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Launch Speech: The Party: The Communist Party of Australia from heyday to reckoning
Victorian Trades Hall, Solidarity Hall, 16 March 2022

Frank Bongiorno
Australian National University

Stuart Macintyre, The Party: The Communist Party of
Australia from heyday to reckoning (Melbourne: Allen and
Unwin, 2022). pp. xii-498. $49.99 Cloth.
I begin by paying my respects to the Wurundjeri people of
the Kulin nation on whose country we meet tonight.
I recall Stuart Macintyre explaining to me the
purpose of the history of the Communist Party of
Australia in one of the earliest conversations I had
with him. It would have been early 1990, in
Canberra. He wanted to explain to readers – he
had in mind younger readers especially, who had
little or no experience or knowledge of
communism – what it had been all about. In other
words, he was thinking as a teacher, as he so often
did. At this stage, the Berlin Wall had been
breached, but the Soviet Union limped on and so
did the Communist Party of Australia. But Stuart was
under no illusion. He understood that he was dealing with
a phenomenon that already had a beginning, a middle and
an end.
When the first volume appeared in 1998 as The Reds:
From Origins to Illegality, we gained a stronger sense of
what Stuart was doing. He had written a social history, as
well as a political and industrial one. The book had a
strong ethnographic, almost anthropological, aspect:
Stuart wanted to convey what it meant to be a communist,
what that experience was like for those who belonged to
the Party or were involved in its auxiliary organisations.
Why, for instance, had intelligent, idealistic men and
women been willing to subject themselves to a discipline
that was unknown in democratic societies anywhere
outside of the Party itself, and perhaps the odd religious

order? Stuart told readers that he, too, had been a young
communist. But he had joined the Party in the early 1970s,
at a time when its demands on members were much less
pressing than they had been in earlier decades. Most of his
time as a member had been while he was a student in
Cambridge. When he returned to live in Australia, he
joined the left of the Australian Labor Party. That
was by no means an uncommon journey.
None of this should suggest that Stuart’s
engagement with communism was superficial or
fleeting. His Party membership might only have
covered a few years, but his intellectual and
emotional engagement extended across most of
his adult life. It was there in his earliest books on
British labour history, Little Moscows and A
Proletarian Science and his first on Australia,
Militant: The Life and Times of Paddy Troy, the
legendary Western Australian union leader. It was there in
the middle with The Reds. And it was there at the end, in
The Party.
At a recent conference at the University of Melbourne in
honour and memory of Stuart convened by Joy Damousi
and Sean Scalmer, one of the issues discussed was
whether The Party was a tragedy, an idea developed by
Ann Curthoys. I remain undecided on that one. In one
sense, the very scope of this book dictated that The Party
would be a tragedy. It begins during the Party’s period of
illegality in 1940-42, followed by the peak of its vibrancy,
popularity and influence between 1942 and 1945. It then
extends through the Cold War from the late 1940s into the
era of anti-communist mobilisation and repression of the
1950s, exploring the fallout of the death of Stalin in 1953,
Khrushchev’s secret speech and the Soviet invasion of
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Hungary, both in 1956, the fragmentation in the 1960s
provoked by the Sino-Soviet split, and ending in 1970 with
Australian communism about to divide further in the
wake of the invasion of Czechoslovakia – ex-members
massively outnumbering those who remained, its old
warriors dying off, its dreams in ruins. How could this not
be tragedy?

Treasurer, Ben Chifley. It is notable that Stuart devotes well
over half this book to a single decade, the 1940s, on top of
his treatment of the early war years in The Reds. Perhaps a
third of The Party deals with the war itself. It is worth
pausing over the amount of space Stuart gives the war,
especially in the context of the question of whether he is
writing tragedy.

By the early 1970s, Australian communism had in some
ways returned to where Stuart began his story in The Reds.
In the earlier book he had shown that, in the 1920s, the
Communist Party of Australia was just one among several
small parties to the left of the ALP. The imprimatur of
Moscow and the Third International mattered, and the
hopes inspired by 1917 were alive. But Stuart’s work – in
both The Reds and The Party – showed that it was not
really until the 1930s and 1940s that the Communist Party
emerged as the only serious alternative to the Labor Party
for members of the working class and others working for a
socialist Australia.

Stuart clearly – and uncontroversially, I think – regarded
the war as the party’s ‘heyday’. He said so in the subtitle to
The Party. My reading is that he saw the experience of the
party in wartime and immediately afterwards as exposing
both the possibilities, and the limitations, of communist
politics in Australia. It was a kind of political laboratory. He
does not romanticise those possibilities, and he recognises
the exceptional character of the wartime context, but he
uses the years between 1941 and 1946 to dramatise most
that was best, and worst, about the Party. By early 1945
the Communist Party had about 22,000 members, and it
was well represented in the leadership of
several key unions, notably the Miners,
Waterside Workers, Seamen and
Ironworkers. This industrial strength in
vital industries that gave the communists
their greatest clout, but many of the party’s
wartime recruits were of the progressive
middle class, and included artists, writers,
students and scientists. Women came to
occupy positions of significance and
responsibility although not the most senior
ranks. The Party provided for its cadres
almost a self-contained intellectual,
cultural and social life and was also a
vehicle for patriotism and idealism, at a
time when its stocks benefited from the
Red Army’s heroic defence of the Soviet
Union against the Germans.

It was a part of Stuart’s endeavour in The
Party to explain the nature of this
relationship between Labor and
Communist parties. The communists
clearly posed no electoral challenge of any
great significance. As is well known, the
Party only ever had one official communist
candidate elected to an Australian
parliament, Fred Paterson, who won a
northern Queensland seat in that state’s
Legislative Assembly in 1944. Communists
sometimes polled strongly in port and
mining constituencies during the war, but
their election candidates often lost their
deposits.

