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THE DAY TO CELEBRATE

When the Slogan

8 Hours Labour, 8 Hours Recreation,
8 Hours Rest - becomes a realit^^.

James Galloway and James Stephens were the men who led

the masons in 1856 in their efforts to get a regulated
work week. They succeeded. The gaining of the 8 Hour
Working Day is one of the great events of Australian
History.

Here are the details of the celebratory function,

ADDRESS AND DINNER

Address;

Dr June Hearn - Director of the Hawthorn
Institute of Education.

Topic;

The Significance of the 8 Hours Movement.

Venue:

Reception Room - Upstairs - (recently
renovated)

John Curtin Hotel, 28 Lygon Street, Carlton
(Opposite Trades Hall).

Dinner:

Bookings - $20.00

Date:

Friday, April 28th, 1989

Time:

7.00 p.m.

Cheques Payable to: LLOYD EDMONDS
93 Roberts Street
ESSENDON
VIC
3040
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CAN ANY MEMBER HELP US

Lalor's
school

VISIT OTHER SCHOOLS?
WHITTLESEA POST,Tuesday,.FebriLary

1989

meets

history
"THE Eureka Stock

ade was of crucial
importance in the

making of Australian
democracy.
, In truth, the English,
the Irish and the Scots
took the lead.

But is also true that
workers of all the world

united in defence of the
Southern Cross at the
Stockade."

Dr Evatt in "Golden
Jubilee Souvenir of the
ALP", 1940 — extract
from Recorder, Aus

tralian Society for the
study of labor history.
.*v«v >

-

STUDENTS at Lalor
IBk.

Primary School were
presented with 10

copies of the newspa

wm

Cf

per, The Revolt At Eure

Y

m

ka, compiled by the
Melbourne branch .of
the Australian Society
for the study of Labour
History.
Principal Mr Pat
Murray said the news
papers would be "very,
beneficial to
students".

s#!«r»w

the

He said the newspa
per had stories that ap
pealed to the students.

RISTNA

O'Brien-McNaught, 10, and Preston Nichols, 11, study the newspaper with help from Mr
LLoyd Edmonds and Melbourne branch vice-president, Mr Jack Hutson.

"One is about the boy
who drove the wounded

Peter Lalor to Geelong

and who was responsi
ble for repairing the
Eureka flag," he said.

"The information on

the flag is very impor
tant because part of it

Mr Murray said he
would distribute copies
of the newspaper to

is

other schools in Lalor.

the

emblem."

school's
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AUSTRALIAN-CANADIAN LABOUR HISTORT CONFERENCE
SYDNEY
12-16 December 1988

In 1981 members of the Australian Society for the Study of Labour History took part in
a Commonwealth Labour History Conference at the University of Warwick in England.
Encouraged by the success of that conference, it was decided that another
international gathering should be organised and that either the Australian or
Canadian labour history groups should host it. Eventually, the Australian Society
undertook the task and Sydney University was chosen as the venue. Unfortunately,
this meant that our Thatcherised' comrades from the U.K. could not make it. so the

focus was narrowed to the working class and labour movements in Australia and
Canada.
The Conference:

The sessions at the week-long conference were organised around themes which
reflected both contemporary and traditional preoccupations in the writing of labour
history. Proceedings began on Monday afternoon with papers from Robin Gollan and
Greg Kealey ^surveying the state of labour history in Australia and Canada
respectively

This was followed, on Tuesday morning, with a session on aboriginal peoples in both
countries. After morning tea. there were several papers on gender and the working
class which tended to concentrate on the relationship between domestic and social
divisions of labour. Raelene Frances' paper was particularly illuminating on the ways
in which the industrial relations system in Australia re-inforced traditional gender
roles, The experience of women teachers was discussed during the next session The
day's formal proceedings concluded with two very interesting papers on work
relations in colonial times, with Barry Dyster talking about the findings published in
the controversial new book. Convict Workers.

On Tuesday evening, the conference dinner was enlivened by Robin Gollan's musical
tribute to that great friend of the Australian labour movement. Bob Menzies.
The papers on Wednesday looked at sources and methods in labour history , employer

strategies and workers' responses, with specific reference to railway labour, and the
role of the state On the last topic, Mark Finnane and Stephen Garton outlined a very
promising project on the work of policing'
Thursday's papers addressed some of the more traditional topics in labour history;
compulsory arbitration, depression and war, and labour and politics On the evidence
of those papers, there is plenty still to be said in these established areas of study
On the final morning there were papers dealing with individual radicals, followed by
reports on two studies of labour and social policies in the post-1945 period The

conference concluded on Friday afternoon with a harbour cruise to Canada Bay,
complete with a commentary on the water-front properties of the Sydney plutocracy

The on-board lunch was well-lubricated with fine wines kindly donated from Ken
Buckley's cellar.

