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GENERAL MEETING

WEDNESDAY 24 MARCH 2004

5.30pm

To be held in the meeting room ofthe New International Bookshop in the Trades Hall

BUSINESS: Interim report on preparations for Commemorating the 150 th
anniversary of the 8 Hour Day
and

Report on joint sponsorship of 2005 SPLIT Conference. This conference will
discuss the turbulent Labor Schism of 1955.
***********************************************

The meeting will be followed at 6.30pm by the regular Wednesday night Forum
sponsored by ASSLH.

Guest Speaker
JULIAN BURNSIDE QC

PATRICKS VERSUS MUA - SIX YEARS ON
Neither Speaker nor Subject needs introducing
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Politics is the Art ofTurning Minorities into Majorities'^
A Tribute to John Halfpenny (1935-2003)

By Cheryl Wragg^ & Peter Gibbons^

John Hal^enny was a leader of Australian trade unionism and working people. His impact helped
shape both state and national ind\istrial & political landscapes through the 1960s,'70s,'80s and '90s.
A vigorous and influential advocate, campaigner and activist, John's union leadership, administrative
skills and breadth of activity were a daily testament to his intellectual and organising brilliance. The
recent passing of John HalQienny signals the end of an era in Australian progressive politics.
John was raised in Donald, rural Victoria. His father was a railway worker and his family working
class. At the start of the 1950s, when in his mid-teens, John took up a metal trades apprenticeship.

This brought him into membership of the Amalgamated Engineering Union(ABU)and introduced him
to blacksmith and AEU activist, Neville Hill.'* John and Neville were to become lifelong friends and

associates. During this time, John laid the foundation of his life's work. He became an active member
of the AEU Apprenticeship Committee campaigning, both in the AEU and at work, to improve
conditions & training for apprentices, became an active member ofthe Eureka Youth League (rising to
National President), and a member of the Communist Party of Australia. Through these organizations
he made contact with the peace movement and campaigning against the Korean war.

John was proudly working class, openly Marxist, and deeply committed to societal change and
improvement. He wanted proper recognition of the contribution made by working people to society
and had a strong belief in the dignity of labour. He also demonstrated a hard-nosed determination, an
unfailing belief in his ability, an innate appreciation of tactics & strategy, and was both audacious and
good humoured. These qualities were to carry him forward in the AEU to the Secretaryship. In 1972,
he was elected Victorian State Secretary of the newly configured Amalgamated Metal Workers Union
(AMWU).

Over the next fifteen years, the AMWU was to carve out a reputation of being the most progressive,
industrially capable, and fiercely democratic union in Australia. Many of the industrial campaigns and
broad policy areas developed by the umon originated from the Victorian branch. Under John s
leadership officials, stewards and AMWU members were encouraged to be active in a wide range of
social justice, health «& safety, environmental and community issues, as well as international affaus.
'John Halfpenny saying.

.
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^ Cheryl Wragg worked with John Halfpenny from 1987-88 as his principal advisor on industry policy, and 1988-90 as
principal advisor/ speech writer, VTHC Administrator, Co-ordinator- VTHC Skills Training & Technology Unit, and
VTHC Building Manager.
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'
Peter Gibbons was a Boilermakers/AMWU shop steward, AMWU organiser, Gippsland Trades & Labour Council
Secretary, and AMWHJ(Vic.)Assistant State Secretary.

* Neville Hill later became an AEU organiser and a significant figure in Australian industrial history leading a fifteen-year

campaign at the Altona refinery complex for the 35-hour week. With John's support as Secretary and AMWU(Vic.)branch
support,in 1981 this campaign established the benchmark and impetus for winning the 38-hour week in all Australian
workplaces. Unlike Halfpenny and many other union officials, Neville neverjoined a political party. While respectirig the
importance of party activities by his peers, Neville pursued an unyielding and pure commitment to the goals and practrce of
trade unionism throughout his life. See also Barry Hill, Sitting In, William Heinemann ,Melbourne, 1991.

^ See also Barrie Blears, Together with Us: A Personal Glimpse ofthe Eureka Youth League,(self-published), Melbourne,
2002.

Together with long time associate, Max Ogden, John supported the development oftrade union training
and, together with Lawrie Carmichael, supported the establishment and operation of the AMWU's
Nationd Research Centre & related library collection.

In the early 1980s, John became a metals representative on the ACTU Executive. This would also see
him become an ACTU organiser for the South Pacific, a key player in the Pacific Trade Union Forum

and, later, the South Pacific Oceanic Council of Trade Unions. John developed a strong network of
friends and colleagues throughout the South Pacific mobilising aid and support for the Kanak

independence movement in New Caledonia, mobilising opposition to nuclear testing at Muroroa atoll,
supporting independence activists in Tahiti and East Timor, and providing support to Fijian-Indian
families during and after the Fijian coup.

