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vii. 

A NOTE ON BOUNDARIES AND TERMS 

IN the text Newcastle is most often defined as the area covered by the 

boundaries of the municipalities of Adamstown, Carrington, Hamilton, 

Lambton, New Lambton, Merewether, Newcastle City, Stockton, Wallsend, 

Waratah and Wickham as they were between 1916 and 1924. From 1889 (when 

the last of these municipalities was created) to 1916, only two note

worthy boundary changes were made: the extension of the western 

boundary of Newcastle City at the expense of Hamilton in 1913 (this 

change involved the transfer of vacant land) and the incorporation of 

the municipality of Plattsburg in Wallsend in 1915. 

Some minor adjustments to the municipalities' boundaries were made 

in 1925, but no others were carried out until 1938 when all of them, 

together with some land in adjoining shires, was amalgamated to form the 

City of Greater Newcastle. This area was renamed the City of Newcastle 

in 1949 and has remained essentially unaltered to the present day (1977). 

Throughout the thesis 'City' refers to the municipality of Newcastle 

City and 'city' to the total area of the municipalities of Newcastle. 

With the increasing southern spread of Newcastle into Lake 

Macquarie Shire after 1945, certain changes in the definition of the 

city were made for census purposes. The 1947, 1954 and 1961 Censuses 

give population totals for the 'Newcastle Urban Area', that is for the 

area of continuous settlement in the local government areas of City of 

Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Shire. The 1966 and 1971 Censuses 

redefined this area as the 'urban centre' of Newcastle. The following 

two maps show the city's former municipalities and the location of the 

main modern localities. The map of the municipal boundaries is 

repeated in many of the figures in the thesis. 
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SYNOPSIS 

IN the 1900s the prospects for Newcastle, the centre of Australia's coal 

industry and the 'second city' of New South Wales, seemed poor. The 

anxiety of contemporaries arose from the simultaneous decline of local 

coalmining and the opening up of rich new mines in the hinterland 

which together caused considerable population loss. Heavy industry 

appeared to offer the city a secure future; in 1913 the Broken Hill 

Proprietary Company began work on a steelworks at Newcastle and the 

State government began building a dockyard for its shipping needs. 

Stimulated by the Great War, the new heavy industries expanded 

rapidly and Newcastle grew in response. The city's population rose 

from 54,000 in 1911 to 84,000 in 1921 and reached 100,000 by 1929. In 

this period a large part of the present city's stock of buildings was 

created as was the general pattern of land use. 

Yet despite the physical growth it generated, heavy industry 

failed to provide stable employment or to broaden greatly the city's 

social make-up; Newcastle continued to be a working class city 

dependent upon a single, vulnerable industry, just as it had been in 

the nineteenth century. Moreover, outside interests, both public and 

private, continued to control the city's economic life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

NEWCASTLE has a special place among Australia's cities. For almost a 

century it has been the nation's sixth largest urban centre, one of its 

principal ports and the 'second city' of New South Wales. 1 Newcastle 

has long held an important place in Australia's economy; in the nine

teenth century it was the heart of the coal trade and since 1915 it has 

been one of the cornerstones of heavy industry. 

My purpose in writing this thesis is to provide a general account 

of what I see as the formative period in the modern history of Newcastle, 

the period from 1900 to 1929 when the city underwent an awkward trans

ition from coalmining to steelmaking; my hope is that it will extend 

an understanding of how the city's problems in the mid-1970s originated 

and perhaps assist in their solution. At present no such account 

exists. Most published work on Newcastle tends to deal either with the 

nineteenth century or with contemporary topics. A reader can find out 

something about modern Newcastle from Robin Gollan's history of the 

coalminers' union of New South Wales and from Helen Hughes's account 

of the Australian iron and steel industry,2 but only F.R.E. Mauldon's 

A Study in Social Econorrrics: The Hunter River Valley comes close to 

the concerns of my work. Published in Melbourne in 1927 as the last in 

a series sponsored by the Workers' Educational Association, Mauldon's 

book seems to be the first detailed and comprehensive analysis of the 

economy and society of an Australian region. Like any author, he had 

1 

2 

For the frequently used description of Newcastle as the 'second city' 
see the Report of the Working of the Factories and Shops Act, 1899, 
p.17, NSW Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly, 1900, 
Vol. VI, pp.911 ff.; E.G. Knox (ed.), Australian Year Book (second 
edition, Melbourne, 1934), p.446; Rigby Ltd., Australia from the 
Air (Adelaide, 1976), p.16. 

R. Gollan, The Coalminers of New South Wales: A History of the· 
Union, 1860-1960 (Melbourne, 1963). H. Hughes, The Australian Iron 
and Steel Industry, 1848-1962 (Melbourne, 1964). 
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his own point of view which occasionally led him to make errors 

of judgement, but these are of small consequence in a work which is 

otherwise reliable, fair and humane.
3 

This .thesis is mainly about Newcastle not the Hunter valley, but 

it continues one of Mauldon's themes, the social consequences of an 

economic system. The two other themes I pursue are the decisions which 

have shaped Newcastle's history and the process of urban growth. External 

events, such as the Great War, are of less concern to me than identify

ing and exploring the city's underlying urban and social patterns and 

although this is primarily an historical work, I have used techniques 

and approaches from geography and demography. I make no claim to have 

written an exhaustive or total history. Other studies could easily be 

undertaken on Newcastle which would not impinge greatly on this one. 

For example, Newcastle offers considerable potential for historians to 

write 'history from below' through concentrating on demographic and 

oral sources; a social history of the miners or the waterside workers 

might be written in this way. 4 I have chosen not to try to write this 

kind of history simply on the grounds that the need for a general 

account is far greater. 

My thesis is almost entirely empirical because of the state of 

knowledge rather than a personal commi~ment to positivism; the dearth 

of histories of Australian cities after 19005 makes generalisations and 

comparisons difficult and even the history of the first thirty years 

of the twentieth century (with the exceptions of the early years of the 

Commonwealth parliament and the Great War) has still to be systematically 

examined. For New South Wales the background to the period can be 

filled in to some extent by John Fairfax and Sons Ltd., A Century of 

Journalism: The Sydney Morning Herald a:nd Its Record of Australian 

3 

4 

5 

See p.47. Mauldon's study was commended to readers as 'an excellent 
social survey' by A.G.L. Shaw in his The Story of Australia (second 
edition, London, 1962), p.308, but I know of no other writer who has 
used it. 

See Raphael Samuel's views on 'people's history' in R. Samuel (ed.), 
Village Life and Labour (London, 1975), pp.xiii-xxi. 

The outstanding exception is P.eter Spearritt' s, 'An Urban History of 
Sydney, 1920-1950', Ph.D. thesis, Australian National University, 1976. 
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Life, 1831-1931 (Sydney, 1931) and by a valuable series of articles on 

the State's economic history from 1901 to 1938 in the Official Year Book 

of New South Wales. 6 
A body of theory about the growth and functions 

of cities and towns exists, largely created by geographers both overseas 

and in Australia, but I found most of it too general and ahistorical to 

be any practical assistance. 7 

The history of Newcastle during the first three decades of the 

twentieth century falls into two unequal phases: the 1900s, a decade of 

stagnation resulting from shifts in the location of coalmining, and the 

period from 1912 to 1929 when Newcastle accommodated itself to the needs 

of heavy industry. This development was a reflection, if an exaggerated 

one, of two wider changes within contemporary New South Wales: a shift 

in the structure of the economy from the rural to the secondary sector 

and a marked increase in urbanisation. The following seven chapters 

attempt to describe what kind of place Newcastle was before it became a 

centre of heavy industry and what it was like afterwards. 

6 Of special importance is the article covering the period from 1901 to 
1921 in the 1921 issue (pp.623-68). 

7 One other writer seems to share this experience; see M. Neutze, 
Urban Development in Australia: A Descriptive Analysis (Sydney and 
London, 1977), p.3. 



