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Having just celebrated another Labour Day weekend we felt it 
might be time to reprint this excellent article by Rowan Cahill. 
It first appeared in Workers Online, February 2005.

******
In Australia during the 1850s skilled workers in Sydney 
and Melbourne generally worked a 58 hour week; 10 
hours per day Monday to Friday with 8 hours on 
Saturday. For other workers it was longer; shop assistants, 
for example, worked between 12-14 hours per day. Child 
labour was not uncommon; in 1876 in New South Wales, 
for example, the NSW Coal Mines Act was passed to 
limit the working week for boys aged 13-18 years to 50.5 
hours per week and ban the employment of girls or boys 
in mines under the age of  13.

The idea that working people should work less hours, 
enjoy and improve their lives, and have some control 
over their working conditions were radical propositions, 
as was the idea the working day should be based on 
eight-hours of work. Eight hours of work per day was 
not only problematical for employers and the State 
because it was an attack on untrammeled wealth 
production, but problematical also in that it left working 
people with unaccounted for hours; if they were not 
producing wealth for employers and taxes for the State 
and getting tired and exhausted in the process, then they 
might be out doing other things like thinking, improving 
themselves with reading, education and discussion, 
socialising, enjoying life, and maybe organising and 
challenging the status quo.

Welsh born social reformer, factory owner and pioneer 
socialist, Robert Owen (1771-1858), envisaged a better 
world for working people other than the soul and body 
destroying grind of work, work, and more work. He 
formulated the goal of the eight-hour day as early as 
1817, and coined the slogan ‘Eight hours labour, Eight 
hours recreation, Eight hours rest’, which became part of 

the rich cauldron of protest and agitation known as 
Chartism.

The eight-hour idea came to the Australian colonies 
during the 1850s as a legacy of Chartism, the great 
movement of popular political agitation and ferment in 
Britain during the late 1830s and the 1840s that 
mobilised working people for social, economic and 
political reform, where socialist, trade union, democratic 
and co-operative ideas and impulses variously mixed, 
clashed, combined and inspired, constituting political 
crimes when the established political order was 
threatened.

But literature and ideas have currency and appeal that 
cannot be easily or totally monitored or suppressed, and 
they cross borders and seas in many ways, unseen in the 
heads of believers, or secreted in luggage; Chartist 
sympathisers and movement personnel variously came to 
Australia as immigrants, refugees escaping prosecution 
and persecution, some disappointed by the movements 
apparent failures, others transported for political crimes. 
Chartist veterans were prominent in the early leadership 
of  the struggle for the eight-hour day.

Inspiration also came from across the Tasman. The eight-
hour idea took root in New Zealand beginning in 1840 
when a carpenter from London, Samuel Parnell, refused 
to work more than eight-hours a day, successfully 
negotiated the working condition and campaigned for its 
general application in the infant Wellington community. 
Another early and notable contribution was the campaign 
for the eight-hour day in Otago, 1849, by Samuel Shaw, 
plumber, glazier, and house decorator. 

Traditionally Melbourne claims Australian parentage of 
the Eight-Hour Day. Following agitation by Melbourne 
stonemasons in 1856 the eight-hour day was introduced in 
that city for workers employed on public works without 
loss of  pay.

(continued on page 5)
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BOOK REVIEW: KEVIN DAVIS 

Memories of  the time when “The Media” was known as 
“The Press”

Book Review: The Argus: Life and Death of  a Newspaper 
edited by Jim Usher

It is now 50 years since the Melbourne newspaper The 
Argus printed its last edition. On Saturday, 19 January, 
1957, the paper’s headline read: “Your Last Argus”. A 
stunned Victoria read what had been a remarkably well-
kept secret – that the London owners of a leading 
Australian newspaper had closed it down, and sold its 
assets. Nearly 1,000 employees lost their jobs, and 170,000 
readers lost their morning newspaper. Those readers 
boosted the circulations of The Argus’ two old morning 
rivals, The Sun and The Age.

The story of The Argus and the people who worked for it in 
its last years has been told in a new book, The Argus: Life 
and Death of a Newspaper. It is a collection of contributions, 
essays and reminiscences by men and women who worked 
to produce the paper between 1923 and 1957.