During the late 1970s, the AMWU had become increasingly vocal and militant about the
structure/operation of the Australian economy and the fate of Australian manufacturing industry. In
1984, the Victorian branch started a strong push to influence both State and Commonwealth

government industry policy.^ It commissioned research by the National Institute for Economic and
Industry Research (NIEIR) on the metals manufacturing sector in the Australian economy. The
resultant report called the Policy for Industry Development and More Jobs became the blueprint for
AMWU industry policy. AMWU shop stewards were encouraged to develop local submissions to the
Industry Assistance Commission. A publicity & education campaign was laxmched with the slogan,
coined by John,'pretty soon the only thing we'll be manufactunng is excuses'.

In his many representations to government, John tied industry development to the operation of the
Accord, arguing the two-way nature of the Accord agreement i.e. wage restraint by workers must be
coupled with job creation & industry support by government and industry, a position adopted by other
unions and the ACTU. This resulted in Federal government support for the establishment of the

tripartite Australian Manufacturing Council (AMC), and underpinning industry sector councils. As
well as being an AMC member, John was appointed Chair of the Machinery & Metal Engineering
Industry Council(MMEIC). He developed this into a highly effective unit successfully lobbying the
Federal government to adopt defence procurement policies that supported Australian industry. This
resulted in the first-ever Australian based manufacture of submarines and fiigates. John was also a
member of the North-West Shelf National Liaison Group, a Federal government initiative designed to

scrutinise and support Australian industry involvement in the development of the North-West Shelf
gas/oil fields. John was credited with, single-handedly, overturning the decision of the NW shelf
development consortium to exclude Australian industry involvement in the build/fit-out of six huge
tankers commissioned to carry gas to Japan. With his intervention, a significant amount of this work
was kept in Australia.^

John relished his industry development role and the opportunities it afforded him to push Australian

industry & govermnents, at their most semor levels, into adopting Australian procurement policies and
appreciating Australian industry capability.^ It also saw him advocate, successfully and with the
support of the Metal Trades Industry Association (MTIA), for the development of the Industrial
'
In addition to the closure of metals manufacturing workshops,the particular issue that crys^lised the campaign was the
State government's decision to import pumps for the(then)new main sewerage line to Werribee treatment farm.
'
See also the Bulletin, 1986,for a profile of John's work on the North-West Shelf.

* Overseas competitors for local contracts often dubbed Australian industry as incapable ofdoing thejob. Australian
companies were often passive in the face ofsuch criticism. John encouraged a more aggressive position amongst Australian
management toward overseas competitors.

Supplies Office (ISO) network.' He was also heavily involved in a wide range of Federal and State
government industry policy committees and working groups which saw the development of a national
preference agreement (NPA) and the end to State competition for major projects, closer economic
relations with New Zealand (NZCER), the development of a government offsets and procurement

policy used for dealing with large, multi-national corporations supplying equipment to Australia, the
development of technology policy and technology transfer a^eements, and many others. Although
unsuccessful in his 1987 bid to become a Federal ALP Senator'", the real loss was the ability, creativity
and experience he could have contributed to the Federal parliament and government.
In 1987, John nominated and won the Secretaryship of the Victorian Trades Hall Council. Taking up

the position, he embarked on an ambitious three-year program of renewing and revitalising the Coimcil
or "awakening the sleeping dragon", as he termed it. This included upgrading facilities for VTHC
staff, updating all VTHC administrative arrangements, rewriting VTHC rules to include affirmative
action policies, negotiating State & Federal funding support to restore/renovate the building, and
harnessing affiliate support and interest to push, vigorously, on State wage and industrial issues.
Council meetings became 'standing room only' events. A highly effective media spokesperson, it was
not unusual to find lines of reporters camped outside John's office door. He was constantly in demand
for public speaking engagements. Despite the enormous workload, John never refused using industry
and conununity platforms to push progressive policy and pro-worker positions.

Until his retirement in 1995, John continued building the VTHC sphere of influence and attracted
funding for projects focused at skills training and award restructuring, workers compensation, NESB
workers, childcare, environmental issues, art and working life, industry development and others. As

Deputy Chair of the State Training Board he supported the revitalisation of the State's vocational
training system and the introduction of tripartite industry training boards. Through John, the VTHC
had a major influence on drafting the Victorian vocational education & training Act, reform of
worker's compensation arrangements and legislation, and many others. Under his mentorship, many
VTHC staff developed the skills and confidence to move into affiliated unions and assume positions of
influence in their own right.

