 was suspended and so began the struggle 

resulting in a seven veek strike causing swift and severe 

repercussions over the entire country. 

June 27th, 19!19 23,000 workers began a national mineworkers 

strike. This was the result of a claim by the unions for 

long service leave of 3 months for every 7 years of service and 

a proposed 3_5 hour week, tbl.r> was a continuJ(\9 fight which 

had been going on for 18 months.U) Unions were also ;;o ncerned 

regarding large introduction of mechanical methods underground, 

which were increasing the danger to lives, t he introduction 

of incenti.ves for coal production in the form of bonuses, 

and the introduction of shift work. All these cha nges 

were against long starling establi s hed practices. (2) 

Unions felt a sense of loss of previous control over n1iners 

conditions and ibere fore felt that a definite stand was 

require d to make ~ progress. A meeting held on June 16th, 1949 

between the Coal owners, the Coal Board, Commonwealth Government 

and New South Vlales Government concluded by r ejecting all claims 

made by the Miners Federati on. Union s held meetings immediately 

and votes t aken were in favor of striking. On June 27th, 8877 
votes were taken and all work in every mine across the nation 

ceased. ( 3) 

Due to the high economical dependency of Australia's 

society in the 1940 1 s the effects of the stoppage were drastically 

sudden. All' industry was forced to cut consumption by 50""'6, 
domestic cuts were 75% of gass and electricity and '3Y% of 

transport services. (4) 
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On June. .29th, -tlhe Commonwealth Government under the Prime 

Minister, Ben Chifley, brought in a Nati~nal Emergency Bill 

providing for the freezing of Union funds. (5) The 

introduction of this new legisto..tion meant unions coul d not 

access their funds and therefore could not provide relief for 

striking miners families. Shopkeepers could b e arrested and 
jailed if caught gicing credit to Miners and their families. 

Penalties were as bjgh as £100 or 6 months jail. (6) 
Upon the Bill being passed, officials of the Miners 

Federation o.t1d Fed. Iron workers Association withdrew a sum 

of £.5 4, 215 from uni :in funds in re tali a ti on to the new l aw. 

These funds were to be used f or relief for the duration of the 

stoppage, ho wever, legislation was passed retro s pec ti ve to June 16 
thus making officials liable for prosecution. All men involved 

we re summonsed to appear in court before th? Arbitration 

Commission. J .H. King, secretary of the ,·e sterri Di strict Federation 

was charged with contempt of court, when refusing to answer 

questions regarding the whereabouts of the money. His s e ntence 

•:.ras 1 month jail at Long Bay. King was again brought before the 

courts and sentenced to a further year for refusing to answer 

relevant questi ons. In the following days t o Kings jailing, a 

further 6 officials r;ere given 1 year sentences and others 

recieved fines of ClOO each, The National Emergency Bill was 

seen as an attempt to s tarve miners bac;.k to work. (I) 

Community spirit was telied upon for survival of the rniners . 

The \ollC!ffien were forced to ban together in an attempt to tielp 

families through. Many set up soup houses to feed children and 

distribute fresh ver;etable and relief food. Rallies were held, 

and various dern rnstrations whi ch women often chose to participate 

in, in support of their husbands. Depots were set up throughout 

the · Hunter Vall ey where donations of food an:J grocery supplies 

were being acce pted, often from storekeepers who were unable to help 

through credit. This food was distributed through the region as 

most families \Vere left completely penniless as no inoome was 

co m:1.lll:!; in • 
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As coal supplies ran low rapidly. a nd the emergency services 

were finding it difficult to operate under such stringent cuts, 

Chi.fley made a .deci sion to issue a request to ~he Lalid Transport 

Gr~~P of New South Yfa. les: ~o agree to union hbour, to shift 

coal from the ~o~thern an.d Vlestern coalf:i,.elds.. On July 14 
a meeting of Ne w South Wales State Council Qt\d AUf>traliQO ~ilwaye; 

Union resulted in the agreement that cQal at grass be lift~d 

and used for essential services. (8) The coal lift support 

by the unions signifi.ed a general s upy.:ort for the Labor 

Government actions,. and on July 20th, 20,000 tons of coal was 

transported, under strict police protection. Again a w~ek l~ter 

a second lift was underway, resulting in a further 16 iooo 
tons removed f,.-om Ben Bullen. (9) Al though this 'Nls a blow 
t o the miners, it vra s of no ci;,05eqlwnce t o the strike 05 

the amount mo ved was in sufficient to break the stop work 

action. 