For most of the history of Australia, newspapers have been 
the sole source of news and commentary. They were 
essential and influential parts of a community. The Argus 
had long been a respected part of the fabric of Victorian 
life. It was founded in 1846, but through a series of 
amalgamations with other newspapers, notably The Port 
Phillip Patriot, its roots went back to 1838. This made it 
Melbourne’s oldest newspaper (The Herald began in 1840, 
and The Age in 1854).

The paper was the first in the world to use colour on its 
front page when, in 1954, it printed photographs of the 
running of the Melbourne Cup. Although at the time this 
was a notable technical breakthrough, the colour process 
presented production problems, and was only used for 
particularly noteworthy occasions, such the 1954 visit by 
the Queen and the 1956 Olympic Games.

Any newspaper is an entity in its own right, and The Argus 
was no exception. Keith Dunstan notes in his introduction 
that it is interesting how many contributors refer to the 
paper’s “soul”. There is no doubt that The Argus did have a 
soul. The people who produced it considered themselves a 
part of the heritage and history of an institution, with an 
affinity that stretched back to the earliest times.

An example was Bill Paterson, an apprentice compositor at 
the time. Young Bill had followed his father George and his 
grandfather William into the company. Collectively the 
family had over 100 years of employment at The Argus. Bill 
transferred his apprenticeship to The Herald, where he 
stayed for the most part of the rest of his working life. 
Although he only worked at The Argus for four years, and 
was just 19 when it closed, it is clear that his employment 
with the paper was a defining part of his life.

It is easy to understand how the announcement of the 
demise of the newspaper was a blow amounting to genuine 
grief. Many contributors to the book describe the emotions 
of that evening in graphic terms.

Redundancy compensation was arbitrary. Single employees 
received £150; married workers were given £250. This 
included holiday pay and any other entitlement. Whether 
an employee had 20 years or two weeks service, and 
whatever the salary he or she was receiving, the amount 
was the same.

On 19 January each year (or as near as possible to the date), 
a number of journalists, photographers, production workers 
and office staff gather at the old drinking place, the Duke of 
Kent Hotel in Latrobe Street. They meet, swap stories, raise 
a glass or two and pay respect to earlier times in the stately 
building that still stands over the road on the corner of 
Elizabeth Street. This year, to commemorate the 50 years 
since the closure, about 150 people from all over the 
country attended the function.

For most of its existence The Argus was privately owned, 
and in 1936 The Argus and Australasian Ltd was incorporated 
to manage the company. In 1949 the London Daily Mirror 
group acquired a controlling interest in the company.

When the Herald and Weekly Times group bought the 
company from the London Daily Mirror and closed down 
The Argus in 1957, the utmost secrecy prevailed. The full 
story of the reason for the closure has never been fully 
explained, but this book does cast some light on the matter.

There is evidence that The Herald and Weekly Times was 
prepared to continue operating the paper as a going 
concern, but the London Daily Mirror insisted that a 
condition of the sale was that it cease production.

The innovative presses that printed the colour photographs 
were dismantled and shipped around Australia, but not as 
one unit. It would be 40 years before Melbourne was again 
to see newspapers in full colour, and even then the quality 
of the process would be little better than The Argus 
managed in the 1950s.

This is not a book to be read from beginning to end, but 
rather to be dipped into. It is extremely interesting and is 
written from a number of perspectives – but always from 
the heart. It brings to the reader a number of lively and 
sometimes unconventional characters. Most of all, it 
invokes the feel and culture of Melbourne in the 1950s, an 
era which is not all that long ago, but seems almost as 
distant as the days of the gold rush.

The book can be recommended, and, in addition to its 
undoubted entertainment value, will prove to be an 
invaluable reference to anybody who cares to further his or 
her knowledge of this important episode in the history of 
Victoria.

KEVIN DAVIS
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COMMENT: BRIAN SMIDDY  

IS  THERE  LIFE  AFTER  DEATH???

It came as a surprise to me how fulsome Tony Abbott 
was in his praise of Bob Santamaria when recently 
launching the book entitled B.A. Santamaria, Your Most 
Obedient Servant, Selected Letters: 1938 – 1996 edited by 
Patrick Morgan.