While John's passing was deeply saddening, his legacy of commitment, vision, strong leadership and
good deeds will continue to inspire and influence everyone touched by his work and his life.
Vale John Halfpenny- an exceptional humanist and trade umonist.

'
The ISO established a database of Australian companies and their industrial capability, which was/is used to source
Australian industry participants for procurement contracts.

• j, u • •

In 1982,John left the CPA citing the Party's irrelevance & lack ofinfluence. After 4 years 'cleaiising penod ,hejoined

the AT P In 1987, he nominated for the Senate ticket but was, eventually, relegated to the un-winnable third position on the
ticket. Despite this, he still attracted a significant primary vote, a testament to his wide personal following amongst voters.
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Conference Report

^Struggling for Recognition: the Individual in Labour History',21 November 2003
by Paul Strangio

It was a typically sticky late Spring Sydney morning when more than fifly labour
historians gathered in the Women's College, University of Sydney, to reflect on the role
of the individual in labour history. What followed was a busy, but rewarding, day for all
those present. A total of thirteen papers were delivered, addressing a diverse range of
working class lives, labour activists and intellectuals. Encouraged by the consistently
stimulating papers, each of the four sessions threatened to run over time because of the
lively discussion and occasionally curly questions from the conference floor.
Given the high standard of the conference, it is invidious to single out any of the papers.
However, the following small sample conveys something of the flavour of the
proceedings:

• Joy Damousi gave a fascinating insight into her research on the experiences and
activism of female factory inspectors during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries by focusing on the case study of Agnes Milne.

• Gaynor MacDonald explored the attitudes to working life of the Widajuri people of
central New South Wales.

• The keynote address, titled 'Lives on the Left: recent developments in Labour
Biography in the United Kingdom', by John Shepherd, Senior Research Associate in
History at Anglia Polytechnic University, Cambridge, focussed on John's recent
biography of the British Labour Party leader, ethical sociahst and pacifist, George
Lansbury.

• John Shields reported on his and Andrew Moore's herculean project, 'The
Biographical Register of the Australian Labour Movement'. John's paper not only

highli^ted what an invaluable resource the register will be when completed, but also
canvassed methodological and theoretical issues arising from the writing of labour
biographies.

While not wanting to sound parochial, members ofthe Melbourne branch of the ASSLH
will no doubt be pleased to learn that it was well represented at the conference with both
Peter Labor and Paul Strangio delivering papers. Peter spoke about his research on Frank
Anstey, along the way taking up some of the themes introduced to the conference
discussion by John Shields. Meanwhile, Paul's paper focussed on Labor defector Stan
Keon's secretaryship ofthe Victorian Public Service Association.

Congratulations to Mark Heam and Harry Knowles from the Work and Organisational
Studies unit at the University of Sydney for putting together such a successful
conference. It was an excellent illustration of the diverse character and healthy state of
labour history research in Australia.

For those wanting to know more about the conference, or the broader Working Lives
project, they can visit the web site

http://www.econusvd.edu./wos/workinglives/conference.htm

Also, Mark and Harry are editing a special thematic edition ofLabour History later this
year, which will include some ofthe conference papers.

Len Fox,1905-2004

The Eureka flag draped over the coffin of Len Fox was there because Len had spent
much of his life, some 60 years and three books, authenticating a flag in the Ballarat
Art Gallery as the flag that flew over the stockade of the Eureka rebels in 1854, the

symbol, in the words of historian Bob Walshe who spoke at his fiineral service, that
most dramatically captures the spirit of Australian struggle for an independent
democratic republic".

Len was a significant Labour movement intellectual, variously teacher, political
organiser, pamphleteer, journalist, editor, publisher, historian, author, playwright,

poet, artist. Bom on August 28, 1905, he grew up comfortably with his Jewish and
Irish-Scot-North-of-England family heritages in Melbourne's Eastern suburbs; an
adored uncle was the painter Emmanuel Phillips Fox (1865-1915). Scholarships took
Len to Scotch College and Melbourne University; he graduated in Science, gained a
Diploma ofEducation and returned to his alma mater as a teacher.
A wide reader, Len was influenced by H.G.Wells and George Bemard Shaw, and was
active in the non-conformist Congregational Church. A developing awareness in the

late 1920s and early 1930s that the world was deeply troubled and that mod^ life
posed significant moral and ethical questions, led him to an interest in what is now
termed 'progressive' education. The key to creating a better world was through cluld
centred schooling, and education that explored notions of individuality, creativity,
communality, and freedom,and which took account of modem psychological theory.
With a view to perhaps teaching at a progressive school. Fox went to England in late
1933 to leam from leading progressive practitioners like Dora Russell and A. S. Neill,
and he stayed briefly at Neill's legendary progressive school, Summerhill. However
the extremes of the Depression, significant events like the Hunger Marches, a visit to
Nazi Germany in 1934, rising anti-semitism, exposure to a range of socialist thought
from Christian Socialism to Marxism,politicised the burgeoning educationist.

