RECORDER

Recorder
Official newsletter of the Melbourne Labour History Society (ISSN 0155-8722)

Issue No. 299—December 2020
IN THIS EDITION:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vale Paddy Garritty, by Brian Smiddy, p. 1
Melbourne & Federal ASSLH AGMs, p. 1
Party On!, by Carmel Shute, p. 2
Comrades! Lives of Australian Communists (Review), by Peter Love, p. 3
West Gate Bridge 50th Memorial Tribute, by Serge Zorino, pp. 4-5
West Gate Bridge – Songs of Lament; Lyrics of Judgement, by Ken
Mansell, p. 6

Vale Paddy Garritty

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Split Revisited, by Robert Murray, pp. 7-8
Dorothy Day in Australia (Review), by Rita Camilleri, pp. 9-10
John Grenville, by Mark Aarons, pp. 10-11
Graham Lacey, by Jim Claven, pp. 11-12
Speaking of Comrades, in their own words, by Peter Love, p. 12
Portrait of an activist: Elizabeth Vassilieff, by Phillip Deery, pp. 13-14
Correspondence, p. 14
Melbourne Branch Contacts, p. 14

Melbourne & Federal ASSLH AGMs

Brian Smiddy
Melbourne Branch, Australian Society for the
Study of Labour History
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
Thursday 10 December 2020
4.30pm-5:30pm (AEDT)
Via Zoom
https://zoom.us/j/92883080393?
pwd=UWVMMVUwODA2UE1NUUxTQmNFK2FhUT09
Or register here: https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/
annual-general-meeting-registration-130198963605
Reports: President, Secretary, Treasurer.
Election of Office Bearers and General Business.
Paddy Garritty portrait by Alan Attwood

Paddy Garritty was born in North East England in 1937
and migrated at the age of fourteen with his family in
1951. Early in his working life he became a merchant
seaman on the Australian coast, also becoming a
member of the Seamen’s Union.
Paddy was a seaman, painter, publican, shopkeeper and a
community activist with a particular interest in the arts.
He went on to run the bar at the Trades Hall and brought
the arts back to the VTHC, including the Melbourne
Comedy Festival and Fringe. The Secretary of the Trades
Hall, Luke Hilakari said ‘it was difficult to sum up such a
rich and varied life’. He was, above all, a ‘comrade to
many’. To his family and friends we extend our deepest
sympathies at his passing. Recorder will carry a full
obituary in our next edition.

Please also note that your 2021
membership renewal is now due.

—————— ——————————
Australian Society for the Study of Labour History
(Federal body)
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
Monday 14 December 2020
3:30pm-4:30pm (AEDT)
Via Zoom
https://zoom.us/meeting/register/
tJ0odu6rrDovEtD94OpEooqIUk2Xz245T4Mv
Or register here: https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/
annual-general-meeting-registration-130197400931
Reports: President, Secretary, Treasurer, LH Editor.
Election of Office Bearers and General Business.
Enquiries to jkimber@swin.edu.au
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Party On!
Carmel Shute
The CPA may have dissolved itself in 1991 but the
comrades still know how to party. The centenary of the
foundation of the Communist Party of Australia has been
the cause of much celebration, a lot of political analysis
and surprisingly little regret. Not even the pandemic
could dent the enthusiasm of former members, fellow
travellers and a young generation of activists to mark the
occasion in style with a book, launch, conference and Red
Film Festival.
Late last year, SEARCH Foundation members and
supporters committed to a series of projects which
involved people from all around the country, and indeed
some internationally, in thousands of hours of volunteer
time, working on events and publications.
Comrades! Lives of Australian communists, a collection of
100 short biographical essays, was launched on 30
October 2020 – a hundred years to the day – by the
SEARCH Foundation and the Australian Society for the
Study of Labour History.
Lead editor, Dr Bob Boughton, said that when work
started on the book, ‘we hoped for 15 biographies but
ended up with over 150. A hundred are included in the
book – half are women. The remaining 50 or so
biographies are featuring on the SEARCH Foundation
website. The book provides a unique glimpse into what
motivated generations of women and men from all walks
of life to embrace the cause of revolution over the 71
years of the CPA’s existence.’
‘Comrades! is not a “lives of the saints”,’ Dr Boughton
stresses. ‘Nor is the focus on the institutional history of
the CPA, its leaders or its “line”. The book is not intended
to eulogise the “giants” of the Australian communist
movement, who are for the most part dealt with in more
formal histories.
‘Rather, we have tried to honour the memory of some of
the many thousands of “ordinary” communists, who
worked throughout their lives in their workplaces and
localities to help build movements and promote
progressive change,’ he said.
ASSLH Melbourne Branch stalwarts Lloyd Edmonds and
Jack Hutson are included. Dr Boughton said that the CPA
had a remarkable story to tell despite its membership
never reaching more than 23,000 – which it did at the
end of World War II.
‘The CPA was the first party to oppose the White
Australia policy, to stand up against fascism, and to fight
for Aboriginal rights. It was also the first communist
party in the world to condemn the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia in 1968. CPA members in the building
industry imposed the world’s first Green Bans. Members
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helped build hundreds of social movement organisations
through which people fought to have their say in the
future. Their books, plays, films, art and songs helped
create a uniquely Australian culture.’
‘From the mid-1960s, the CPA rejected repressive,
authoritarian models of socialism and committed itself to
a democratic and participatory vision of social change.’
Dr Boughton said that a long-running joke is that ex-CPA
members made up Australia’s largest political party.
‘The intended audience for Comrades! is contemporary
activists, many of whom know little of the history of the
CPA and its role in these movements, as well as students
of labour and socialist history,’ he said.
Dr Meredith Burgmann, former President of the NSW
Legislative Council, launched Comrades! which she said
was brimful of wonderful stories.
‘When police raided the home of Joan and Alan Finger
the night that the CPA was declared illegal in 1940, Joan
had the presence of mind to hide important documents
in the nappy pail. She then went underground. During
World War II, when Lysaght’s factory management
decided women were taking too long on their toilet
breaks and put padlocks on the door, Sally Bowen led the
women in taking the doors off. They might not have had
keys but they did have screwdrivers!’ she said.
‘And there are lots of wise words. Fred Paterson, who
was a Rhodes scholar, divinity student and the only
communist elected to an Australian Parliament, famously
said, "My motto as a public speaker was never to try to
win an argument by personal abuse … Never call an
opponent a bastard, but set out the facts in such a way as
to convince your audience that he is a bastard.”’
The launch also featured historian Stuart Macintyre in
conversation with SEARCH Executive Officer, Luke
Whitington, on his next volume of The Reds. Over 200
people attended online.
The following day, a six-session online conference, The
Party! Snapshots of Communists in Australian History, was
held in conjunction with the State Library of NSW. It
featured over 30 speakers in panel discussions on a
broad range of topics: First Nations; the environment;
unions and workers’ movements; women’s rights and
equality; migrants and multiculturalism; and movements
for peace and international solidarity.
Whitington said that the response to the screenings of
radical and historic films online – which include
introductions from the filmmakers – in the Red Film
Festival, has been ‘remarkable’. The Festival has
continued into November, and will go into December
2020 and beyond, due to the sustained interest from
both the audiences and the filmmakers. The struggle
continues …
Comrades! Lives of Australian communists is available from the New
International Bookshop: https://nibs.org.au/ SEARCH Foundation:
www.search.org.au
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Comrades! Lives of Australian Communists
Peter Love
Bob Boughton, Danny Blackman, Mike Donaldson,
Carmel Shute and Beverley Symonds (eds), Comrades!
Lives of Australian Communists (Sydney: SEARCH
Foundation in association with the ASSLH, 2020) pp.435.
As the Communist Party of Australia prepared to wind up
in 1991, a year earlier it set up the SEARCH Foundation to
continue activism in areas of progressive reform. This
book is an outstanding example of efficient collective
scholarship. In March this year SEARCH put out a call
through radical and labour history networks for
biographies of past CPA members. Within five months
they received 150 biographies. The editors decided that
100 would be elected for publication in this volume and a
further 50 would be published on the
SEARCH website. The selection criteria were
as wide as the backgrounds of Party
members, with none of the usual preference
given to male leaders. The brief lives were
divided into five groups: the foundation
members from the 1920s, the hard years of
the 1930s, the 1940s where the Party grew
to its peak membership as our wartime allies
in Soviet Russia bore the heroic burden of
titanic battles with the Nazis, the Cold War
1950s where the Party struggled against
numerous attempts to limit the scope of its
members’ citizen rights, and the 1960s and
1970s where the Party’s work merged with
many new progressive social movements.
The editors left the period thereafter to a subsequent
volume. The publication of the book this year is to
commemorate the centenary of the now defunct Party
and to acknowledge the work of Australian communists
who contributed much more than is commonly realised
to improve the lives of their fellow citizens. As Recorder
readers well know, there is a substantial body of work on
the CPA, its campaigns, struggles and leading activists,
commemorated in Stuart Macintyre’s two volume
history of the Party. The second volume covering the
story up to 1970 is to be published next year.
The range of interests that foundation members brought
to the Party include Bill Earsman, a socialist activist and
tradesman who was the first General Secretary and Party
delegate to Moscow. Jack Morrison was a long-standing
bookseller of socialist and radical literature. Adela
Pankhurst Walsh of the famous Suffragette family was a
founding member but steadily turned to staunch
criticism of communism. Fred Paterson, a Rhodes
Scholar and legal rights campaigner was the first
communist to be elected to an Australian parliament and
shamefully bashed by a Queensland policeman. Idris
Williams was an exemplar of CPA industrial leadership in
his work for the Miners’ Federation.