1. THE PLACE AND THE PEOPLE 

NEWCASTLE, like Sydney, was founded as a place of punishment. Following 

Lieutenant John Shortland's discovery of the mouth of the Hunter river 

in 1797, a convict settlement was established at Newcastle in 1801 to 

mine its coal. The settlement was withdrawn and refounded in 1804; in 

1823 many of the convicts were transferred north to Port Macquarie and 
1 Newcastle was declared a free town. Lacking good agricultural land, 

Newcastle was disregarded by free settlers who quickly took up the rich 

farming lands further up the valley around Maitland. 2 By 1856 the 

combined population of the two towns which made up Maitland exceeded 

6,000 making them the leading population centres of the valley. Newcastle, 

in contrast, held 1,534 people, an increase of only 157 since 1841. 3 The 

stagnation of Newcastle enabled the local Aborigines to continue their 

traditional life style; after the 1860s, as Newcastle grew, they faded 

completely from the scene. 4 

The Site 

The free settlers entering the Hunter valley in the 1820s and 1830s 

in search of good farming land had been right to ignore Newcastle because 

1 H.W.H. King, The Urban Pattern of the Hunter Valley (Newcastle, 1963), 
pp .11-12. 

2 D.N. Jeans, An Historical Geography of New South Wales to 1901 (Sydney, 
1972)' p.105. 

3 Census figures cited in King, op. cit., pp.31-2. 

4 Newcastle Morning Herald (NMH), 13 October 1892, p.7, has account of an 
Aboriginal tribe living at Merewether in the 1840s. For other 
references see Newcastle City Council, City of Newcastle, Souvenir: 
Civic Week, 1929 (Newcastle, 1929), n.p. Although lacking pagination 
this important and lengthy work has a title on each page and this gives 
a guide for the reader; for Aborigines see: 'Old Identities' and 
'Organisations, Etc.'. Hereafter cited as City of Newcastle (1929), 
n.p. with page title. 



5 apart from coal, the site had little to offer. Much of it was the 

2. 

result of deposition of sediment by the Hunter river; the process was 

especially evident in the last section between Hexham and Newcastle 

where the river broadens into an expanse of marshy banks, islands, 

channels and mangroves, the source of clouds of mosquitoes. 6 Continuous 

deposition of silt produced much of the southern bank on which stand the 

modern Newcastle suburbs of Mayfield, Waratah, Wickham and Hamilton. In 

the harbour, river silting produced mud banks which could, with human 

intervention, be made into useable areas; this was the origin of 

Carrington, now an industrial suburb and coal loading centre, and Walsh 

Island (now amalgamated with Kooragang Island), the site of the first 

Newcastle State Dockyard from 1914 to 1933. Stockton, the sandy, 

pendulum-shaped peninsula lying between the harbour and the Pacific 

Ocean, was the product of the river and the sea. 

Taking the area of the municipalities of Newcastle before 1938 as a 

whole, the most remarkable feature of the site was that about a third of 

it was very low lying, being seven and a half metres (25 feet) or less 

above sea level (see Figure 1.1). This included the bulk of the later 

densely populated inner suburbs of Wickham and Hamilton. Given the 

swampy nature of the land it was hardly surprising that much of the 

original vegetation of this area was thick tea-tree forest. 7 Gum trees 

were the dominant vegetation of the remaining land which rose gently back 

from the river reaching its highest points at modern Merewether Heights 

and New Lambton Heights. An exception was an area of steep land close 

to the harbour overlooking the modern central business district and known 

5 F.R.E. Mauldon, A Study in Social Economics: the Hunter Valley, New 
South Wales (Melbourne, 1927), p.48. The up-country land had its 
disadvantages too for the floods which periodically strike the valley 
are usually worst around Maitland. For a listing of the main floods 
see King, The Urban Pattern (1963), p.157. 

6 

7 

This, and the following comments, are based on a scrutiny of the 
Australian Army survey map of Newcastle and environs, Sheet Number 
396 (Melbourne, 1941). 

City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Old Identities'. 



FIGURE 1.1 

NEWCASTLE: MUNICIPAL BOUNDARIES, 1916·24 
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as 'the Hill'. Today, these three areas make up the best residential 
8 addresses in Newcastle. 

3. 

The physical facts of the site had a number of direct implications 

for the history of Newcastle. Much energy had to be concentrated by the 

first two generations on problems of drainage and filling in marshy land. 9 

Poor natural drainage worked against the health of the people, 

aggravating the incidence of typhoid which affected an average of 130 

people a year between 1898 and 1907. 10 A comprehensive sewerage system, 

essential to reducing the incidence of the disease, began to be built 

after 1903, but the low-lying nature of much of the site increased its 

t b f h d . b f . . 11 cos ecause o t e nee to incorporate a num er o pumping stations. 

The greatest disadvantage of the site was the estuarine harbour 

which had a poor entrance and was also subject to silting. To be usable 

it needed much investment and continuous dredging. Between 1855 and 1895 

the New South Wales government spent a total of £1.1 million on improving 

Newcastle harbour. 12 This figure included dredging costs and was equal 

to almost half the total sum expended upon all the Colony's harbours 

outside Sydney. Figures for the period 1909 to 1912 show the comparatively 

great~r cost of running Newcastle harbour over that of Sydney's Port 

Jackson. In this period the government spent a total of £173,412 on 

dredging and towing at Newcastle compared with only £93,312 at Port 

Jackson. 13 Costs of this order were completely beyond the capacity of 

8 D. Parkes, 'Elements of Time and Space for an Australian Industrial 
City', Ph.D. thesis, 3 Vols., University of Newcastle, 1972, Vol. III, 
pp.14-27. Ranking of Housing Status. 

9 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'World Picture of Early Town'. NMH, 
20 June 1892, p.8; 13 October 1892, p.7. 

10 

11 

NSW Government Gazette, 1908, Vol. I, p.1373. There were 1,328 cases 
of typhoid notified between 1898 and 1907 of whom 138 di.ed. 

J.W. Armstrong, Pipelines and People (Newcastle, 1967), pp.160-1. A 
map of the sewerage system (opp. p.164 shows 17 pumping stations in 
inner Newcastle in 1967. 

12 NSW Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly (NSWLAV&P), 1896, 
Vo 1. V, p • 460 . 

13 Official Year Books of New South Wales (NSWOYB), 1912, p.168 and 1913, 
p. 36 7. 
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Newcastle; they could only be met from outside. The necessity to 

obtain outside money for the harbour was one of the main reasons for the 

formation of the Newcastle Chamber of Connnerce in 1885 and a deep 

concern with maintaining the harbour sustained the organisation. 14 

Without the coal trade it seems highly unlikely that the government 

would have invested in Newcastle harbour the way it did. Further, the 

need for continuous dredging and outside money made the Sydney-based 

government unwilling to grant full local control of the harbour to 

Newcastle and despite a majority report by a royal commission in 1923 
15 recommending that a local harbour trust on the Sydney model be set up, 

ultimate control of the harbour remained in Sydney. In a wider view, it 

was the poor harbour which prevented Newcastle from becoming a serious 

economic rival to Sydney, for not only did Sydney possess a superb 

natural harbour (a drowned valley compared to the estuarine harbour of 

Newcastle), but it was a very close harbour, a mere 120 kilometres south 

(see Figure 1.2). 

The Setting 

Newcastle was founded from Sydney. The first export of Newcastle 

coal was made in 1799, two years after the discovery of the estuary of 

the Hunter river; it was taken to Sydney in small vessels and then 
16 shipped to Bengal. These two events, the founding of the settlement 

and the beginning of the coal trade underscored the role of Newcastle as 

being a subordinate one to the Colony's largest centre. Under the 

impetus first of coal-mining between 1861 and 1891 and then of heavy 

industry after 1912, Newcastle grew quickly (Table 1.1). Still, as this 

table shows, for over a century the relationship between the population 

size of the two cities has been remarkably consistent. 

From the beginning of settlement in New South Wales in 1788 Sydney 

was the focus of local political power, a power which accelerated with 

14 Newcastle· ·chamber of Commerce, Report, 1886, pp .6-8. 

15 NMH, 20 March 1923, p.4. 

16 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p.' 'Discovery and Discoverer'. 
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NEWCASTLE: THE SETTING 
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TABLE 1.1 

Year 

1861 

1871 

1881 

1891 

1901 

1911 

1921 

1933 

1947 

1954 

1961 

1966 

1971 

Newcastle and Sydney: Population, 1861-1971 

Sydney 

95,789 

137' 776 

224,939 

383,283 

481, 830 

629,503 

905,947 

1,235,163 

1,484,163 

1,863,161 

2,183,388 

2 ,44 7, 219 

2, 725,064 

Newcastle 

7,810 

16,115 

27,143 

49 ,910 

53,741 

54,603 

84 ,372 

104,485 

157 ,115 

181,493 

208,630 

234,005 

250,346 

Newcastle as 
% Sydney 

8.2 

11. 7 

12.2 

13.0 

11.2 

8.7 

9.3 

8.5 

10.6 

9.7 

9.6 

9.6 

9.2 

5. 

Source: 1861-1901 Census (NSW), 1911-33 Census (Conunonwealth), NSWOYB, 
1969, p.57; 1974, p.67. 

Note: The Newcastle figures up to 1933 are for the constituent 
municipalities; from 1947 to 1961 they are for the 'Newcastle 
Urban Area' and for 1966. and 1971 they apply to the 'Newcastle 
Urban Centre'. 

the granting of self-government in 1856. The concentration of political 

decision-making and the enormous economic advantages of possessing one 

of the world's best harbours combined to give Sydney a population size 

which no other urban centre in New South Wales could ever hope to match. 