It was particularly gratifying to see that more than twenty of our Canadian comrades

were able to attend the conference and deliver papers which expanded our
understanding of the comparative experience of working people in both countries.

Their continued interest in and support for our work is very encouraging
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Federal Executive

During the conference there was a meeting of the ASSLH Federal Executive. Reports
were received from the President on the Society's national work and from delegates
elected by the Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide, Perth and Newcastle branches. It was
very encouraging to note the growth in branches throughout the continent Not so
many years ago there was only the Federal Society in Canberra and the Melbourne

branch

One of the most encouraging features of the expansion in branch

membership has been the links established between professional historians and
labour activists So long as there is close co-operation between those who write
history and those who make it, the Society will continue to prosper
The Federal Executive asked the Melbourne branch to explore the possiblity of

organising a national labour history conference in two years time The matter has
been discussed by the Melbourne Executive and will be referred to a general branch
meeting
Labour History Editorial Board:

There was also a meeting of the journal's editorial board during the conference week
In the course of discussion on the working arrangements and general editorial policy
of the journal there appears to have been some disagreement, resulting in the editor
offering to resign, The Melbourne Executive was disappointed to hear that a
disagreement over policy seems to have degenerated into a squabble. No matter how
sincere the views of all concerned. Labour History cannot afford enduring divisions
The Melbourne branch looks forward to a swift and amicable settlement of all

differences which threaten to disrupt the work of the Society,

Despite such minor difficulties, it is clear from the success of the conference and the
growth in branch membership throughout Australia that the Society enjoys robust
good health With steady hands guiding its course, it should continue to prosper

The success of the conference was a tribute to the dedication and skill of the many
hard-working members in Sydney We offer them our hearty congratulations and
sincere thanks
Peter Love
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ADDENDUM TO THE SCAB TRAIN in Recorder No. 155

It has been pointed out by Mr Jim Comerford of Weston, NSW
that the VCMA continued after a decision in the Union's
favour in the Arbitration Court of 1907-8. Edgar Ross (A

History of the Miners' Federation of Australia) points out
that the unionists met in secret about this time and a

reconstituted VCMA operated from 1909 to 1915 when it
joined the Australian Coal and Shale Employees Association.
It appears that the strongest branch of the VCMA during
this period was the Powlett River (Wonthaggi) branch and
that only a small nucleus of the original union activists
remained to reconstitute the VCMA.

This was no doubt due

to the humiliating conditions imposed on the men by the
Colliery managements which included signing on as non
union men, work^-ng besides the "free" labourers who had
helped crush the strike and the loss of many rights won by
the VCMA over the previous decade including the position
of the weighbridge and the "cavilling" system.

I am beginning to trace descendants of the VCMA miners with
the long term aim of collecting folk stories and stories
bf individual miners.

I am after biographical details,

portraits and other photographs, family details, family
stories of the union and strike, memorabilia such as union
cards, etc. and written records such as diaries,
reminiscences or letters.

Of the 600 families that left the Korumburra district

between 1903-8, I estimate that roughly half went to NSW
"coal fields and a further 150-200 went to coal fields in

WA, Queensland, Tasmania and some probably to New Zealand.
I hope to visit all these places in the next two years and
call on descendants of any VCMA miner or anyone who has
VCMA information or memorabilia.

I would appreciate any

assistance you can give me in.this task or any further
contacts that may help my research. I would like to
emphasize that I intend to copy or make not«-.s from any
material or information you may have in your home or

wherever it suits you and this would not involve any removal
of family heirlooms from your possession.

If any reader of the Recorder could help Mr Gardner, would
you send the information to him, C/o 9 Farmer Street,
Mirboo North

Vic

3871.

A SHORT HISTORY OF THE H.E.F.

The history of the Hospital Employees Union since its
beginnings, reflects an involvement in most social and
union campaigns over the years since about 1911, when
it was first registered as a union. Also, in its
association with the A.L.P., it paralleled many of the

ups and downs of that organisation. Because of its
unusual background out of a changeable environment, it
lagged behind other industries with appalling
conditions, with the workers receiving a pittance of
a wage.

Men and women in hospitals worked 14 hours a day, which
often included Sundays, while many of the skilled
workers in other industries enjoyed an eight hour day
In 1916, wages for an adult male ranged from £1 to 30s
a week and for adult women from 7s 6d to 15s a week.

