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THE LABOR PARTY, THE CATHOLIC CHURCH
AND THE VIETNAM WAR

SPEAKER : VAL NOONE
Val Noone was active against participation in the Vietnam

®

careful and comprehensive study of the strands of conflict with the Catholic
Church during this war. This appears in his book "Disturbing the War which
shows his motives and actions against the war. He will talk about the sixties,
the
Labor Party and the Church. Many people became active politicaily during
this period. This will be an Interesting talk.
Venue
AWU Training Centre
61 Drummond St, Carlton

(near Queensberry St)
Chairman
Or Peter Love

Light Refreshments

Lloyd Edmonds, Secretary
337 7554

Obituaries
Les Barnes

John Reeves
James Munro
These three men, Les
Barnes, John Reeves and

nix Street. Later he became an

his life history for the Recorder

organiser for the Timber Work

James Munro gave long and

ers Union. He then became

devoted service to the Labour

secretary of the Liquor Trades
Union, which grew from 3,000
to 10,000 in membership while

His long life (he died at the age
of 90) enabled him to know the
history of Brunswick particularly

movement. The three lived long
lives reaching the eighties or
nineties. Each one gave atten

he was at the helm. He was an

its Labour history which he
depicted vividly.
John Reeves was a valu

authority on the Depression
and spoke on it on the air and
in public. His life was a life of

able member of the Labor

leukemia at the age of 88. His
political work went back to the

service.

thirties at the time of the Free

talented man. He was an au

Speech campaign in Bruns

thor, an historian and a labour

Party investigated the history of
the "Groupers" he took part
giving valuable data on the
Groupers activities. He played

wick. Noel Counihan met him in

activist. He was appointed an
historian of the City of Bruns
wick, a position for which he
was eminently suited because
of his writing ability and his
remarkable memory. He wrote

tion to the movement at critical

times during their lives.
James Munro died of

the Remand Centre in

Pentridge when he was ar
rested and held in remand. Jim

was one of the fifty who was
arrested for speaking in Phoe

Les Barnes was another

Party. During the critical days
of the fifties when the Labor

a continuous part in the ALP
from the fifties to the nineties.

He was also active in the Fa

bian Society. He was interested
in the theory as well as the
practices of political life.

Holdings at the Noel
Butlln Archives Centre
Acton Underbill Building 76

As a part of the Australian
National University the Centre

at their List of Holdings to see if

Balmain Crescent, Acton

holds the records of Australian

their basic material is available.

The postal address is:

trade unions as well as the

There is much material avail

Archives Officer

records of employer, industry,
and professional bodies and

able.

Noel Butlin Archives Centre

The Centre is located at:

Australian National University

companies.
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Researchers should look

Canberra ACT 0200

Introspective
Labour History

The Maritime

Officers Strike
The ordinary monthly meetng of
the Board of Management of the
Melix)ume Typographical Society
was held at the Trades Hail, Carlton,

Peter Love
Two recent publications
turn the spotlight on the writing
of labour history and on the life
and work of some leading practi
tioners.

Challenges to Labour His
tory, edited by Terry Irving, is a
series of essays which consider
the present state and the future
of labour history. After a robust
and insightful defence of labour
history from Terry Irving, the
essays are divided into four
groups. In the first, Andrew
Wells, Ross McKibbin and

Stephen Garton assess the
current state of play. The sec
ond considers postmodern
themes through which Peter
Beilharz and Marilyn Lake ques
tion some established certi

tudes. In the third group Andrew
Metcalfe and Ben Maddison use

cultural theory to examine some
central aspects of working class
experience. The final section
explores some new directions
for labour history in essays by
Desley Deacon, Joy Damousi,
Greg Patmore, Ray Frances,
Bruce Scates and Ann McGrath.

Although it is very much an
academic book in the assump
tions it makes about readers'

familiarity with contemporary
theories, it is both a plea for and
evidence of labour history's
enduring relevance to working
people's social experience. It
can be ordered by sending

$24.95 to UNSW Press, Ken

sington, NSW,2052.
Labour Histories, edited by
Bain Attwood, presents a se
ries of autobiographical essays
where Robin Gollan, Stuart

Macintyre, Verity Burgmann,
Peter Beilharz and Raelene

Frances reflect on how they
became labour historians and

what it means to them. In their

own way, each shows how
committed scholarship and
political engagement are so
often combined in the writing of

labour history. It is unusual for
historians to reveal so much of
themselves to their readers,

particularly about the ways in
which their private lives inter
sect with their writing. This is
an absorbing little book about
five of our most interesting
labour historians. It can be

ordered by sending $7.95 (plus
$1.50 postage) to Wendy
Perkins, Department of History,
Monash University, Clayton
3068. As a special offer to
members of the Australian