The strength of the Party, as Stuart shows,
lay elsewhere. It lay especially in the
From 1944 a party member in Sydney
unions, several of them large and powerful. Frank Bongiorno at the launch. Photo by Carmel Shute. could visit splendid Marx House in George
Some union officials are attractive figures
Street, or a Melbourne comrade might drop
in the nation’s industrial history, with Jim Healy of the
into Australia-Soviet House in Flinders Lane. In either
Waterside Workers’ Federation most obviously falling into
place, they might visit the bookshop, eat at the canteen, or
this category and, in Stuart’s view, the most impressive of
listen to a lecture from a party bigwig. A member might
them. Others, such as Ernie Thornton of the Ironworkers
attend a performance of the New Theatre, such as at its
and E.V. Elliott of the Seamen’s Union, are harder to warm
Melbourne headquarters at 92 Flinders Street, or an
to. Stuart underlines the limitations even of the authority
exhibition of socialist art by Noel Counihan and Yosl
these men exercised. Communist officials usually shared
Bergner. They would likely read a party newspaper such
power with non-communists. The work of communist
as the national Tribune, or one of the state papers such as
union leaders, moreover, frequently went unappreciated
the Guardian. They might be expected to spend some time
among the Party leadership, which harboured unrealistic
selling party publications in a street or park, in a house-tonotions of what could be achieved in the industrial sphere.
house canvass, or at a factory gate. Even with history on
Clashes between the Party and union leaders were
their side, they believed in the power and importance of
frequent. The Communist Party leadership over-reached
the word, whether printed or spoken. Those especially
in the coal strike of 1949, imagining that the Party could
serious about their Marxism-Leninism in the party’s
use the Miners’ Federation’s industrial campaign to reveal
theoretical monthly, Communist Review, or they might
the bankruptcy of the Labor Party. Instead, several
attend the Marx Schools set up in Sydney and Melbourne,
communist union leaders spent time in prison under the
or classes held in party offices in the other cities. The
government’s anti-strike legislation.
Party’s Eureka Youth League had some 5,000 members at
its peak.
All that was in the future during the war itself, when
communist union leaders enjoyed a warm relationship
Here, Stuart was sensitive to the possibilities of Australian
with senior figures in the Labor government such as the
communism, indeed the wider potential for radical
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political change in this country. Still, he was also all too
aware of Australian communism’s frailties and evasions,
and the price paid for them. The Party’s period of wartime
illegality had been remarkable for the government’s light
touch in most parts of Australia, but the ban had
nevertheless stimulated the taste of some in the party for a
culture of secrecy and a conspiratorial outlook. That
perspective was further reinforced via penetration by
security and informers, as Phillip Deery has shown vividly
in his new book, Spies and Sparrows. The Party’s
democratic centralism bred authoritarianism and its rigid
discipline demanded more of members than most could
give; or Stuart clearly felt, they should have been asked to
give. The Party’s uncritical attitude to the Soviet Union and
devotion to Stalin set it up for the disorientation and
disillusionment that would follow Khrushchev’s secret
speech at the Twentieth Party Congress.
There are some vivid sketches – covering appearance,
mannerism and personality – of key communist figures –
J.B. Miles, Lance Sharkey, Jack and Audrey Blake and Ted
Hill. While they lacked neither fervour nor determination,
it is impossible from Stuart’s account to see the men
leading the Party mid-century as master tacticians and
leaders of a revolutionary vanguard ever likely to liberate
the working class and forge a socialist society. Indeed,
Stuart makes it clear throughout that the Communist
Party was an inadequate instrument for the radical
transformation of Australian society. Even by the
standards of the times, its mid-century leadership often
seemed narrow and limited, shaped by so many of the
prejudices and limitations of the men of their generation
also found in other walks of life and beyond the working
class – such as a sexist outlook. There is incongruence
between the high hopes invested by many communists in
the Party and the outlook of these leading men.
Stuart offers them all the respect that is their due from any
serious historian. He also offers a gentle admiration,
affection and warmth to those many Party members he
regarded as selfless and decent, even while refusing to
overlook their flaws and errors. Stuart resists any
separation of communism as a cause from the men and
women who professed it. We do an injustice to them, and
we fail to understand the ways they changed this country,
unless we consider people and cause together.
Stuart did not slide over the theoretical debates that
occurred within the Party, and he brings what might
otherwise be rather arcane theoretical argument to life
through the play of personality, power and ideas. He was
also sensitive to the array of political interests, causes and
commitments that emerged out of Australian
communism, especially as it entered a new post-1968 proNew Left phase under the leadership of figures such as
Laurie Aarons and Bernie Taft: Aboriginal rights, antiVietnam War, the peace movement, Women’s Liberation
and environmentalism, to name only some of them. Stuart
hints at these developments – for instance, he explores the
party’s long-standing commitment to Aboriginal rights –
but his story in The Party is really of a communism
embedded in Australia’s industrial, pastoral and
agricultural economy of the middle decades of the century,

a society riven by class and still marked by significant
social and economic deprivation. That world was growing
harder to discern by the 1960s and early 1970s, even as
new patterns of conflict emerged, along with a growing
awareness of previously neglected forms and sites of
oppression, suffering and want.
I thank the Search Foundation and the Melbourne Labour
History Society for organising this evening’s launch, and
for their support of the project. I also thank Elizabeth
Weiss and Allen and Unwin: they have turned out a
beautiful book. I again offer my condolences to all of
Stuart’s family, friends and colleagues but especially here,
Martha, Mary and Jessie. Families live with big projects
such as this for years even as they have their own busy
lives to live, Martha Macintyre’s as a distinguished
anthropologist. Finally, I pay tribute to Stuart Macintyre’s
achievement in The Party. He completed the book with
great fortitude and courage. The Party is also an aweinspiring exercise in intellectual discipline by a great
historian, achieving a remarkable balance of shrewd
judgment, and moral and political vision. His passing was
a premature conclusion to a rich, abundant life as a
historian, intellectual and activist who, with Henry
Lawson, also modestly nurtured ‘the hope of something
better’. I have much pleasure in declaring The Party: The
Communist Party of Australia from heyday to reckoning,
launched.

Barry Blears and Max Ogden at the launch. Photo by Carmel Shute.

Panel members: Julie Kimber, Joy Damousi, Frank Bongiorno, Carmel Shute, Julius Roe. Photo by
Peter Love
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Spies and Sparrows
Rowan Cahill
Book Review: Phillip Deery, Spies and Sparrows: ASIO and
the Cold War (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press,
2022). pp. ix-270. $34.99 Paper.
Phillip Deery is one of Australia’s best credentialled and
experienced researchers, analysts and writers on the
Cold War, with particular expertise on communism and
espionage. His researches began with the Cold War in
Australia, but over decades have extended to the Cold
War internationally. In this process Deery became adept
in navigating and using the files generated by espionage
and security agencies in the USA, the UK, and Australia.
The use of this material by historians is fraught
with pitfalls, and significant moral and ethical
issues. A great deal of wisdom and skill is needed
to avoid the many traps and false signages these
documentary hoards contain. Their navigation
and use demand a great deal of hard-won
knowledge as to the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’, the
mechanics, the institutional structures, the
contexts, the inter-agency relationships, involved
in their creation. As a historian, Deery is no
stranger to the intrigues and deceptions that
legendary CIA chief James Jesus Angleton,
adapting T. S. Eliot, once described as ‘a wilderness of
mirrors’.
Deery’s latest book focuses on the Australian Security
Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), founded in 1949 on the
fractured world of its antecedents. As Deery asserts, this
was in response to robust US-led cryptographic analysis
in the wake of World War II that the Soviet Union had in
place an extensive global espionage network and that
Australia was part of its operations. This assertion by
Deery runs counter to many accounts of ASIO which
simply ground its origins in homegrown Australian
conservatism and anti-communism.
Traditionally, historical accounts of ASIO, either friendly
or hostile, have focused on it as an institution, and within
this parameter, its operations such as they can be
discerned. Most recently, ASIO has bankrolled its own
huge and detailed three-volume institutional account by
historians David Horner, John Blaxland, and Rhys
Crawley (Allen & Unwin, 2014-2016).
In Spies and Sparrows Deery breaks historiographical
ground by opting for a biographical approach. The
‘sparrows’ in the title is the term ASIO used to describe
its active agents, and references Operation Sparrow, the
successful effort by ASIO which by 1972 had planted
some 500 informants in the 120 branches of the
Communist Party of Australia.
In stand-alone chapters, Deery selects eight individuals
and via enjoyable narratives, thoroughly documented in
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sixty-one pages of Notes at the end of the book, details
their lives and interactions either unwillingly or
cooperatively, with ASIO. Two of the chosen are fully
fledged spies: young English serviceman Michael Brown
stationed at Woomera in the late 1950s who passed on
missile secrets to Soviet authorities; and Evdokia Petrov,
wife of the better known Soviet defector to Australian
authorities at the height of the Cold War, Vladimir Petrov,
she was more highly trained than her bungling husband.
There are three biographical chapters on ASIO operatives
who worked undercover and variously penetrated
Australian leftist organisations between the late 1940s
and the 1970s: William Dobson, anti-communist fabulist
and fraudster; Anne Neill, housewife; Maxmilian
Weschler, worker.
In these narratives, Deery explains the various individual
backgrounds and motivations of his subjects, and the
ways in which their lives interacted with ASIO. He
thus provides insight into the spook organisation
as a human outfit rather that an institutional one.
In the process ASIO, for this reader at least,
comes across as an outfit you really wouldn’t
want to be working for on the front line if you
gave primacy to your mental health and longterm welfare. In terms of historiography, Deery
breaks ground with the ‘sparrow’ chapters;
detailed accounts of ASIO undercover operatives
at work in Australia are as scarce as hen’s teeth,
which is, after all, what secrecy and undercover
work endeavours to achieve.
Counterbalancing these portraits of people who entered
the world of spooks on their own volition, are three
accounts of people wrongly targeted by ASIO as
subversives and whose lives and careers were
consequently screwed up. Deery leads with the case of
Thomas Kaiser, a brilliant young Australian postgraduate
student in nuclear physics studying in the UK. In 1949 he
attended a lefty protest in London. For security services
in the UK, Australia, and later the US, this was the last
straw. Kaiser was a working-class kid who had made
good in the world of science and was on the way to the
top. But he was idealistic and naïve and spoke his mind.
Thereafter he was targeted, and his promising career in
Australian nuclear science stymied. Leaving Australia,
and following a long tract of unemployment courtesy of
machinations by multiple security agencies, he
eventually became a highly respected and honoured
professor of space physics in the UK.
The other two victim studies concern Dr Paul Reuben
James, a young medical practitioner and psychiatrist in
public employment, whose career was sabotaged by ASIO
because of his activities in the Australian peace movement
in the 1950s; and young Greek migrant worker Demetrius
Anastassiou, whose attempts to gain Australian citizenship
from 1960 onwards were denied following a dobber
reporting him to ASIO for his role in leading and getting
arrested in a local protest in Victoria against reduced busservices. As Deery shows, Anastassiou faced the threat of
deportation thereafter, until the Whitlam government
granted him citizenship in 1973.
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The point made in these ‘victim’ chapters is that an outfit
like ASIO, operating behind legislated walls of secrecy,
and largely unaccountable, can with very little
justification ride roughshod and with impunity,
trampling on democratic freedoms and attendant civil
liberties. As Deery concludes this book, if we are to have
an outfit like ASIO, then there has to be a balance struck
between security and liberty. But as he ominously notes
in his concluding words, legislative changes in 2020 have
actually increased the powers of ASIO.