My memories of ‘The Movement’ go back to when I was 
a young boy growing up in the working class suburb of 
Williamstown and my father saying to me “We must go 
and join the Labor Party and stop the insidious 
endeavours of certain people trying to wreck the labour 
movement”. Ever since then I have fought the actions of 
B.A. Santamaria and his followers in all forums of 
influence whether it be in the Labor Party, Trade Union 
Movement or the Catholic Church. I have always 
believed in the separation of political and religious 
activities and that nobody has the right to force their 
views on other people by the use of fear. This is how the 
Santamaria Movement worked; fear was the hallmark of 
the creed they preached. I was not prepared to put up 
with their grubby tactics and I am still of  this view.  

The revisionists of history are endeavouring  to praise a 
person who, in my view, did untold damage both to the 
Australian community in general and the Labour 
Movement and the Catholic Church in particular.  The 
disasters of the past must not be repeated and 
complacency should not be allowed to take over.  
Therefore, it is important that young Labour historians 
have the opportunity to hear from activists and read the 
many books that give an accurate and true account of 
the activities of  the Movement.

BRIAN SMIDDY

[Recorder will carry a book review of B.A. Santamaria, 
Your Most Obedient Servant, Selected Letters: 1938 – 
1996 edited by Patrick Morgan in its next edition--Ed.]

Labour History happenings in NZ

Following on from a successful Trans-Tasman Labour History 
Conference, the following is an edited extract from a letter from 
our New Zealand comrade Peter Franks to Peter Love. We 
thought Recorder readers might find the happenings in New 
Zealand of  interest.

There have been some important advances in NZ labour 
historiography in the last 10 years. Erik's [Erik Olssen] 
Building The New World (and the whole Caversham 
project at Otago Uni) recreated the working class world 
of South Dunedin in the late 19th/early 20th century 
and included some great stuff on the carpenters and 
railway workers. That's a while ago now.

Much more recently Jim McAloon (who's at Lincoln 
University) has written about the landowners and the 
rich in No Idle Rich. My printers' book [Print and Politics: 
A History of Trade Unions in the New Zealand Printing 
Industry, 1865–1995] is the first history for a while on 
craft unionism and technological change.

James Bennett (who did a PhD at Melbourne and is a 
lecturer at Newcastle University) has written Rats and 
Revolutionaries on Trans Tasman labour connections. I 
particularly enjoyed it because I presented a paper 
roughly the same topic at the ASSLH conference in 
1991.

Miles Fairburn and Stephen Haslett have published a 
series of articles that knock for six the traditional 
explanation of why it took the NZ Labour Party so long 
to win power. This explanation was that Labour had 
sewn up the working class by the early 1920s but had to 
win small farmer and provincial support before they 
could win enough seats. Fairburn and Haslett have done 
an analysis of voting which shows that while Labour did 
sew up the support of organised workers quickly, it took 
until 1935 to win over the more conservative parts of the 
working class and the unorganised workers. 

Melanie [Nolan] has done a collective biography of the 
McCullough family (Jack McCullough was a labour 
leader in Christchurch, the workers' rep on the 
Arbitration Court and kept a detailed diary). The 
collective biography shows the importance of ethnicity/
culture (the McCulloughs were Northern Irish Protestant 
immigrants), family, the lodge and religion in 
understanding the working class and moves beyond 
politics and the workplace. It's a very innovative work.

Last but not least Melanie [Nolan] edited a collection of 
essays about the Great Strike of 1913 (this arose from a 
90th anniversary Trade Union History Project seminar 
in 2003) called Revolution. Helen Clark launched it on 
May Day last year at the Museum of Wellington City 
and Sea which was the Harbour Board offices at the time 
of the strike. Literally over the road is Post Office Square 
where there were several clashes between strikers and the 
special constables. Historians have ignored 1913 (unlike 
the 1951 Waterfront Lockout).

PETER FRANKS

VALE JIM  SIMMONDS  MP

It is with sadness that we report the death of Jim 
Simmonds. Jim was a member of the AMWU since 
1947, a Job Delegate and State Councilor.