Society for the Study of Labour
History, Ms Perkins will send
you a copy of .-Labour Histories

plus a copy of Graeme Davison
and Shirley Constantine (eds.)
Out of Work Again:the autobio

graphical narrative of Thomas

on Saturday. August 23rd, Mr. R.
Reyment (President) in the chair.
Present: Messrs. J. H. Field, Geo.
Jordan, F. Galbraith, T. Sanderson,

T.J. Murphy, 0. J. Mulcahy, P. Nihil,
H. D. Whitaker, W. Eeles, Y. L.

Cunningham, S. Webb, J. 0. Bolger,
A. W. Arnold, J. McNee, A. Brown, R.
Tuffield, R. Hartwell, 0. Anton, J.
Goble, W. Henman, F. J. Brew, H.
Rasdell, G. M. Prendergast, R. Ellis
and the Secretary. After the usual
business had been disposed of, the

question of the marine officers'
dispute was discussed, and it was
eventually decided that a ballot of the
trade should be taken as to the

advisability of the sum of £25 per
week being voted from the funds of
the Society towards the strike fund.
This was subsequently done with the
following result: Yes,.711; no, 64. It
was ultimately decided to re-open the
question, and the President (Mr. P.
Reyment) received a requisition from
130 financial members calling for a

special meeting for that purpose. In
response to the President's invitation,
about 700 members assembled in the

Old Trades Hall, Carlton, September
6, when the following business was
transacted: The resolution re the £25

per week was formally rescinded, and
another affirming the advisability of
voting the sum of £500 in a lump sum
was substituted. It was decided to

strike a levy of 2 1/2 per cent, upon
the wages of all those earning more
than 30s. per week, below that
exempt, to recoup the funds for the
outlay. A vote of confidence was
passed in Mr. Hancock (Secretary)
for his action during the dispute. The
meeting, which was of an enthusias
tic and unanimous character, termi

nated with a hearty vote of thanks to
the President.

Dobeson, 1885-1891 for $10

(plus $3 postage).

From the Australian Typo

graphical Journal Sept. 1890
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Evatt - A Life
by Peter Crockett
David Coupe
The centenary of the
birthof H V Evatt provides a
good opportunity to consider
not only the man and his contri
butions to politics and society,
but also the important period
during which he was active in
the labour movement.
He was the overseer in the

development of an Australian
voice in international affairs.

Australia began to let go of
Mother England's apron strings
as Foreign Affairs was ex
panded to speak for Australia
in the world. Evatt represented
Australia in active support for
the building of the United Na
tions.

Evatt resigned from the
High Court to stand in the
Federal Elections and served

as a leading member of the

Curtin and Chifley govern
ments. He clearly exhibited the

bution to the attack on the Coal

individuals.

Strike of 1949. These days, this

But again, those of us with
memories of the period, re
member the widespread activ
ity of the Communist Party and
its members and supporters.
One can remember the feeling
of despondency that the Refer
endum may succeed, which
spurred members to greater
activity. The combined on
slaught against the Referen
dum on all fronts, including
Evatt's contribution, finally saw
a very wide range of opponents
adding their voices to the cam
paign.
Again, this campaign was
the harbinger of the mass
activities against the Vietnam

event seems to be written

about merely as an attack on
the Union organisation. How
ever, those of us who lived

through the period see it differ
ently. We remember it as an
all-out offensive waged also
against the individual miners.
Their personal funds were
frozen and it was illegal for
anyone to offer support for
them and their families. Sup
port from within the Union
movement saw widespread
collection of money,food and
daily necessities. Truck con
voys moved through the night,
dodging police posts and deliv
ering succour to the families
suffering from "civil liberties".
This attack against the

War.

So what do I think of this

book? I am impressed by the

Miners' Union was the harbin

breadth of research that has

gone into it. I think that it is a

anti-Communist. He was

ger of troops on the Mackay
waterfront and Air Force per
sonnel providing a service for
the Airline companies as they
attacked their own pilots.
Dealing with the Menzies

grossly offended by the anti-

anti-communist Referendum,

Communist moves of the

the author informs us that Evatt

Menzies government and
fought long, hard and effec
tively against them. Yet it was
but a matter of degree - he
would do t'he job better through
the existing laws.

was largely responsible for its
defeat. Whilst not wishing to be

contradictions of Labor politics.
One the one hand, he was an
ardent defender of civil liber

ties. On the other, he was quite

Chifley expressed great
satisfaction with Evatt's contri-
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churlish and belittle Evatt's

contribution, I must take issue

here. The author deals mainly
with the lack of support from
within the Labor Party, and
valuable support from some

valuable resource for those
who wish to understand an

important personage and his
contribution to an important
period in our development.
So much of what he cov

ers is important in looking at
politics in modern-day Aus
tralia.