The origin of the H.E.F. is recorded by the Victorian
Trades Hall Council minutes and correspondence.
existed in some form prior to 1911 when it was

It

registered in the Arbitration Court as The Hospital
and Asylum Attendants and Employees Union of Australia,
covering persons employed in Hospitals,'Dispensaries
or Asylums throughout Australia.
But it was not until 1917 that a Wages Board was

granted. The Minister of Labour, Sir Alexander Peacock
in announcing its establishment, said this;
"It is stated that there is a large element of danger

to employees; as they have to deal with cases of bloodpoisoning and infectious diseases such as meningitis,
it is urged that the fact they are employed in
connection with a charity should not be given as
reason why men and women should have to work under
sweating conditions."
The membership in that time covered wards-maids, porters,
washers, wards-men, cooks, chambermaids and gardeners

from a variety of metropolitan hospitals such as the
Alfred, Austin, Melbourne, Women's, Children's, Queen
Victoria and also country hospitals such as Swan Hill.
Union ParticiF>ation:

The Union participated in various campaigns and sub
scribed to various organisations. Some of the
campaigns were the 8 Hour Day, Workers' Compensation

and the Anti-War Campaign in the 1930's.

In 1933 the

Union endorsed and supported the strike of the
unemployed workers. It was also involved in the AntiSweating League and peace organisations.

PAGE 7
Amalqcunation:

In the early 1900s there existed two hospital unions:
the Hospital Dispensary and Asylum Employees' Union
of Australia (HEF No. 1 today) and the Hospital
Employees' Association (HEF No. 2).

The Hospital Dispensary and Asylum Employees' Union
(HDAEU) covered workers in the medical and geriatric
areas where the Hospital Employees' Association (HEA)
covered workers in mental health hospitals (government
institutions).
The HDAEU were members of the Trades Hall Council.
The HEA were not members.

It is interesting to note that in the 1930s the HEA
appointed Mr Con Loughnan as Secretary. This did not
seem to help the process of amalgamation. Eventually
in 1933 they came together as No. 1 and No. 2 Branches
of the Hospital Dispensary and Asylum Employees and
and Allied Government Officers Federation of Australia.

This continued for 20 years until in the 1950s the
No. 2 Branch broke away. The No. 1 Branch had
affiliated to the Barry Labour Party. The No. 2 Branch
was against this move. Even though the two branches
went their different ways in the 50s they both remained
with the federal organisation.
Role of Women in the HEF:

Women have always been active in the HEF. The earliest
record of women joining and participating in the
union came from a record of HEF minutes.

On the 11th

March 1914, 13 women from the Melbourne Hospital joined
the union.

A Miss R. Lyons represented the union on the 8 Hour
Committee and in 1916 became Secretary of the HEF No. 2
Branch.

One of the most active women members and our first

woman President was Henrietta (Etta) Hollyoak who worked
at the Women's Hospital for 10 years. She was the
daughter of one of the fighters at the Eureka Stockade.

The first women organiser in 1929 was Mrs A. Berfield.
She reported appalling conditions still in the trade long hours and poor pay. She was often threatened by

employers with the remark "we will have to sack two of
them".

But, she still recruited many to the union.
DICK CURLEWIS

(This account is taken from the publications 75th

Anniversary Booklet - History of Care, issued by HEF
No. 1 Branch, 1986).
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Melbourne's Hall of Science
NIGEL H. SINNOTT

"The best laid schemes of mice and men

gang aft agley." — Robert Burns, often
quoted by Joseph Skurrie.

I
■I

During the last century secularists and other freethinkers
leased, bought or constructed a number of buildings for
their use.

Names like Hall of Science or Secular Hall were

common. Perhaps the most famous - in their day - were
Charles Bradlaugh's Hall of Science in Old Street, London,
and the Thomas Paine Memorial Building in the United States
(Boston, Massachusetts). Very few of these buildings have
survived to the present day and I know of only one nineteenthcentury Secular Hall, that at Leicester, England, which is

still used by the society which built it.

:

1

In 1884 Joseph Symes (born 1841), a vice-president of the
National Secular Society, arrived from Britain in Melbourne,
capital of the booming colony of Victoria, to take up the
position of appointed lecturer to the Victorian branch of
the Australasian Secular Association. He was made president
and given the means the same year to launch his own journal,
the Liberator.