Photos from the launch of Spies and Sparrows

Women and Vietnam War Protests
Alexandra Pierce
I am a history teacher and a feminist and someone
concerned about the voices of the ignored or forgotten
in history. When teaching a Year 11 unit on the antiVietnam War protest in Australia, I discovered that the
experiences of the women who had participated in
those epic protests have largely been ignored. Four
years after saying the fateful words ‘Someone should
do something about that’, I have interviewed around
40 Melbourne women – and I'm interested in speaking
to more. Women who helped organise local
moratorium committees or who went to ‘just’ one
demonstration: I want to interview as broad a range of
Melbourne women as I can. If that’s you or someone
you know, please get in touch:
Email: womenagainstwar1972@gmail.com
The interviews will (with permission) be archived at
the State Library of Victoria; I will also be writing
about my research, and using it in constructing lesson
plans.

Port Places
Rob Pascoe MC’ing the launch, 8 March, Readings in Carlton. Photo by Phillip Gao.

Janet Bolitho
Port Places is a ten year, self initiated project, to
document and record the changing places of the lower
Yarra: Port and South Melbourne, Fishermans Bend
and Docklands. In the absence of local papers, and
sometimes going into a level of detail below that
which a local paper would cover, I look into a different
theme each week. I take a particular interest in the
evolving Port, an enduring thread in Port Melbourne's
history. I also follow developments at Fishermans
Bend closely.

Frank Bongiorno launching Spies and Sparrows. Photo by Phillip Gao.

Here are some examples:
• Records – is about the casualisation of work, then
and now.
• Gas Stories – is about Gasworks and energy
transformation.
I also manage, with a colleague, the Port Melbourne
Historical and Preservation Society website where we
tell Port stories. Some examples that might be of
interest to readers of Recorder include: the speeches
made by former Supreme Court judge Frank Vincent
at the annual Allan Whittaker commemoration, and a
page dedicated to women activists in Port.
Visit Port Places at https://www.portplaces.com/ and
the Port Melbourne Historical and Preservation
Society https://www.pmhps.org.au/

Phillip Deery, signing books. Photo by Phillip Gao.
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I Spy with my Little Eye
Ken Mansell
It was 29 November 1995. I had been researching the
Brisbane New Left in the Fryer Library on the University
of Queensland campus. In advance of my visit, I had also
booked to spend some hours in the University Archives,
located in the J.D.Storey Building. I expected to find only
boring administrative records. Six boxes were brought
down. I opened Box No. 1 and knew I had hit the jackpot.
Displayed before me was evidence that the University
had been spying on its own student population. Working
feverishly I began taking handwritten notes, recording
the contents of documents and photographs. One rather
bulky file captured my attention immediately, a file
labelled ‘Master List’. Enclosed was a list of the names of
about 120 activists (headings: Non-Staff-Non-Students/
Male Students/Staff/Female Students). The file was not
dated and there was no accompanying explanation as to
the purpose of the list. I only had time to jot down 55
names, the ones I recognised. Attached was a small
collection of photocopies of Student I.D Card
photographs. Had I uncovered a list compiled by the
Administration, possibly in league with the Queensland
Special Branch, and used, along with accompanying I.D
Cards, as a ‘blacklist’ handed to employers? The truth is
that some University of Queensland radicals did
subsequently find it impossible to get (or keep) jobs in
Brisbane. I placed orders for photographs and
photocopies. The photocopies required access clearance
and the University required me to seek authorisation
from eight former radical students before I could access
records relating to their role in student politics 1966-72.
Permissions were received from Matthew Lambourne,
Jim Prentice, Mitch Thompson, Kim Bannikoff, Mark
Georgiou, Richard Tarnawski, Dick Shearman, Greg
Mallory and Dan O’Neill. The documentary material I
sought finally arrived in October 1997.
Radical activity on the St Lucia campus escalated in
1969-70. Members of the Revolutionary Socialist
Students Alliance (RSSA, formerly SDA) occupied the
Administration Building in pursuit of staff-student
control of the University. Students prepared for the May
1970 Moratorium with a ‘Tent City’ in the Great Court.
Then, in September 1970, swords were drawn. On 2
September 1970, fifty students (mainly members of
RSSA) strolled into the headquarters of the University of
Queensland Regiment (CMF) and ‘sacked’ it, hurling
maps and files from the upper floor windows of the
building and plastering the inner walls with antiimperialist slogans. Commonwealth, State and Military
police arrived only to find the gates padlocked by other
students. Queensland and Commonwealth police hunted
for Mitch Thompson, Dick Shearman, and Mark Georgiou
in order to deliver warrants for their arrest. On 7
September, police conducted a nocturnal raid on a
student household in Zig Zag Street Red Hill. Thompson
and Shearman threw themselves over the back fence and
disappeared into neighbouring backyards. The
6 Recorder no. 303

prominent RSSA member who foolishly opened the front
door was grabbed by Special Branch police, taken to an
isolated cemetery, and terrorised at gunpoint.
On 4 September, Luic Tuong Quang, First Secretary of the
South Vietnamese Embassy, appeared on campus at the
provocative invitation of the Democratic (read DLP) Club.
He refused to answer questions from anti-war students
and was prevented from ‘departing peacefully’. Police
arrived and scuffled with hundreds of angry students.
Students were further enraged when Vice-Chancellor Dr
Zelman Cowen deplored the ‘attack’ on a foreign
diplomat while failing to condemn the police violence.
Fearing another ‘Tent City’ as the second Moratorium
loomed, Cowen issued a ‘notice’: ‘I hereby prohibit the
erection of a structure of any type whatsoever and
whether temporary or permanent in nature, or the
placing of any object intended to be, or which could be
used as protection from the elements, or the installation
of equipment or apparatus of any type whatsoever by
any person within the area of the Great Court of the
University’. (A shorter student version soon appeared –
‘No Erections on Campus’). Further trouble ensued when
Sir Paul and Lady Hasluck visited on 22 October, and
students ‘marched behind’ the Vice-Chancellor and his
wife on 29 October.