The massive appendix of
Notes, Bibliography and Index
provides a wide-ranging re
source bank for further study.

The Brunswick Free Speech Campaign -

Noel Counihaii
In Commemoration - a

statue In Sydney Road

If you walk along Sydney
Road, on the corner opposite
the Town Hall you will see a
monument. It Is a pillar with a
bird with wings outstretched at
the top.
The inscription says:
This sculpture was com
missioned by the Brunswick
City Council to commemorate
the Free Speech Campaign of
the early 1930s in which the
artist Noel Counihan made his

famous speech from the cage

r'

on the corner of Phoenix

Street and Sydney Road,
Brunswick.

It also notes
The Mechanics Institute

r

Contribution to community
Knowledge and Education .
Artist Simon Perry
We congratulate the
Brunswick City Council for
building this historic monu
ment.

The Heart of the Issue
Close to the heart of the
Labour Movement is the issue

of Free Speech. In Prahran in
^997 Tom Mann and Frank

Hyett served jail terms in de
fence of free speech. In Bris
bane in 1913 Bob Bessant,
later one of the IWW 12, drew

a crowd of some 2000 when he

rode up and down Queen
Street on a horse bearing
placards on each side.
One read:

And the other:

Sorry to say I can't
speak to you today
Cahill won't let me

(Police Commissioner)

Sorry to say I must be quiet
For if I speak I'll cause a riot.
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Confrontation
IN Brunswick
IN THE 1930s
yards rang to

One of the
stormiest con

the strains of

mm

frontations took
m

place in Bruns
wick during the
darkest days of
the Depression

the

Internationale

group of activ

sung or whis
tled by the
prisoners.
Among
those already
charged were

ists and Bruns

three Labor

wick residents

politicians: the

when a small
but determined

(described by
the Argus as
"flabby minded
youths with

Leader of the

Opposition, Mr

rvy-

Tunnecliffe, Mr

Barry, the

ideas in a state

member for

of flux) took on

Carlton and Mr

and defeated all

Jewell, the

that the Victo
rian Govern

member for
Brunswick.

ment and their

The charges

police force, led by Major Gen
eral Blamey, could put up
against them.
Set against all the bitter
ness, frustration and reaction

that accompanied the Depres
sion the immediate precipitating
force was the Commissioner of

Police himself. Major General
Sir Thomas Blamey, and his
political squad led by Sergeant
Birch which had been formed to

watch over communist propa
ganda and to investigate all
disturbances, evictions, demon
strations and the like.

Phoenix Street, Brunswick:
a narrow, drab, deadend street

Poge 6

running from busy Sydney Rd
some two hundred yards to a
railway line had, for more than
twenty-five years, served as a
venue for regular Friday night
meetings. In December 1932, in
line with an overall policy of
opposition to demonstrations
and street meetings on the order
of Commissioner Blamey, a ban
was imposed on meetings in
Phoenix Street. Between August
1932 and June 1933 more than

50 people had been convicted
for speaking in Phoenix Street
meetings. So many were jailed
that political study groups were
held in Pentridge and the prison

were heard in May 1933 with
Maurice Blackburn appearing for
the defendants who were

charged with "having contrary to
Section 5 of the Police Officers
Act of 1928 obstructed the

roadway in Phoenix Street
Brunswick by standing thereon."
(Age May 1933)
A distraction

The night of 19 May saw
the most spectacular of the
"freakish endeavours of the

street orators to outwit the po

lice". A young man, Reginald
(Shorty) Patullo, a Communist
Party member from Port Mel-

bourne, climbed onto the

dummy of a cable tram in Syd
ney Road near the Brunswick
Town Hall.

The tram, with Patullo on

the roof, headed off down Syd
ney Road followed by Sergeant
Birch and four constables in a

police car. The tram driver,
obviously sympathetic to the
cause, ignored police remonstrations and refused to stop.
When the tram eventually drew
to a halt Patullo jumped from the
roof.

