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the BiITSTERY op the 'WOBBLIES* solved?

By Jack Hutson

In Recorder no. 207 I appealed to any member who had access to the Internet to visit the

IWW website, for which I gave Its URL address, to find out what Information It had on how

the Industrial Workers of the World got Its nickname the 'Wobblles'. A member, Murray

Gavin, visited the website and sent me the following Information, for which I am sure

readers will be grateful.

From The IWW: Its First Seventy Years, 1905-1975 by Fred W. Thompson and Patrick

Murfln, November 1976, pp.66-67.

It was at this time (1912 during a 'thousand mile picket line' railway strike In British

Columbia) that the term 'Wobbly' as nick name for IWW came Into use. Previously they had

been called many things from International Wonder Workers to 1 Won't Works. The origin of

the expression 'Wobbly' Is uncertain. Legend assigns It to the lingual difficulties of a
Chinese restaurant keeper with whom arrangements had been made during this strike to

feed members passing through his town. When he tried to ask, 'Are you IWW? It Is said to
have come out, 'All loo eye vrobble wobble'?' The same situation, but In Vancouver Is given

as the 1911 origin of the term by Mortimer Downing In a letter quoted In Nation. Sept. 5,
1923 with the additional Information, 'Thereafter the laughing term among us was "1

Wobbly Wobbly", and when Herman Suhr during the Weatland strike wired for all foot-loose

"Wobblles" to hurry there, of course the prosecution made a mountain of mystery out of It,

and the term has stuck ever since.' Menken In his American Language doubts this

explanation. Some credit the term to Otis of the Los Angeles Times, an avid opponent of the

IWW. Some lingual difficulty seems to have been behind It, for in Its sense of vacillating It

fits no accusation ever made against IWW, and about the only meaning of 'Wobbly that

could conceivably fit Is that of a 'wobble saw', a circular saw mounted askew to cut a groove

wider than Its own thickness'.

My cmminent ■ Although the above Information Is useful It Is not a definitive explanation

because It gives two origins for 'Wobblles'. 1 prefer the 'wobble saw' origin because it

symbolises the militant activity of the IWW that cut wide enough Into politics and Industry

to move the Establishments In Australia and the USA to savagely suppress It. That Is a

superior explanation to the origin in the broken English of a Chinese restaurateur.

In his letter, Murray Gavin gave another piece of Interesting Information. On a recent visit

to Port Plrle he found that the local paper was called the Recorder which was 100 years old

this year. That Is much longer than the 34 year life of our Recorder which began In 1964.



THE GREAT DOCK STRIKE OF 1889

Author: Terry McCarthy. Produced by the National Museum of Labour History, London,

England. Pp.253 with illustrations, 100 black and white, 8 colour. (The following summary

is given in the cover.)

The Great Dock Strike of 1889 is one of the labour movement's most famous victories.

Inspired by the success of the match-girls' strike, the dockers of London's East End, in an

unprecedented display of solidarity for a group of workers thought to be unorganlsable,

walked our en masse and paralysed the docks.

The conditions In which the dockers lived and worked were pitiable and their demands

modest. The Strike was led with great skiU by Ben TUlett, John Bums, Will Thorn and Tom

Mann. Relief funds were distributed to the strikers and their families with Impressive

efficiency, and the peaceful protest marches to the City generated a great deal of public

sympathy for the dockers.

The dock owners, however, would not compromise and the dispute became bitter and

protracted. On the point of defeat by starvation, the strikers were saved by a spontaneous

outpouring of generosity from their fellow workers In Australia.

In London, Cardinal Manning, speaking for the strikers, many of them Irish and Catholic,

touched the middle-class conscience and assisted the Strike leaders in negotiating the

terms of settlement. The victory the dock workers secured helped many other groups of

workers and sowed the seeds of the modem trade union movement.

Terry McCarthy's vivid portrait of this momentous episode in labour history draws on

newspaper reports of the time and the memoirs of many of the Strike leaders, and is

accompanied by contemporary photographs and illustrations from the archives of The

National Museum of Labour History.

The book is published to coincide with the centenary celebrations of the Transport and

General Workers' Union, which traces Its origins to the foundation of the Dockers' Union

during the 1889 Strike. It will be of great interest to all trade unionists and will make

absorbing reading for those Interested in socisd and labour history.

The amount of the generous support from Fellow workers in Australia is not given but

records here show that it was £30,000, a very large amount at the time. It greatfy helped

the dockers from being forced back to work ty starvation and enabled them to continue

their strike until victory was achieved with a satisfactory settlement.