By 1904 Sydney dominated the State's manufacturing industries to the 

extent that two-thirds of the State's 68,000 factory workers were in 

Sydney, a situation which prompted the government statistician to 

conune.nt: 



The facilities for the establishment of large industries in 
and around Sydney are considerable - a commanding position 
as regards communication with the outside world, propinquity 
to the coal-fields, easy connnunication with the chief seats 
of raw production in the State, density of the population 
and abundant water supply.17 

6. 

The statistician was right to emphasise the role of connnunications 

in strengthening the power of Sydney. Newcastle offered an example of 

how this occurred. In 1889 the city, which was then the terminus for 

the Colony's extensive northern railway system, was linked directly to 

Sydney by the completion of the Hawkesbury river bridge. One result was 

that 'a great deal' of the railway repair work formerly done in Newcastle 
18 was transferred to the Eveleigh workshops in Sydney. 

Much more serious was the decision made by the owner of the largest 

Newcastle factory, the biscuit manufacturer William Arnott, to transfer 

his concern to Sydney; this decision was a direct result of the railway 

link with Sydney with its promise of greater profits. 19 Arnott had 

bought a factory in Sydney in 1894, but the depression of the 1890s 

discouraged further action. After the general recovery in the early 

1900s.Arnott transferred his Newcastle factory to its new site at Homebush, 

Sydney, in two stages; part of the factory was closed in 1907-8 and the 

remainder was dismantled in 1914. In 1903 Arnott's factory had employed 

600 Newcastle workers, half of them women, indeed, the biscuit factory 

was the largest single local employer of women. By 1912 the workforce 

had been reduced to 300 and by 1914 it was a mere 94.
20 

The transfer of 

Arnott's biscuit factory was the most dramatic example of the economic 

enticement of a Newcastle business to Sydney. 

17 NSWOYB, 1904-5, p.213. 

18 NSW Department of Railways, The Railways of New South Wales, 1855-
1955 (Sydney, 1955), p.144. 

19 D. P1°ke ( d) A t ~· Di. t• f s· h (M lb 1969) e • , us rav~an c ~onary o ~ograp y e ourne, , 
Vol. 3, pp.53-4. 

20 Annual Reports of the Chief Inspector of Factories and Shops (Factories 
and Shops Reports), 1908, p.22, NSW Parliamentary Papers (NSWPP), 
1909, Vol. II, pp.703 ff., Factories and Shops Report, 1914, p.34, 
NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. IV, pp.l ff. 
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The process worked both ways for the railway also opened Newcastle 

to direct competition from Sydney manufacturers, who, b.ecause of the 

lower costs arising from greater production, could give local concerns 

strong competition. 21 The system of tapering railway freight rates 

over distance also seems to have worked against the economic interests 

of Newcastle. 22 Rail was the only direct land link between the two 

cities until 1930 when the opening of Peat's ferry across the 

H k b . d h" h . 23 As . h h ·1 aw es ury river ma e a ig way connection. wit t e rai ways, 

the road system radiated out from Sydney and so eventually had the same 

economic effect as the railways in feeding trade to Sydney. 

Sometimes policies of active discrimination against Newcastle were 

adopted. A good example of this was wool handling. By the end of the 

1880s the port of Newcastle exported over 50,000 bales of wool or between 
24 10 and 14 per cent of the quantity handled in Sydney. Despite the 

decline in the quantity and proportion of wool exported from Newcastle 

after the early 1900s, virtually all the remaining trade was diverted to 

Sydney in 1916 under the wartime Wool Appraisement Scheme. 25 After the 

War, Newcastle's lack of handling facilities handicapped any attempt to 

recover this lost trade and it was not until 1927 that a company formed 

by producers in northern New South Wales began to redress the loss. 
26 

By the close of the 1930s the company had successfully established 

Newcastle as a large wool exchange and during the Second World War it was 

because of its efforts that Newcastle was declared a wool appraisement 

21 Mauldon, Social Econorrrics, p.139. 

22 b'd I 1.- • , p .142. 

23 T.H. Upton, 'The Establishment of Direct Road Communication between 
Sydney and Newcastle', Journal of the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia, Vol. 4, 1932, pp.159-74, 234-40. 

24 NSW Statistical Register (NSWSR), 1896, p.459. This gives the first 
official figures on wool exports from Newcastle; the series begins 
in 1887-8. 

25 Mauldon, Social Economics, pp.143-4. 

26 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Public Services'. 
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27 
centre when the scheme of the Great War was reintroduced. Presumably 

without this active intervention, the trade might have again been sent 

to Sydney. 

Ironically, the same kinds of economic and geographical forces which 

condemned Newcastle to permanent domination by Sydney enabled Newcastle 

in turn to dominate the lower Hunter valley (see Figure 1. 3). The first 

instrument for this dominance was the railway; begun in 1855 at 

Newcastle it was extended into the valley reaching Maitland in 1858 and 

Singleton in 1863. 28 Before the railway, Morpeth had been the port of 

the Hunter valley being at the end pf the navigable part of the river 

and close to East and West Maitland, the main towns whose growth was 

based on agriculture. The railway bypassed Morpeth and though a branch 

line was built out to it, the trade was lost to Newcastle. In 1886 

Morpeth was described as 'once the great shipping port, but whose trade 

has largely been diverted by the railway' •29 The railway was not wholly 

to blame because increased silting by the river and the changeover from 

wooden to larger iron vessels also hastened the demise of Morpeth as a 
30 port. 

Under the stimulus of an expanding local and overseas market for 

coal from the late 1850s onwards, Newcastle soon emerged as the leading 

town of the Hunter valley, surpassing the previous leader, the two towns 

of Maitland, by 1861. Henceforth the position of Newcastle as largest 

centre was never challenged for in the twentieth century heavy industry 

ensured that the city would maintain its position as a large population 

centre (Table 1.2). Thus through a variety of mutually reinforcing 

geographical, economic and political forces, Sydney exercised hegemony 

over Newcastle, which, in turn, established a similar dominance over the 

other urban centres of its region. Was there ever any alternative to 

27 Greater Newcastle City Council, Newcastle: 150 Years, 1797-1947 
(Sydney and Newcastle, 1947), p.34. 

28 Jeans, Historical Geography of New South Wales, pp.185-6. 

29 
A. Garran (ed.), Picturesque Atlas of Australasia (Sydney, 1886), 
Vol. I, p.104. 

30 King, Urban Pattern, p.16. 



FIGURE 1. 3 

NEWCASTLE REGION, 1928 

f'\'lkOUHfl • 

nit 

i 
I 

.L 
OCEAN 

-- n 

·- ·- - -

o,__ _ __.'o.__ __ ~ .... o 1<t1I 

I 
-·· __ J 

Source: Kenneth Craigie, Craigie's Towns Map of New South Wales 
(Sydney, n.d.) [1928]. 



9. 

TABLE 1.2 Population Ratio of Newcastle to Next Four Largest Towns 
in the Lower Hunter Valley, 1861-1971 

Selected Newcastle Total of Next 4 Ratio of (1) 
Years (1) Largest Towns to (2) (2) 

1861 7,810 10,547 1. 35 

1881 27,143 12,402 0.45 

1901 53,741 17,250 0.32 

1921 84, 372 28,240 0.33 

1947 157 ,115 41,008 0.26 

1971 250,346 59,559 0.23 

Source: 1861, 1881, 1901 Census (NSW), 1921, 1947 Census (Commonwealth), 
NSWOYB, 1974, p.67. 

Newcastle's subordinate relationship with Sydney? One possibility was 

for Newcastle to be made a political capital in its own right. Only one 

political movement in the twentieth century has ever entertained such an 

idea: the 'new state' movement of north-eastern New South Wales. 

Originating at Tamworth in 1915 against a backdrop of economic decline 

and population loss, the movement saw the creation of a new state in the 

north east of the State as the only practical way of ending political 

and economic subservience to Sydney. From the first the proponents of 

the idea were divided about the inclusion of Newcastle. The leaders of 

Newcastle had no doubts, for in May 1920 their municipal representatives 

rejected this proposal. Within the 'new state' movement itself there 

was opposition to the inclusion of Newcastle from representatives of the 

north coast towns who wanted their towns to be the port for the new 

state. A more widespread reason for opposition to the inclusion of 

Newcastle was the political conservatism and rural bias of the movement; 

it seemed safer to exclude the large, industrial Labor-voting city. The 

'new state' movement played safe and omitted Newcastle from its 

1 h h . 1934 1 . . d d . . 1 . 31 proposa s t oug in a roya commission recommen e its inc usion. 