Occupants of the Professional Boardroom, 11 June 1970. University of Queensland Archives, UQA
S218 Papers, Photographs and Films Relating to Student Unrest, 1966-1972.

The University established the six-member Davies
(Disciplinary) Committee to investigate the ‘Quang
Incident’ of 4 September. Representing themselves at the
hearings were four charged students: Georgiou,
Bannikoff, Tarnawski, and Shearman. Reporting on 31
October, the Committee recommended suspensions
(Georgiou and Shearman until 1972, Tarnawski for six
months). On 8 October, the University appointed the
three-member Geraghty Committee to consider whether
certain persons should be forbidden to enter or remain
on the university site under Statute 43 paragraph 28A
(‘presence detrimental to the welfare of the University’).
The four persons charged – Matthew Lambourne and
Mitch Thompson (non-students 1970), Jim Prentice
(enrolment cancelled for non-payment of fees), and Jim
Beatson (staff member 1970) – were not present. Under
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review was their ‘misconduct’ at the Quang meeting, the
Regiment building, and the various ‘occupations’. The
Committee's Report was delivered on 11 November
1970. No action would be taken against Beatson (albeit ‘a
troublemaker’) and Prentice. Lambourne and Thompson
however were to be forbidden by the Vice-Chancellor (at
the direction of the Senate) to enter or remain upon the
University site or any part thereof.
The Geraghty Committee found no personal files relating
to individuals were kept by the University (a practice
deemed ‘repugnant’) and only ‘meagre’ files were kept in
relation to past incidents. If true, and below I will present
evidence suggesting it was not true, then the University
soon made up for this ‘inadequate system’ of recording
‘occurrences’. On 15 October the Committee recommended
to the Vice-Chancellor ‘that files be established and
maintained in connection with each incident involving
alleged breaches of discipline or serious misbehaviour on
the University site or relating to the University. When such
incidents occur University officers involved in them or
observing them should be instructed to commit to paper
immediately after the incident reports detailing exactly
what happened and identifying any person or persons
involved. Such reports and any photograph (my emphasis)
or other material associated with the incident should then
be kept in the file as a permanent record’. Hence the main
title of the files found in Box No. 1: ‘Papers, photographs
and films relating to student unrest 1966-72 and to the
Quang incident 1970’.
The University appears to have drawn on a variety of
sources. Security Officer Albert Sharp prowled the campus
and sent regular ‘memos’ to Assistant Registrar Green,
such as when he observed students painting ‘Smash U.S
Imperialism’ on the U.S Consul’s black Chevrolet sedan.
Several right-wing students could be relied upon to ‘dob
in’ the radicals, such as when the Union President wrote to
Cowen with ‘confidential information’ about Mitch
Thompson, when the Democratic Club leaders testified to
the Geraghty Committee, and when a certain Paul T.
testified to the Davies Committee that Kim Bannikoff had
threatened to kill him.
The University’s own ‘Student Records’ were useful. John
Topley, Assistant to the Vice-Chancellor, sent for ‘good
quality photocopies of the updated student records’ of
seven occupiers of the Professorial Board Room, and
compiled reports, using ‘Student Records’, on the four
radicals investigated by the Geraghty Committee. Here
there is an interesting contrast between the Committee’s
listing of the on-campus political activities of the four (no
doubt compiled from ‘Student Records’) and the detailed
listing (typewritten reports of approximately five pages)
of their off-campus political activities (including car
registration numbers), a contrast that points to ASIO or
Special Branch input.

photographs found in Box No. 1 were taken and developed
by John Alfred Coker of the University’s Photography
Section. On July 16, 1969, Security Officer Sharp was sent
scurrying to the Forum area to report on a display of
‘Erotica’ by students who had climbed onto the roof of the
Relaxation Block (to the blaring music of Hair) with
‘placards’ (henceforth ‘X’ and ‘Y’) upon which had been
pasted three black and white photographs showing acts of
‘sexual intercourse’ and ‘sexual perversion’ (Sharp).
Instructed by Deputy-Chancellor Lieutenant-Colonel A.S.
Gehrman, Coker took ten photos of the scene on the roof
(including someone running across it naked) and returned
to his office to develop blow-ups of ‘X’ and ‘Y’. Such
revealing exhibits may have inspired the University to
send its photographer to every student protest thereafter,
even before revealing photos were required by the Davies
and Geraghty committees.
Photographs of students occupying the Senate Room on
12 June 1969 show them attempting to conceal their
identities by holding books over their faces, either because
they were not happy with the photographer or were
‘sending him up’. The University compensated by
inscribing their names on the photos. In marked contrast,
the students who occupied the Professorial Staff Room on
11 June 1970, all of whom are identified by name on the
backs of the prints, are blatant, proud and defiant. Several
of the photographs of the Moratorium march from the
University (8 May 1970), almost certainly taken by a
professional photographer from a nearby building, had
been ‘blown-up’, and several more focused on Beatson and
Thompson. Photographs of anti-Hasluck demonstrators in
the Schonell Theatre (22 October 1970), taken from
behind the speakers’ platform (to target the audience)
were taken in rapid sequence, suggesting they may have
been linked to audio-surveillance. Found attached to the
photographs of students ‘harassing’ Cowen and Mrs
Cowen (29 October 1970) was the message: ‘this is a spare
set of photos for 29 0ctober 1970 and may be cut up for
I.D cards’. Photographs of the activists’ meeting on 22
October, and the occupation of the staircase in the J.D.
Storey Building on 29 October, feature radical staff
member Dan O'Neill. An attached memo from Sharp to
Green includes the remark ‘original on Dan O'Neill's file’,
suggesting the Administration kept a separate file on
O'Neill and, if so, possibly on other activists as well. One
may ask to what uses were such files put, and what has
happened to them since?