The ne::~t ma jor attempt by the Government to brea..l{ -fhe. strike 

was what the union s had been fearing, on August 1, b e tween 

1300 and 1400 troops began mining coal. Production was so high 

the miners tegan to lose confidence of1he expected suc ces of the 

stop '::ork action and be.c; n to doubt the Fe deration. 

The realisation that coal production was well underway again 

instilled fear in the Miners for he safety of their jobs. 

The federation offered the qovernment a final offer to meet 

and discus s the claims. The government refused to meet the 

officials, saying it was a matter for the Coal Tribunal onlyt 

and that they were malting plans for a further 8 mines to 

be r e -opened and worked by troops unle ss a move was made by 

the 1ttiners to r ;turn to work. (9) 

Breaks in the strik~ began as Union officials held 

aggreg "?.te mee t ings around the districts. Men \•1ere rapidly 

losing confidence in the f e (! , r a tion. Mu swell brook miners 

were the first to breakaway from the union ~...i th a decision to 

return to \Drk. Meetings were held nation ·:dde on August lOt h, 

resultingiin a vote to return to wo.rk by all min r>r ~ . This 

was a major defea.b for the Miners Fe deration, a~ it \•.as the 
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first time since 1929, that union directives had been rejected, 

and by such a large number. 1he counts were 6971+ to return 

to work and 2378 to stay on strike. (10) 

The factors leading to the defeat of the Federation were 

varied, although a major reason for the lack of commitment 

by the Miners was 1he realisation that they were fighting 

the Government and not the coal owners. The state and many other 

trade unions were on the Australian Labor Party side. The 

Land l ran sport Union and the Army Had proven 1heir support by 

assisting the Governemnt in attempts to break 1he stoppage, 

The Federation was granted long service leave, not as 

a result of the strike, but the claim did reach the Coal 

Tribunal & An award v;a i= passed that at accrual of 65 shifts 

13 weeks leave would be awarded, •:.ith an alditi onal 13 weeks 

for further shift accrual. The leave could not be taken until 

1954 and coubi be suspended in the case of any district strikes. 

All other claims, inc\ uding the 35 hour ~\·eek were rejected. (11) 
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Summary of interview between Susan Moran and 

Mrs Eileen Penglaze, the \'iife of a coal miner during 

the 1949 coal strike • 



The national miners stoppage of June 27 th 1949, greatly 

affected many l ocal familie s of the Newcastle area. As NeVTcastle 

v1as not a wealthy town and families v1ere sti.11 recovering f ram 

the depression, the conditi.ons of day to day life were se-p;erly 

altered. Mrs Eileen Penglaze, who was living at Young Rd , La.mbton 

at the time, was the wife 0f a · local miner, Charles Thomas. 

They had four children aged between seven and fifteen and \7e re 

living in a housing commission house where rent "'as d ue 

fortnigh t ly. Her husband had been out of wor.k for several year s due 

to the depression an.d had just t aken on em ployment i n the mines 

12 months pr i or to the strik e. With l ittle sa"tlings and four 

children to feed it was a difficul t time. 

Credi.t was availab b uno f ficially f rom som.e storekeepers 

aft er :t-rime Minist er Chifley froze the funds. Fortuna tely 

the fami.l y had a good credit account with their storekeepert 

who chose to support the struggling families. The credit 

given was no t payab l e until aft er the strike. 

Transport cuts were another major problem to overcome. 