31 This account is based on E.R. Moore, 'The Causes of the Agitation, 
after 1901, for the Establishment of a New State in Northern New 
South Wales', M.A. thesis, University of New England, 1953. 
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More than thirty years later the wisdom of the early leaders was 

vindicated when a revived 'new state' movement succeeded in having a 

referendum held on the question in north-eastern New South Wales in 

1967. 32 Industrial Newcastle and the inland coalfield towns responded 

with an overwhelming negative vote rendering the movement defunct. For 

better or worse, Newcastle chose the relationship it had always known. 

The Urban Results of Coalmining 

Nineteenth century Newcastle was almost wholly the product of 

coalmining but although the first mining had taken place in 1799, it was 

not until the late 1850s that the coal trade entered a boom period which 

was to last, with occasional interruptions, until the early 1890s. This 

expansion had its roots in the wake of the gold rush which sent the 
33 demand for coal soaring in Sydney and Melbourne. Thereafter, much 

assisted by a vigorous overseas export trade in Newcastle coal which 

lasted from 1860 to 1914, the city participated in the general economic 

advance of the Australian colonies. 34 Newcastle was not the only coal 

producing region in the Colony; the south coast coalfields were 

operating by the mid-1850s and those around Lithgow by the 1870s, but 

the northern field (of which Newcastle was the centre and port) held the 

lion's share. 35 Between 1880 and 1930 the northern coalfield accounted 

for two-thirds of the coalmining workforce and seven-tenths of the coal 
36 output of New South Wales. 

These changes transformed Newcastle from a small struggling township 

to a population centre of importance. In 1856 the population was a mere 

32 W.J. Hudson, '1951-72' in F. Crowley (ed.), A New History of Australia 
(Melbourne, 1974), p.518 n.15. For a map of the area see F. Alexander, 
Australia Since Federation (Melbourne, 1967), p.319. 

33 

34 

35 

Jeans, Historical Geography, p.304. 

K.H. Burley, 'The Overseas Trade in New South Wales Coal and the 
British Shipping Industry, 1860-1914', Economic Record, Vol. XXXVI, 
August 1960, pp.393-413. 

Jeans, op. cit., pp.306-7. 

36 Annual Reports of the Department of Mines (Mines Department Reports), 
1880-1930, NSWLAV&P and NSWPP. 
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1,534; by 1861 it was 7,810; ten years later it was 16,353 and in 1881 

Newcastle and its satellite mining townships had a population of 27,000, 

a number equal to one Australian capital, Hobart. 37 

Large-scale coalmining at Newcastle began under the Australian 

Agricultural Company. Formed in London in 1824 with the aim of entering 

the New South Wales pastoral industry, the Company was given control of 

the government coalmines at Newcastle in 1829 and a land grant of 2,000 

acres (810 hectares) covering a large part of modern inner Newcastle. 38 

Coal production grew steadily: 7,112 tonnes (1831-2), 12,848 tonnes 

(1836), 30,500 tonnes in 1840 and 44,700 in 1844. 39 Originally, the 

Company had a monopoly on the Colony's coal production but during the 

1840s this was successfully challenged by rival entrepreneurs and in 1847 
40 the Company surrendered its monopoly. 

With the heightened demand for coal after 1855 the Australian 

Agricultural Company was joined by other large firms who acquired land 

for mining on an extensive scale. The most important companies were: 

the Newcastle-Wallsend Company (which began mining at Wallsend in 1859), 

the Scottish-Australian Company (which began operations at Lambton in 

1860)-and the Waratah and New Lambton companies whose mining activity 

started in 1863 and 1868 respectively. 41 These firms began their 

operations by first acquiring a title to a tract of land and then 

initiating settlement close to their mines to provide the workforce. 

With some differences, this was the origin of most of the 'modern suburbs 

of Newcastle. 

37 Calculations based on the NSW censuses for these years. 

38 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Industrial'. Article on the 
Australian Agricultural Company of two pages. 

39 Ibid. 

40 

41 

J.W. Turner, 'The Development of the Urban Pattern of Newcastle: A 
Critique', Australian Economic History Review, Vol. XI, 1971, p.182. 

Other companies were involved too, but these were the main ones as 
far as later urban development was concerned. The source for the 
connnencement date of their operations was taken from the NSWSR. 
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Wallsend, the most western of the mining townships of Newcastle, 

was established in 1859 when the Newcastle-Wallsend Company (now Peko

Wallsend) opened a mine and built a village, 'Pittown', made up of two 

rows of 'working men's cottag~s' rented to miners and their families on 

a weekly basis. 42 It. was an untidy place with no defined streets set 

in the midst of unspoilt wilderness. A similar style of development 

occurred at Hamilton (1850s), Lambton (1861), New Lambton (1868) and 

Adamstown (1870). 43 

Not every suburb began as a mining centre. Stockton was founded as 

an industrial township in 1840 to serve the tweed mills of Dr James Scott 

Mitchell (the father of David Scott Mitchell, founder of the Mitchell 

Library). 44 In 1851 the mills were burnt down and though a small iron 

foundry was set up in 1874, Stockton languished until 1885 when the 

discovery of coal brought rapid population growth. By 1890 coalmining 

was the direct sustaining force of every Newcastle suburb except 

Wickham. 45 

Coalmining gave Newcastle a distinctive appearance. As early as 

1859 its pattern of settlement was sufficiently unusual to be recalled 

in detail sixty-one years later by an early resident, Joseph Parry. 

Newcastle then, he remembered, consisted 'of a few scattered shops and a 

solitary wharf, while Hamilton comprised about a dozen miners' huts, set 

in a forest of scrub. Cook's Hill and Merewether were not known, while 

at Lambton, Wallsend and Minmi, a score or more huts clustered around the 

mines [which] gave those towns their names. The rest of the scenery was 

virgin bush'. 46 For its size (nearly 50,000 people in 1891), Newcastle's 

settlement pattern was atypical in being so dispersed. Whereas in most 

42 

43 

NMH, 28 June 1892, p.7. 

Articles in NMH: 6 July 1892, p.7 .(Hamilton); 22 July 1892, p.6 
(Lambton); 13 September 1892 (New Lambton) and 2 September 1892, 
p.7 (Adamstown). NSWSR, 1868, p.119 for New Lambton. 

44 c,,•ty of N,..,,·'cast-ie (1929) Is b b M . . l" . ' v ~w & , n.p., u ur an unicipa ities • 

45 Mines Department Reports, 1880-90, NSWLAV&P. 

46 Newcastle Sun (NS), 10 June 1921, p.5. 
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other large Australian urban centres the population tended to be fairly 

concentrated at the centre until 1880 (after which time mass public 

transport made more dispersed suburban living possible) Newcastle already 

had a high proportion of its people living outside the inner core; in 

1881, 37 per cent of the 27,000 inhabitants lived outside a three 

kilometre radius of the city centre and although this proportion had 

fallen to 33 per cent by 1891, Newcastle remained a relatively dispersed 
. 47 city. 

Visual evidence shows that this dispersion took the form of a series 

of fairly concentrated settlements.within the municipalities around 

Newcastle City; only in Waratah municipality was there any noticeable 

scatter of buildings outside the main township. 48 The result of this 

unusual settlement pattern was that unlike other Australian cities of 

the 1880s, the tramway in Newcastle was not primarily a means of suburban 
. . b 1 d . . f 1 . . 49 Wh expansion ut mere y comiecte existing centres o popu ation. en· 

the first tramline was opened in 1887 it joined Newcastle City with 

Wallsend, the most western suburb, and the line strung together the 

three intervening mining townships of Lambton, New Lambton and Hamilton. 

This ~ine provided the spine from which subsequent extensions were made 

to the other townships: Merewether (1894), Wickham (1894), Adamstown 

(1900) and Waratah (1901).
50 

By 1901 the tram was within the reach of 

90 per cent of the people of Newcastle and measured against the 

settlement pattern produced by coalmining, it was efficiently laid out 

(see Figure 1.4). 

47 J.W. McCarty, 'Australian Capital Cities in the Nineteenth Century', 
in C.B. Schedvin and J.W. McCarty (eds.), Urbanization in Australia 
(Sydney, 1974), p.17. The figures given for Newcastle are calculated 
from the 1881 and 1891 Censuses. 

48 Major T.S. Parrott, Map of the Country Around Newcastle, N.S.W. Sheet 
Number 1, 1 November 1892. This gives an accurate overall picture of 
the pattern of settlement. Copies are held in the Mitchell and 
Newcastle Public Libraries. For a bird's eye view of individual 
suburban townships see Langer's Book Arcade, Newcastle, N.S.W. and 
District: Views (Sydney, n.d.), [1890s] n.p. 