He went on to enter State Parliament as the Member for 
Reservoir in 1969 and retired in 1992.  During his term 
as a Parliamentarian he was a Minister in the Cain 
Labor Government from 1992–1998. He was the 
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Minister for Employment and Training and later on as 
Local Government Minister.

He helped to pioneer the historic and comprehensive 
Occupational and Safety Act 1985 which gave many 
rights to Occupational and Safety Job Representatives.  
He also helped to improve the Workers Compensation 
Act.

Jim was a true representative of the working class and 
will be sadly missed by his many colleagues. To his 
widow, Shirley and his family, we extend our deepest 
sympathies.

BRIAN SMIDDY

PRESIDENT’S REPORT: PETER LOVE

Now that the 150th Anniversary Celebrations of the 
Eight Hour Day are behind us, the Branch is busily 
organising the 10th National Labour Conference to be 
help at the University of Melbourne on 4-6 July 2007. To 
keep up to date on developments you might like to visit 
the Melbourne Branch’s page on the ASSLH website. It’s 
at: http://asslh.org.au/melbourne/

One of the projects arising from the Eight Hour Day 
celebrations, however, is continuing. That is the 
publication of papers given at the Conference we 
organised in conjunction with the Australian Centre at 
the University of Melbourne. All the papers that were 
offered for publication are with the editors. Virtually all 
have been refereed and revised. The main work that 
remains is the technical preparation of the manuscript 
and the selection of illustrations. It will be published by 
the ASSLH and printed by Southwood Press, the Labour 
History printer. The plan is that it will be available to 
members in addition to the normal issues of the journal 
this year. We received a grant of $5,000 from the 
Victorian Ministry for the Arts as part of the 888 
celebrations budget. Because of that, it will be published 
as a separate monograph rather than a Special Issue of 
the journal with the normal issue number attached. The 
provisional title is; Julie Kimber and Peter Love (eds), 
The Time of Their Lives: The Eight Hour Day and Working 
Life, Melbourne, Australian Society for the Study of 
Labour History, 2007. If the schedule goes to plan, we 
intend to launch it at the National Conference in July.

We think members will find the chapters interesting. The 
subjects are quite varied. They range from an 
introductory narrative interpretation of the events in 
Melbourne in early 1856, the traditions among building 
workers that grew out of the 1856 campaign, an analysis 
of the wages and conditions of employees in the 
Sunshine Harvester Works in 1907, workers and their 
families’ experiences in other parts of Australia, and 
some explorations of work time issues in New Zealand, 
Sweden and Britain. Although the topics are diverse, 
they are united around a theme that concerned the 

Melbourne Stonemasons in 1856 and are currently at the 
centre of WorkChoices debate; the perennial struggle to 
control and civilise the balance between work, family 
and social life. We look forward to the book’s 
appearance and discussing it with you.

The National Conference will certainly create a good 
deal of discussion. So far we have sessions on the labour 
movement’s traditional ways of resolving internal 
debates, with some leading players on the panel; 
arbitration; workplace health and safety; the Cold War; 
the Wobblies; the Spanish Civil War; organising and 
mobilising; along with many fascinating individual 
papers on subjects as varied as the working life of coal-
lumpers, trade unions and the arts, and the role of scabs. 
Keep an eye on the Branch web page for bulletins. If you 
visit that page, you will see that the venue is the same as 
the 888 Conference, the ITC Building at the University 
of Melbourne. A registration form with a fee schedule is 
now available. We have managed to keep the registration 
to a cost-recovery figure, with a very reasonable 
concessional rate. We are also keen to have as broad an 
audience as possible. We certainly do not want to present 
a strictly formal academic conference, since our 
insurance doesn’t cover people losing the will to live! 
Many of the presenters are activists with long experience 
in the movement. While there will be refereed papers, 
there will also be non-refereed ones as well as 
presentations from people who do not want to write a 
formal paper but will give us a brief synopsis of what 
they intend to say. That last requirement is a matter of 
comradely quality control to ensure we do not 
inadvertently inflict self-indulgent wind-bags on you. 
Paddy Garrity, one of the presenters by the way, will 
make the Trades Hall Bar available for an informal social 
function to follow our conducted tour of the historic 
Melbourne Trades Hall. There will also be a conference 
dinner at the University of  Melbourne Staff  Club.