EUREKA STOCKADE CENTRE. BALLARAT

By Jack Hutson

The Eureka Stockade Centre opened in February 1998 on the site of the brief fight between

miners and soldiers on 3 December 1854. The Centre cost $4 million to establish and Is

marked by a 25 metre long banner with the four stars of the Southern Cross on the blue

background, as on the smaller original flag. The Centre flag is tensloned over a curved

metal truss so it is visible from the centre of Bedlarat and some of the roads into the city.

Part of the Centre is intentionally underground in order to show how many of the gold

seekers worked. This is dramatised by a sound and light show.

The Centre above ground has a theatrette, a mock court room, a facsimile of the 1853

Goldflelds Petition to Governor Hotham in protest against the introduction of mining

licences. There is also a caf6 and a contemplation place which has a fragment of the

original Eureka flag displayed in a glass case. In my opinion a better place for the fragment

would be with the original flag, from which it was clipped. In its sp)ecial room at the Ballarat

Art Gallery.

The Centre will be a popular addition to Ballarat'^ tourist attractions which include

Sovereign Hill, the Gold Museum and the Art Gallery.

GEOFF SERLE - 1922-1998

AN APFRECIATION A THANKS

Labour history in Melbourne lost a very significant but unobtrusive friend when Geoff Serle

died on 27 April 1998. Although his remarkable contribution to Australian history was

widely acknowledged in fine obituaries Stuart Macintyre in the Age and John Legg in the

History Institute's Rostrum, among others, his quiet, sustained support for the work of

labour historians should be recorded with thanks.

His books on nineteenth century Victorian history were essential reading for labour

historians seeking a context for the Eight Hours campaign in 1856 or the rush to be rich in

the 1880s which led to the great disputes of the 1890s and the transformation of the labour

movement. As an academic at Melbourne and Monash universities he encouraged the study

of labour history, even before the ASSLH was formed. In his role on the Victorian Working

Party, and later as General Ekiitor of the Australian Dictionary of Biography he ensured that

signiflccint labour people were included in the nation's principal biographical record. He



often sought advice from the Melbourne Branch on who should be included and invited

comment on completed entries. This was never done to use the branch network as a

convenience. He was genuinely interested in working people having their rightful place in

the national story. But this is not surprising to those who knew him. Despite being

educated at Scotch College and the University of Melbourne he was never infected by the

condescension endemic among the natives of those institutions. Although, politicalfy, he

was a Labor man by inclination rather than birth, he moved easily in most Melbourne

circles where his unassuming, occasionally self-deprecating manner was widely

appreciated.

One of his more significant contributions was as an encourager of others. Despite a

remarkable output of work under his own pen, he always found time to assist other, less

accomplished, historians in their work. He wore his scholarship lightly and gave it freely in

the belief that a widely shared and modestly expressed intellectual culture was one of the

mainstays of a truly civilised community.

Of course, he could be provoked by occasional irritations. He had an acute nose for

humbug, hjrpocrisy and hubris. When Paul Keating's soaring hubris offended GeofPs sense

of the common decencies, his crankiness was magnificent to see. Indeed, it was in both his

kindness and his crankiness that Geoff Serle's generous spirited critical intelligence was

best expressed. As a personification of all that was best in the old Melbourne left-liberal

intelligentsia, he will be long remembered. As a thoroughly decent, good bloke he is sadly

missed. The Melbourne Branch of the ASSLH offers Jessie and family our very best wishes

and our belated thanks for Geoffs sustained support of our work.

BOOK REVIEW

Stuart Macintyre, The Reds: The Communist party of Australia, from Origins to

Illegality, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1998. Pp. xii + 482. $49.95 In hardback.

Reviewed by Paul Strangle.

This is the first volume of a planned two-part history of the Communist Party of Australia

(CPA). As the subtitle suggests, this volume charts the story of the party from its frgigile

beginnings in 1920 through to its proscription by the Menzies-led conservative coalition

government in mid-1940. The book concludes at the point of the German invasion of the

Soviet Union in June 1941. Professor Macintyre is hence poised to take the narrative in the

second volume from the 'Great Patriotic War' as the Communist Party set aside its previous
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opposition to the war and was restored to legality by the Curtin Labor Government at the
end of 1942.

Before going on. a little bit of shameless self-promotion for the Melbourne Branch of the
ASSLH. Several branch members have contributed to The Reds. Most notable Is Beverley
Simons who was a research assistant on the project. The fruits of her toll are plain to see.
The sources which underpin this study are nothing short of prodigious. They Include the
huge coUection of published literature produced by the parly, the previously largely
untapped official party records, and the relevant archives of the Communist International.
Other branch members mentioned In Maclntyre's long and generous acknowledgments list
are Verity Burgmann. Phillip Deeiy. Eric Fry. Jack Hutson and Peter Love.