The Geraghty Committee cited student ‘pamphlets’,
eyewitness reports, TV film, and police oral testimony. By
far the most lucrative source for the University overall,
however, was photography. One can safely assume, from
evidence tabled at the Davies Committee, that many of the
Occupants of the Professional Boardroom, 12 June 1969. University of Queensland Archives, UQA
S218 Papers, Photographs and Films Relating to Student Unrest, 1966-1972.
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In the short term the purpose of the surveillance was the
provision of evidence for the University’s investigative
committees. The University set up the Campbell Committee
in the immediate aftermath of the ‘Quang affair’. The file
headed ‘Campbell Committee’ included sinister and
‘doctored’ photographs – heads of demonstrators circled in
red ink; corresponding names on the back of the prints. The
Geraghty Committee viewed photographs from which it
was possible to draw conclusions about the ‘misconduct’ of
Beatson, Lambourne, Thompson, and Prentice in particular
incidents on particular days (occupations 1969-70,
Orientation Week 1970, ‘Quang Incident’ 4 September,
erection of ‘Tent City’ 18 September, Schonell Theatre 22
October).
The sentences handed out by the investigative
committees did not dampen the radicals’ resolve – they
sent it into overdrive. On 28 October, at 10.20 pm, the
nightwatchman reported the handle of the glass doors of
the J.D. Storey (Administration) Building had been
smashed. On the evening of 12 November, the day after
the announcement of the findings of the Geraghty
Report, and in full view of the photographer inside the
building, grinning students began piling rocks, stones,
bottles, and a huge concrete slab, in front of the main
glass doors of the building. Over the course of two days, 4
and 5 November, the University found itself being
overwhelmed by phone calls from commercial firms that
had received orders for deliveries to the Administration
Building from a certain ‘R. Johnson’ (alternatively
‘Williams’, ‘Wade’, ‘Hamilton’). Seven separate firms had
been asked to send either buses or trucks to the
University for the delivery of students, or hundreds of
desks, to the Sheep and Wool Pavilion. (Whybirds
Transport Ipswich had been asked to take 800 desks to
the Wool Pavilion and call back for them in three weeks
time). Other orders were for a crane, five yards of
concrete, a two-ton safe to be shifted from the fifth floor
to the ground floor, a private investigator, and an
upholsterer to inspect chairs slashed by students. The
Vice-Chancellor received visits at home from a pest
control firm, a piano tuner, and Taubmans Paints. One
completely irresponsible call to police claimed a bomb
had been planted on the fifth floor. Assistant Registrar
Green, a master of understatement, commented ‘we have
had some trouble with hoaxes this morning’.
After all this, paranoia abounded. On 25 November the
ever-zealous Albert Sharp reported a possible security
breach involving ‘radical contacts’ within the
Administration Building. A certain Gregory W. Mallory
(photo No. 14497) was observed entering the Building
and enquiring at the Fifth Floor for a Miss (name
withheld) ‘whose brother is a suspected radical’. Staff
member Miss (name withheld) was seen in conversation
with Mallory. I asked Greg what they were doing,
planning to bomb the joint? ‘No’, he said, ‘I wanted to ask
her out to dinner’. The moral of this extraordinary tale is
that some people never learn. In June 1971, the
Democratic Club once again provocatively invited the
South Vietnamese envoy to speak on campus. There are
no prizes for guessing the response of acting ViceChancellor Webb.
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Commemorating Gwen Goedecke
Allan Goedecke
The Trades Hall Council has commissioned a bronze
plaque of Gwen Goedecke (past member of the Melbourne
Labour History Society) to honour her lifelong activism
and in so doing, help to address the lack of such things for
women. Now that THCV building restoration works are
complete, there will be a gathering to view the work by
sculptor Gray Nicol. Luke Hilakari will say a few words and
folk will then be able to have a look at the building
restoration work.
Time: 11.00 am Saturday 7 May 2022.
Place: It will be in the small internal garden at Trades Hall
where the portrait is hung. All welcome.

Masterclass for Activists
Daren McDonald
Readers of Recorder will be interested in Tom
McDonald's Masterclass for Activists podcast series.
https://www.deliberatelyengaging.com.au/activistmasterclass/ The series features Professor Ed Davis in
conversation with Tom and a dozen current and former
leaders of the union movement (including Sally
McManus and Bill Kelty). The series discusses labour
values and principles, strategy and tactics, what
militancy is and isn’t, and how to build workers’ power. It
also showcases the music from the history of the labour
movement. It was launched last year by Sally McManus.
Those interested in labour history may well find this
series absorbing and hopefully could also refer it the next
generation of young labour movement activists.
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The Barber Who Read History
Raymond Evans
Book review: Rowan Cahill and Terry Irving, The Barber
Who Read History: Essays in Radical History (St Peters:
Bull Ant Press, 2021). pp. v-229. $27.00 Paper.
I am one of those odd individuals who have never
grasped the apparent discrepancy between ‘weeds’ and
‘plants’; between such things as cartooning and ‘art’; or
even, I must admit, between friends and lovers. I have
always been one of those curious ‘betwixt and between’
people: a researcher and writer who has attempted the
unenviable task of having one foot in the door of the
academic ivory tower while keeping the other firmly
planted on the noisy, disorderly street.
This balancing act can be quite a stretch – an
exercise in somewhat taxing acrobatics. For
decades, my career trajectory was distinctly
academic while my private existence was
personally working class: my institutional
colleagues remotely and respectably ‘intellectual’;
my close friendships, proletarian, rough-hewn
and real.
For radical historians such as myself, ever
attempting to plot affinities between the gutter
and the stars, therefore, Rowan Cahill and Terry Irving’s
The Barber Who Read History happily presents itself as
both guide-book and vindication. One rapidly learns,
across the scatter of loosely-linked interpretive essays
and shorter thought-grabs, reviews and personal
revelations, that one is not really alone in falling between
the cracks in the academic edifice or in standing at the
outskirts of intellectual preferment, ducking and dodging
the approved institutional etiquette and rules under the
cock-eyed gaze of one’s peers.
There are, instead, actually quite a substantial and even
admirable raggle-tag band of us misfits, stretching back
through time into the world of the ephemeral pamphlet,
left-wing journalistic columns and the cobbled-together,
larger productions of the back-room printing press.
Inside the covers of this eccentrically self-aware volume,
one soon encounters the balm of a welcoming berth.
For, very soon into these pages, one finds the plotted
definition of what a radical historian surely is – or
should, at least, aspire to be: that is, first, a researcher
and writer who investigates ‘disempowered people’ of
whatever kind who field the blows of their oppressors
and often fight back ‘by attacking coercive authority and
by socializing power’ in dramatic or mundane instances
of agency and resistance. Secondly, such historians drop
the pretense of ‘objectivity’, so often employed as a
veneer for status-quo support; and instead – while
maintaining strict empirical accuracy – write with social
purpose and partisan commitment to what are, in reality,
on-going struggles.