49 McCarty, op. cit., p.17. 

50 Railway Department Reports, 1887-1901, NSWLAV&P. 



FIGURE 1.4 

TRAMWAY NETWORK. 1901 

source: Parrott's Map (1892). 

TRAMWAY NETWORK. 1930 
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The radial nature of the tramway system prevented it from efficiently 

serving the new pattern of suburban expansion which heavy lnJustry produced 

in the twentieth century. In nineteenth century Newcastle the dominant 

pattern of movement was between the mining townships and Newcastle City 

rather than between mining townships; 51 for this reason, a radial 

tralllW'ay system was entirely apt. However in the twentieth century 

(especially after 1912) the urban pattern became more complex. New 

suburban growth and the need for cross-suburban travel rendered the tram 

system increasingly obsolete. The railway department responded to the 

growth of Newcastle by simply adding lines to the basic radial network. 

Although interest charges were made on the capital outlay for the system 

after 1905 and a number of unwise extensions were made, the principal 

reason for the mounting losses incurred by the system was its inability 

to adapt to the urban needs of twentieth century suburban Newcastle. 

Between 1920 and 1930 the Newcastle trams lost a total of £795,254 of 
52 which only £88,251 could be attributed to interest charges. In 1932 

an official investigation found that of the 26,000 passengers who used 

the trams on an average daily basis, 16,000 were using the central line 

between the City, Hamilton and Mayfield; the other lines ran at a loss, 

particularly that between Wallsend and Lambton (laid in 1887) because of 

'the .sparse population of the intervening area and ••• the line is 

not well located to serve the populated portion of the area traversed' 53 

What the tram system needed by the 1920s was remodelling along 

concentric rather than radial lines to enable industrial workers in the 

suburbs to get to their workplaces, particularly at Waratah, quickly and 

cheaply. As well, the system needed electrifying in order to cope with 

steep gradients in the suburbs which were beyond the reach of steam

powered trams. These matters were raised in the report of the royal 

commission into a Greater Newcastle in 1919 but were not acted upon 

because of the high cost. 54 A start was made on electrifying the 

51 See accounts of miners' movements in A. Garran (ed.), Picturesque Atlas 
of Australasia (Sydney, 1886), Vol. I, p.101 and G. Robertson 
Coalopolis and Fertile Maitland (Sydney, 1896), n.p. 

52 Calculated from figures in NSWOYB, 1920-30. 

53 Report of the Transport Advisory Corronittee, p.79, paragraph 339, 
NSWPP, 1932, second session, Vol. I, pp.723 ff. 

54 Report and Evidence of the Royal Comrrrission into the Question of the 
Constitution of a Greater Newcastle, pp.xii, xxii-xxiii, NSWPP, 1919, 
Vol. III, pp.405 ff. 
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trams in 1923 though no attempt was made to replan the location of the 

lines. Mounting losses and competition from motor buses set up a 

vicious cycle which discouraged further investment in the system, but 

the underlying cause of the financial failure of the city's trams was 

the difference in suburban needs between the coalminers' city of the 

1890s and the industrial city of the 1920s. 

An inefficient tramway system was not the only urban problem passed 

on to industrial Newcastle in the twentieth century by nineteenth century 

coalmining. The very act of mining could damage surface buildings 

either during operations, or at some later date when these had been 

abandoned; even by the end of the nineteenth century subsidence had 

already affected many parts of Newcastle' .. 55 Buyers of drown land at 

Hamilton in 1918 were warned: 'Sale is restricted to the surface and to 
156 a depth of 100 feet below the surface. For all their colour and appeal, 

private land sale posters rarely mentioned this defect of Newcastle land. 

The problem was worst along the coastline of Merewether and Newcastle 

City where it was accentuated by unusual geological features. A royal 

commission investigated subsidence caused by the Australian Agricultural 

Compa~y's New Winning Pit at Shepard's Hill, Newcastle City, in 1908, 

but no legal protection for owners affected by subsidence came of it. 57 

Not until 1928 did parliament pass the Mine Subsidence Act which 

established a board with which property owners could insure against 

subsidence and claim compensation; only one municipality, Merewether, 

had invoked the legislation by 1935.
58 

Yet the greatest single influence of coalmining on the twentieth 

century urban development of Newcastle arose from the large amounts of 

potential suburban land which had been acquired by a few large coalmining 

companies. Taking into account 531 acres (215.5 hectares) alienated by 

55 See the many references under 'Mine Subsidence' in the Newcastle 
Morning Herald Index for 1887, 1889, 1890, 1893, and 1894. 

56 Land Sale Poster, Broadmeadow, Hamilton, 23 March 1918, (Mitchell 
Library). 

57 Report of the Royal Commission on Earth Subsidence at Newcastle, 
NSWPP, 1908, second session, Vol. IV, pp.799 ff. 

58 J. Dixon, History of Merewether (Merewether, 1935), p.65. 
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the Australian Agricultural Company during the nineteenth century and 

assuming the other company estates were still completely intact, the 

Australian Agricultural, Newcastle-Wallsend, Scottish-Australian, New 

Lambton and Waratah coal companies in all possessed nearly half of the 

f f . th . . l" . f N 1 59 Th 1 f h" sur ace area o e mun1c1pa 1t1es o ewcast e. e resu ts o t is 

concentration of land ownership are discussed in Chapter 4, but the 

point here is that together with the extensive private estates (which 

controlled much of the best remaining land), a virtual monopoly of land 

ownership existed which was to deny cheap residential land for industrial 

workers in the twentieth century. 

Newcastle was to enter the twentieth century ill-prepared for the 

scale of urban expansion heavy industry was to bring. Coalmining had 

created a dispersed settlement pattern which made the costs of providing 

water and sewerage services inherently higher than they would have 

been had the city been centred upon a single compact area; the same 
60 could be said of the tram system, which was doubly disadvantaged by 

being laid out on a radial basis, a form which was to prove 

inappropriate for twentieth century needs. These were the main results 

of coalmining on the urban form of Newcastle; the following section 

deals with the human effects. 

Coalminers: An Immigrant Culture Transplanted 

The first generation of Newcastle coalminers mined coal as 

punishment; succeeding generations did it for a living. Finding the 

convicts unsatisfactory as miners, the Australian Agricultural Company 

59 

60 

Edwards and Allen, Map of the Coal Properties in the Newcastle 
IJistrict (Newcastle, 1890). The calculations of the companieg land 
holdings within the municipalities are based on this map. The 
figure for the amount of land alienated by the Australian Agricultural 
Company comes from the Company's London Despatches, 1 March 1901, 
p.44. Most of the land had been sold at Islington, Wickham. 

The point is well made by Graeme Davison with respect to the low 
density of population in Melbourne in the 1880s. See G. Davison, 
'Public Utilities and the Expansion of Melbourne in the 1880s', in 
C.B. Schedvin and J.W. McCarty (eds.), Urbanization in Australia 
(Sydney, 1974), p.72. See also NSW State Planning Authority, Hunter 
Region: Growth and Change: Prelude to a Plan (Sydney~ 1972), 
pp. 77, 9 7. 



17. 

imported a hundred Irish labourers and forty Welsh miners in 1840 to 

create, it hoped, the nucleus of a stable, skilled workforce. This 

first attempt proved unsuccessful; many of the Irish absconded and even 
61 the Welsh proved 'troublesome'. Undeterred, the Company persevered, 

despite desertion and striking for higher pay by the British immigrants.62 

These were the beginnings of a highly selective pattern of British 

immigration to Newcastle which is outlined in Table 1.3. 

TABLE 1.3 Newcastle: Migration, 1856-91 

Total Net In-Migration Net Gain of British-Born 
Period 

Males Females Total Males Females Total 

1856-61 3,140 2, 743 5,883 1,915 1,569 3,484 

1861-71 2,071 2,118 4,189 1,185 1,051 2,236 

1881-81 2,608 1,839 4,447 

1881-91 8,451 6,044 14,495 
5,661 3,834 9,495 

Source: 1856-91 Census (NSW) and Annual Reports of the Registrar
General on Vital Statistics (NSWLAV&P). See Appendix for 
details. 

The figures presented in Table 1.3 only show the net gains of 

population over the intercensal periods; the method employed cannot 

yield the inflow and outflow of people for a given period. Similarly, 

the net increases in the British-born over each period take no account 

of deaths among immigrants at the beginning of an intercensal period 

which would have the effect of raising the net gains shown in the table. 

