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VALE JACK HUTSOW
13 May 1912- 21 February 2003

When Jack Hutson died on 21 February 2003 the Labour History community lost one of its
most quietly constructive and dedicated members. For several years Jack had been the
Secretary of the Melbourne Branch and editor of Recorder. His unobtrusive but always

purposefiil work ensured that the Executive met on time, that rooms and speakers were
arranged, that Recorder was produced regularly and that the Branch's special events were
well organised and systematically run. On occasions, he shared the results of his research into
the arbitration system with us as our speaker. Now that Jack has gone, we realise how much
we relied on him to keep us all going. When several people had spoken at his funeral and his
wake, it became clear just how many people and organizations had come to rely on Jack's
disciplined, well-informed and self-effacing work for them.
Jack Hutson was bom on 13 May 1912 in the small Lincolnshire village of
Hogsthorpe, the eldest of six children. His parents were schoolteachers. At the time of his

birth. Jack's father was the head teacher at the village school. During the First World War his
father was a munitions inspector, being unfit for military service because of poor eye sight.
After the war, he remained in the civil service, being a founding member of the Civil Service
Association. Although he was unable to take an active part in politics, both parents were
interested in the Socialist party and the Fabian Society, his mother becoming publicly active.
By the early 1930s the family lived in Leeds where, in 1934, she was elected a city
councillor. Although there is no evidence that Jack was politically active at this stage, he
certainly came from an activist family.
Jack did well at school and began his working life in the engineering profession. He
completed his formal qualifications at night school and, in the mi.d-1930s took a job as
engineer in charge of the maintenance plant at the oil fields in Sarawak. As the Imperial
Japanese Army approached Sarawak, Jack prepared an ingenious rolling ball system that was

inserted in the oil pipes to the loading wh^ which would both block the pipes and be very
difficult to detect. When he was evacuated to Australia, he left behind the only known piece
of industrial sabotage of his whole career. For the rest of his life Jack typified what Tom
Sheridan has called the 'mindful militants' among the industrial activists in the engineering
trades.

As a well-qualified and experienced engineer. Jack was directed to war-time
manufacturing work as a production engineer where, by the end of hostilities, he had
assumed managerial responsibilities. Soon after, his developing political ideas led him to

resign his position and return to the bench as a tradesman at another firm. From that point on,
his work as a trade unionist and member of the Communist Party became the primary focus
of his life. It was through Jack's role in training and research for the Amalgamated
Engineering Union that his most substantial work for the union movement was done. He

became one of the best-informed unionists on the Australian arbitration and wage fixing
system, providing both strategic and practical advice to unionists far beyond the ranks of the
AEU. His years of research and experience were distilled in two important books; Penal
Colony to Penal Powers(AEU, 1966)and Six Wage Concepts(AEU, 1971). For many of his
comrades they became what Julius Roe, Federal President of the AMWU,at Jack's funeral
called the 'Bible and Koran' for industrial activists. Indeed, there is room for a serious look at

the wider influence of Jack's works in the formal study of tiie arbitration system. This would
be a worthy project for a member of the labour history conununity interested in the hitherto
unacknowledged contribution of working class intellectuals to the development of the
Australian labour movement. He was certainly influential in the union movement's planning

of strategies for Australia's industrial reconstruction in the 1960s and '70s, alongside betterknown figures like Laurie Carmichael.
When Jack retired from the union he turned his attention to the Communist party of

Australia, of which he was a long-standing member. Working out of the Victorian office, he
assumed a significant responsibility for the party's financial affairs. In the party offices he
was well-known for his punctilious attention to financial details, as well as the orderly
conduct of his workspace. Indeed, one of the favourite activities for office pranksters was to
slyly rearrange the items on Jack's desk just to disturb his measured demeanour. At party
fund-raising events, such as the Tribune Fair, Jack was the 'bag man' who collected and
counted the considerable takings but steadfastly refused to even consider the possibility that
he might be robbed on the way home to his Hawthorn flat. Despite the appearance of an
obsessively orderly personal style. Jack knew how to enjoy himself. A lover of fine food and

elegant dining, he was occasionally heard to criticise the less refined culinary tastes of his
union and party comrades. He enjoyed classical music, being something of a closet opera
buff. He also had a taste for exotic holiday locations, often visiting remote and 'interesting'
places before they were 'discovered'.