The hard times of the 1930s were expressed in the
Socialist-Realist painting and political activism of Noel
Counihan while Flo Davis began a life of commitment to
her Hotel, Clubs and Restaurant Union and retired to
campaigning for pensioners. Rupert Lockwood joined in
the late 1930s and commenced work as a journalist,
author and orator, one of the CPA’s most prominent
members. On the other hand, Olga Silver’s work for the
Party from the 1930s to 1991, was a singular example of
selfless dedication to the Party.
The Party’s dramatic rise in membership during the
1940s saw many members who played a prominent role
in their respective fields. They included Laurie
Carmichael who rose to leadership of the Engineering
Union and the wider labour movement while becoming a
leading Party theoretician. Elliott Johnston’s youthful
attachment to issues of peace and justice drew him into
the Party as the best place to pursue those ideals. He
graduated in Law, built a practice on fairness and equity,
served the Party very well and was
appointed QC and later a South Australian
Supreme Court Judge. Ailsa O’Connor was a
pioneer of social realist and women’s art, a
feminist, peace activist and long-standing
CPA member. Bernice Morris, a nurse in the
army joined the Party in 1942 but was
driven out of Australia during the Cold War.
She went to China and then the Soviet
Union. On her return, undaunted, she
rejoined the Party and remained with it
until 1991.
Brian Manning was a campaigner and
organiser of the Northern Territory Council
for Aboriginal Rights, the NT Trades and
Labour Council and the Maritime Union.
Jack Mundey, the legendary unionist who led the NSW
Builders’ Labourers’ Union to pioneer Green Bans, that
linked union militancy to environmental causes. The
1950s also saw Mavis Robertson active in Party affairs
concerning peace, women’s rights, the Eureka Youth
League and when she left the Party after more than 30
years played a leading role in the development of
industry superannuation.
During the 1960s and ‘70s Nadine Williams came to
typify the diversity of campaigns that Party members
engaged in when she combined socialist feminism, antinuclear and peace campaigning with extensive
engagement with Indigenous education. Rob Durbridge
was a teacher who through his union and Party work had
an influence on Education campaigns and was President
of SEARCH from 2008.
This collection of biographical sketches displays the
diversity of public activities that Party members
undertook, but also the breadth of influence that the CPA
exerted in Australian public affairs. In that work,
communists have made a contribution to the civilising of
Australia much beyond their numbers.
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West Gate Bridge 50th Memorial Tribute – 2020
Serge Zorino
2020 saw the commemoration of fifty years since the
collapse of the West Gate Bridge on 15 October 1970
when 35 workers lost their lives and 18 were injured,
in the worst industrial incident in Australia’s history.
Tributes and support for the families of the deceased
and injured workers whose lives were turned upside
down by this tragic event, were initially organised
through the establishment of a shop stewards’
committee in about 1973 and funded by a day’s pay by
all the workers on the job.
Former members of the stewards’ committee included
Jim O’Neill (passed away in 2001), John ‘Cummo’
Cummins (passed away in 2006), Danny Gardiner, Pat
Preston and Tom Watson. The West Gate Bridge
Memorial Committee (WGBMC) still functions today.
The surviving WGBMC members coordinate and
manage the memorial event each year. Dave Penhall
(who worked on the bridge as a young man with his
dad John) and Dave Setka (whose grandfather Bob
Setka ‘rode’ the falling span and survived) were
invited to join the WGBMC in 2019 to assist with the
50th anniversary memorial activities.
Planning of the 50th commemoration day activities
began in 2018 and included a multimedia display, a
visual retelling of the events through cartoons, design
of a banner, and radio and television broadcasts. The
artworks drew on the research by academics Sarah
Gregson from the University of New South Wales and
Elizabeth Humphrys from the University of
Technology, Sydney, and painted by Walkleynominated artist/cartoonist Sam Wallman.

West Gate Bridge construction and later, long time
official and safety activist of the FEDFA (later CFMEU).
Around this time, media entertainer Shane Jacobson
(of Kenny the Plumber fame), approached the WGBMC
to seek assistance in producing a documentary for
free-to-air television, to be called The West Gate Bridge
– The Untold Story. The documentary would put the
workers’ view front and centre. Jacobson and his crew
began work by developing strong relationships with
the surviving WGBMC members and the families of the
victims and workers on the Bridge when it collapsed.
Preparations by the WGBMC during 2019 and 2020
for the traditional memorial gathering ‘under the
bridge’ were almost thwarted by the COVID-19
pandemic restrictions on outdoor gatherings. In July
2020, Don Sutherland (former AMWU National
Education Officer) arranged for Mark Seymour (of the
iconic Australian band Hunters & Collectors) to sing his
song Westgate, as part of the current Living Incomes
for Everyone (LIFE) campaign in support of a living
wage for all under COVID-19 pandemic economic
conditions. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=eqiCkRlhmKM&feature=youtu.be)
Leading up to the 50th Commemoration, many media
organisations interviewed and retold the stories of the
WGBMC members, surviving workers and the family
members of the original 600 strong, bridge construction
workforce. Victorian Premier, Daniel Andrews, at his
regular COVID-19 press conference, also paid tribute to
those workers and their families and reminded us all of
the importance of workplace safety.
On 15 October 2020, Shane Jacobson’s documentary
aired on Victorian TV and was replayed nationally on
10 November 2020. It featured the song by The
Cobbers while Paddy Hanaphy, one of the bridge
workers, retold his story of defying officialdom to be
the first person to cross the newly completed bridge
when it opened on 15 October 1978.
On the same day, Melbourne Community Radio 3CR, a
strong supporter of the remembrance efforts, replayed documentaries first aired in 1990 and 1995.
(https://www.3cr.org.au/historicbroadcaster/
episode/westgate-bridge-disaster-50-years)