In the final analysis, of course. The Reds Is the work of Professor Maclntyre. The book bears
the trade marks of his Impressive body of published works. It Is written with enviable
dexterity of language. Is Jam-packed with profound insights and shows off the author's
encyclopedic knowledge of Australian history, especially of the labour movement. In the
introduction Macintyre declares that he has endeavoured to 'evoke the milieu of Australian
communism and have at the same time tried to stand outside It and grasp It as a historical
phenomenon'. From my reading he has succeeded on both counts. He handles the vast
range of sources with admirable surety. He also keeps the narrative moving, never getting
bogged down in the labyrinth of detail, or the machinations associated with the CPA. Yet
neither does he sacrifice complexity.

Most of all. Macintyre makes his story a compelUng read. In the contemporary popular
ima^natlon. the Communist Party Is usually conceived (If It registers at all) as a grey
monolith: a party which subsumed the Individual to the collective. But Macintyre
introduces the reader to an array of colourful characters who make up Its ranks. Just a
small sample of those who come to life within the pages of the book are Bill Earsman. Jack
Kavanagh. Christian JolUe. Guldo Baracchl. Jean Devanny. Ralph Gibson. Bill Orr. J. B.
Miles and Lance Sharkey. The Reds Is studded, too. with Illuminating Incidents: some
humorous, others sobering. For Instance, we learn that Bill Earsman. one of the Australian
delegates to the Fourth Congress of the Communist International In Moscow In 1922.
secured an audience with Trotsky. The meeting was cut short, however, when Trotsky
realised that he had mistaken Earsman for a more important American delegate with a
similar sounding surname. Further on we are told that In 1937. at a time when the
Stalinist terror was at Its height, the general secretary of the CPA. Jack Miles, noted that
the expulsion of an errant party member had to be handled carefully because. 'We are not
yet in the USSR and not yet the ruling party and cannot handle this the way they handle
the trial of Tiotskylsts In the Soviet Union.' This Is the work of one of Australia's foremost



historians at the peak of his very considerable powers. It is perhaps reassuring to know,

however, that Professor Macintyre is not infEillible. I detected at least one historical error.

On p.301 he records that Andrew Fisher was Australian Prime Minister at the outbreak of
World War One when he famously declared that Australia would defend Britain to 'our last

man and our last shilling'. At the time he made this statement Fisher wa still Leader of the

Opposition and was not elected Prime Minister untU one month after the commencement of

hostilities.

Macintyre's is the first general history of the Communist party since Alistair Davidson's The

Communist Party ojAustralia: A Short History (1969). To put it mildly, there has been a lot

of water under the bridge since then. While in the 1960s Davidson could write with guarded

optimism of a party that was in the process of 'a stumbling, groping, limping move back to

Australian traditions'. Macintyre is writing of a party that has passed into history. He is

also writing in the context of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the whole communist

project, and attendant anti-communist triumphallsm. Perhaps inevitably, thus, implicit in

the study is the question of what went wrong? Was there an Immanent infirmity in the

communist project?

Certainly, Macintyre's is not a sentimental treatment. He examines the party warts and all.

Fully catalogued are the weaknesses of the party mernbers, particularly those who rose to

positions of authority. Macintyre vividly exposes their despotic tendencies, their petty

vanities, their endless capacity for intrigue £uid their sheer bloody mindedness. He also

casts a cool eye over Leninist theory and confronts the abominations of Stalinism. For my

own part, I found one of the most riveting sections of the book to be the penultimate

chapter in which the author interrupts his narrative to examine the spell that the Soviet

Union cast over Australian communists. He seeks to understand their failure to either

sufflcientty question or protest at events in the Bolshevik state at the time of the show trials

and mass purges of the mid-1930s. Yet he does not exculpate them for not having done so.

The reluctance of Australian communists to discuss the trials, let alone acknowledge

the yezhovschlna, was essentially pragmatic. There is no evidence of disagreement

or opposition; rather, memlsers shied away from a subject that most Australians

found deeply disturbing, one that confirmed their worst fears of communist

dictatorship.