In recent years his work was focused on the Labour History Society where we saw the
purposeful, rather self-effacing side of Jack that was happy to contribute to our common
cause without any expectation of private gain or public recognition. It is the kind of selfless
work of people like Jack that sustains the movement we all serve. We are already the poorer
for his passing. Farewell Jack and thanks mate.

Peter Love

MELBOURNE BRANCH MEETINGS — CHANGES TO DATES AND TIMES

Our regular branch meetings, usually about six per year, have played an important part in
the life of the Melbourne branch. Formal proceedings have been kept brief and a wide
variety of guest speakers have contributed to interesting and enjoyable events.
However, over the last couple of years there have been problems. The speakers have been
of high standard but we have needed to find new meeting places. Suitable ones are not
always available at the t}est times.
The New International Bookshop meeting room has been very convenient but its availability
has been restricted. This year it has been necessary to change the day and time of
meetings, at least as a trial.

As indicated elsewhere, the March meeting will be held at the usual meeting

place (the NIB Meeting Room) but will take place on Monday 31^* March,
commencing at 6.30 om.

A Century ofStruggle:A History ofthe Electrical
Trades Union ofAustralia Victorian Branch.
Ken Purdham

Hyland House, Melbourne,2002. Pages xii + 259.
Reviewed by Paul Strangio,
Paul wishes to thank Professor John Rickard, review editor ofthe Victorian Historical

Journal,for permission to reproduce this review in the Recorder.)

According to the dust jacket of this

World War I, the ETU welcomed state

handsome volume. Ken Purdham has

control of the electricity industry 'as a
broad principle'. In more recent times,

been a member of the Electrical Trades

Union (ETU) since 1973. In the
author's preface, Purdham insists that
this backgroimd does not preclude him
from an 'objective view' ofthe union's
history, assuring the reader that 'my
respect for our organisation compels
me to present the facts accurately and

honestly'. It is a pledge Purdham has

the union has had to deal with the

privatisation of Victoria's electrical
industry, and the final chapters of the
book detail bitter struggles between the
union and private electrical companies.
Similarly, the industrial relations
landscape the ETU has operated within
has been dramatically transformed. A

fiilfilled; his is a warts and all account.

decade after its formation the ETU
Victorian
branch
overcame
the

This book appears on the centenary of

objections of its New South Wales
counterpart to win registration xmder

the establishment of the Electrical
Association of Australia in Melbourne

in May 1902 (the title ETU was
adopted in 1908). At that time there
was little regulation of the still
fledgling electrical industry and deaths

the Commonwealth Arbitration Act.

concern of the infant ETU was the

Over the following decades, it
developed a reputation as a union
committed to the principle of
arbitration, even to the point of
frustrating some members who felt it
spent 'too much time in the courts and
not enough time out on the grass'.

licensing of employees in the electrical

Since the 1980s the union has been

trades. Meanwhile, the union had to

forced to adapt to the new industrial
order of enterprise
bargaining,
employment contracts and super
unions—something that it has achieved
with apparently remarkable success,
retaining a strong sense of individual
identity, despite amalgamation, and
enjoying healthy membership growth.

of

unskilled

uncommon.

workers

were

Accordingly,

a

not

key

struggle with the perennial problems of
rank and file apathy, including
members falling into arrears on their
subscription fees.
From these early begirmings, Purdham
charts the union's fortunes through
various changes and challenges. When
the State Electricity Commission of
Victoria was created at the end of