Mc C. Thomas was killed in an accident five weeks in to the 

strike. At the time his wife was in Walcha with relatives. 

Train services had been so heavily cut that the only way to 

reach her family in Ne wcastle was by taxi. The fare \'fas close 

to SlOO all of which had to be paid f or. 

The National Emergency m.11 brought In ns Law two days 

after the commencemen.t of the s trike had terrUrle e .ffects. 

As the family had lost the income earner usually there v10uld 

have been some compensation or gratia payment. As Mr. Thomas 

was killed duri ng the strike there wa6 no access to ~e aeration 

funds ther.efore no :payment was made at all. The miners took a 

c ollec ti on whi,ch wa s given to t he fami l y. It took four months 

before any payment of any kind was made. A miner s widovr pens i .on 

was granted of 
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The inconsistency of work left familie s vii th limited 

income. The men coul d work one weeK. and receive a full 

40 hour pa.y, then strike for 10 days . Local miners received 

£18 per week for a full weeks work . This made the s e ve n week 

strike worse. Families often had little in the b a nk and were 

unprepared for such a long stoppage leaving them with n o i nC<IJle 

a! all. As well as trying t .-0 provide food during the strike, 

miners could be fined for not attending the strike meetings. 

The fine was Ever yone had to attend and it was complusnry 

to vote • No secret ballot was held, it was ju st a s how of hands. 

Many women were not in support of the extended strike as 

they were the me s left to feed and provide, somehow, for the 

family. Donation s Y1ere made a nd some women set up souphouse s 

to fe e d children at school . The women banded together to t ry 

to help each other as much as possib l e . 

Rental was a grave problem during the strike . Vii th 

many people in housing commission h omes , not only did they 

have to get c redit for their food , but also on rent payable. 

The housing comrni ssion made no offe r of r ental assistance but 

kept an account of ho 1
.".' much rent was due and the t otal was to 

be paid when the strike was over . People in private situat ions 

were in further trouble. Some hndlord s were not prepared to wait 

for their rent and some f amilies \I/ere evicted . 

The result s of this seven \"eek s t oppage were often 

devastating for many families. Once the men returned to work 

t h ey found themselves vdth a large debt for credit received 

f or food, rental and other bills. ~.fo<-1unc¥:1y the strike 

resulte d in no gain for the miners and broke a l ot o f homes 

and left people in consid:erable debt . 



Transcript of rec orded interview between Susan Moran 

and Mr s Ei leen Penglaze . 

Mrs Penglaz e i s the wife of a miner who wa s i nvolve d 

in the 1949 coal strike . 



INTERVIEWER: Once the strike began on June 27th , how swift were 

the ef fee ts on Ne wrrastle, as far as gas J elec tricity 

and tra nsp;> rt. 

MRS PENGLAZE: It was not like now, they have stock piles all 

I HTERVIEWER: 

MRS PENGLAZE: 

INTERVIEWER: 

MRS PENGLAZE: 

the time, there were no stock piles anyv1here in them 

days. It used to col'le out oi' the pi ts and into 

wherever it had to go, to the BHP. They cut 50°,.b. 

straight away, an d. the gas and e .lectricity was just 

about cut off and also 50% of transport services. 

I believe the transport cuts affected you 

personally as your husband, who was a mi ner, v1as 

kit.led during the strike and you bad to get home 

to your family from Wal.cha. 

I think there 1 or 2 trains a week. Your grandfathe r 

was killed on the Friday and I dent think there was 

a train. until the Monday night. I can remember in 

the police st a ti on in Wale ha ringing Charlie Ander oo n 

at Cooks Hi.11 to go out and see to t he children. I 

can remembe r ringing him and he said bow were we 

getting hmme. For me to mne home I think-tile police 

were going to fly me to Sydney and then I had tel. 

ge t from Sydney up to Newcast le.. Ron's broth r> r was 

the t axi criver in Walcba and we need to co me home and 

that v.ias how we had to come home, in a taxi for which 

111e had to pay. 