A ‘banner’ for the 50th anniversary of the collapse, on 15 October 2020,
commissioned by the West Gate Bridge Memorial Committee [Photograph,
Sam Wallman]

One of the first commemoration activities was the
exhibition of a multimedia installation at the Art &
Industry Festival at the West Gate Bridge Exhibition
Substation Newport from 17–25 November 2018. It
was introduced by Pat Preston, a crane driver on the
Image by 3CR Community Radio. Courtesy of Juliet Fox.
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ABC News, WorkSafe Victoria ‘Safety Soapbox’ and
VTHC all released press statements and broadcast
interviews of Danny Gardiner, Paddy Hanaphy, Pat
Preston and Tommy Watson, reminding us all that this
workplace tragedy was unacceptable and caused by
the lack of care by the contractors and the lack of a
contractor safety management system.
Pat Preston describes the bridge builders’ disjointed
contractor management system as employing ‘a united
nations type of job’.[1] Indeed, most of the workers
killed and badly injured on the bridge collapse were
from diverse ethnic backgrounds including those from
Croatian, Czechoslovak, Danish, Greek, German,
Hungarian, Italian, Irish, Maltese, Norwegian, Polish,
Serbian and Welsh backgrounds.
Bridge workers had concerns for their safety when
they found out that a similar Freeman Fox designed
bridge, had collapsed in Milford Haven (UK) killing
four workers. To assert their right to know about the
hazards they faced, workers on the steel box sections
of the West Gate Bridge, working at a height of about
84 metres stopped work, only to be convinced by the
design engineer that the construction method was
safe. Ten days later, Span No.10–11 buckled under
weights deliberately placed by the engineers to align
the box sections and the span collapsed in a V-shape.
Workers on nearby jobs stopped work and came to
assist with the rescue effort.

procedures for all workplaces and influencing the
inaugural ACTU OHS policy, and the ALP Victorian
OHS policy before Victoria legislated for new,
reformed, health and safety laws which made
provision for formal work health and safety
committees’. [3]
The last word should go to those past activists from
the WGBMC. John Cummins (CFMEU) who, at the 34th
Memorial Service at the West Gate Bridge Park in
2004 said ‘they won’t have died in vain’. [4] As one of
those who played a significant role years after the
momentous event of 1970, Max Ogden (AMWSU), full
time education officer in 1979, noted of his comrade
Jim O’Neill (AMWSU), a boilermaker: ‘he changed the
word “brothers” to “comrades” to be engraved on the
commemorative plaque’. [5] This sentiment gives
voice to the spirit of bravery and comradeship
displayed by all workers in the rescue response, those
who completed the bridge and those who worked with
the WGBMC to remind us of the ongoing fight for
proper safety protections from the potential of
catastrophic failure or insidious disease that causes
loss of life and serious injury while we work.
The current repository of the historical records,
established by the WGBMC is housed where young
workers learn construction skills, including vital
construction OHS/WHS knowledge, at the CFMEU
Education and Training Centre in Port Melbourne. [6]

After the collapse, other bridge jobs with strong union
organisation stopped-work. Dick Whitehead, FEDFA
crane driver and union delegate on the construction of
the Stockton Bridge in Newcastle, NSW, heard about
the collapse of the West Gate Bridge on the ABC News
on his portable transistor radio. As the bridge used a
similar box girder span construction method, Dick
said 'We all downed tools until engineers checked
everything’. [2]
During 1973–1978, workers on the West Gate Bridge
established their own health and safety committee,
one of the first on a construction site in Victoria. This
committee challenged the National Safety Council
representatives, appointed to oversee safety, and
through the site shop stewards’ committee, placed the
first asbestos bans (on welders’ gloves and aprons),
investigated the effect of cadmium and lead paint
poisoning and set up a trained emergency rescue
squad, with fully equipped first aid and site
ambulance station at both the east and west bridge
approaches.
Since the late 1970s militant unions campaigned hard
in Victoria, South Australia and New South Wales to
ensure workplace Health and Safety played a more
prominent role in union demands for safer
workplaces. Eddie Micallef (first full time AMWSU
H&S Officer Victoria, 1979-1983) a power station
turbine fitter, recalls campaigning with Angelo
Kalafatis (first full time AMWSU H&S officer NSW
appointed 1979) ‘to require OHS policies and

Trainee Tower Crane Operator with Instructor in view of the West
Gate Bridge.

