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INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

IN THE ERICA DISTRICT SAWMILLS
This is a summary by Jack HUtson of the address given by Ron Lambert
to the General Meeting of the History Society on 29 June.

He spoke of the early history of the district in the 1920s when about a dozen
sawmills logged the big forest in the Gippsland mountains and Erica was founded to
serve their requirements.

The forest was opened up for logging by the Walhalla train line opened in 1910 and
that enabled the timber to be sent to Melbourne where there was a big demand for it
for housing.

Ron spoke of how, as a boy, he saw the narrow rights-of-way cut in the forest to
bring the mountain ash logs to the sawmills and wondered about the lives of those
who lived in the small outposts in the vastness ofthe forest. Later, he found out.
The owners ofthe sawmills had little interest in the living and working conditions of

their employees. Housing was built of poor quality rejected timber given for it. The
mills were noisy and dirty, and dangerous because safety precautions were unknown
at the time. Sanitation was of the crude, open-pit kind. Food was brought in from
Erica by packhorse.

The production workers at the sawmills were well unionised by the Timberworkers
Union that was a militant, well organised one that saw to that. Industrial relations

were governed by a federal award made in 1916 by the President of the Arbitration
Court, Judge Higgins. In that award he granted a 44 hour working week that was far
superior to the usual 48 hours.

But in January 1929 Judge J.Lukin introduced a new award. That was a disaster for
the timberworkers for it increased the working week from 44 to 48 hours, reduced

the margins in adult award wages, and worsened some conditions. That produced a
national strike of all timberworkers

Ron reported that it was defeated but did not mention one dramatic episode in it that
is worth describing. Faced with the apparently unanimous support for the strike
Judge Lukin decided to hold a secret ballot to ascertain the real opinion on working
to his award. A total of 15,221 ballot papers were sent out and 5,316 were returned,
with only 732 in favour.

The national union leadership then called on members to attend a rally outside the
Sydney Trades Hall with their unfilled ballot papers. Some 3000 responded, who
were asked to hand them over to union officials who then burned them

ceremoniously in a steel drum. They then marched to Hyde Park bearing placards
with uncomplimentaiy comments about Judge Lukin and his award. By then the
crowd had increased to some 25,000. After being addressed by a number of speakers
an effigy of Judge Lukin was burnt with loud applause.

(This dramatic episode has been described in such detail because, at the time of
writing, the Minister of Employment and Workplace Relations, Tony Abbott, is
obsessed with using secret ballots for illegal strikes. He has the full support of the
Prime Minister but has been unable to get the legislation for it passed by the Senate.

But even if it was, the Judge Lukin fiasco gives a sharp warning that its
implementation might not be a simple matter, particularly if a militant union is
involved).

A CONFERENCE WORTH NOTING

'Ethics, Values, Civil Society and Labor Generations'
The Australian Fabian Society held a conference on Saturday 4 May at the
New International Bookshop Centre in Melbourne.
Ethics, values and the idea of civil society have always been the heart and
soul of the Labor Party - the attributes that former Labor Prime Minister Ben
Chifley summarised so memorably as Labor's Tight on the hill'— but what
are they understood to mean today and how are they to be given effect?

Three generations of front-bench Labor MPs - Bob McMullen, Kevin Rudd
and Christian Zara - reflected on these questions, with responses by two of
Australia's most distinguished independent ethical thinkers, political scientist
Professor Hugh Emy and foreign affairs specialist Professor Bruce Grant.
There followed questions and comments from the audience.
Visit the Australian Fabian Society website fabian.org.au to read about the
ideas that were presented at the conference.

THE LAST CHAPTER IN THE HISTORY OF
THE EUREKA FLAG

According to a reliable report in The Age newspaper, the King family,
represented by a Western District farmer, has legally signed the
ownership ofthe flag to the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery.
Previously it had only had custody of the flag on loan with permission to
display it, which it did. The formal handover of ownership is to be made
on 11 November this year.

'keeperOF THE faith': a biography of JIM CAIRNS
On Sunday 28 April 2002, a larg^ crowd gathered at Trades Hall for the launch
by the Hon. John Button of Paul Stranglo's new book. Keeper of the Faith: A
Biography of Jim Cairns (Melbourne University Press). Speeches were also
made by the author and the guest of honour, Dr Jim Cairns. In his speech, Dr
Cairns declared that the book had ^allowed me to understand my own work'and
*the reasons for[my]success and failure'.

Since the book's formal release in early May, it has sold strongly and has been

widely and generally very favourably reviewed. However, some journalists in
reviewing the biography have stubbornly refused to countenance that Cairns'
political career can be analysed as anything other than a failure. In response,

Paul Strangle wrote the following article, which first appeared in the Age (18
June), that briefly puts the case for Cairns' political significance and his rightful
place in the Labor Party firmament.

Until recently, the former Deputy Prime Minister, Dr Jim Cairns, has been the source of one
of Melbourne's more remarkable sights. For nearly two decades Cairns was a regular
presence at several of Melbourne's popular markets, where one could find him seated at a
card table bearing the simple sign 'Jim Caims books', hawking his latest self-published work.
But those days have now passed. Age has caught up with Caims who tums eighty-eight this
October. Physically frail and no longer licenced to drive, he lias ceased his market visits.