So, thirdly, such writers know that history is not inert or
frozen in time like some geological tundra but rather
alive, organic and perpetual – and thus they try to inspire
and enjoin others to resist and rebel within their present
circumstances. As Cahill and Irving conclude: ‘Because
the radical past was always being made anew, their work
is pregnant with possibilities, alerting their readers … for
action in their own relations’.
Fourthly, radical history work is an act of deep reflection
about both past and present. Therefore ‘it is not enough
to tell stories; the stories must be shaped by theory,
sharpened by the historian’s passion and seasoned with
unresolved political questions’. Fifth and finally, in
attempting to reach and inspire the widest audience,
radical historians aspire to meet a certain
democratisation of form and stylistic appeal, placing ‘a
high value on clarity of expression, avoiding like the
plague the over-theoretical language of academic ingroups and their self-aggrandizing citations of
trendy thinkers’. (pp. 2-4)
In tracing through this listing of cultural and
social requirements with my own historical
motivations and output in mind, I can see
immediately why I like this collection so much. It
defines who I am – at least as an evolving ‘text’ –
for, in a range of writings since the 1960s,
covering class, racial, ethnic, gendered and
generational themes from convict/frontier times
into the uncertain present, I can put my hand
over my heart and claim to have attempted all of these
things.
Furthermore, these chapters also clarify for me why
universities have progressively become such unfriendly,
restrictive and quasi-abusive places for the kind of work
that radical historians attempt to do. They are now, as
clearly delineated here, institutions where ‘the role of
academic scholar as “researcher” and “thinker” becomes
that of vassal labourer, reliant on the multi-national
billion dollar publishing empires for employment and
career advancement’. (p.18) In such places, Cahill and
Irving observe, ‘while the word collegiality is thrown
around with abandon, in fact caution, timidity and fear
are toxic’. (p.4)
Negotiating my way through such detail, as these authors
embellish their claims of institutional degradation over
at least the last three decades, has made me personally
reconsider my usual dismal careerist ruminations about
why I did not advance as fast or as far as I would have
preferred. Rather, it becomes more of a wonderment to
me in this reading as to how I even held on to
institutional preferment for so long in such a fraught and
increasingly distraught world of ‘academic precarity’.
(p.27) And it explains how relieved and happy I felt in the
end to walk away with intellectual intentions and
integrity somehow still intact.
Finally, near the close of the book, the authors – perhaps
placing communal concerns always above individual
emphases – at last introduce themselves personally and
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professionally in detailed revelations of their class and
family origins, as well as their twin growths as integrated
scholars and activists. Once again, this reader is diverted
by moments of amazement at similarities with his own
life trajectory: for instance, Irving’s working class, coal
mining, communal origins among progressive
autodidacts who valued books above wealth, and their
socialist/communist affiliations; Cahill’s youthful
odyssey ‘ranging far and wide in the bush, stealing fruit
from orchards, swimming in the creeks and waterholes,
camping in caves’: accurate replications of my own
childhood experiences. (pp. 183-85, 197)
And, eventually, all engaging in radical activism against
various phases of warfare, conscription, exploitation and
oppression that, as we went along, sharpened the
historical itch and nerve to know what really happened
here before we were born. Then, increasingly, how we all
somehow learned to ‘pass’ (p. 185) and cling on
precariously to the coat-tails of the academy in order to
propound our dissident ideas. No wonder then that I
have devoured this crusading little volume with all the
relish of warm acknowledgment and acute identification.

2022 Labour History Conference
The 17th biennial conference of the Australian Society for
the Study of Labour History (ASSLH) will be held on 22-24
April 2022 in Bendigo, Victoria (registrations open at 1pm
on Friday 22, followed by a Welcome to Country, and book
launch).
Organised with the support of LaTrobe University,
Melbourne Convention Bureau, and Business Events
Victoria, the theme of the conference is Fighting For Life:
Class, Community and Care in Labour History.

The Barber Who Read History Melbourne Launch
The Melbourne launch of The Barber Who Read History:
Essays in Radical History will be held at the New
International Bookshop on Thursday, 24 March 2022:
5:30-7.30pm.

Terry Irving and Rowan Cahill

Join the conversation with Rowan Cahill and Jeff Sparrow
as they discuss the essays in The Barber Who Read History,
the limitations of mainstream history, and the ways that
different, radical histories, and histories ‘from below’, can
help us to imagine possibilities and to act for change.
https://nibs.org.au/new-events/2022/3/24/the-barberwho-read-historynbsp
All welcome. Drinks from 5pm. New International Book
Shop: 54 Victoria Street Carlton, VIC, 3053 Australia.
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You can download the conference program from https://
www.labourhistory.org.au/wp-content/uploads/
2022/03/Revised-Provisional-Programme-LHconference-2022.pdf
Keynote speakers include Professor Victoria K. Haskins,
FAHA, co-Director of the Purai Global Indigenous History
Centre at the University of Newcastle, and Associate
Professor Katharine McKinnon, Director of the Centre for
Sustainable Communities, University of Canberra.
Early bird rates are still available. You can register for the
conference at https://www.labourhistory.org.au/2022conference-registration/. Family and friends are welcome
to join us at the conference dinner on Saturday 23 April at
Oya’s Turkish Restaurant (let us know via the
registration). We hope to see you there.
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Vandemonians
Alison Alexander
Book review: Janet McCalman, Vandemonians: The
Repressed History of Colonial Victoria (Melbourne:
Melbourne University Press, 2021). pp. 343+. $39.99 Paper.
This marvellous book is about far more than the repressed
history of Victoria. That can be summed up briefly:
colonists claimed Victoria had no convicts but perhaps
30,000 Vandemonians came there from Van Diemen’s
Land. Initially demonised as criminals, only a small
percentage actually committed serious crimes, and by the
1870s they had merged into the general population.
Vandemonians is really a comprehensive examination of
Tasmanian convicts from birth to death, mainly those
who went to Victoria. The material came largely from
McCalman’s Ships Project, which studied the whole lives
of 25,000 convicts (126 ships’ worth), a third of the total
who were sent to Tasmania. Most researchers into
convicts study their lives under sentences only;
this project looked at everything: previous life,
later life, marriages, children and grandchildren,
especially descendants who enlisted in the First
World War, where there was a comparable body
of data. If you are interested, check the research
at http://foundersandsurvivors.org/pubsearch. An
enormous strength of this book is that its
conclusions are based on these reliable data,
rather than generalisations/suppositions by an
author based on a few examples.
McCalman commences with the best reconstruction I
have read of the pressures in Britain and Ireland which
caused people to commit the offences leading to
transportation – the best because of the richness of her
sources but also because she is, as Christina Twomey
wrote for the front cover, ‘the great chronicler of poverty,
class, sex and alcohol in Australia’s history’. Were
convicts born bad or made bad, or even bad at all?
McCalman asks. All three, she answers: unlike some
historians she does not downplay criminality among
convicts, but concludes that while some had a criminal
heritage, most committed offences as a result of poverty,
exacerbated by families fractured by death, desertion or
some other cause, leaving children vulnerable, not taught
life skills, open to crime, alcohol and abuse, without the
emotional security to maintain loving relationships in
later life. In a fascinating and original finding, McCalman
discovered from Ships Project data that convicts fared
best who came from backgrounds in this order: rural
English; London-born; rural Irish; factory districts in the
midlands; and, worst, seaports.
In Victoria, some ex-convicts flourished, with a handful
becoming wealthy, dying as esteemed colonists. This
required both skills and building a position in the colony,
creating a family or social network which provided
‘character’ – recognition as a trustworthy, capable person.