In their struggle to arrest
him, Patullo was shot in the

thigh. A constable told a depart
mental inquiry that "his coat
lining was broken and the
weapon must have dropped out
and exploded."{Age 5 July
1933) Patullo claimed that he
had in fact surrendered before
he was beaten and shot.
While the law was dis
tracted in this manner a horse

drawn lorry was wheeled into
Sydney Road opposite the local
post office and the rear wheel
chained to a verandah post.
Bolted to the lorry was a steel
meshed 'cage- recently 'ac
quired'from a disused elevator
shaft. The cage was hidden by a
layer of hessian and set into
place under the very noses of
five members of Birch's political
squad.
Inside the cage was Noel
Counihan, equipped with an old
gramophone horn of the HMV
'listening dog'type to use as a
megaphone. When the horse
had been taken away and the
hessian removed Counihan

began to speak.
The police were enraged
when they saw the cage and

obstructing the roadway. In his

found that they were unable to
break through without tools. A

defence Counihan claimed that

crowd of thousands gathered

the cage was necessary to

shouting and taunting the police.
Counihan had trouble making

protect him from police batons
and, after the shooting of .
Patullo, "from the bullets of

himself heard above the din. He
recalls:

'I continued to speak
through my gramophone horn
stating firstly the issues of the
struggle itself, calling for maxi
mum organised support for the
Free Speech campaign, then
dealing with the plight of the
unemployed and finally, as after
15 minutes or so the cage was
still intact, I went on to deal with
media issues.'(From statement

written by Noel Counihan)
Eventually the enraged
police produced a battering ram
and commenced to attack the

cage. "But the counting out
became even more mocking to
the rhythm of the charges." After
some time, Counihan, on decid

ing to surrender before he was
impaled on one of the charges,
told the sergeant that he was
ready to come out.
By this time the police were

completely disorganised so that
when Counihan was finally
apprehended no police van was
on the scene or at least could be
located and he was taken to

Brunswick Police Station by
tram. The cage was also towed
to the Police Station and parked
outside, still plastered with
slogans "We Want Free Speech"
and "Jail 18 Class War Prisoners

for Free Speech"{Age 23 May
1933)
When he appeared in court
the defendant, who claimed he

spoke on behalf of the Free
Speech League, was fined for
offensive behaviour and for

police". {Age, 25 May 1933)
At his appeal Judge
Woinarski quashed the convic
tion.

Shorty Patullo was not so
fortunate. He demanded that he

be taken to hospital. When the
doctors examined him they
decided that the bullet was
embedded in too awkward an

area of the groin to be safely
extracted and it was left there, a

personal memento of his contri
bution to the protection of free

dom of speech in Australia.

New legislation
In mid 1933, the issue of

open-air meetings was raised in
the parliamentary arena again.
The Labor Leader, Mr

Tunnecliffe, accused Blamey of
administering the law in a "partial
manner" and of attempting to act
as a law unto himself (V.P.P. Vol
191 P532).
Other Opposition members,
notably Messrs Jewell and John
Cain,joined in the attack until,
on 5 July 1933, the Street Meet

ings Bill was introduced for the
first reading.
Under that legislation the
likelihood of an obstruction

would no longer prove sufficient
reason for an arrest. It would be

up to the police to prove that an
actual obstruction had taken

place.

The provisions remain
unchanged today as Section 7 of
the Summary Offences Act
1966.
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The Importance of
Chimney Sweeps and
Horses to May Day
Bob James (Newcastle)
My intention in this essay
V. o

is to have a little fun, and to ask

%

why there is none in May Day
in particular and Labour History
in general - fun that is.

%

1

X

Revolution has been de

scribed as 'the carnival of the

/

oppressed' - the time when
liberation comes, when people
achieve the freedom to do all

I
1—

beij:

the things that the repressive
regime has prevented them
from doing. And May Day has

t

M:

W

often been described as a

yA

crucial step along the revolu
tionary path, a step that sup

y• i/J
At

posedly showed what 'a carni

///.

m
i^r

val of the oppressed' could be,
right now.