If the ETU's enemies have been the

standard

cast

of

uncaring

and

mendacious employers and hostile

organisation during the tenure of the

governments
(including
Labor),
Purdham makes clear that negotiating
the Byzantine world of Victorian

'Snowy' Henderson, who presided

labour movement politics has been
almost as great a challenge. As in other
unions, communists made inroads into

deposed in 1958 as a result of groAving
impatience at his lack of militancy and
suspicion of his Grouper sympathies.

the ETU during the 1930s, their
influence peaking in the early war
years. By 1947 an Industrial Group
had staved off the communists, only
for its stranglehold to become a source
of discord. When the Labor Party split

Following Henderson's departure came
the more militant Innes dynasty (Jock
and son Ted), which culminated in,
and closed with, Ted's election to

in 1955 a divided ETU State Council

decided by a single vote to give the
union's affiliation to the 'new' (proEvatt) Victorian Executive rather than
remain loyal to the 'old'(pro-Grouper)
Executive. There followed a purge of
'anyone with a whiff of "Grouper"
about them', although as Purdham's
account of the post-Split Victorian
labour movement rightly reminds us
the orthodox historical perception of
exclusive control by a cabal of Leftwing unions is a simplification. He
highlights, for instance, the power
struggle that ensued between the

dedicated, but conservative, Albert
over the union from 1917 until he was

federal parliament in 1972. Equally,
according to Purdham, the leadership
provided by the combative Dean
Mighell has been instrumental in the
ETU's invigoration since the mid1990s. This attention to the comings
and goings of the ETU executive is
both a strength and weakness.
Purdham

recounts

with

admirable

candour the venality and chicanery of
the imion's internal machinations but,
on the other hand, his institutional
focus obscures the rank

and

file

experience, including an exploration of
changing
work
practices
and
conditions.

Trades Union Defence Committee and
Trades Hall Council.

The book is solidly researched,
drawing on an extensive range of oral

As much as anything else, Purdham's
book is a history of the ETU's
leadership
and
its
internal
machinations. Indeed, the impression
conveyed is that the changing
disposition of the union has mirrored
the politics and temperament of its
officials, especially the Secretary.
Thus, the ETU was a politically
conservative and industrially diffident

sources and the ETU's records. It is

also attractively illustrated with
photographs (both colour and black
and white) and reproduced documents.
Moreover, the jaunty prose makes for
an engaging read. All in all, Purdham
is to be commended not only for a
reliable account of the ETU, but a

valuable contribution to the history of
the Victorian labour movement.

'WEDNESDAY NIGHTS AT THE NIB'

These are held in the NIB meeting room (the same one as used by the History

Society) and the time is 6pm for a 6.30 start of the event. The Fabian Society
takes the leading role in arranging the meetings and several other bodies
cooperate, including the Melbourne branch of the Labour History Society.

Humphrey McQueen will be the speaker on 26 March on "The Working Poor
in Contemporary Capitalism".

THE VICTORIAN LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL

THE STORY BEHIND THE PARTIAL REFORM OF 1950
Robert Corcoran

Political observers of advanced years have

fi-anchise was not only weighted heavily

been waiting a long time for another step on
the road to reform of the Legislative

towards the more affluent but was also
biased
towards
men. Male
voters

Council in Victoria. In fact, about 52 years.
Now, with Labor in control of both Houses,
we look forward to the results, not of a

outnumbered women by nearly four to one.

mincing step, but a daring stride.