Many barriers hampered emancipists and only a few
succeeded. Most remained in poverty, without the innate
or acquired skills, or even the desire, to raise themselves
to a more comfortable lifestyle.
McCalman concludes both from this study and from the
work by the Founders and Survivors group, of which she
was a leading organiser, that ex-convicts fared as well in
Tasmania as their peers in Britain. Transportation was good
for men but compounded life’s risks for women, who were
likely to die younger. The Ships Project disproved many
hypotheses. The impact of height and illiteracy was
insignificant: in fact tall men were more vulnerable to
premature death. Flogging, time in chains or on the
treadmill did not shorten lives but time in solitary
confinement did: torment of the mind was worse than of
the body in an age when corporal punishment was
widespread. For women, drunkenness was strongly related
to premature death. Women who did well were older,
married or widowed when they arrived as convicts, or were
young girls, not prostitutes, who married early to steady
men and became the mothers and grandmothers of the
next generation. Family life was at the heart of convicts’
existential difficulties, writes McCalman. Many could not
achieve it: men were hindered by a shortage of
women and the stigma of convictism, and women
by crippling damage from abuse, alcohol, violence
and sexually transmitted diseases. For men, the
most persistent influences were (in order) being
born in a port city, alcohol and solitary
confinement; for women, being prostitutes, alcohol
and refractory behaviour under sentence.
Throughout the book McCalman uses examples
of Vandemonians’ life stories, often gritty and
tragic – she writes so vividly the reader can
almost smell the dead cats in Collingwood’s stagnant
pools, or reel under the blows of a drunken digger at
Ballarat. There is no romanticisation, no sentimentality:
this is what life was like. Such writing brings the material
to life, while at the same time conclusions are backed by
incontrovertible data. I can think of no comparable book:
it is the climax of a lifetime of research, by an outstanding
author. It is the duty of a reviewer to point out flaws and
perhaps the many biographies are a little repetitive, but
they certainly make their point.
The convict stain, concludes McCalman, was really the
stain of intergenerational poverty. Descendants of convicts
who enlisted in the AIF in Victoria were concentrated
among the poor. The barriers were too great for most to
start the climb up the social ladder. Not until after the
Second World War with the expansion of education and
full employment could their descendants find secure jobs.
‘What matters most about the Vandemonians’ story is not
any Australian legend or “hated stain”, but the persistence
of poverty over generations.’ This book depicts only those
73,000 convicts who were sent to Tasmania. As many
were sent to New South Wales. Can we look forward to a
similar book about all convicts, and their impact on the
whole of Australia? A huge task, but McCalman shows that
modern developments in technology make such vast
projects possible – and successful.
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The Brilliant Boy
Laurence W Maher
Book Review: Gideon Haigh, The Brilliant Boy: Doc Evatt
and the Great Australian Dissent (Sydney: Simon &
Schuster, 2021). pp. 378, $34.99 Paper.
This thoroughly absorbing book focusses on the tragic
inter-generational chance connection between the lives
of two brilliant boys. The first was Menachem Mendel
Sachaczewski (1929-1937), the youngest of the three
children of Chaim and Golda Sachaczewski. The family
migrated to Australia from Poland in 1935/1936. They
anglicised their family name, and Menachem became
known as Max (or Maxie) Chester.
The other was Herbert Vere (Bert) Evatt (1894-1965) who
was uniquely brilliant in twentieth century
Australian history. He excelled in the school
classroom and no less outdoors (cricket, rugby
league, hockey and baseball). That continued in his
undergraduate days in arts and law. In 1924 he
was awarded a doctoral law degree (hence ‘Doc
Evatt’). He had stellar success at the Sydney Bar
and was appointed King’s Counsel in 1929. Along
the way, he was elected to the New South Wales
Parliament, then refused endorsement for the ALP
in a row with the unforgiving ‘Big Fella’, John
Thomas Lang, but re-elected in 1927 as an
independent. Evatt’s controversial appointment by the
Scullin Government to the High Court of Australia in
December 1930 led directly to his historic judicial
involvement in the Chester family tragedy.
In August 1937, about a week after the Chester family
commenced residing in the Sydney suburb of Waverley,
the municipal council excavated a street trench (40 feet
long and 4 feet wide) for a proposed telephone conduit. It
was such a magnet for children that council workers had
to chase them away. A barrier had been erected, but it was
easily overcome by adventurous youngsters. On Thursday
12 August 1937, heavy rain filled the trench – in one
section to a depth of seven to eight feet. Two days later,
Max Chester left home after lunch to play in the street. He
never returned to his family’s embrace. He fell into the
trench and drowned. When Max had not returned at 3pm,
his mother went looking for him. Joined by friends and
becoming increasingly anxious, Golda Chester continued
searching until she arrived at the location where she
witnessed Max’s body being removed from the trench.
That led to her suffering a clinical ‘nervous shock’ reaction
from which, not surprisingly, she never really recovered.
Did the law of torts (civil wrongs), which has evolved on a
slow case-by-case basis, give Golda a right to recover
damages from the local Council?
A judge of the Supreme Court of New South Wales ruled
that Golda had not proved that the Council had breached
any duty to exercise reasonable care owed to her. On appeal,
a full bench of that Court held that the Council did not owe
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Golda any such legal duty to avoid negligently causing
nervous shock by exposing her to the spectacle of Max’s
horrifying drowning. The focus of Haigh’s book is Evatt’s
lone, lengthy dissent in Golda’s unsuccessful appeal to
the High Court of Australia. By the 1980s, that dissent
had been accepted by the High Court as the foundation
for liability in nervous shock cases.
By 1939 Justice Evatt was itching to return to public life.
On 2 September 1940, he resigned expressly to seek
election to the Federal Parliament. What is it about
Evatt’s life that accounts for the fact that, including one
or two book-length treatments of the later international
phases of Evatt’s public life when he was Minister for
External Affairs and Attorney-General in the Curtin and
Chifley Governments, there were seven biographies
before Haigh turned his attention to Evatt? His book is
the product of an enormous amount of very detailed
research. It is, in substance, the eighth Evatt biography.
At a time of mounting Cold War anti-communist
hysteria in Australia, the Chifley Government was
defeated at the December 1949 election and Evatt
became Leader of the Opposition after Chifley’s
death in June 1951. Evatt’s unique doggedness as
an advocate reached a peak in March 1951 when
he persuaded a 6:1 majority of the High Court
that the Communist Party Dissolution Act 1950
was invalid.
However, the truth is that ‘the Doc’ had a febrile
psyche and the last decade of his life was all
tragedy. Terrible trouble was brewing inside the ALP,
again. In 1953, Evatt crossed paths with the staunch anticommunist, B.A. Santamaria, and with the ASIO DirectorGeneral, Colonel C.C.F. Spry, but the defection of the Soviet
diplomat Vladimir Petrov (and later, Mrs Petrov) in
Canberra in April 1954 and the re-election of the Menzies
Government on 29 May 1954, sent Evatt completely off the
rails. Nothing in the infamous Documents ‘H’ and ‘J’, which
Petrov alleged he had removed from the Soviet Embassy
in Canberra, reflected adversely on Evatt, but he convinced
himself that they were forgeries. His public statement
released on 5 October 1954 initiated the catastrophic split
in the ALP. His pitiful conduct as counsel in the Royal
Commission on Espionage that led to the profound
humiliation of the withdrawal of his leave to appear as
counsel was not, however, the nadir.
It is not in Haigh’s book, but four days earlier, Evatt had a
chance street encounter in Sydney with his former High
Court colleague, Justice Owen Dixon whom, it seems,
Evatt trusted. What Evatt did not know was that Dixon
had been closely involved with Menzies in the
establishment of the Royal Commission, and told an old
English legal pal: ‘All that ultimately matters is the
decreased probability of [Evatt] ever becoming Prime
Minister’. Evatt’s Petrovian self-inflicted punishment
occurred on 19 October 1955 when he told the House of
Representatives that the villainy of the defection had
caused him to write to the Foreign Minister of the Soviet
Union, VM Molotov, who had assured him that the
infamous Documents ‘H’ and ‘J’ were fakes.
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Was Hawke A Conspirator?
Max Ogden
I take issue with the innuendo of Brian Boyd in his article
(Recorder No. 302, Nov 2021) that Bob Hawke had some
kind of conspiracy ongoing with the US embassy via their
Labour Attaché. I contend that the issue is far more
complex, and nuanced than he suggests, and I contend
that my limited experience of dealing with a couple of US
Labour Attachés was useful.
Following WWII, until about the late sixties there was
undoubtedly US/CIA interference in Australian union
affairs. For example they almost certainly assisted right
wing takeovers of the Federated Clerks Union, and the
Ironworkers Union in the early 1950s, when they
defeated the Communist leaderships. Huge resources, no
doubt including from the US/CIA, were thrown at the
Amalgamated Engineering Union in the 1950s and early
1960s, but they never succeeded in taking over the
union, other than win three or four isolated positions.
Those right wing attacks declined after those defeats.
Given the times, it is likely that Albert Monk, ACTU
Secretary and President for many years, was significantly
involved with the US/CIA, but I am not sure what he was
doing or achieved.
Fast forward some years to Hawke’s Presidency from
1970. People such as ACTU leaders, and especially a Bob
Hawke, attract a lot of interest, as did Bill Kelty, Simon
Crean, Bill Mansfield and others, but there was never a
suggestion of some conspiracy. It is not unusual for such
leaders to meet with embassies, and where they exist,
Labour Attachés. For example the Swedes usually have a
Labour Attaché who is drawn from the union movement,
serves for three or four years, and returns to their union,
in what is a very good learning experience for a union
official. I am not sure where the conspiracy is, as virtually
everything that goes on in the union movement is on the
public record, or is quickly widely known, so an embassy
sniffing around for information doesn’t have to go far.
Brian Boyd, for some reason I cannot fathom, makes a
point of my approaching Bob to seek his assistance to get
into the US in 1978. Bob did exactly as I hoped he would,
i.e. he stood on principle about people being able to
travel regardless of their politics, and given that I was not
only a CPA member, but on the national committee, the
CIA could not have been too pleased with my visit. They
gave us a tough time when we arrived in New York, as we
were grilled and delayed for a couple of hours, but
eventually, almost certainly because of Bob’s demand,
they let us in. On a couple of later occasions when
arriving at LA, I was subject to long delays, and
questioning, but it seemed the previous assistance from
Bob was decisive.
I, like a lot of people, have criticisms of Hawke,
particularly his refusal to call for national industrial
action when Whitlam was dismissed. Having said that, he