From its foundation in 1882, the Australasian Secular
Association in Melbourne had used rented halls or theatres

for its meetings. A theatre in Bourke Street was called
the Hall of Science. Symes, however, realised that it would

be of value for the Association to have its own premises,
particularly as his fame - or notoriety - as a public speaker
on atheism, birth control and republicanism attracted both
oarge audiences and bans from respectable hall proprietors.
Outdoor meetings were also fraught with difficulty, and
the A.S.A. was even prosecuted for holding a meeting in a
tent. An appeal was launched for gifts and loans, and a
site obtained in Victoria Parade, Fitzroy, near the central
business district of Melbourne. A large marquee was used
on the site for a

few months.

Symes laid the foundation stone of the new Hall of Science

on 31 March 1889. "I am very pleased that this has been
done on a Sunday," he commented. The two-storey building,
designed by an architect called Thomas D. Roper, was formally

opened on 12 Mayl the same year.

"It is not a palace,"

Symes observed, "but the place is not a disgrace to the
Australasian Secular Association."

It could hold over a

thousand people. A caretaker was appointed: he was Joseph
Skurrie (1858 - 1949), a Glasgow-born gold miner who had
been brought out to Victoria as a child. He was a teetotaller
and vegetarian whose interests included Esperanto, feminism,
secularism and socialism.

•>1

^
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Although the new Hall was a fine feather in Symes's cap,
all was not well with secularism in Melbourne.

The local

A.S.A. had split, in May 1888, into pro-Symes and antiSymes factions (each claiming to have dismissed the leader

ship of the other) and, although the Symes party seems to
have funded and built the Hall, three trustees at the time
the land was purchased sided against him. Symes took legal
advice and says he was assured that the "runaway" trustees
had not secured any title to the land.
On 19 June, 1890 the anti-Symes faction struck and tried to
take possession of the Hall by force. What follows seems
like something from a tragi-comedy of the silent films era.

The assault party, of six or more led by Thomas Trewin
Phillips, included Montague Miller (survivor of the Eureka
Stockade and later pioneer communist) and Frederic(k) P.
Upham (a prominent anarchist). While Phillips engaged
Skurrie in conversation, the rest rushed in about 3 p.m.
and seized all of the building except the caretaker's office
at the rear, to which Skurrie retreated and barricaded the

door.

"I told them I would certainly shoot anyone who

attempted to force an entrance," he recalled fifty years
later, "but my only gun was a poker." An elderly man,
Charles Frederick Roberts, who had been helping Skurrie in
the Hall, ran off for assistance: John Love, Secretary of
the Symesite A.S.A., organised a relief force.
Around 1 a.m. on 20 June, with the aid of a ladder. Love,
W.J. Brown and two colleagues climbed in through the

caretaker's window. Once reinforced, Skurrie opened the door
and he and his "stalwart band of fighters" sallied forth
and cleared the building. Skurrie was hit by a flying chair,
but was saved from serious injury by a hard hat. The
victors then enjoyed a late supper of their opponents' stock
of food and drink. (Skurrie scrupulously refrained from the
beer).

The anti-Symes faction decided to try to secure the Hall by
legal means. In the meantime, Symes's people kept a regular
guard, but their decision to have real firearms available

led to tragedy when, on 26 June, a revolver being unloaded
or checked by Brown accidentally discharged and fatally
wounded his comrade, Thomas Abbott.

The brawling, the accident inquest, and the court case over
the Hall did nothing to enhance the prestige of secularism
in Melbourne. To Symes's horror the courts, in March 1891,
found against him: he and his supporters were summarily
evicted from the Hall and he was obliged to lecture again

in rented premises - albeit those vacated by the Young Men's
Christian Association. Further legal action was of no avail
and wasted precious funds. Soon the lectures were in the
open air. Skurrie had to go back to mining, in Bendigo and
elsewhere. He eventually settled in Western Australia and
did not return to Melbourne until during the First World War,
when he became active in politics.
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Having obtained what they renamed the Secular Hall, Symes's
enemies were not able to make a financial success of it.

Eventually they rented it to the Victorian Association of
Spiritualists, proof to Symes's satisfaction of their
perfidy. In reality, Melbourne was sliding into the worst
financial depression in its history.
Eventually, in October 1897, the Victorian Supreme Court
allowed the anti-Symes trustees to sell the building. At
the auction in November the successful bidder was a

Mr Muir, but he was an agent for Dr Samuel Peacock, a land

investor and shady medical practitioner3 (originally from
Ulster), who promptly leased the building back to his old
friend Symes. The exultant tenant announced the formation
of a Melbourne Freethought Society, renamed the building
the Freethought Hall, and announced that he would reopen it
on 5 December 1897 with a lecture on "Freethought: Its
Nature, Struggles and Triumphs".
It was a Pyrrhic victory.