Serge Zorino is a former FEDFA NSW Research Officer &
State Secretary and workplace safety activist, educator
and practitioner.
Selective References
1. Interview with Pat Preston WGBM Committee
2. Interview with Dick Whitehead crane driver Stockton
Bridge, later FEDFA NSW union official and WorkCover
NSW Inspector and CFMEU NSW State Coordinator OHS.
3. Edward Joseph ‘Eddie’ Micallef is current chair of ECCV,
former MP Victorian legislative Council (1983–1999).
4. John Cummins address to WGB Annual Memorial
Service 2004 https://www.cummo.com.au/about
5. Interview with Max Ogden. For his memoir, A long view
from the left, see https://badapplepress.com.au/maxogden/
6. https://vic.cfmeu.org/courses
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West Gate Bridge – Songs of Lament; Lyrics of
Judgement
Ken Mansell
Covid-19 restrictions this year played havoc with
plans to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the
Westgate Bridge tragedy. The annual pilgrimage of
remembrance to the memorial plaque was cancelled,
but the anniversary was appropriately observed with
the Memorial Committee’s live stream Facebook event,
3CR’s documentaries from 1990 and 1995, Channel
9’s documentary feature, and Sam Wallman’s
magnificent artwork. Over the years, images and
memories of the Westgate tragedy have evoked the
most wide-ranging emotions, not least among
songwriters. Here I will dissect the lyrics of five songs,
all but one (Seymour 2007) composed soon after the
collapse. The diversity of viewpoints is striking.
Lyell Sayer’s ‘Ballad of the Westgate Disaster’ is an
epitaph, narrated in the third person, and detailing what
happened during and after the collapse. The first verse
points ominously to the vulnerability of the men and
there is a sense of inevitability (‘What use is the power to
think and feel When flesh is weaker than concrete and
steel’). Absent is any sense of the power of Capital (the
bridge had been planned, but by whom?) and so the
cause of the collapse is a mystery. Blame for the disaster
is not attributed, but there is the consolation of wishful
thinking (‘So remember the men who died on that day And
build with safety all of the way').
Don Henderson’s eight-verse The Westgate Bridge
Disaster, a skilfully-hewn traditional come-all-ye,
expresses, in the first person, the dread and terror, the
sadness and sorrow, of a bridge survivor. The difficult
engineering tasks, and the grisly aftermath, are
described in detail, but the immediate cause of the
collapse, and the blame for it, are merely hinted at
(‘Oh, there was need for hurrying for work was well
behind; We were told the Westgate Bridge was the
safest ever made’). Whose need? Told by whom? One
senses the worker is resigned to his fate. He utters a
prayer of supplication, seeking kindness, rather than
direct action (‘Dear God, in Your great mercy He who
sees each sparrow fall; look down upon our sorrow, give
guidance to us all’).
Phyl Lobl’s song ‘Westgate’, expressed in the first
person, is the mournful cry of a Westgate widow,
coping with grief and confronting loneliness, but
overwhelmed by anger. Blame is levelled at the
monstrous, reified bridge – not the workers or the
companies (‘Westgate, you took my man, Oh how I
curse your rotten span’). Emotion precludes
interpretation; description is spare (‘When with
concrete and steel you spin’). Safety is not about class
struggle, for all (welders, dogmen, designers,
planners) are equally responsible (‘I beg you to take
care’).
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Eddy, a bridge worker who survived the collapse, is the
‘voice’ of Mark Seymour’s ‘Westgate’ song. Painful
memories, varied and still vivid after thirty years, are laid
bare. The riveting first verse convinces us he was ‘right
there’ (‘Bolts started snapping on the western span
Sounded like machine gun fire’). Eddy acknowledges his
own luck (‘I got away with six broken ribs’) and expresses
pride in the job, but cannot forget those who perished.
Guilt and despair, evoked by the repeated desolate
chorus, consume him. Eddy recalls his distrust of the
foreman and the engineers (‘They swore blue murder She
would never come down’) but stops short of laying blame
for the disaster or suggesting what the workers may
have done to prevent it. It was the experts, not the
bosses’ speed-up, who were at fault (‘We overhead the
engineers Talkin’ ‘bout the masterplan’).
In my song ‘Westgate Bridge Disaster’, a worker lies in
the mud and dying. He summons the strength to issue
one last lyrical tirade against the employing class. I
stretched the limits of poetic licence by placing in the
mouth of my stricken worker some of the essential
tenets of historical materialism (Marxism): labour power,
exploitation, capital and capital accumulation, surplus
value, profit motive, alienation, finance capital,
hierarchical division of labour, solidarity and workers
control, class power (‘There are men with more time than
they know what to do with; Who decided one day that a
bridge we would build. It's safe in the boardroom when
wind a bridge seizes. They can hire more and fire more,
start again when it pleases’). The worker is unequivocal
in blaming the profit motive, the capitalist system, and
calling for militant action. There is sympathy towards the
widows and the dead, but the tone is otherwise vengeful.
It’s an extreme view, but warranted.
With the Bolte Government’s Royal Commission still in
session, Bob Dorning pinpointed the responsibility of big
business, with its imperative of early completion dates and
speedy construction, for the collapse. The Commission
concentrated on the responsibilities of individuals and
ignored the power of employers to coerce their
employees. The profit motive was ‘effectively the
culprit.’ [1] Fifty years on, academic authors Sarah Gregson
and Elizabeth Humphrys have subjected the investigative
process and subsequent conclusions of the Royal
Commission to an even more withering sociological
assessment, questioning its finding that industrial action
had contributed to the disaster, its focus on engineering
flaws, and its diluted criticism of the employers. Instead,
they convincingly trace responsibility to ‘the ‘social
relations of capitalism’, the productive and financial
pressures at its heart, and the managerial tendency to
prioritise completion over safety. [2]
References
1. Robert Dorning, ‘The Bridge Disaster – Minus 35’, Tocsin,
No. 3, March 1971.
2. S. Gregson and E. Humphrys (2020) ‘The West Gate Bridge
collapse: how disaster happens’ in P. Sheldon, S. Gregson,
R. Lansbury and K. Sanders (eds) The Regulation and
Management of Workplace Health and Safety: Historical
and Emerging Trends (London: Routledge).
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The Split Revisited
Robert Murray

adding to his threatening rivals and it is likely though
difficult to prove that the distant realignment in
eastern Victoria was the last straw. Dougherty
declared war, began an alliance with the left and
became the chief driver of the Split.

In the fifty years since The Split – Australian Labor in
the Fifties was first published, I have often been asked
‘What was The Split about?’ When I explain that it was
mainly about union elections they groan ‘the unions’
and switch off. Most would prefer to hear that it was
about something grander, say a leadership contest
between prominent public figures over socialism or
China or United Nations policy.
As a neophite myself when I started research for the
book in the mid-1960s, I also expected something far
more glamourous than a union power struggle with
limited ideological content. It was a wake-up call when
in an interview, I asked DLP Senator Frank McManus,
the pre-split Victorian state secretary of the ALP, if the
Industrial Group people were influenced by the Papal
Encyclicals, as some commentators had reported.
‘Most of them would want to know what race it
started in,’ the normally dour Senator replied.
But the spark that touched off the conflagration
probably had even less glamourous origins, in
Victoria’s Latrobe Valley brown coal fields. It was
deeply secret at the time and there is no proof, but the
anti-communist Catholic Movement with its allies
there seems to have collaborated with the communist
and left-wing unions against the Australian Workers’
Union (AWU) and the Pulp and Paper union.
While against the Cold War zeitgeist, this made perfect
sense in the local industrial politics of the time, but in
essence neither left nor non-AWU right wanted the
aggressive AWU expanding on its patch. The left,
which covered the electricity generation, was
prepared to let the right have the local Maryvale paper
mill if they could unseat the union’s Melbourne-based
secretary Bob Brebner, whom they both regarded as a
‘boss’s man’. The right could also get its man elected to
replace the AWU delegate for Trades Hall battles that
seemed important at the time.
Far away in Sydney this alliance infuriated, if not
panicked, the General (National) Secretary of the
AWU, Tom Dougherty. Large and domineering, like the
reputation of his union, Dougherty had come from
Queensland in 1944 to take the top job in the biggest,
but with many officials least popular, union in the
country. The AWU then was mainly rural in coverage
but had a broad remit and was known to muscle in
other unions’ jobs.
Dougherty was like a medieval king, in charge of a
centralised organisation with far-flung membership,
but vulnerable to rivals toppling him. He was under
pressure in both Queensland and South Australia as
well as the byzantine world of Sydney Labor politics.
He already suspected the ‘Groupers’ (see below) of

The AWU’s Tom Dougherty. Photographer unknown.

Brebner was one of two leaders of the call for a
Federal intervention into the Victorian branch of the
ALP when in October 1954, the Federal Labor Leader,
‘Doc’ Evatt, aware of Dougherty’s change of heart,
attacked the Victorians as being controlled by an
‘outside organisation’. This was a covert reference to
Bob Santamaria’s Catholic Movement, which later
became the National Civic Council. More unscrambling
is needed here.
‘Grouper’ was a pejorative jargon word in the Labor
world from 1954 until the 1980s for people suspected
of any kind of sympathy, let alone membership, of the
rival Democratic Labor Party or the Movement. This
was the losing side of the split.
The ALP had formed official Industrial Groups in the
1940s to combat the Communist Party, which had
developed a hold on around a third of the unions.
These groups were limited to fighting union elections,
controlled from the ALP state offices and comprised
ALP members of the union concerned. The Movement
was a separate, secretive Catholic body established in
1941 to fight the Communist Party in the unions, but it
developed in the 1940s and 1950s as a service
organisation assisting the Groups. A lot of less aligned
people also became involved in this years-long
struggle.
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Like most people I found it difficult at first to get my
head around the nature of the ALP alone as a two-part
organisation, the parliamentary parties and local
branches – the highly visual part that most people are
aware of – and the affiliated unions. In the 1950s the
unions were still based mainly in the Trades Halls,
mostly male blue-collar and not very active in the ALP
except during annual state conferences, although they
contributed most of the delegates.

least two Movement-aligned MPs suspected of
intervening in the affairs of non-communist unions,
for internal political, not ideological, reasons.