We are looking forward to seeing you there so we can 
explore and discuss our shared traditions as the most 
lively and productive social movement in Australia’s 
history.

    PETER LOVE

THANKS

Photograph by Peter 
Love

Seb Prowse [at left] 
has stepped down 

from the New 
International 

Bookshop. We’ll miss 
him. Thanks Seb!
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EVENTS OF INTEREST
Sunday 22 April 2007

12 noon to 4pm

Myer Music Bowl, Alexandra Gardens

Unions and community 
groups will come together 

to call for equity and 
justice  for working 

families. The day will 
feature music, comedy, 
kid's shows and short 

speeches. Most 
importantly it will be an 

opportunity to stand 
together against the 

Howard Government and 
demand a better deal for 

families.

WHAT’S NEW IN BOOKS

Tom Sheridan’s new book Australia’s 
Own Cold War: The Waterfront under 
Menzies has been released by MUP. It 
is ‘a compelling story of  strikes, 
lockouts, troop intervention, ASIO 
surveillance and secret plots and 
counter-plots, Sheridan vividly 
captures the drama of  the waterfront 
under Menzies.’ 

Terry Irving’s new book The Southern 
Tree of  Liberty looks at the struggles 
for democracy in New South Wales. 
He examines the ‘fierce political 
battles and street rallies’ through 
which a mobilised working class and 
advocates of  democracy ‘fought 
hard to bring popular rule to the 
colony’. 

The Eight Hour Day: Rowan Cahill (cont’d from p.1)

Masons were in the vanguard for a variety of reasons; 
they were skilled craftsmen, proud of their skills and 
trade, they were organised, doing a job that could not be 
done by the untrained and unskilled, and realised they 
were needed by employers and planners intent on 
erecting fine stone buildings. In the building boom of the 
1850s associated with the discovery of gold in Australia, 
masons were in a strategic position with an essential role 
in the building industry that gave them considerable 
power should they decide to utilise it. The climate also 

contributed; working 10 hours a day exposed to the 
extremes and vicissitudes of the Australian climate, as 
masons did, sharpened the desire for a shorter working 
day.

Chartist veteran and mason James Stephens 
(1821-1889), who came to Melbourne in 1855, was 
prominent in the event that made the breakthrough, a 
downing of tools by masons on 21 April 1856, on the 
building of Melbourne University, and a march on to 
Parliament House with other members of the building 
trade. This demonstration came after meetings by 
Melbourne masons, led by former Chartist activists 
James Galloway and James Stephens, had decided to 
seek the eight-hour day, and the matter had been taken 
up with employers; to some, however, it seemed there 
was more talk than action, and prevarication was sensed 
on the part of  employers.

The Melbourne success led to the decision to organise a 
movement, actively spread the eight-hour idea and 
secure the condition generally; as mason leader 
Galloway explained, he and others had come to the 
colony ‘to better our condition, not to act as the mere 
part of machinery’. Subsequently and gradually the 
eight-hour idea, or ‘short time’ as it was also known, 
spread throughout Victoria, to other trades and 
industries, and to the other colonies; gains were made, 
but not without struggle.

In 1903 the iconic Eight-Hour Day monument funded by 
public subscription was completed on the corner of 
Victoria and Russell Streets, outside Melbourne Trades 
Hall. One thousand people gathered to hear veteran 
socialist Tom Mann speak at the unveiling ceremony.

The achievement of the eight-hour day was one of the 
great successes of the Australian working class during 
the nineteenth century, demonstrating to Australian 
workers that it was possible to successfully organise, 
mobilise, agitate and exercise significant control over 
working conditions and quality of life. The Australian 
trade union movement grew out of eight-hour 
campaigning and the movement that developed to 
promote the principle.

A less known aspect of the eight-hour day struggle is 
that the Melbourne workers were actually pipped, and 
inspired, by their brother colleagues in Sydney. Before 
the Melbourne stonemasons activated, stonemasons in 
Sydney successfully organised, agitated for, and gained, 
the eight-hour day.