Melbourne in the late 1890s was

a pale shadow of a decade earlier.

Symes's new society

never really got further than its formative meeting, as his
sympathisers were forced more and more to leave the city
in search of work^. The lectures and the Liberator
continued, but by 1897 Symes also had to compete with rival
Sunday attractions, such as concerts and socialist lectures.
Finance became so difficult that, in about 1901, Symes was

obliged to house his family in the Hall, making room for
them by buying £5's worth of timber and installing a stair
case and makeshift partitions. "Elegance was out of the
question," he recalled, "though the essentials of life were
pretty fully realised."
In 1904, in declining health, Symes was obliged to close
down the Liberator.

He left the Hall in June and retired

for a while to a small farm at Cheltenham, south of Melbourne.

In 1906, however, bored by inactivity, he returned to

England and a busy round of speaking engagements at National
Secular Society branches. He was no longer a match for the
British winter and died of pneumonia on 29 December.

He

was 65.

Melbourne, the building in Victoria Parade became, for a
while, a skating rink, the Austral Hall. Finally, in 1913,
it was bought by another controversial and colourful
character, Melbourne's Catholic Archbishop Daniel Mannix,
for St Vincent's Hospital. The building was used as an out
patients' department for many years until it was refurbished
as a hall in 1956.

The Melbourne Hall of Science can perhaps be seen as part

of a morality tale about how promising societies can waste
their strength by internal squabbling. Of course, a lot of
organisations in Melbourne, including churches and banks.
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went under in the 1890s.

A.S.A. might
Anyway, even
his dealings
loyalty, and

Skurrie thought that a united

have survived the depression, but I wonder.
if Symes was not always wise - particularly in
with people - no-one can doubt his abiding
that of Skurrie, to the Freethought cause.

By a curious twist of fate the old building, with its iron
roof, still survives as Brenan Hall, nestling incongruously
among the taller structures of a modern hospital. How
many people who use it or pass by know of its turbulent
history? If only walls could speak! When I have occasion
to pass its grey facade I think of the roaring days or golden
age of secularism, the 1880s, and remember with pride and
sadness the hardships endured by the two Josephs, Skurrie
and Symes, and - in the words of the Australian Poet,
C.J. Dennis - "I dips me lid."
Notes:

1.

The contractors were Cohen, Smith & Ellis.

The Hall

cost £1339 17s 6d to build and the site cost about

£1600 (completion price).

I have given dates of the

foundation laying and opening from contemporary
accounts in the Liberator. Many years later, when

writing - probably on board ship - for the
Freethinker (London, 21 Oct. 1906) Symes quotes 29

March and 15 May 1889.

I am satisfied these dates are

incorrect.

2.

The population of Melbourne fell by 46,000 between mid1891 and the end of 1893.

3.

Peacock (1839 - 1933?) was a well-known East Melbourne

and Fitzroy practitioner and a shrewd investor in
land.

He was believed to be an abortionist and in 1911

was put on trial for the death of a patient. He was
acquitted as the body was never found. He was an
indulgent landlord and excellent friend to the Symes
family.

Other Freethought buildings erected in Australia and New
Zealand during the Nineteenth Century:

Freethought Lyceum, Cowling Street, Dunedin, N.Z. (Dunedin
Freethought Association). Foundation stone laid 15 Oct.
1881 by Mrs John Logan in the presence of Robert Stout,
President of the Dunedin Freethought Association and of the

Freethought Federal Union of N.Z. (later Sir Robert Stout,
Prime Minister of N.Z.).

The building was still standing

in the 1930s, when it was in use as an auctioneer's rooms.
Hall of Science, Darby Street, Newcastle, N.S.W. (Newcastle
Branch, Australasian Secular Association). Opened 23 Nov.
1884 by 29 year old lecturer, Ada Campbell.
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Freethought Hall, Sydney, NiS.W. Foundation stone laid

26 Jan. 1890 by William Whitehouse Collins, assisted by
William Lorando Jones, building sold (Sept.?) 1895 to
Disciples of

hrist.

Other possibilities (entirely hypothetical at this stage)
are Auckland and Christchurch, N.Z. (both with active
Freethought movements during nineteenth and twentieth

centuries), and gympie, Queensland (lively Secular Society,
1880s, early 1890s).

Further information would be

welcome.

NIGEL SINNOTT

17 February, 1989

LLOYD EDMONDS

93 ROBERTS STREET
ESSENDON.

3040