//>
rr
A//

TV

The dilemma, of course,

has been that in our time. May

Day and revolutionary politics
have largely been in the hands
of people who took themselves,

■iv

■5^
rt
-=zr

ff

I

and their task, very seriously.
Why they did so may seem
straightforward - the political
struggle in which they were
engaged was a serious busi
ness with grim possibilities
attached. Engels wrote about
the first May Day processions
in Europe:
As I write these lines, the

Her message to Labour sweet May-Day doth bring.
From the city of Toil as the multitude streams
To rejoice in the Sun as they read in his beams
The Hope of the world with the promise of spring.

proletariat is holding a review
of its forces. It is mobilised for

the first time as one army,

under one flag and fighting for
one immediate aim. ^
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Words like 'army' and
'forces' and 'fighting' do not
give a sense of having a good
time. Other people writing
about May Day have certainly
seen more of a celebration:

who was May Day Secretary in
Newcastle from 1937 to 1942

told how he got into strife for
bringing brass bands into the
march. He was told that they
'busted the thing up... killed a

argue for a Spring celebration
despite May being the wrong
time of the year, and even
though they were the ones
whose ideology was the most
serious of all.

As elsewhere in Europe
and beyond, the May Day

est'. ^ In just the last few years

demonstrations were notable

it has been evident that certain

During the 20th century
their ideology turned more and
more towards class-analysis

as celebrations of trade union

people were most unhappy

and in the 1920s and 30s when

ism, socialism and internation

even about the presence of
music that wasn't 'marching'

lot of the influence and inter

music. Overtime the serious

they secured their victory of
having Labour Day officially
transferred to May, it turned

dominated the streets for sev

view of May Day has domi
nated despite continuing and

towards Russia and the Bol
shevik Revolution. In that coun

eral hours. 2

spasmodic efforts to have

It might be said that May
Day could include both the
funny and the serious, just as
any revolutionary upheaval is
likely to include both elements.
This is true in theory, but not so

some fun.

That domination by the
serious ones has been despite
the original idea of May Day
being a celebration of Spring

try and in others where the Left
leadership was similarly in
clined May Days were directed
to be 'powerful, proletarian and
combative events ... in a tight

and the Harvest, and more

words, fun was to be at an

in practice. At least they
haven't received equal status,
and I think it's important for
anyone interested in labour
history to understand why.
Remember we're talking about

symbolically, a celebration of
the new society coming like a
warm optimistic sun after a
long, dark night of oppression.
The very first newspaper refer
ence to May Day in Australia,

absolute minimum. In Australia

both Labour History, the record
themselves. It seems to me

by William Lane in 1890, linked
the 1 St of May and labour's
future to Springtime, maypole

that the record. Labour History,

dancing, garlands of flowers

has excluded 'carnival', be

and children. ^

alism. The spirit of carnival was
present in many places, as
banners, bands and crowds

of the events and the events

cause the events have ex

The most common, and I

and integrated form.' ®ln other

we never had the equivalent of

military parades in Red Square,
but we had plenty of pressure
from the 'serious ones', as I've

already said. One Communist
militant wrote in the 1930s that

May Days in Australia were
already too soft because they
attracted support by having
picnics and sports:
Better no May Day than an

cluded it or pushed the fun

suppose the most readily iden

opportunist perversion of it...

elements off to the side. I need

tified images of May Day are
certainly based on Spring and

unfortunately our militant
speakers content themselves
with abusing the opportunists

to point out, though, that when
the notion of 'carnival' is in

spected, we find that it is actu
ally a collection of attitudes and
customs which amount to much

more than just 'having fun'.
There have been attempts
to make some approximation of
'carnival' central to May Day. In

fertility. This example (Illustra
tion No 1) by Walter Crane has
garlands of flowers, children,
flags and a flowing, organic
look. In Europe, where these
images come from. May Day
was also Eight Hour Day, but in
Australia there was a conflict

the late 60s there was a lot of

between the two 'Labour' Days

talk of 'hippy' May Days and,
before that, of using bush
bands to get people singing
and dancing. Laurie Jarmson,

and an ideological competition
for supporters. Ironically, the
people who wanted Labour
Day on the 1 st of May had to

and neglect to explain patiently
to the workersjust why struggle
on May Day is the essence of
May Day. ®
Those picnics and sports
are not Australian inventions as

some believe, they were part of
the cultural baggage brought
from the northern hemisphere.
The hard-headed, class war

approach, for which 'struggle' is
a code, is also an import from
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the northern hemisphere. So,
some parts of our cultural
inheritance have been re

garded as acceptable and
some have been deleted. The

why's and wherefore's of this
process are crucial to the state
of Labour History today.
I'm not arguing that May
Days lack fun because of a
Bolshevik take over of the idea

of May Day or because the
CPA has been deciding which
bits of our cultural heritage
could be celebrated and which

could not be, though there are
elements of this in the story.
The issue is much deeper than
that, because the notion of 'fun'