On the other hand. The Reds is also a story of heroic struggle. What kept on occurring to

me as I read the book is just how difBcult commitment to the Conununlst Party was in pre-

World War Two Australia (not that it got any easier subsequentty). The party, especially

during the twenties, was little more than a beleaguered outfit of outsiders, desperately

struggling for survival and sustained little more than a sense of common conunitment
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and the occasional injection of funds from Moscow. What kept the parly going, above all

else, was the Indomitable spirit of its members and their unshakeable faith that history was

on their side. Thus, Jean Devanny, reflecting on the thankless task of flogging the party's

newspapers, consoled her fellow members by assuring them that 'every paper sold is a

block of granite in the building of a Soviet Australia'.

The party placed extraordinary demands upon its members. Not only were they expected to

devote themselves to the cause but to be steely in their self-discipline and wary of personal

indulgences. Macintyre notes that one member who happened to admire a sunset was set

straight by a party official who told him, 'Comrade if you've got time to watch sunsets you're

not doing as much peurty work as you should be doing.' Middle-class members, something

of a rarity up until the second half of the 1930s, were treated with suspicion. Party officials

were always ready to sniff out any hint of bourgeois inconstancy on their behalf.

Macintyre insists that the party rank emd file were not mindless automatons or ciphers

rigidly obeying a party line transmitted to the Australian psurty hierarchy from the

Communist International. Indeed, he describes a party whose members, especially during

Its early years - before the 'line straightened' - exhibited a fierce spirit of independence, as

demonstrated by the regular disputes over policy. Sadly, this rebelliousness was to be

gradually stifled beginning with the destructive Third Period of the late 1920s and early

1930s. In these years the party gave strict fidelity to the sterile 'Class against Class'

doctrine which was based on the assumption that there was nothing to distinguish fascism

and social democracy. In practical terms, this meant forsaking any co-operation with the

ALP or trade union bureaucrats (they were dubbed 'social fascists') as the communists

embarked upon an uncompromising struggle to gain independent leadership of the working

class. Determined to make amends for its previous 'right' policy deviations the party

indulged in an orgy of self-recrimination. Expulsions were commonplace and the party

enthusiastically embraced the Stalinist technique of self-criticism. The Third Period

coincided with the great depression and members, egged on by the party leadership, were

expected to act as shock troops in agitating against the indignities of the capitalist system.

They resisted evictions and engaged in other acts of revolutionary defiance. Their reckless

bravery and disreggird for their personal safety or the heirdships they were forced to endure

is astonishing to read. This was not a party for the faint hearted or the irresolute.

In the Third Period the CPA also, among other things, took a pioneering role by supporting

the struggle of the Aborigines for equal rights. Notably, however, the growing climate of

Puritanism within the party created an unhappy environment for female members who

remained veiy much in the minority. During the mid-1930s the party abandoned the

sectarian 'Class against Class' doctrine, replacing it with a more productive united front
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policy. At a time when many conservative politicians were Intent on appeasing the fascist

powers the communists strived to forge an alliance with all sections of the labour

movement and, indeed, strategic elements of the wider community, in order to combat the

threat of fascism. Typical of this most mercurial of political movements, however, the

communists threw away much of the goodwill they had accumulated as a consequence of

the united front strategy during the second half of the 1930s when, in the light of the Nazi-

Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939, the party performed another policy volte-face.

There will be those who will question whether in assessing the CPA Macintyre has struck

the right balance between its heroic and darker sides. Whatever one's opinion on this

matter, and there are bound to be a multiplicity of views, it is indisputable that the author

has done us a great service. For many years now, but particularly since 1989, the

conservative orthodoxy has reduced the communist project, as Macintyre suggests in his

introduction, to nothing more than a 'divination of evil'. His history shows that communism

was actually a movement of many shades. He has thus provided the basis for a historical

reassessment of communism within the Australian milieu, one that recognises both its

virtues and sins. In doing so, Maclnlyre has given the labour movement and the political

left In Australia the opportunity to reclaim this important chapter of its history.

Not everyone, of course, will be bothered with such issues. But this is a book that can be

recommended to anyone who is interested in the history of the labour movement, or, for

that matter, Australian history. I am certainly looking forward to the next volume,

particularly the account of the CPA within the climate of the Cold War. Asked about the

second volume in a recent radio interview Professor Macintyre replied, 'I feel 1 have just

arrived at Calais having swum from Dover smd Tm wondering whether turning around and

heading back to Dover is a good idea.' We can only wish him luck for the return swim!
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Where do we meet now ??

PLEASE NOTE

NEW

LOCATION

FOR OUR MEETINGS

Plumbers Union Office

54 Victoria St Carlton

(Alongside the Trades Hall)

Enter from Victoria St.
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PLUM&ER5 UNIOM

OFFICE

54 VICTORIA ST.

Our new meeting place is comfortable and easily reached by public
transport.. and car pEirking is not too difficult on Sundays.


