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AN EARLY WOMAN LABOUR MOVEMENT ACTIVIST

(Taken from a Trades Hall Council library display)

Mrs Minnie Felstead was an energetic organiser in union and labour circles early this

century. She was at various times a member of the May Day Committee (1908-9),

and of the Central Executive of the Political League (1909-13), later the Australian

Labor Party. She was Secretary of the Domestic Workers' Union, and elected as

Women's Organiser for the Trades Hall Council.

The following year (1911) she helped organise a Women's Strike Committee to

support the Agricultural Implement Maker's strike. In the few years before the First

World War she was Secretary of the newly amalgamated Garment Worker's Union

with the Female Confectioner's Union, and later was involved in the Women

Bookbinders' and Stationery Employees' Union.

More information by Jack Hutson

The demand of the strikers was for an increase in the base rate of wages from 6 to 7

shillings a day. The 7 shillings had been declared by Judge Higgins in his judgement

on the famous 1907 Harvester Case as a 'fair and reasonable' wage for an unskilled

labourer. The strikers would have been well aware of that for two reasons. The first

was that Judge Higgins had selected as the basis of the Case the Sunshine Harvester

Company owned by Mr H.V. McKay at which they were employed. The second was

that the wives of seven labourers gave evidence in the Case as to what was their actual

cost of living, which influenced the judgement of Judge Higgins.
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So in view of their knowledge they had good reason to consider that their demand for

the 7 shillings was a just one. After the judgement McKay refused to pay the 7

shillings SO was sued by the Collector of Customs for 20,000 pounds as penalty

provided in the 1906 Tariff and Excise Act. But McKay escaped that for he was

successful in his application to the High Court to declare the Act unconstitutional, so

was able to continue paying the 6 shillings a day. Sadly, the strikers lost their struggle

for the 7 shillings so the 6 shillings continued to be paid.

THE WORKERS HERITAGE CENTRE, BARCALDINE,

QUEENSLAND

This was opened by the Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, in May 1991 to commemorate

the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Australian Labor Party. The Centre's

building is set in two hectares of landsc^ed gardens.

In May 1997 Opposition Leader, Kim Beazley, opened a comprehensive exhibition

created by the National Library of Australia. This enables visitors to learn about

labour history by means of displays, films, videos, photographs, cartoons and

memorabilia. The small town of Barcaldine has a special place in the history of the

ALP because during the 1981 big shearer's strike a meeting was held under a big gum

tree at which policy proposals were made for the ALP that was about to be formed

(Later the tree was named the Tree of BCnowledge, and it still stands in the street).
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The ALP in New South Wales stood candidates in the 1891 elections for the colonial

government and won 27 seats, making it a political force to be reckoned with.

Barcaldine also has a special place in trade union history for it was the organisational

centre for the big 1891 shearer's strike, with over 1,000 members of the Amalgamated

Shearers Union camped outside the town. The strike was in opposition to the declared

intentions of wool growers to introduce freedom of contract of employment and

impose a wage cut. The strike was one of the most bitterly fought in the history of the

Australia for the government used all its force to break the strike. The 12 members of

the Strike Committee were arrested at bayonet point, marched in chains to the town

jail, and at their trial sentenced to three years solitary confinement (They were

released after two years because of strong public protest).

The government was fully supported in its actions by the Sydney Morning Herald. In

its 18 February issue it declared:-

'We have in Queensland the threat of an armed insurrection and there is only

one course for the government to follow and that is to suppress it firmly and

vigorously at any cost.'

The shearers were unable to successfully resist the great pressure put on them,

combined with the onset of a serious economic depression, so they had to give in to

the term of the woolgrowers.
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A GOOD HOME FOUND FOR A RECORDER COLLECTION

A member of our society, Murray Gavin, had kept his copies of the Recorder since

issue No. 1 of July 1964. He then decided that a good home should be found for his

collection.

He spoke to the Executive about that and it asked the library of the Trades Hall

Council if it would be interested. It was, so Murray did another good deed by

delivering his collection to the library where it now sits on its shelves.

The Executive decided to give the library a free annual subscription to the Recorder to

ensure the continuity of the collection. The Executive is also sure the members will

join with it in many thanks to Murray Gavin for his valuable contribution to labour

history.
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A HANDY NEW REFERENCE WORK

Graeme Davlson, John Hirst and Stuait Macintyre (eds.) with assistance of Helen

Doyle and Kim Tomey. THE OJDFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN BISTORT,

Melbourne, Oxford University Press. 1998, pp. 716, $79.95.