read the electorate better than we did as we suffered a
massive defeat. He must have concluded that such action
may make the situation worse, whereas I and so many
others thought it was a matter of principle to take such
unprecedented action. And I still believe that.
There were concerns with some of the large industrial
disputes with which he was involved, where we thought
that he agreed to outcomes which could have been
better, his stance on uranium mining, which had the
backing of several unions. On the other hand he had a
good approach to building and maintaining unity within
the union movement. For example, when there was a
destructive battle for two ACTU Vice President’s
positions between right and left factions, his pragmatic,
but useful proposal was to have six VPs, so they could
have all factions and experts around the table.
One of his strengths was getting the best ideas on the
table and then work to get a good solution which all
could support, rather than have division. My
understanding was that this also worked well within
Cabinet. Bob himself was not a visionary thinker, but was
good at getting the collective to adopt good ideas.
Another achievement was that he was instrumental in
getting Peter Mathews from Britain to the ACTU as
Education Officer, to lay the groundwork for union
training and TUTA, of which he was a strong supporter.
The role of Labour Attaché at its best can make a
valuable contribution to both the home country, and
where the embassy happens to be. My experience of two
at the US Embassy was positive. Each were drawn from
the US union movement, and George Dragnich, (who
eventually worked at the ILO, and was a progressive
force), in particular, was interested in worker/industrial
democracy/workers control, and regularly sent me
packages of valuable articles and papers on the subject,
particularly of US experience, and when in Melbourne we
would have a coffee and discuss these issues. The Attaché
who followed Dragnich was very helpful when I was
heading to the US for six months to work with the newly
elected, progressive, AFL-CIO leadership. The Melbourne
US Consulate were a bunch of unreconstructed cold war
warriors, and put every barrier they could to me getting
the appropriate visa. In the finish, at the behest of the
Labour Attaché, the Embassy came down hard on the
consulate and ordered them to provide my visa. When I
picked it up they threw it across the counter at me, and
you could see they deeply resented the orders from
Canberra. Remember by the early 1990s the Cold War
had dissipated, and the 1978 experience I relate, was
during Carter’s more benign period.
This response to Brian Boyd’s article is not about the
Hawke issue specifically, but about the need to grapple
with the complexity and nuance of situations, rather than
looking for divisions by trying to find everything bad
about certain individuals, or groups, and condemn them
as untrustworthy. Individuals, organisations, and
situations very often change over time.
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The task of people on the left is to grapple with the
complexity of people and situations, and seek unity, not
division. Hawke was a complex character. Within which
there were important progressive elements which must be
acknowledged and in some cases praised. For example,
Hawke’s role in the anti-apartheid movement and his stance
on racism; his quick and moving response to the
Tiananmen Square outrage; his strong support for the
union movement right until his death; and his close working
with Laurie Carmichael and the AEU during the successful
over-award campaigns from the late 1950s to the early
1980s. There would have been no such progressive support
if Harold Souter, supported by the right, had won the
Presidency instead of Hawke in 1970. People and situations
change, and they are more complex than we see at the time.
We may have strong disagreements on some issues, but on
others can find agreement and unity, which is what the left
should always be seeking.

of an important criticism of the left in general, but
particularly the hard left, which is that it always knows
what it is against, but rarely, except in the most general
terms, e.g. “the need for socialism”, spells out what it is
for in more detail, and also what that socialism might
look like.
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For example, the left attacked the Harvard University three
month union course, which a lot of right wing union
officials attended, as being some kind of US interference in
the Australian union movement, which it probably was.
However situations change, and the course was eventually
directed by a colourful, progressive, Canadian Professor,
Aileen Bernard, who made the course valuable.
I once got advice from Laurie Carmichael when I said to
him on a few occasions, ‘Do we have to work with that
bastard', he replied, ‘Comrade we have to work with
whoever is there, so you can’t just wish them away’.
Profound advice which we should all adhere do. Another
problem, often emanating from the hard left, is a
willingness to be critical, and accuse others of selling out,
but rarely if ever, putting up alternatives.
This is particularly true about the Accord, where a lot of
the criticism comes from people in their ivory towers,
who having not been involved in the discussions or
understanding the many positive outcomes, make all
sorts of wild claims, about sell outs, the beginning of the
union decline, etc., but never put forward alternatives
because they don’t have any. For example union decline
had begun prior to the Accord, and according to the
research of David Peetz, the Accord actually slowed
down that decline.
None of this is to suggest that the Accord was perfect, as
we did not achieve all we might have, and the Hawke/
Keating governments did not always deliver what the
unions wanted. However, the unions were often not
strong enough in their demands, and I believe we could
have done better by being more pro-active, because we
were not as restricted as some believe, so some of the
problems were not only on the Government’s side. This is
all missed by those wanting only to attack and criticise,
but never themselves laying out what might be done as
an alternative.
Unfortunately, Brian Boyd’s Hawke critique is in this
destructive tradition, and does not contribute to a
constructive debate, with the aim of learning important
lessons from all of our experiences. This goes to the heart
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This year, the Australian Society for the Study of
Labour History celebrates its 60th year with a series
of online seminars on labour history. The irst of these
will be held on 22 March (too late for readers of
Recorder), with two talks, one by Sean Scalmer on
“Politics and Context: Labour History’s Pasts, Labour
History’s Futures”, the second, by Liam Byrne on
“Telling Union Stories: Movement History Today and
in the Future.” The series will be recorded and we’ll
share these via our social media pages. For future
notices, visit the events page of the ASSLH website:
https://www.labourhistory.org.au/events/
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