Then the Labor Party in Victoria did a deal
with the Country Party. The C.P. agreed to

legislate for universal suffrage and also for a
Similar to the reform of 1950 this will

require some sacrifices for the Labor
Party—forfeiture of the near certainty of
continued Upper House domination after the

redistribution of boundaries to do away with
the gerrymander - in return for the ALP
keeping the Country Party in power. It was
not a coalition—there were no Labor

next election, and reduction of the terms of

Ministers—but a solely Country Party

newly elected Council members.

government, although that pa^ had
received only about 11% of the total Lower

Before looking at the major reform of 1950

House vote.

and the tactics involve^ the nature and
membership of the Upper House should be
put into historical perspective. It was

In 1950 the Country Party government went

established in 1851 when one-third of its

but the promised redistribution to correct
huge contrasts in the sizes of electorates was

members were nominated by Charles La
Trobe, the Lieutenant-governor of the

newly-independent colony of Victoria, and
two-thirds were elected by a gerrymandered
system that heavily favoured affluent
landholders in country areas.

ahead with legislation for adult franchise,

a different matter. This reform would have

greatly reduced the unfair advantage
jealously guarded by the conservative
parties. Apart from Labor's nagging
discomfort in keeping a conservative
Country Party in government there was a

Minor reforms that increased the number of

traumatic event in 1951 that distressed

electors were made in 1855, 57, 68, 74 and

Labor people. This was the decision of the
government to proceed with the hanging of
three people, including a woman.

81. In 1909 the franchise was extended to

women but, of course, only to those ladies
who owned property or met the stringent
conditions that gave a small number of
others(mostly professional people)the legal
right to vote.
Little more happened for many years and in
1950 there was still a long way to go before
the Upper House could be described as
democratically elected. In that year, of the
1,375,000 voters enrolled for the Legislative
Assembly only 550,000 could vote to elect
Legislative Council members. The restricted

Eventually, in 1952, Labor withdrew its

support of the Country Party. The
agreement had not been fully honoured by
the government, but the abolition of the
'property vote' system for the election of
the Upper House was a great step forward.

In retrospect, it is clear that the Country
Party was untrustworthy during the early
1950s, but it did not hide its motives. The
Liberals were worse. They devised tactics

aimed at obstructing reform while trying to
disguise their real intentions. In reality they
were opposed to any reform but, in 1950,
they believed it would be harmful to the
party's image to admit this openly. The
scheme was to propose the addition of

John Cain's assessment is supported by

history. By that time, in 1950, the Liberal
Party, and earlier anti-Labor parties (under
various names), had already had many

opportunities to reform the Legislative
Council when possessing control of both

proportional representation to the legislation
for adult suffrage—knowing this would be
completely unacceptable to the Country
Party. The Liberals hoped this would result

Houses—as indeed Liberal governments in
more recent years have had—but chose to
do very little or nothing.

in the whole matter being defeated.

The conservatives preferred an Upper
House that could delay or defeat Labor

In the parliamentary debate John Cain
(Senior) made the following comment on
the Liberal Party's 'clever' tactics,
'/ know that the [Liberal] Opposition

members do not want proportional
representation. The proposal isJust so much
political nonsense.
In thefinal analysis the issue resolves itself
into one of whether or not we believe in
adultJranchise.'

government proposals, and 'rubber stamp'
their own.

The real Liberal attitude in 1950 was

expressed by a speaker at a Party conference
at the time, and his fiank but, perhaps,

injudicious statement was not disputed by
his Liberal colleagues. He said, 'adult
suffrage for the Upper House is a mere
pandering to the public.'
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2003 - THE CENTENARY YEAR OF THE 8 HOURS DAY MONUMENT
The inscription; 'To commemorate the 8 hours Movement initiated in Victoria 1856. Erected 1903'

^ %

Meeting Place

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

Meeting Room

Coffee Room
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lABOUR HISTORY SOCIETY-MELBOIJRNJ!: BRAiNCU COM ACIS
President
Peter Love
51 Blanche St
StKilda 3182
Ph: 9534 2445

Acting Secretary

Treasurer

Brian Smiddy

Paul Strangio
13 Bridge St

7 The Crest
Watsonia 3087
Ph; 9435 5145

Elstemwick 3185
Ph: 9528 6369

MEETING DATES FOR THE REMAINDER OF 2003 HAVE NOT YET
BEEN FINALISED.
THEY WILL BE DISCUSSED FOLLOWING A
REVIEW OF THE FIRST MEETING OF THE YEAR.