These limitations aside, Table 1.3 does bring together the timing and 

61 
J. Gregson, The Australian Agricultural Company, 1824-1875 (Sydney, 
1907), pp.103, 107. 

62 R. Gollan, The Coalminers of New South Wales (Melbourne, 1963), 
pp.27-9. 
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size of the main movements of population into Newcastle and on a very 

small scale these reflected the main periods of British immigration to 

North America and Australasia. 63 

Newcastle was a specialised example of this wider migration which 

began in the late 1850s when former coalminers returned to Newcastle 

after seeking their fortunes on the goldfields. They were joined by 

others from the goldfields and by immigrants directly from Britain. 64 

As in the rest of the Colony this migration continued up to the early 

1890s when it was halted by economic depression. James Fletcher (1834-

1891), one of the most prominent citizens of nineteenth century Newcastle 

was one of these immigrants of the 1850s. Born in Scotland he arrived 

in Australia in 1851 and went to the goldfields before later going to 

Newcastle. He had a notable career as a miners' leader, politician and 

newspaper editor. 65 Less well known was Joseph Parry who was born in 

north Wales in 1831 and arrived in Newcastle in 1859 after having failed 
66 to find gold at Rockhampton, Queensland. Immigration to Newcastle 

continued without government intervention until 1876 when mining was 
. d d . f . d . . 67 D · nonunate as an approve occupation or assiste immigrants. espite 

stron~ protests, a total of 377 'general' and 'coal' miners were given 

assisted passage to New South Wales between 1877 and 1878. 68 Although 

few assisted immigrants admitted to being miners after 1878, they moved 

63 See R.T. Berthoff, British Irmnigrants in Industrial America, 1790-1950 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1953) and F.K. Crowley, 'The British 
Contribution to the Australian Population, 1860-1919', University 
Studies in History and Economics, Vol. II, No.2, (1954), pp.55-83. 

64 T.A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, (London, 1918), 
Vol. II, p.686. 

65 D. Pike (ed.), Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne, 1972), 
Vol. 4, p.188. 

66 NS, 10 June 1921, p.5. 

67 Coghlan, Labour and Industry, Vol. III, p.1284. 

68 Report of the Agent for Irmnigration, 1877, p.5, 1878, p.6, 
NSWLAV&P, 1878-9, Vol. VII, pp.379 ff., pp.385 ff. 
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in a steady stream to Newcastle and its coalfields. The annual reports 

of the Agent for Immigration record that 4,195 of them were sent there 

at their own request between 1877 and 1890 with the largest numbers 

coming in two periods: 1877 to 1879 and 1883 to 1886.
69 

What parts of Britain did the innnigrants come from? Census data 

presented in Table 1.4 for the period 1856 to 1891 shows a definite bias 

TABLE 1.4 

Period 

1856-61: 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

1861-71: 

N.s·~w. 

Newcastle 

1871-91: 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

New South Wales and Newcastle: ~irthplace of British-Born 
by Percentage of Intercensal Gains, 1856-91 

English 

23.4 

53.2 

65.9 

69.1 

57.1 

64.7 

Welsh 

3.6 

12.0 

3.3 

7.5 

Scots 

12.3 

22.5 

13.4 

15.8 

17.9 

17.9 

Irish 

30.6 

12.8 

59.6 

19.0 

12.9 

5.5 

Total 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

Number 

28,523 

3,484 

13 ,607 

2,236 

93,883 

9,495 

Source: 1856-91 Census (NSW). T.A. Coghlan, Generai Report on the 
EZeventh Census of N.S.W. (Sydney, 1894), p.190. 

between the birthplace of immigrants to Newcastle and the main groups who 

came to the Colony. There are problems with the Census returns, notably 

the lack of birthplace information for Newcastle in 1881 as a result of 

the general destruction by fire of most of the detailed returns, but the 

69 The reports are in NSWLAV&P for the period. 
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pattern is clear and consistent: for each period, the proportion of 

Welsh who came to Newcastle was much higher than for the Colony as a 

whole and the proportion of Irish was dramatically less. 

There are good reasons for believing that the British-born of 

Newcastle were even more selective as a group than Table 1.4 suggests. 

After all, Newcastle needed a specialist kind of ilIIliligrant from Britain 

and such immigrants were sought in the coalfield areas of Wales, northern 

England and Scotland; in 1860 the Sydney Morning Herald claimed that 

immigrant miners going to Newcastle were 'for the most part Northumbrian 
70 

or Scotchmen'. Later, under the government's assisted immigration 

scheme, press releases about the Colony were regularly given to British 

journalists for publicity. In one of these, issued in 1883, Newcastle 

was depicted as providing virtually the same environment as existed in 

northern England: 

There are the same works at the pit mouth, the same co-operative 
stores, the same public-houses with the old characteristic 
signs, and the same broad-shouldered, thickly-clad, sleepy
featured pitmen. It is as if a portion of the Durham or 
Northumberland coal-mininT region had become bodily transferred 
to the Australian coast.7 

The aim of this release was presumably to attract immigrants from these 

areas by suggesting they would face few assimilation problems in their 

new home. 

Information on religious affiliation from the 1891 Census provides 

firm evidence for the belief that immigrants to Newcastle differed 

significantly from the generality of immigrants to New South Wales. The 

1891 Census was the only one of the period to differentiate the main 

groups of Methodism by municipality and it showed how much Methodism in 

Newcastle differed from the Colonial average (Table 1.5). The most 

striking attribute of Methodism in Newcastle in 1891 was clearly the 

preponderance of the Primitive branch over the Wesleyan; in fact 

though Newcastle held only 4.4 per cent of the Colony's population it 

70 Quoted in Jeans, Historical Geography, p.303. 

71 Correspondence Respecting Irronigration, p.4, NSWLAV&P, 1883-4, 
Vol. VI, pp.95 ff. 
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TABLE 1. 5 New South Wales and Newcastle: Methodist Divisions, by 
Percentage, 1891 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

United 
Wesleyan Primitive Free 

Church 

79.5 

35. 7 

18.5 

55.8 

0.9 

2.9 

Source: 1891 Census (NSW). 

Lay and 
Others 

1.1 

5.6 

Total 

100.0 

100.0 

NUMBER 

110,112 

11,210 

contained 31 per cent of its Primitive Methodists. Such a disparity 

could only have come about from prolonged immigration from those parts of 

Britain where Primitive Methodism was strongest, that is the coalmining 
72 

regions of Staffordshire (where it began), Durham and Northumberland. 

An example of an ardent Newcastle Primitive Methodist was Thomas Price 

(1837-1918). Born in Breconshire, south Wales, he arrived in Newcastle 

in May 1863 and worked at the newly opened colliery at Lambton. In the 

1880s he became prominent in the affairs of Merewether, helping to 

establish it as a municipality and serving as secretary of the local 
73 miners' lodge. Newcastle even produced its own form of Methodism, 

'Lay' Methodism, in the 1880s; in 1891 it claimed 584 adherents in the 

Colony (that is at Newcastle) and persisted into the twentieth century, 

claiming 194 followers in 1911. 74 One of the earliest members of the 

Lay Methodist branch was John Hayes (1840-1917) who had been born in 
. 75 

Staffordshire. 

72 J.D. Gay, The Geography of Religion in England (London, 1971), 
pp .150-2, 305. 

73 NMH, 30 September 1918, p.5. 

74 The 1891 Census does not give the number of Lay Methodists by 
municipality but the figure could only apply to Newcastle. This branch 
of Methodism was brought to my attention by Miss Ellen McEwen. Lay 
Methodism was recorded in the 1911 Census, Vol. II, p.765. 

75 NMH, 10 September 1917, p.7. 
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As in Britain, Methodism in Newcastle could foster working class 

leaders and so provide a congenial climate for the development of those 

with political aspirations. Alfred Edden (1850-1930) was the out

standing example of this process. One of the original thirty-five 

members of the New South Wales Parliamentary Labor Party, he had arrived 

in Australia in 1879, having begun his working life in the coalmines of 
76 Staffordshire at the age of ten, working a twelve hour day. In 1917 

he recalled: 'The only books in our house when I was a boy were the 
77 Bible and the rent-book, and we learned a lot about both'. In 

Australia he combined the roles of miner and Lay Methodist preacher. 

The unusual composition of British immigration to Newcastle between 

1856 and 1891 had some long-lasting results. One was that the very low 

proportion of Irish-born made Catholicism extremely weak, so weak indeed 

that Maitland had to serve as the centre for the diocese which included 

Newcastle. 78 Another result was that Methodism remained disproportion

ately strong even when Newcastle was no longer the home of large numbers 

of miners; this was also true of Baptists, a creed strong among Welsh 

miners. 79 In 1921 when only a tenth of Newcastle's male breadwinners 

were ~ners, Methodists and Baptists were twice as strong as in the 

State as a whole and Catholicism significantly weaker. These differences 

persisted at the 1971 Census though Catholics were much better 

represented than previously probably as a result of Southern European 

immigration since 1945 (Table 1.6). 