has more components than just
a lack of marching or a lack of
military-type seriousness.
Current and past differ
ences of opinion within the May
Day community about the
essence of May Day go to the
very heart of a dilemma which
confronts the whole labour

movement and anyone inter
ested in Labour History, or
what's sometimes called 'his

tory from below'. I start with the
question - Is May Day a day
away from work, a day for
relaxation, for the family and for
quietly celebrating ourselves as
we already are, or is it a day
for grim, purposeful struggle for
something or things we don't
already have, in other words
putting the celebration and the
picnics and the family together

what they already have, for
example their determination,
their courage and their culture,
or are we bringing them 'on
stage' to show their misery and
how they deserve something
else? Is there a need for a

radical change in society be
cause 'the lower orders' the

ordinary people, have values
now that we believe are supe
rior, or is it because we want
them to have more material

possessions sometime in an
unexploited future?
It's a dilemma which is

own way, then you can't predict
it, the time taken or the out
come. BUT the outcome of the

worker's struggle has been
predicted, according to the

people who have claimed
ownership of May Day and
leadership of the workers'
struggle.
Now, horses - they can be
controlled and held on a tight
leash or they can be allowed to
frolic. Carnival, in the sense
that I mean here, is about

frolicking, not control. Before
the Industrial Revolution, for

about trust. Can people be
trusted to find their own way to
'the New Jerusalem' or do they

thumbing one's nose at author
ity and making fun of priests

need to be led? The inclination

important 'serious ones'from
the status-quo. Carnival in
volved turning the world upside

to celebrate the present implies
that ordinary people can be
trusted to find their own way,
while the inclination to cel

and lords and all the other self-

down, so that the least became

first and the poorest and the
least powerful became King for
a Day,the Lord of Mis-Rule, or
Queen of the May. And always

ebrate the future implies that
the present inclination to cel
ebrate today itself needs to be
struggled against.
One of the things that the
May Day community has been
more or less agreed about has

the fun was the centre of the

been the need for 'the workers'

kids or there only as decora

day, it was the heart and soul
of May Day, it wasn't pushed
off to the side, or there for the

to be unified and to act to

tion. The frolicsome horse

gether. There are two ways you
can get solidarity, which is just
another word for agreement.
One way is by imposing 'the
line', the other is by having an
open discussion and having
people reach a consensus.
One is part of the disciplined
approach which emphasises

'fooled around', ran off in all
sorts of directions, and was, to

ness off till another, more

the Future and makes heroes

status that 'the horse' would

appropriate time? Is it a cel

and saints out of 'the leader

refuse the bridle and the rest

ebration of the Present or the

ship'. The other emphasises

would refuse to give up control

Future? But then we must go

the Present and is about allow

of the streets. And so that kind

on to another - Are we, in the

ing the discussion to reach its

of carnival was feared by the

Labour History Society, trying
to give a voice to the 'lower

own conclusion in its own time.

orders' in order to celebrate

you trust the people to find their

great and powerful, and many
were the constraints put on it
by authorities of various kinds.
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And there's the problem. If

a greater or lesser extent,
autonomous. At the end of the

day there was always the
chance that things would not
go back the way they were,
that carnival would so inspire

the people in their new found

CeALCMEE

'

V

-"40^
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Horses have featured in

politically serious May Days,
and in the earlier Eight Hour
Day. There were the horses
that pulled the earliest floats,
and there were those that were

used to symbolise the Day as a
whole by being part of the
leading image. The white
horse, used to lead Eight Hour
Days and May days for many
years, is widely regarded as a
symbol of the disciplined ap
proach, of male power and of
the military ranks kept In place
by 'the Leader'. On the other
hand, the frolicking horse has
struggled for some place in
May Day but it's not been
allowed to be important, when
it has appeared, which has not

been often. It has always been
regarded as mere decoration, a
bit of a lark.

The same thing happened
with chimney sweeps. These
exploited and malnourished
children adopted the First of
May as their Day sometime in
the 18th-century and used it to
raise funds and to have fun

until well into the 19th century.
One reference includes 'a vivid

back to the very earliest har
vest festivals. One description
of a Jack-in-the-Green goes
like this:

(A man in) a frame which
covered the whole upper half of
his person on which were hung
a cluster of silver flagons and
dishes, each set in a bed of
flowers. With this extraordinary

burden, the legs, which alone
were seen, wouldjoin in the
dance - rather clumsily as
might be expected, but much to
the mirth of the spectators while the strange pile above

description of three or four
imps "bedecked with pieces of
foil, and with ribbons of all gay
colours, flying like streamers in
all directions as they whisked
around'". ^ They were often
accompanied by what's called

an air of heavy decorum, which
added not a little to the general

a 'Jack-in-the-Green', which

amusement. ®

floated and flaunted about with

had its own long history going

Pcgel1

Another description reads:
The man stands in a

framework which is supported
upon his shoulders and is
completely covered with the
boughs of a thick and shortbranched shrub.