Even before Caims' disappearance from the markets he had effectively faded from public
consciousness. Those old enough to recall when Caims was at the peak of his public career in
the 1960s and 1970s have long tended to regard him as a kind of eccentric relic of an earlier

age of idealism. Among younger generations, meanwhile, he is virtually unknown: a reality
that has repeatedly been brought home to me by the blank faces that one encounters upon

mentioning his name in undergraduate Australian Politics and Australian History classes.
Indeed, the obscurity into which Caims has fallen is so complete as to be difficult to reconcile
with the same man who during his leadership of the anti-Vietnam War movement was
probably Australia's most loved—and reviled—politician. His eclipse is rendered even more

striking when contrasted with the continuing celebrity status enjoyed by his one-time great
political and ideological rival Gough Whitlam. Whereas in the decade from the mid-1960s
Caims was second only to Whitlam in profile and influence in the ranks of the ALP,today he
is all but a non-person by comparison with the reverence that is accorded to his former leader.
Why has Caims been so forgotten and why has his reputation been so marginalised since
1975? And why was he never elevated to the pantheon of Labor heroes, but instead largely
disowned by his former party? The conventional wisdom would have it that Caims was too

much like a political shooting star, shining only briefly before crashing dramatically in the
final year of the Whitlam Govemment after becoming embroiled in the 'Morosi' and 'Loans'
affairs. Nor did his post-1975 involvement with the altemative lifestyle movement help, with
that foray and his market appearances interpreted by many of his former admirers as proof
that Caims had 'lost the plot'. Some even subscribe to the surprisingly widely held, but
baseless, view that Caims was 'never the same' after he was attacked and bashed by intmders
at the family home in 1969.

Yet, perhaps there is another more fundamental explanation for Cairns' drift into obscurity
that is directly related to the function he played in post-war Australian society and the Labor
Party of that era. Above all. Cairns was a non-conformist. In a whole range of areas,
including his early opposition to the White Australia Policy, his advocacy of closer relations
with Asia(Paul Keating did not invent engagement with Asia), his broader challenge to Cold
War assumptions, his early and consistent opposition to the Vietnam War and his defence of
the full employment idea! in the final term of the Whitlam Government, Caims stood against
the tide. By virtue of a formidable combination of moral courage, passionate commitment
and persuasive advocacy. Cairns changed minds and thereby Australia through his alternative
views. Vietnam, of course, stands out, but his impact went further, not least in playing a

crucial role in legitimising protest in a society that until the Moratorium marches still
construed large-scale demonstrations as'mob rule'.

Ultimately, though, because Cairns' predominant role in public life was as a voice of dissent
against the established order, his influence was hard to measure and easy to underestimate.
While few would dispute that dissent is important to a healthy democracy, by its very nature
its results are difficult to quantify. The former Monash University political scientist Max
Teichmann alluded to this when he once observed that Caims' achievements could not be

measured in 'dams, bridges and foundation stones. His contribution was different and
superior'. It's a point that seems particularly apposite in the contemporary context in which
the scope for meaningful alternative views within, and between, the major political parties is
so limited.

Modem Labor's ambivalence towards Caims is not that difficult to understand. Following the

traumas of 1975, there was a period of mutual disillusionment between Caims and the ALP.
While he rejoined the party in the late 1980s, his rehabilitation since then has been at best
modest. One reason is that by reassessing Caims' place Labor might be forced to undertake
some revision of Gough Whitlam, thus puncturing the uncritical nostalgia that surrounds the
former prime minister. A more balanced assessment of the two men would show that they
represented different, both important albeit, tendencies in the party. More than any other
Labor politician of his time, Caims exemplified the party's radical-oppositional tendency,
which placed a premium on principle and long-term valuative change and was wary of power
and its temptations. Undoubtedly, this was, and always had been, a minority position in the
ALP, but it had an important historic function by providing a counterweight to those in the
party of moderate and pragmatic persuasion. As painfully illustrated by the events of the last
federal election, it is a tendency that has little currency in the modem Labor Party.

There is a final reason why Caims and what he represented is alien to the contemporary ALP.
Caims stood squarely in the tradition of a now moribund stream of the Labor Party that was

deeply suspicious of the market place and believed in significant interference in the capitalist
system. Whereas today's ALP concems itself with the aspirational class, Caims spoke of the
dangers of acquisitiveness and its corrosive social effects. Whereas today's ALP has
increasingly accommodated itself to management of a social system organised primarily
around the principles of competition and individualism. Cairns has remained fixed on the
dream of a cooperative and ethical social order. To some extent strange bedfellows always,
Caims and contemporary Labor inhabit a different ideological and moral universe.

Paul Strangio's Keeper of the Failh: A Biography of Jim Cairns, (Melbourne University
Press, 2002) is available at quality book stores, or mail order from Melboume University
Press, PO Box 278, Carlton South, VIC, 3053 (tel: 03 9342 0360), or by visiting MUP's
website: www.mup.com.au

Meeting Place

Meetings ofthe Society are held in the meeting room attached to the New
International Bookshop in the Trades Hall.
Enter the Trades Hall through the Victoria St. Entrance
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