Throughout the last half of the nineteenth century the British-born 

made up an unusually large part of the population of Newcastle; in 1891, 

32.2 per cent of the people were British-born compared with the Colonial 

average of 23.5 per cent. Of the British groups, the Welsh-born were 

the most over-represented being six times more common in Newcastle than 

76 Biographical details supplied by Dr Heather Radi. 

77 Northern Times, 25 December, 1917, p.2. 

78 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Church History'. See also Rev. Harold 
Campbell, The I>iocese of Maitland, 1866-1966 (Maitland, 1966). 

79 For examples see pp.23, 24 n.85. 



TABLE 1.6 New South Wales and Newcastle: Selected Religious 
Affiliation, 1901, 1921 and 1971, by Percentage 

23. 

Year Church of Catholic Methodist Baptist England 

1901: 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

1921: 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

1971: 

N.S.W. 

Newcastle 

46.6 

40.4 

49. 6 

44.4 

37.8 

34.8 

25.9 

15.2 

24.3 

16.6 

30.4 

25.4 

10. 3 

21.8 

8.8 

17. 6 

7 .o 
13.3 

1.2 

3.6 

1.2 

2.6 

1.4 

2.0 

Source: 1901 Census (NSW), 1921, 1971 Census (Commonwealth). The figures 
for 1971 apply to the City of Newcastle. 

in the Colony in 1891. 80 The Welsh were a tr~ly distinctive minority 

with their own language and culture. Welsh Baptists built their first 

church at Merewether in 1865 and were still conducting services in Welsh 

as late as 1935. 81 The eisteddfod, that most Welsh of institutions, was 

promoted by the Newcastle and District Cambrian Society which was formed 

in 1886. 82 One of the leaders of the Welsh community in this period was 

William Rees Alexander (1860-1929). Born at Abertillery, Monmouthshire\ 

Alexander, like Alfred Edden, began working in the coalmines at ten years 

8° Calculated from 1891 Census. The percentages of Welsh-born were: 
New South Wales, 0.4, Newcastle 2.5. 

81 J D' . ixon, History of Merewether (Merewether, 1935), p.81. 

82 City of Newcastle (1929), n. p. , 'Organisations Etc.'. 
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of age; like Edden too, he was a Methodist. He arrived in Newcastle in 

1883, but instead of becoming a miner, set himself up as an auctioneer. 

He prospered, was elected to Hamilton municipal council in 1894 and 

served as a president and a patron of the Cambrian Society Eisteddfod; 

in March 1913 he left Newcastle for a visit to his homeland. 83 

Although the numbers of the British-born were depleted by death and 

outward migration during the depression decade of the 1890s, they left 

their mark on Newcastle. Some attained prosperity and positions of local 

influence. W.R. Alexander was one who did. Other examples were the 

iron founder Edwin W. Bearby (1842~1917) who, with Robert Morison, 

established the engineering firm of Morison and Bearby at Carrington in 

1874 and Samuel Dark (1867-1921), an engineer who set up a cold storage 

business in 1889. 84 Both are still important Newcastle firms. These 

were probably very atypical members of this generation; the experience 

of Ann Jones was probably more typical. She arrived in Australia with 

her husband and one child from Wales in 1879 and spent some time in 

Brisbane before the family settled at Wallsend, Newcastle. In the midst 

of economic depression, in 1895, her husband died leaving her with seven 

children, three sons and four daughters. She died in Newcastle in 
~ 85 

December 1928. These examples draw attention to a generation, which, 

as late as 1921, continued to be a numerical force of importance in 

Newcastle; defined by the Census as overseas-born (almost wholly British 

in the case of Newcastle) who arrived in Australia before 1891, they made 

up almost seven per cent of the total population of 84,000 and 42 per 

cent of all its overseas born86 (Table 1.7). 

83 NMH, 22 March 1913, p.2. 

84 Northern Times, 23 May 1917, p.5. 
references contain good obituaries. 

NMH, 6 September 1921, p.5. These 

85 

86 

NMH, 14 December 1928, p.4. The Jones family were Baptists. 

In four municipalities, Adamstown, Lambton, Merewether and Wallsend, 
nine per cent of the total population was made up of overseas-born 
who had arrived in Australia between 1842 and 1891; in two of these 
places, Lambton and Wallsend, this group made up 65.4 and 68.5 per 
cent of all overseas-born respectively. 
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TABLE 1.7 Overseas-Born Who Arrived in Australia Between 1842 and 
1891, Living at Newcastle in 1921 

Period of Arrival 

1842-56 

1857-61 

1862-71 

1872-81 

1881-91 

Totals 

Source: 1921 Census. 

Males 

123 

123 

332 

905 

1,874 

3,357 

Females 

174 

187 

238 

650 

1,252 

2,501 

Totals 

297 

310 

570 

1,555 

3,126 

5,858 

In its press release to British journalists of 1883, the New South 

Wales government had probably only slightly exaggerated when it described 

Newcas~le as a replica of a northern English mining town. 87 Immigrant 

miners and their families must have found many differences upon arrival, 

but similarities were necessarily strong: most were, after all, following 

an occupation they had practised in Britain under conditions which were 

much the same. 88 Under such circumstances it was only to be expected 

that Newcastle would be the scene of a transplanted inrrnigrant culture and 

the nature of coalmining ensured that many aspects of this culture would 

endure. To mine coal economically required a large amount of capital; 

there was little opportunity for the small entrepreneur. The work was 

labour intensive, frequently dangerous and usually undertaken over many 

years; in New South Wales, as in Britain, this tended to produce tightly

knit conrrnunities often geographically isolated where memories of past 
. . . 1. d 1 89 c 1 . . t . h inJ us tices ingere ong. oa mining was an occupa ion w ere sons 

tended to follow their fathers down the mine. 
90 

87 See p. 20. 

88 Gollan, Coalminers of New South WaZes~ pp.13-14. 

89 Cessnock is a good twentieth century example. See Rev. Alan Walker's 
CoaZtown (Melbourne, 1945). 

90 Factories and Shops Report, 1907, p.26, NSWPP, 1908, second session 
Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 
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More generally, coalmining encouraged a strongly collectivist 

approach to work and life. There was an ever-present need for 

discipline and teamwork without which lives underground were endangered. 

The best known result of this collectivist approach was trade unionism 

and nineteenth century Newcastle had a long history of industrial action. 

The first strike by miners occurred in 1850 and a permanent union was 
91 created ten years later; the history of the miners' union is 

recorded elsewhere. 92 Despite the early existence of unionism among the 

Newcastle miners, the growth of unionism in Newcastle followed that of the 

rest of the Colony with the greatest increase occurring in the 1880s in 

h k f ' d B .. h . . . 93 Th f' E' h H D t e wa e o sustaine ritis 1mm1grat1on. e 1rst 1g t our ay 

procession by organised labour in Newcastle took place in October 1883 

with the aim of raising money for a Trades Hall; the Hall, which still 

stands, was the focal point of local unionism from 1895 to 1917.
94 

By the closing years of the 1880s the miners began to turn to direct 

representation in Parliament to further their interests; in 1889 they 

elected their secretary, Durham-born James Curley (1846-1913) to 

parliament for two years. 95 With the formation of the Political Labour 

Leagu~ in 1890, a new strand came to be woven into the political life of 

Newcastle. Most accounts of the origins of the League centre upon its 

successful parliamentary candidates, 96 but the rank-and-file are just 

as worthy of some passing comment. Scottish-born Thomas Abel (1846-1920) 

began his working life mining coal when he was nine years old before 

coming to Newcastle in about 1857 with his mother and step-father. From 

91 Gollan, Coalminers of New South Wales, pp.28, 31-2. 

92 Ibid. , and E., Ross, A History of the lllfiners ' Federation of Australia 
(Sydney, 1970). 

93 Coghlan, Labour and Industry, Vol. III, p.1290. 

94 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Organisations Etc.'. 

95 D. Pike (ed.), Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne, 1969), 
Vol. 3, pp.507-8. 

96 See, for example, B. Nairn, Civilising Capitalism: The Labor 
Movement in New South Wales, 1870-1900 (Canberra, 1973). 
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the late 1870s onwards he built up a formidable record of organisational 

achievement; from 1877 to 1915 he was town clerk of Plattsburg (a 

western mining municipality amalgamated with Wallsend in 1915), he was a 

founding member of the Wallsend District Mining Hospital, the Plattsburg 

Mechanics' Institute (1877) and the Wallsend-Plattsburg Co-operative 

Society (1887). He was closely associated with the Jockey Club, the 

Northumberland Building Society, the Wallsend Brick and Tile Company, 

and was a patron and former chief of the local Caledonian Society as well 

as being a Mason of long standing; active involvement with the Labour 

League from its formation at Wallsend was thus only one of his many 
. 97 interests. 