In the 19th century the
frolicsome horse was more

likely to appear in rural areas,
while the others represented
city attempts to keep the idea
of carnival alive on May Day
and I think this is the reason
the 'Jack-in-the-Green' with

Here they arel The
'sweeps'are comet Here is the
garland and the lord and ladyI

ably flaunty and gaudy; her
head in full dress;in her right

... Their garland is a large cone
of holly and ivy framed upon
hoops, which gradually dimin
ishes in size to an apex,

handkerchief like to my lord's.
When the garland stops, my
lord and lady exhibit theit
graces in a minuet de la cour,
or some other grave movement

whereon is sometimes a floral

crown, knots of ribbons, or
bunches of flowers;its sides
are decorated in like manner:
and within it is a man who

walks wholly unseen .... The
chimney sweeps'jackets and
hats are bedizened with gilt
embossed paper;sometimes
they wear coronals of flowers

attendant chimney sweeps
turned up unannounced for the
Newcastle 1886 Eight Hour
Day parade. This is years after
they were supposed to have
died out in Britain. They also
appeared the following year

faces and legs are grotesquely
coloured with Dutch-pink; their

and were,'with amused toler

with white chalk. Their lord and

ance', allowed to 'unofficially'
lead the procession. There is
no detailed description in the
1886 or 1887 newspapers, so
here is one from an English
newspaper of what it could

lady are magnificent indeed;...
He wears a huge cocked hat,
fringed with yellow or red feath
ers, or laced with gold paper
(etc,).. His lady is sometimes a
strapping girl, though usually a
boy in female attire, indescrib-

have been like:

on their heads; their black

shovels are scored with this

crimson pigment, interlaced

m

hand a brass ladle, in her left a

...to the continued clatter of the

shovel and brush held by each
capering member of the sooty
tribe. The dance concluded, my
lord and my lady interchange a
bow and a curtsey; my lord
flings up his cane-arm, dis
places his magnificent hat with
the other hand, and courte

ously bends, with imploring
looks to spectators at the adja
cent windows or in the street:

the little sootikins hold up their
shovels, my lady with out
stretched arm presents the
bowl of the ladle, and 'the
smallest donations are thank

fully received'by all the sable
fraternity. ®
'Darktown Brigades' males in blackface and ragged
clothes decorated with strips of
coloured cloth - brought tom
foolery into a number of New

castle parades up to 1920 but
were excluded from Labour
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Days. They were particularly
welcome at fund-raising events
such as 'Hospital Sunday'
which were parades and sports
designed to raise money for the
local Hospital. Their costuming
duplicated that for UK 'mum
mers' or performers of preindustrial folk plays, (illustra
tions 5,6) and the outfits are
also reminiscent of 'gaudy
colours and variegated pat
terns' worn by Northumberland
(UK) pitmen in the 18th and
19th centuries."

Page 12

iiiiiiiiiiit
y:v:<5«-

t

■JV.

m

A non-political May Day

liked for as long as they liked

celebration occurred in New

and who wanted to be able to

castle in 1856, many years
before the serious May Day
was thought of. It was simply a
day when the miners didn't
turn up for work. They either
stayed at home or they got
together to drink and make
merry. Unfortunately this is the

spend their earnings on any
thing they wanted - get drunk,
gallop around the countryside,
wager it on cards or buy flashy
clothes. On the other you had
those men who argued the
need for calm, rational ap
praisal of the situation in order

they work, how long they work,
where they work and all the

time when various 'leaders'

to control the hours worked, the

began arguing the need for
industrial organisation. These
are the years when the first
industrial 'lodges' appear in the
Hunter and the first arguments
are made for a shorter working
day.
So, on the one had you
had the younger ones who
wanted to work when they

wages earned and to ensure
solidarity. They wanted agree

rest. So, although the workers'
struggle came about as an

Without the world of indus
trial work there would be no

workers' struggle, according to

class analysis. And as a part of
that industrial world, the work

ers have had to accept the
disciplines that shape that
world, that determine when

opposition to the nature of that

ment so that a united front

industrialisation, what are most

could be presented to the coal

interesting are the similarities,
the points of agreement be

owners. And of course it's out

of the disciplined approach, the
calm, rational appraisal of the
need for a united front that has

come the 20th century,
sanitised May Day.