Similarly, like nearly all outside observers, I had to
struggle to understand this multiple structure on the
anti-communist side, as both the Movement and its
enemies found it convenient to blur the distinction
between it and the Industrial Groups.
The ALP Federal executive held a lengthy inquiry into
the Victorian ALP in November 1954 but could not
find Evatt’s alleged outside control – only what
everybody knew, that there was a fight on.
Nevertheless, Dougherty pulled all his national union
strength to have the State Executive dismissed anyway
and a federally administered special conference called
to replace it.
Even when the book was published, I had still not
quite grasped that the divisions in the federal and
state parliamentary parties, though quite important,
were not of much more consequence than those in
most parties before and since, especially when in
opposition. There was no deep division there.
The political wing/industrial wing structure can be
ungainly. Union officials often don’t operate like
politicians – they tend to be different personality
types with different interests and priorities – but the
system has worked reasonably well for 130 years.
When the two get tangled up, though, there can be
fireworks.
The key event of the Split was the Victorian special
conference of February 1955, when the dominant
‘moderate’ unions divided, the majority siding with the
left wing unions to dismiss the State Central Executive
elected by the 1954 Victorian annual conference.
To simplify, the non-left unions were divided into two
factions: one supporting the veteran Trades Hall
Council secretary Vic Stout and the AWU. The other
was aligned more with the Groups and supported the
State Government led by John Cain Senior, elected in
1952 and the first Labor Government in Victoria’s
history to have a clear majority. The underlying issue
was claimed to be Grouper intervention, usually
behind the scenes, into elections in non-communist
unions. Sensitivity over unwanted union elections is a
normal part of Trades Hall life.
To shorten another very long story, the new executive
expelled from the ALP 104 endorsed Labor politicians,
councillors and candidates who refused to
acknowledge its validity. The sticking point was the
new executive’s barely secret intention to expel at
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The anti-communist Victorian state Labor executive was locked out
of the party’s federal conference in Hobart. National Library of
Australia

The crack that opened so dramatically in Victoria
spread to other states over the next two years, with
Dougherty the prime mover. The result was formation
of the Democratic Labor Party, which preferenced the
coalition and helped keep Labor out of power,
federally, until the Whitlam victory of 1972 and in
Victoria until 1982.
Unlike in most states, Labor in Victoria until that time
had been handicapped by a century-old unequal
division of the seats, favouring the Country (now
National) Party. One result was that Labor had not
developed as smooth industrial/political wing
cooperation as in most states. New South Wales and
South Australia especially had developed disciplined
cooperation after suffering internal ructions between
the wars.
Most of the Victorian divisions were over normal
enough issues and personality clashes, though there
were a lot of them, and they became embroiled with
the future of Stout, who was seventy, becoming
cantankerous and apparently not wanting to retire.
Concerns about organised ‘Catholic Action’ with a
suspected secret army behind it, about socialism,
masons, idealism, capitalists, bosses, excessive anticommunism etc. were all there, aggravating and
confusing issues, but as the press reported often
enough, parochial old union elections were at the core.
Note: Any better information on 1950s Latrobe Valley
industrial politics and related issues would be
welcome: bobmurray@bigpond.com
Robert Murray is the author of The Split – Australian
Labor in The Fifties (Cheshire and Hale & Iremonger,
1970) and the shortened, updated version, Labor and
Santamaria (Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2017).
His other books include Australia in The 1920s
(Australian Scholarly Publishing).

RECORDER

Dorothy Day in Australia
Rita Camilleri
Val Noone, Dorothy Day in Australia (Fitzroy: Mary
Doyle & Val Noone, 2020) pp.132. $30
This meticulously researched piece of history reveals an
alternate view to mainstream Catholicism which had its
roots in the philosophy and practices of American
journalist Dorothy Day. Although the book is entitled
Dorothy Day in Australia, a visit which took place over a
three-week period in August 1970, there is much more
to it than her physical presence in Australia. The reader
learns that Dorothy Day’s reputation preceded her and
continued long after she left our shores. The three
timeframes prior to, during, and after her visit are
seamlessly woven into the fabric of the book.
Historian Val Noone is well-placed to write this
‘tribute’ as he and his partner Mary Doyle have been
very much in tune with Day’s beliefs and lifestyle for
many decades. Importantly, they also have a deep
knowledge of Australian Catholicism to which they
have made a notable contribution.

emerged among Australia’s mainstream Catholics.
With himself as editor, B.A. Santamaria set up the
(Australian) Catholic Worker even though his values
were at odds with those of its American namesake. A
case in point was his support for Franco’s anticommunist rule in Spain. Dorothy Day was a staunch
pacifist and sharp critic of Franco’s fascism. After his
resignation in 1941, Santamaria established his own
anti-communist paper, Freedom (1943), which became
News-Weekly in 1946. The Australian Catholic Worker
could now function more closely in line with the spirit
and philosophy of its American counterpart.
In 1941 Archbishop Daniel Mannix authorised
Santamaria to form the Catholic Social Studies
Movement, soon known simply as the Movement, with
the explicit purpose of influencing unions and
opposing Communism. During the 1940s Santamaria’s
Movement benefited from financial and moral support
of many Catholic bishops. Following the Vatican’s
ruling against official Church sponsorship the
Movement, rebadged as the National Civic Council,
played a leading role in what became the 1955 Split in
the Labor Party and a significant cohort broke away to
form the Democratic Labor Party.

Born in 1897, Dorothy Day was well-acquainted from
an early age with the poverty and suffering of
prisoners, the suffragettes (with whom she was
imprisoned for a time), the unemployed and others
who occupy lower positions on the socio-economic
ladder. Her peers were socialists, communists and
anarchists. In 1927 she converted to Catholicism, and
was drawn to the development of a Christian
communism, shaped in large measure by her
experience of the Great Depression.
Following her newspaper coverage of the hunger
march of 1932, Dorothy Day met Pierre (Peter)
Maurin, also a critic of capitalism. Val Noone describes
Maurin as ‘a wandering scholar’ who ‘admired the
early medieval Irish monks for building communities
which synthesized hospitality, learning and manual
labour’.
On May Day in 1933 Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin
sold their first issue of the Catholic Worker (in New
York). From the very beginning its intention was clear:
'to apply the [Catholic] Church’s social teaching in
support of the unemployed’ – to the delight of the
trade union movement. Under Day’s and Maurin’s
leadership, a movement emerged that centred on
round-table discussions, houses of hospitality,
agrarian communes and labour newspapers. They did
not, however, agree on all issues. Maurin, who
favoured productive farming communities, had no
interest in engaging with unions or in political activity
more generally.
The American Catholic Worker was widely read in
Australia. But opposition to its radicalism soon

Catholic Worker Farm, Tivoli, New York 1968. Dorothy Day
bedroom and office. Photograph by Bob Fitch. Stanford collection.

During the 1950s and 1960s anti-Communism was
enthusiastically promoted in Catholic circles. While
some in the Catholic Worker community saw Dorothy
Day as ‘a seminal influence’ many took issue with her
pacifism. Dorothy Day for her part was unflinching in
her opposition to wars and nuclear weapons, and
refused to pay taxes for war making. She went to
Rome during Vatican II (early to mid-1960s) and
lobbied forcefully for the right to conscientious
objection.
The Catholic Worker movement in Australia was now
making its presence felt. In 1957 Fr John Heffey
moved to Gladysdale where he set up St Benedict’s
Farm very much along the lines of the Catholic Worker
communities in the United States. In the early 1960s
Fr Charlie Cerini established a house of hospitality at
his presbytery in Coburg where homeless people were
welcomed and former prisoners were supported
before returning to the community. In 1969 Mary
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Doyle co-founded a house of hospitality in suburban
Fitzroy, also providing support for the homeless. In
1964 the Melbourne Catholic Worker called for
dialogue between Catholics and Communists, and
later vehemently opposed the Vietnam War.