Most historians are nosy characters, wanting to know who did what to whom. when,

where and why. Labour history enthusiasts are even worse. We want to know who did

what to us and then proceed to have an argument about what It all means. This new

addition to the series of Orford Companions offers a comprehensive, sound and

readable reference work that could straighten out many arguments about who did

what to whom. Fortunately. like all good references books. It leaves plenty of room for

readers to decide for themselves what it all means.

It Is a big book of 716 pages with thousands of Individual entries ranging In length

firom 100 to 2.000 words, beginning with the ABC (Australian Broadcasting

Corporation) and ending with 2kx}Ioglcal Gardens. There are a few useful rngpa

towards the end and a very helpful subject Index which groups entries under such

general headings as Aborigines. Constitution. Labour. Political Parties and Groups.

Protests and Wars. It is an excellent aid to finding your way through the book if you

are looking for related entries under one broad topic.

Labour is better served than In most general reference works. There are substantial

entries on labour history, trade unions, the ALP and the ACTU. various strikes,

industrial relations and plenty of poUtlclans. both state and federal. There is also an

entry on scabs.

Some of the more attractive features of the book are Its clear, well set out text and the

plain, direct prose. It Is also, like all its stabiemates. a well-made book that comes well

to hand and eye. It would need to at $79.95. That is a good reason to consult It In

your local library. If they have any money left to buy books after going through

compulsory competitive tendering!

Overall. It Is a fine work of reference which could be the first step in settling pedantic

historical arguments, the occasion for a leisurely browse or the starting point for

those who ring you up and ask about some arcane historical detail. It might also be

one of those books that you mention within ear-shot of well-heeled relatives before

Christmas.
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'ARGUING THB COLO WAR'

CONFERENCE

FRIDAY 20 NOVEBABER 1998

VICTORIAN TRADES HALL COUNCIL CHAMBER
MELBOURNE TRADES wat.t.

9.00 a.m. - 4.30 p.]XL.

The Conference Is now at an advanced planning stage with a remarkabty
Interesting mixture of speakers. Including people vdio participated in the Cold War
battles In Victoria, those who observed at close quarters and historians who have
studied the period in detail.

The day Is divided Into three main parts.

The first session will look at the current state of knowledge about the Cold War In
Australia. The Intenhon Is to set the scene for the participants' accounts that will
follow.

The second session after morning tea will comprise some of the contemporary
actors and observers who were part of the drama. These will Include Amlrah Tngiis
who lived and worked through the period as a left-wing actor and close observer of
events. Bemle Taft will look at the period from the perspective of a Communist
Party activist. Jack Cotter will review the National Civic Council's role. Bob
Corcoran will speak as a Labor Party worker who was swept up in the turmoil
surrounding the SpUt.

In the two sessions after lunch where we review the Cold War anri oflFer the chance
for plenary discussion we are hoping to hear from people like Bruce Ehmcan on the
role ol the Catholic Church, the Hon. John Cain on living through the period In a
political family, and numerous others with interesting and engaging stories to tell
about the dramatic events that shaped the political landscape for many years to
come. Our plan Is to have speakers who engage each other and the audience In an
interesting conversation about the experience of Cold War Australia, rather than a
formal academic conference.

Because It wdll not have all the trappings of a formal conference we have been able
to keep the cost down to $35 for waged and $ 15 for non-waged people.

A separate registration form is included in thia issue of Recorder.

We look forward to seeing you at the Melbourne Trades Hall on Friday 20
November 1998.
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Our 'new'meeting place has become our regular one.

Meetings are held at

the Plumbers Union Office

54 Victoria St Carlton

(alongside the Trades Hall)

Enter by the concrete steps rising

from the Victoria St footpath.
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FLUMBeRJS UNIOM

OFFICE

54 VICTORIA. ST.

The meeting room is comfortable and the location in Victoria St is easily

reached by public transport. Car parking is not too difficult on Sundays.

President

Peter Love

51 Blanche St
St KUda 3182
Ph 9534 2445

BSELBOURNB BRANCH CONTACTS

Secretary
Jack Hutson

3/76A Campbell Rd
Hawthorn East

Ph 9882 4918

3123

Treaanrer

Paul Strangle
13 Bridge St
Elstemwlck

Ph 9528 6369

3185