Returning to Melboume during 1934 Fox became active in the Movement Against
War and Fascism, and soon became Secretary of its Victorian Branch. He joined the
Communist Party (CPA) the following year. For the rest of his life Fox eamed his

living on the Left, increasingly as an intellectual and writer, and he remained a
member of the CPA until 1970. When comrades variously left the party in 1956, and
in 1968, he stayed, opting to, as he put it,"fight Stalinism from within".

When Australians mobilised in support of the Spamsh Republic in its fight against
Fascism, Fox was active on the Victorian Spanish Relief Committee. Here he was
influenced by the broad cultural approach of the Committee president, well-known
writer Nettie Palmer.

In 1940 Fox transferred to Sydney, and joumalism. The war years were spent on the

lively four-page Leftist weekly Progress, working alongside a joumalists like Rupert
Lockwood, Bill Wood, George Farwell. With a circulation of 20,000 Progress was,

particularly during the early war years, a major source of Left information and
perspective in heavily censored times. The paper folded in 1946.

During the early 1950s Fox edited the four-page weekly magazine section of the

communist newspaper Tribune, before joining editor Edgar Ross on Common
Cause, weekly newspaper of the Miners' Federation. Following the retirement of
Ross in 1965, Fox edited the paper until his own retirement in 1970.

There was a two year break, in 1956-1957, when Fox and his wife, the playwright
Mona Brand, worked in North Vietnam helping the government with the English
language which had assumed political importance as the language of the International
Commission supervising the divided country's scheduled 1956 elections. Len and
Mona had met through their membership of the Sydney Realist Writers Group and
married in 1955.

Aside from journalism. Fox was a widely read pamphleteer during the late 1930s and
1940s on political, economic and historical matters. His pamphlets were between
4000 and 9000 words in length, and based on extensive research; aimed at both
working and middle class audiences, the language was accessible, the intention tended
to be educational rather than agitational, the style dogma and jargon free.

Fox was also part of a cultural minority in the 1940s and 1950s which argued that
Australia had a national culture, and directed significant energies to identifying and

promoting this. In the face of dominant cultural cringe attitudes, and academic, media
and political hostilities, people like Fox, Katharine Susannah Prichard, Brian
Fitzpatrick, Stephen Murray-Smith, Helen Palmer, Ian Turner, Russel Ward, did
much of the spade work leading to the post-1960s recognition of, and interest in,
Australian culture.

During the 1960s and 1970s Fox and Brand were active in a number of committees
for Aboriginal Advancement whose campaigning led to major progressive changes in
Australian legislation and public opinion.

The bulk of Fox's literary output took place after his retirement, reflecting a wide

range ofinterests, from the old windmills of colonial Sydney through to the impact of
multinationals on the Australian economy. Two autobiographical works. Broad Left,

Narrow Left(1982) and Australians on the Left(1996), have proved to be quarries
for historical researchers.

Overall Fox wrote at least 38, probably more than 40, pamphlets, booklets, books, on
economics, history, biography and poetry, beginning with The First World War And the Second? in 1935. Aside from his mass circulation pamphlets, his best-seller

was Old Sydney Windmills (1978), with the proceeds donated to the National Trust.
Many of his post-1970 publications were illustrated with his own art work, while a
number of his oil paintings were successful fund raisers for peace and green causes.
Looking back on a full life on the Left, the old writer stressed the value of a broad and
tolerant approach in personal life and politics, and a wide interest in cultural matters,
stressing the need for broad Left alliances to achieve democracy, internationalism and
world peace.

Len Fox died in his Sydney home on January 3, 2004. He is survived by many
nephews and nieces, and by his wife Mona.
Rowan Cahill.
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LABOUR HISTORY SOCIETY—MELBOURNE BRANCH CONTACTS
President:Peter Love
51 Blanche St. StKUda 3182

Secretary: Brian Smiddy
7 The Crest, Watsaua 3087

Phone 9534 2445

Phone 9435 5145

Treasurer:Faol Strangio

13 Bridge St Elstemwick 3185
Phone 9528 6369

MEETING DATES

As determined at the Annual General Meeting,

future Quarterly meetings will be held on

Wednesday nights, prior to evenings sponsored by
the Labour History Society