John Grenville
16 June 1938–14 May 2020

It would soon be time to invite Dorothy Day to
Australia. Several steps helped to prepare the ground.
In 1969 Patrika Sheehan wrote to Dorothy describing
community life at St Benedict’s Gladysdale. Soon after,
when Geoffrey Lacey, a Melbourne University postgraduate student, went to the New York Catholic
Worker house, Dorothy Day plied him with questions
about Australia. In the meantime, Dick Buchhorn
published some of Day’s writings and a household in
Fitzroy with the motto ‘Live simply so all may simply
live’ was established. The network widened to Fiji and
PNG where work was done mainly by volunteers, who
then returned to Australia to tell their stories.

John Grenville was the only person to attend the
funerals of both Bob Santamaria and Laurie Aarons.
The leader of the Catholic bishops’ ‘Movement’ which
rolled back communist power in Australia’s unions,
until he died in 1998, Santamaria was a trenchant
critic of Aarons who, as national secretary of the
Communist Party, strenuously returned Santamaria’s
fire. Only Grenville knew both men well.

In 1969 Roger Pryke formally invited Dorothy Day to
visit. On 5 August 1970 Dorothy Day arrived in
Australia accompanied by Eileen Egan, a veteran
worker in a house of hospitality. Eileen and Dorothy
addressed public meetings, spoke at schools and
seminaries and took part in many small gatherings.
Dorothy spoke eloquently of her pacifist convictions
and exposed audiences to perspectives many would
not have previously encountered. She drew a striking
parallel between the Cuban revolution and the
Vietnamese struggle for independence. The hundreds
of people she addressed were impressed by the
generous sharing of her knowledge and wisdom. She
inquired about Australia’s Indigenous and migrant
communities and how they were treated.
In his last chapter, Noone describes reactions to her
death in 1980, which he takes to be a yardstick of the
impact she had on those touched by her message. Paul
Ormonde described her in the Melbourne Herald as ‘a
giant of pacifism and non-violence’. He continued:
‘Several strands of Dorothy’s Australian connections
were represented at the requiem.’ A Uniting Church
minister and a band of volunteers from the St Vincent
de Paul soup van were among those present.
The book rightly stresses Dorothy Day’s impressive
legacy. Nuns would appear on public platforms during
the anti-nuclear rallies of the 1980s. In 1983, the US
Catholic bishops’ pastoral letter condemned the nuclear
arms race. In the hey-day of the anti-nuclear movement
we witnessed clergy, religious and trade unionists
making their voices heard, powerfully and directly.
Right throughout his engaging and reader-friendly
book, Noone supports his narrative by his own
personal witness and, importantly, with the insights of
the many people he interviewed. On the fiftieth
anniversary of Dorothy Day’s visit to Australia, we are
deeply indebted to Val Noone for recording so
faithfully events that are an integral part of our own
history.
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Mark Aarons

John was born into a middle-class Catholic family in
Melbourne. His father was a successful travelling
salesman and his mother raised three daughters and
two sons. Grenville was educated by the De La Salle
brothers at Malvern, then at the Marist-run
Assumption College in Kilmore, making lifelong
friends including his teacher, the late Brother Marius
Woulfe. His older brother Tony joined the priesthood.
In 1963 John married Mary Gartlan whom he met at a
Catholic skiing club and they had three children: ‘Young’
John, Gerard and Catherine. They were beneficiaries of
their father’s love of books: they never learned how to
use a public library because of John’s huge collection.
The Labor Split occurred while he was at Assumption
College and when he enrolled at Melbourne University in
1957 he became politically active. He was a founding
member of the university DLP Society, joined the
Democratic Labor Party (Santamaria’s breakaway from
the ALP) and the National Civic Council (NCC), the lay
organisation established after the Vatican ruled that the
Movement couldn’t be an official church body.
Grenville was steeped in the church’s anti-communist
and social justice teachings, especially Pope Leo XIII’s
‘workers’ encyclical’, Rerum Novarum. John remained
steadfast in his commitment to his faith until he died,
practising what he preached, for example, working on
chilly Melbourne nights dispensing soup to the
homeless as part of a St Vincent de Paul team. This
underlined his commitment to the underdog.
Grenville met Santamaria and John Maynes, the NCC’s
trade union czar and president of the Federated Clerks
Union (FCU), during his regular visits to NCC
headquarters. In the early 1960s communists still held
important positions in key unions and John was drawn
to the NCC’s fight ‘against the totalitarian left in the
trade union movement.’ He became a key player in this
battle. Maynes arranged John’s election as assistant
secretary of the Victorian Trades Hall Council and, in
1973, FCU federal secretary. He was a clandestine NCC
member, attending the weekly ‘informal’ executive
meetings in Santamaria’s office.
Grenville rapidly became disillusioned with Maynes. In
theory the NCC’s operations in the FCU were directed by

RECORDER

a caucus of members of both organisations. In practice,
‘People are told what to do from the top,’ John recalled,
concluding that the caucus was Maynes’s vehicle to issue
‘riding instructions rather than for them to have any
great say in the affairs of the union.’ John maintained this
‘was pretty much a Stalinistic type of structure.’ Having
joined the NCC to ‘fight against totalitarianism’ he soon
‘recognised that we were making exactly the same errors
and denying the individual his rights in the democratic
sense in exactly the same way as the totalitarian left had
deprived members of the clerks’ union of their rights.’
Grenville’s disillusionment
came to a head because of
Maynes’s insistence that the
FCU maintain its disastrous
affiliations with
international trade unions
which operated at the
direction of and were
financed by the Central
Intelligence Agency. This
was so the CIA could
conduct clandestine
John Grenville on his election as
operations that promoted
Assistant-Secretary of the
US government policies and
Victorian Trades Hall Council.
News-Weekly, 23 July 1969, 7. corporations. News of these
operations seeped out
causing John considerable alarm. In the mid-1970s he
raised this scandal at the federal executive. Maynes’s
reaction was ‘volcanic’, insisting that John keep out of these
operations. He was also disgusted when he discovered that
Maynes had corrupted the FCU’s integrity by accepting cash
for the NCC from employers, who believed they were buying
industrial peace.
In 1975 Grenville took his displeasure about Maynes’s
activities to Santamaria who promised support in the
unfolding confrontations. When it came time, however,
Santamaria squibbed it, leaving John at Maynes’s
tender mercies. At the end of 1975 John resigned from
the union and the NCC. In an act of bastardry Maynes
cancelled John’s union membership so he couldn’t
work in the industry.
I met John soon after and we developed a close
friendship which lasted for over forty years. I introduced
him to my father, Laurie Aarons, and they became
friends, talking for hours about union officials they’d
known in both NCC and communist-controlled unions.
They shared common views about those they admired
and those for whom they had no respect. John added
Laurie to his list for whom he said regular prayers.
After leaving the FCU John commenced a new career
as a freelance industrial advocate, representing
several small unions, modernising their structures and
bolstering their industrial strength. He was especially
happy to assist Lindsay Tanner’s team to defeat
Maynes’s forces in the FCU.
John would have been pleased at the funeral service
conducted by his brother Tony and the presence of

two of his sisters (the other couldn’t be there). He is
survived by Tony, his sisters Mary, Patricia and
Margaret, children John and Gerard and their wives
Paula and Wendy, his daughter Catherine and eight
grandchildren. His beloved wife, Mary, predeceased
him in 2011.