How di d you manaye onee the fun ds were f roz:en 

obtaining food for your family, was credit still 

available unofficiall~ 

In those days, you cli dnt go to supermarke t s and buy 

your groceries. You had a book a t the corne r shop and 

you t•sould g o and 'tick up' or 'put t h em on the slate' 

and you vrould go t here and pick t pd of butter or 

loaf of bre ad which wo uJ. d get put on the book. Then 

on pay day you wou.ld go up and pay. J!lrs Bates, she 

had the shop near Smiths Potato Crisps a t Lambton, 

and the.TI- w.as ~here. we went.. A lot of people coul .d not 

even get that credi t, those people knew we iiere good 

payers and you paid it back , 5 bob a vreek extra when 

they we nt bac k to work. A lo t o f people could no t 

get that credit. I think the only strike thing we got 



INTERVIEWER: 

MRS PENGLAlE: 

INTER~E'NER : 

\c) 

were someone donated a couple of cases or oranges, 

and I can remember this fel l ow coming to the door 

with a dozen oranges in a bag . People i n those 

days we re very proud and you di dnt admit tha t you 

ware broke. You VTould have brea d and butt e r rather 

than admit you had ndth ing else to use . 

The freezing of the funds wa.s particularly 

harsh in your si tuation where your husband had 

been killed during the strike, a nd the Federation 

was unable to pay you any compensation or 

money to live , n ot ev0 n a pension. 

When your grandfather was ki l led, the miners 

were not game to give me anything, l ike now they 

give a days pay or so me thing , I re ce i ved nothing 

from the Federation . The fl"IE!<> .themselves took up 

a collection a fter wards, They l.'Elre not game to 

cross the Government as the f unds we re frozen. 

When I applied for the miner s widow pension , I 

got ;./' a week , that was how much I recieved as 

a pension vr.i. th 4 children. 

How was the re nt handled in those times a s 

f a r a s income , there would have been no way 

of paying r ent due on ei t her housing commission or 

privately rented places? 

MRS PENG LAZE: \!fi th the housing oo mmission, its was not like 

I~ETRVIE'lJEH: 

an ordinary landlord. When you o\'re a fortnights rent 

it took until t he ne.xt fortnigh t to get on t o t -he 

books, Yd th ordinary landlords a fortnight overdue 

and y ou would b e out, there VTere a lot of peopl e 

in that situation . With the ho using commiss i<in it 

accumulated. I took ttie money out of saving s , 

we we re paying i../3 at that time , and paid it up. 

My hus band was killed on the 5th August, n d I 

never recieved a pension until December . 

How did miners wages rate i n those days as 

opposed to other income earners. These days mi ners 

wag·e s are quit e high • 

MRS PENGLAZE: I suppose you could call them soad wages , 

althoug h they did not •:1ork all the time, y :::iu didnt 

al\•rays recieve full -pays . They mig ht have worked 



INT~RVIEWER ~ 
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for a week then have a week o.n strike, they seemed 

to strike at the cro p of a h a t. 

Do you think they were a f raid of the unions. 

MRS PENGLAZE: They were very union orientCJted. When they attended 

I NTERVIEWER: 

. 
meetings, there we re no secret ballots, i t was 

just a show of hands, and you had to vote, The 

men voted what their mates were voting, not what 

their wives thought about or anything • If they 

di d:n t attend the meeting they got fined ).. lro 
out of their next pay. 

but it was then. 

is not much today, 

Di e the wives support their husbands, orcb you 

think ala t of them we re against it, =s they were 

the ones who had to organise food and money. 

MRS PENGLAZEJ Personally I d.idnt support them, as I :fe\t it 

wa s not worth,it, a s they didnt get a nY':'here with 

these strikes, but alot of women were supportive 

but a lot didnt a s itwwas to fi ig a s t ruggle in 

those days. Most pea~\ e involved hod lived through 

the depression an were just starting -\:.o get themselves 

established and get a home together. 