On 18 August 1855 the Stonemasons‚ Society in Sydney 
issued an ultimatum to employers that in six months 
time, masons would only work an eight-hour day. 
However men working on the Holy Trinity Church in 
Argyle Cut, and on the Mariners Church (an evangelical 
mission to seafarers, now an art gallery and café) in 
Lower George Street (98-100 George Street), could not 
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contain their enthusiasm and decided not to wait. They 
pre-emptively went on strike, won the eight-hour day, 
and celebrated with a victory dinner on 1 October 1855.

In February 1856 the August (1855) ultimatum expired 
and six months to the day, Sydney stonemasons 
generally went after a reduction of hours on the eight-
hour model. Their demand was opposed by employers, 
even though the masons made it clear they were 
prepared to take a reduction in wages proportionate to 
the reduced hours. The main opposition came from the 
builders engaged on construction of Tooths Brewery on 
Parramatta Road. Less than two weeks of strike action 
overcame that hindrance and the masons won in late 
February, early March, 1856.

A popular argument against granting the shorter 
working hours was that masons would use their free time 
to 'indulge to excess in intoxicating drink'; but as an 
anonymous mason correspondent wrote in a letter to the 
Sydney Morning Herald (11 February 1856):

‘masons are men of a different stamp, and if they had 
time, many, I doubt not, would have their names 
enrolled as members of that valuable Institution--the 
Mechanics‚ School of Arts; and their desire for mental 
improvement is another and a strong reason which urges 
them on to obtain a reduction in their present hours of 
labour’.

By 1871 in New South Wales, workers in four trades had 
won the eight-hour day, all of them part of the building 
industry. But it was not something everyone got to share; 
adoption of the eight-hour day was an ongoing and long 
industrial struggle, culminating in 1916 with the passing 
of the NSW Eight Hours Act granting the eight-hour 
day to all workers in the state. Nationally, the movement 
seeded in 1855 by masons working on two Sydney 
churches and in Melbourne by masons building 
Melbourne University in 1856, culminated with 
Commonwealth Arbitration Court approval of the 40-
hour five-day working week beginning I January 1948.

ROWAN CAHILL

Main sources: R.N.Ebbels, The Australian Labor 
Movement 1850-1907, Cheshire-Lansdowne Press, 
Melbourne, 1965, pp.7-9, 58-72. Joe Harris, The Bitter 
Fight, University of Queensland Press, 1970, pp.23-29. 
Photographs of  Mariners Church on NSW Heritage site.

MELBOURNE BRANCH, ASSLH
Meetings of  the society are held in Meeting Room 1 in 

the Trades Hall (enter the Trades Hall through the 
Victoria Street entrance)

Labour History Society –– Melbourne Branch Contacts
 

President   Secretary   Treasurer
Peter Love  Brian Smiddy  Julie Kimber
51 Blanche Street 7 The Crest  19 Withers Street
St Kilda 3182  Watsonia 3087 Albert Park 3206
Tel: 9534 2445  Tel: 9435 5145  Tel: 9636 0051

Please send all submissions and research questions/
notes for inclusion in Recorder to the editor, Julie 
Kimber (juliekimber@unswalumni.com). 

MEMBERSHIP OF THE SOCIETY
For more than thirty years the Melbourne Branch of the 
Australian Society for the Study of Labour History 
(Incorporated) has published its newsletter Recorder, 
held regular meetings with guest speakers or seminar 
discussions and organised events to commemorate 
important anniversaries. We have published special 
issues of Recorder and played a part in restoring the 
public profile of Labour Day in Victoria. We have 
restored historic memorials and given assistance to the 
Labour Historical Graves Committee. Our members 
continue to write labour history, assist researchers, 
unions and other interested people. We have also 
organised one of the biennial national Labour History 
conferences.

If you would like to support our work we would be very 
pleased to receive your application to join or renew your 
membership of the Branch. It only costs $10 per year. 
Please make cheques are made payable to ASSLH. Send 
subscriptions (together with your email and postal 
details) to the ASSLH Melbourne Branch Treasurer. 
Electronic direct deposits can also be made: contact the 
treasurer for details.

I, ___________________________________________________
[Name - in block letters please] 
  

of
____________________________________________________
[Address for posting of  the newsletter Recorder]

__________ __________  _______________________________
Postcode      State             Telephone (optional): Home/Work

____________________________________________________
Email     
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