Vale Graham Lacey
2 September 1941–13 November 2020
Jim Claven
Lifelong trade unionist, left political activist and ALP life
member Graham Thomas Lacey passed away peacefully
on 13 November 2020 following a serious bout of illness.
He was 79 years old.
Graham was a man with many
layers of experience. As you
got to know him, more aspects
of his varied and interesting
life would be revealed. An
optimist with a zest for life,
Graham was never a
bystander, always engaged.
An active supporter of the
anti-Vietnam war and antiApartheid movements in
Melbourne, he took part in the
1 9 7 1 M o ra t o r i u m a n d Graham Lacey, Labor Candidate
Springboks protest at Olympic for Monash Province, c1967.
Park in the same year. He Photograph courtesy of the
assisted draft resisters to Lacey family.
evade the authorities. Along
with others he also took part in an anti-Vietnam war
protest at the Melbourne religious rally for the proVietnam War US evangelist Billy Graham in March 1969.
He always found it amusing that he was subsequently
charged with disquieting religious worship. Like most
other progressive activists at the time, Graham would
receive attention from the authorities, Victoria Police files
describing him as an ‘extreme left Socialist.’
Born on 2 September 1941, Graham was brought up in
country Victoria before making the move to Melbourne
and eventually Richmond, which would become the
centrepiece for much of his political activism. A long-time
President of the Richmond ALP Branch, he was a staunch
opponent of both the DLP and the local Richmond
Council ‘machine.’
He was a supporter of Dr Jim Cairns who had wrested the
seat of Yarra from the now DLP member Stan Keon in 1955.
He always lamented the recent removal of the famous
graffiti on a factory wall near his home which declared
‘Keon traitor to ALP.’ Later Graham came to Cairns’ defence
during an infamous assault in late 1969 that took place
during a celebration in the MP’s home. Graham would be
injured and give evidence in court against the assailants,
who were defended by lawyer Frank Galbally.
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His opposition to the Richmond Council machine saw him
front up at rowdy meetings in the Town Hall and standing
for council as the endorsed Labor candidate only to be
denied victory by the infamous ballot rigging of the day. He
was proud to have given evidence exposing their tactics
before the Nicholson Inquiry into the Richmond Council
which followed the sacking of the Council.
He also stood as the Labor candidate for Monash Province
in the 1967 Victorian State election. While he was
unsuccessful, Graham was not alone in an election in
which Labor did poorly. Always a member of the Left,
Graham opposed Federal intervention in the Victorian
Branch and was a foundation member of the Socialist Left.
He was an active trade unionist, joining various trade
unions over his working life, from the Waterside
Workers Federation to the various public sector
unions he was part of throughout his long career in
first the CES, then Broadmeadows Council and finally
Victorian Department of Labour. He was also
particularly close to the Municipal Employees Union.
He held various elected positions and ran for
President of the Victorian Public Service Association
in 1987.
A voracious reader, Graham’s library ranged from James
Joyce and Philip Roth to Karl Marx’s Capital and Judith
Brett’s recent biography of Alfred Deakin – to name a
few. He wrote an account of his experiences of Federal
intervention in the Victorian ALP Branch as well as a
reflection on the death of former State Opposition Leader
and Federal Minister Clyde Holding. (See Recorder no.
273, February 2012.) He also completed the manuscript
of a novel, set in Richmond.
Sadly my intention to formally record Graham’s
experiences for future researchers was too late for the
illness which overcame him. He will be missed by his
many friends and comrades. He threw himself at life and
made the most of it. He would be the first to admit that
he wasn’t perfect but he was determined to have a go.
Towards the end of his life he expressed contentment
that he had lived a full life, had loved and been loved. And
he was especially proud of his family. Graham is survived
by partner Nelly Zola, his children Donna and Shane, and
grandchildren Dylan and Tara.
A wake is planned to be held in January 2021. Those
interested in attending should contact me via email –
jimclaven@yahoo.com.au
This obituary was prepared by Jim Claven, a long time
friend and comrade of Graham’s, in consultation with
many of Graham’s friends and family. Jim is a trained
historian, former ALP Victorian Branch President and ALP
life member. His short biography of early Labor MP John
Hancock was published by Pluto Press as was his Master’s
Thesis on Tony Blair and the British Labour Party. His
latest book is Lemnos & Gallipoli Revealed: A Pictorial
History of the Anzacs in the Aegean 1915–16.
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Speaking of Comrades, in their own words
Peter Love
While the Comrades! book has an engaging collection of short
biographies, it might be interesting to hear many of those
featured in the book talking about their role in Party issues
and campaigns. The Communists and Labour Movement
Conference held in Melbourne in 1980 had 51 videos
recorded of sessions and a complete set of audio recordings.
To see the videos, go to the Communists and Labour
Movement Conference Videos on the Melbourne University
Archives site: https://digitised-collections.unimelb.edu.au/
handle/11343/67062.
As a member of the organising committee, fellow traveller
as I was, I was given the job of organising the simultaneous
taping of all the sessions. With the generosity of some
university audio/visual departments we were able to
record the proceedings on good quality reel-to-reel tape.
Those tapes were then transposed onto cassettes and
copies were lodged in both the State Library of Victoria and
the National Library of Australia. State Library of Victoria:
http://search.slv.vic.gov.au/permalink/f/1cl35st/
SLV_VOYAGER755685 and NLA at https://trove.nla.gov.au/
work/20632964?selectedversion=NBD8267780.

Alice Hughes speaking at the Communist and Labour Movement
National Conference in Melbourne in 1980. University of
Melbourne Archives.

The full contents, 68 sound tapes, are listed in the
catalogue entry. They comprise more than 10 hours. All
but two of the tapes are open access, with ‘The Battle
Against the Groupers’ and the ‘World War II work in the
Army’ requiring written permission.
As the organiser of conference recordings I have an
amusing memory of delivering the tapes to the National
Library. On the day, this red-bearded fellow-traveller
turned up in an old Volkswagen to be greeted by the
legendary Cathy Santamaria, then Principal Librarian –
Australian Reference. The ever-gracious Ms Santamaria
helped me to carry the boxes into the Library and, in
thanking me, said that she was always happy to deal with
the Communist Party because they ‘always kept their
word’. I never mentioned that to my CPA comrades at the
time for fear that some thick-headed comrade might
embarrass a very professional librarian.
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Portrait of an activist: Elizabeth Vassilieff
Phillip Deery
[This is an abridged version of a fully referenced longer
article that can be found on the MLH website: https://
labourhistorymelbourne.org/2020/09/08/portrait-ofan-activist-elizabeth-vassilieff/]
In August this year, a fascinating story appeared about
the expressionist émigré artist, Danila Ivanovich
Vassilieff. Many Recorder readers would be familiar
with the Russian-born Vassilieff, either through his
remarkable paintings hanging in major Australian
galleries, his inspiration for Sidney Nolan’s Ned Kelly
series, the 2016 documentary film ‘The Wolf in
Australian Art’, or his significant influence on the ‘Heide
Circle’ of artists embraced by John and Sunday Reed.
Indeed, it was at the Reeds’ home, Heide, that Vassilieff
collapsed and died an early death in March 1958. The
newspaper story focused on Danila’s portraits of
Elizabeth, whom he painted in their initial years
together and to whom he was married for seven
tempestuous years (1947-1954).
But there is another story, and it concerns her. Elizabeth
Orme Hamill, née Sutton, was a 31-year-old teacher,
writer and divorcee when they met in Warrandyte.
Although Danila had an anti-communist background –
he was a Cossack who fought with the Whites during
the civil war in Russia and was captured by the Reds –
Elizabeth, both during their marriage and well beyond,
was not only an artist in her own right, but an activist in
the peace movement and the Communist Party. And of
this, we can learn more from her ASIO files, used here
for the first time, which begin in 1952 and close in
1970.
Prior to 1952, we know that she was secretary of a Left
Book Club in 1939 in Perth, lectured in modern
literature for the Melbourne University Extension
Board, published a book of literary criticism in 1946,
These Modern Writers: An Introduction for Modern
Writers, and tutored in modern art at the Council of
Adult Education in 1948-49. She also wrote for Meanjin,
edited its poetry and became its associate editor in
1951. She was bohemian in style but also relatively
wealthy. In 1947, she purchased from the neardestitute Danila his hand-built stone and log house,
Stonygrad, in Warrandyte and financed all their-day-today expenses and his art supplies; he had ‘met a woman
who owned a chequebook’. (She later privately wrote:
‘Danila was always the TAKER–others were the
GIVERS’) Danila, she confided to an interviewer, was
apolitical; she was not.
In 1952 Elizabeth travelled extensively. The Menzies
government imposed a controversial passport ban on
all delegates attending the Peking Peace Conference,
but after protests the ban was revoked. This enabled
Elizabeth to depart in October for Beijing. As a delegate