tween industrialisation and the

workers' struggle.
Both the world of work and

the workers' struggle have
made the workplace the centre

PcgelS

of the universe, the most im
portant place. They both have

along the lines that that was
great to hear, but in the eastern

seen the whole world as a

States and in Melbourne no

grim, dark work-place. They
have both given pride of place
to men who work in large
manufacturing concerns or
where heavy, manual labour
has been necessary. They
have both claimed that being
'progressive' was the same as
being 'modern' and they both

such liberalisation was being
displayed. But also that their
experiences actually supported
my argument. How did it come
about that the carnival-type
activities had to be put back
into May Day? How and why

shouted about the need for

'efficient organisation' above
all else. This allowed them to

claim that they were open to
suggestions about alternatives
and that they were skilled in
problem-solving, for the good
of the greater community. In
practice this meant that real
discussion was sidestepped,
with the result that the loyal
membership constantly de
clined in numbers, as those

who believed they had some
thing to offer and wanted to be
heard got disillusioned and left,
or were purged. It also meant
that despite words about 'cel
ebration', about carnival and

despite the presence of some
music, or some dancing or
some humour, May Days and
the workers' struggle have both
lacked imagination, risk-taking
and diversity.
Recently, at a Conference
in Newcastle called 1994

Maytest, arts workers from
Darwin and Perth strongly
disagreed with me and said
that in those places trade
union officials had been very
supportive of bringing street
theatre, dancing, masks and
community groups into May

Day. They referred to how
influential particular officials
had been. My response was
14

did they drop out? It seems to
me that one of the other major
consequences of this process
is the huge gap between La
bour History and popular cul
ture, especially youth culture.
In particular I wonder about the
degree of blame that lies with
labour historians who have not

questioned 'the line' enough, in
the past or now.
It's appropriate now with
post-modernism questioning
the monolithic structures of the

past and arguing for diversity
and for process over product to
rediscover and to revalue the

parts of working class life and

ers who seem to be trying to
create a 'new' working class art
in their own way without know
ing much of the rich heritage
that I've spoken briefly about. It
seems necessary to me that

the emerging,'new' labour
history be relevant to a 'new'
working class art and culture in
a way which encourages the
frolicsome horse and the Jack-

in-the-Green, or other repre
sentations of fertility, diversity,
ribaldry, of life in all its mascu
line and feminine richness, to

be once more integral to May
Day and other celebrations. I
believe that such an integration
marks the only possible path
for Labour History if it wishes to
be taken, dare I say it, seri
ously.
' F. Engels, Preface to 14th edition
of 'Communist f\^anifesto', quoted
in D. Dawson, International May
Day, 1890-1977, p.5.
2 0. Wigiey,'May Days and After',
History Today, June, 1990, p. 40.
®

Quoted in R. Edmonds, In Storm

culture which have been ne

and Struggle, Self-published,

glected and devalued. Labour
history truth is much richer and
much more fertile than any of
us has yet given it credit for. In

1991,p.118.

other words, there are un

tapped levels of potential within
labour history for a renewal of
labour politics.
To its credit Labour History
has begun the task of re-ap
praisal. This has not gone far
enough and is not yet being
communicated well enough to
the circles of people interested
in 'people's culture' or a radical
politics. Are labour historians
relevant to the lives of ordinary
people any more? Do they
want to be relevant? If so, how

do they become relevant?
There are some art work
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Editorial,YSr/s; Worker, 1 May,
1890.
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W. Guttsman, Workers'Culture in
Weimar Germany, BERG, 1990,
pp. 243-244.
Anon, May 1st: The Workers'May

Day, issued by No 2 District, CPA,
Newcastel, 1933.

^ Southey, 1807, quoted in R.
Judge, The Jack-in-the-Green:A
May Day Custom, Brewer, 1979,
p. 23.
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Chambers, 1864, quoted in R.
Judge, 1979, as atx)ve, pp. 22-23.
William Hone's Every-Day Book of
1825, quoted by Judge, as above,

pp. 28-29
'0 R. Leach, The World of the Folk

Play, Harraps Theatre Workshop
Series, 1978, p. 31.
" For references to 'gaudy colours
and variegated patterns' worn by
Northumberland (UK) pitmen on
holidays, see J. & B. Hammond,
The Town Labourer, 1760-1832,

Longmans, 1966, p. 60.