of the Fellowship of Australian Writers, she then
attended the Soviet-backed Third World Peace
Congress (December 1952) in Vienna. From there she
travelled to Prague and on to the Soviet Union,
intending to meet up with Danila – ‘see you in Moscow’,
she wrote. But Danila never left Stonygrad, instead
having an affair with a local, one of his many marital
infidelities. (In unpublished notes written after his
death, Elizabeth wrote that he was a ‘liar, slanderer &
adulterer … NOBODY in the world but me knows of
these skeletons’.) Her detailed observations of this
25,000-mile trip were published in her 300-page
Peking-Moscow Letters: About a four months’ journey, to
and from Vienna, by way of People's China and the Soviet
Union (1953); the Guardian judged it be ‘a warm, lively
and witty book’. She met the publication costs herself
and wistfully commented ‘Oh for a bag of Moscow gold!’
She returned to Melbourne starry-eyed. At one of
innumerable meetings she addressed in early 1953, and
hosted by the Australian Peace Council, she described
her visit to China and the ‘epic’ and ‘heroic’ Soviet
Union as a ‘journey to another planet’. She described
the Czechoslovak people as ‘free, happy and contented’
at the very time Prague was being convulsed with the
Stalinist purges of Communist Party leaders – the
notorious anti-Semitic Slansky trials. But it was with
‘New China’ that she was most smitten; it was, she told
a meeting, ‘the happiest place in the world today’. She
visited a prison ‘where all the prisoners were singing
songs’. About China she wrote a three-part series of
articles for Voice, a feature article in Mary’s Own Paper
(published by Adelaide’s Mary Martin), made two ABC
radio broadcasts, wrote numerous letters to
newspapers, went on a month-long lecture tour in
Western Australia (where she stayed with Katherine
Susannah Pritchard), and joined the Australia-China
Society becoming its vice-president in 1957. All this
was dutifully documented by ASIO.
On other fronts, Elizabeth was equally active. In the
1950s she was heavily involved in the Australasian
Book Society; the Realist Writers Group; the Realist
Film Society (to which she donated £50 towards the
cost of a film); session chair, 1953 Convention on Peace
and War; the Australian Soviet Friendship Society; coorganiser, International Women’s Day celebrations; and
public relations officer for the All Nations Cultural
Centre. As ASIO noted, ‘She is an intellectual type’. She
was a regular speaker at the Yarra Bank on the ‘truth’
about China and Russia under the umbrella of the
Victorian Peace Council and the Communist Party. At
one Yarra Bank gathering, according to a Party member,
Enid Morton (who told an ASIO informant), Elizabeth,
in response to anti-communist hecklers challenging her
on conditions in Russia, ‘made a complete fool of herself
by claiming that her name was Bettina Elizabetha
VASILIEFF [sic], a Russian-born subject with parents in
Russia’. Morton was allegedly ‘incensed that such lies
could be allowed by the Party … and used against the
Party’. Not surprisingly, her phone was tapped,
indicated by the many ‘intercept reports’ in her ASIO
files.
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ASIO also recorded personal intimacies. When Danila
went to Mildura High School to teach art – only two of
his paintings had sold and he was, said Elizabeth, ‘very
depressed’ – she had a relationship with a communist
organiser and waterside worker, Dave Rubin, himself
the subject of six volumes of ASIO files. In July 1954,
ASIO questioned two private investigators outside
Rubin’s flat, under ASIO surveillance, who stated they
were ‘working for Mr. VASSILIEFF for the purpose of
obtaining evidence against his wife and subject’. Most
likely it was John and Sunday Reed, hostile to Elizabeth,
who hired the investigators. Soon after the Vassilieffs
divorced. In December 1959, twelve months after
Danila’s death, Elizabeth married a tall, young, blonde
and blue-eyed German, Wilheim Wolf. They had a child
which died in infancy and Wilheim died in an industrial
accident in 1964.
Her final marriage, in March 1965, was to the radical
AWU unionist Pat Mackie, the iconic unofficial leader of
the 7½-month long Mt Isa strike in 1964-65. Dave
Rubin had been assigned by the Communist Party to
look after Mackie during a speaking and fund-raising
tour to Melbourne; this included a gathering at
Stonygrad (where they first met). ASIO records that
Mackie was to have addressed a Trades Hall Council
meeting on 11 February but was too inebriated, evaded
Rubin and left for Warrandyte. In February 1965
Elizabeth moved to Queensland and married Mackie in
March. The 7½-month long strike ended in April. They
co-wrote Mount Isa – The Story of a Dispute (1989) and
she edited his autobiography Many Ships to Mount Isa
(2002). They lived together in Sydney until her death in
2007 at the age of 92.

Correspondence
From Malcolm McDonald (former Victorian Secretary
and Federal President of the FEDFA): ‘A serious
omission in recording the history of the Green Bans in
NSW, has been the indispensable support in
implementing the Green Bans by the NSW Branch of
Federated Engine Drivers and Firemens’ Association
(FEDFA). Some recognition of the FEDFA’s role can be
seen on a plaque at Kelly’s Bush and on a wall mural at
Wooloomooloo.’
****
Earlier this year Malcolm wrote a letter to the
Australian Financial Review in which he pointed out
that ‘the FEDFA members who supported the Green
Bans, covered mobile and lofty cranes in addition to
mechanical equipment such as bulldozers on NSW
construction sites. The first union Green Ban at Kelly’s
Bush in Sydney was announced by the BLF and
followed by support of the FEDFA. It is not generally
realised, that the first and only worker to work on the
site at Kelly’s Bush was an FEDFA bulldozer driver
who left the site on 17 June 1971, at the request of
FEDFA Secretary Jack Cambourn.’ AFR, 19 May 2020.

Kelly’s Bush protest. Photographer unknown.

Melbourne Branch ASSLH Contacts
President: Peter Love pjlove@me.com
Vice President: David Cragg davidkcragg@hotmail.com
Secretary: Liam Byrne liam.byrne@unimelb.edu.au
Treasurer: Phillip Deery phillip.deery@vu.edu.au

‘Peace worker accused of treason’. Elizabeth Vassilieff (1952).

The newspaper article, mentioned at the beginning, did
not refer to Elizabeth being a prolific painter in her own
right, sometimes combining with Danila to hold joint
exhibitions. Often she, unlike he, blended art and
politics, exemplified by her ‘Peace worker accused of
treason’ (1952). An exhibition of her paintings was
planned for 2020, but has yet to eventuate.
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