Support for the Labor Party (as the League.was called after 1916) 

was often carried on by the second generation. James H. Gamble (who was 

born at Hamilton in 1889), was a school teacher who served as president 

of the Newcastle State Electoral Council of the Party between 1922 and 

1924; his Derbyshire-born father had come to Hamilton in 1886 and had 
98 been an early member of the Labour League. Another example of a 

second generation following in the political footsteps of the first was 

the H8;.rland family. Durham-born miner Thomas Harland (1844-1917) 

arrived in Queensland in 1876 and moved to Adamstown, a southern Newcastle 

mining township, the following year. He was steeped in the traditions of 

mining and could recall having been carried to and from the mines as a 

small child by his grandfather. When the Adamstown Political Labour 

League was formed, he was one of its earliest and most active members. 99 

His son, Richard T. Harland, carried on his father's close involvement 

with political labour in Adamstown, playing a prominent role in the anti

conscription campaigns of 1916 and 1917.lOO 

The habit of sons following their fathers was also practised to a 

remarkable degree by the Labor Party representatives of Newcastle. The 

97 NMH 29 Ma 1920 7 ' y ' p •• 

98 NS, 4 February 1924, p.4. 

99 Northern Times, 12 December 1917, p.4. 

100 NMH, 14 October 1916, p.3 and 22 December 1917, p.5. 
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best known example was that of the Watkins family.lOl David Watkins 

(1865-1935), ex-miner, held the Federal seat of Newcastle from its 

creation in 1901 until his death in 1935 when he was replaced by his 

son, David Oliver Watkins (1896-1971), who held the seat until 1958. 102 

Commenting on the successful election of D.O. Watkins in 1935, 

L.F. Crisp observed: 'Watkins was no speaker. But the name was the 

thing' •
103 

Two other instances of sons following their fathers into 

politics can be cited. One was William C. Grahame (c.1862-1945); he 

held the State Newcastle seat of Wickham from 1907 to 1920 and entered 

politics partly to avenge the defeat of his father in the electorate in 

1901. 104 Another is the present State member for Wallsend, Kenneth 

G. Booth, whose father, George Booth (1893-1960) had been one of the 

members for the seat of Newcas·tle between 1925 and 1927 and then 

represented Kurri Kurri between 1927 and 1960. 105 

Newcastle was not always a blue-ribbon official Labor.Party 

electorate. During the Great War, in the aftermath of the 1916 

conscription campaign, two local members, Arthur R. Gardiner (1876-1948) 

and William C. 4rahame were expelled from the Party by the Sydney-based 

executive. Gardiner had campaigned in favour of conscription and 

Grahame had joined the Nationalist government as Minister for Agriculture. 

Both men were returned by their electorates - Grahame for the Nationalist 

Party and Gardiner as the sole State representative of an Independent 
106 Labor man. 

101 s. Encel, Equality and Authority (Melbourne, 1970), p.233. 

102 
J. Rydon, A Biographical Register of the ComrnorMealth Parliament, 
1901-1972 (Canberra, 1975), pp.218-9. 

103 

104 

105 

106 

L.F. Crisp, Ben Chifley (London, 1961), p.97. 

Interview with Mr. W.B. Grahame, one of w.c·. Grahame's sons, East 
Gosford, 13 February 1972. 

Biographical details supplied by Dr Heather Radi. 

J.C. Docherty, 'Newcastle and the Conscription Plebiscites, 1916-
1917', B.A. Hons. thesis., University of Newcastle, 1971, 
pp.36-40. 
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Less continuous, but usually present, was the strand of radicalism 

which ran through the essentially moderate mainstream of Labor politics 

in Newcastle. This radical strand drew its strength from the work

experience of coalmining though its support, apart from a dedicated few, 

depended very much on depressed economic conditions. During the 

nineteenth century Newcastle acquired an image as a centre of industrial 

militancy which some interpreted as offering fertile ground for radical 

activity.
107 

In 1896 the radical socialist and journalist, Harry 

Holland, moved from Sydney to Newcastle to publish his newspaper, the 

PeopZe and the Collectivist. The venture was not a success and Holland, 

after living literally from hand to mouth, returned to Sydney in 1900. 108 

There was an upsurge of support for radicalism among the northern miners 

in 1908 when more than a third of votes in a ballot were cast in favour 

of the principles of the International Workers of the World.
109 

In the 

same year, representatives of the Newcastle Trades and Labour Council 

moved for the adoption of these principles at a trade union congress in 

Sydney; the motion failed.llO 

Radicalism in Newcastle declined sharply after 1905 because many 

miners left the city to get work at the new inland mines. The miners' 

special brand of left-wing activity needed constant feeding by harsh, 

dangerous working conditions shared by many at a single source of 

employment. Under the more varied conditions of industrial work, this 

level of radicalism was much less easy to sustain as was shown in May 

1917 when an attempt was made to establish the Socialist Labor Party in 

Newcastle; in the pre-War year·s the Party had an active following in 

the coalfields, but it failed to take root in an industrial 
. 111 environment. 

l0 7 The Australian Radical, a pro-republican left-wing newspaper was 
issued from Hamilton, Newcastle, between 1887 and 1890. 

108 P.J. O'Farrell, Harry Holland: Militant Socialist (Canberra, 1964), 
pp .14-17. 

l09 Ibid., pp.28-9. 

llO Gollan, Coalminers of New South WaZes, p.123. 

lll Ibid., p.122 and NMH, 29 May 1917, p.7. 
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Although Labor politics and unionism are the best known attributes 

of coalmining centres, they are far from being the only ones since the 

struggle for existence in such places demanded much more than union 

membership and the occasional vote in an election. Older than either of 

these habits in Newcastle was a strong collectivist approach to the ever

present dangers of mining with its high risk of injury or death. 

Friendly societies, which dispensed sickness and funeral benefits to 

members, were active in Newcastle from the mid-1830s and miners were 

their main supporters.
112 

Gradually, the various miners' lodges 

evolved a system of hiring doctors to treat members who were in turn 

levied when they got their pay. Mr. Joe Richley, who was born in 1895 

at Dudley, a mining village south of Newcastle, began work at the nearby 

mine at the age of eleven in 1908; he was paid two shillings a day, of 

which one shilling each fortnight was deducted by the union for medical 
• 1 · • h I I • d 113 insurance, a ong wit stump or union ues. 

Similarly, the miners gave much support to the district hospital 

whose services they so often had to use. In the 1880s the inconvenience 

of the hospital for miners living at Wallsend led them in 1884 to set up 

f d f . I h . 1 114 Th 1 d d d b h N 1 a un or a nuners ospita • e an was onate y t e ewcast e-

Wallsend Coal Company and the hospital opened in 1894. 115 In the 

twentieth century, industrial workers also had great need of hospital 

services and they continued the practice of strong support begun by the 

miners. In 1924, the revenue for Newcastle District Hospital was 

£45,000 of which £15,000, one third, came from industrial workers in the 

form of a sixpence a fortnight levy. 116 

112 Gollan, Coalminers of New South Wales, p.28. 

113 Interview with Mr Joe Richley, New Lambton, 7 January 1977. 

114 NMH, 23 June 1892, p.7. 

115 
N.SM'S'R, 1894 772 , p. . 

116 Minutes of Evidence of the Commonwealth Royal Commission of Health 
(1925), p.884, Qs. 16911-2. A copy is held by the N.S.W. Health 
Commission. 
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Home ownership was another bastion of the miners' system of self

defence. The peculiarly ruthless nature of industrial relations in their 

work made them perhaps more conscious than other workers of the need to 

own their own homes. In 1860 at the outlying mining township of Mi.nmi, 

the firm of John and Alexander Brown continued the British mine owners' 

tradition of evicting miners from company-leased homes during a strike; 

the same firm tried to repeat its success in 1896 but failed. 117 Mine 

owners saw their ownership of the miners' dwellings as an excellent 

means of controlling their workforce even if they did not use the 

ultimate brutal resort of eviction. The only way miners could effectively 

resist such thinking was by acquiring their own homes. 

Irregular earnings made buying land and building a home a difficult 

goal for most miners, yet many achieved it. In 1874 the Rev. J.D. Lang 

noted with surprise of the Newcastle miners that 'not a few ••• have 

comfortable homes of their own erected on allotments they have bought for 
118 that purpose'. In 1907 Thomas Abel, town clerk of Plattsburg, 

claimed that 'nearly all' the miners in the municipality owned their 

'own little freehold homes', adding 'I have been the chairman of a 

perma~ent building soeiety for a very long time, and I know the trouble 

that the people have to make their homes their own. It is practically 

the work of a lifetime to obtain a freehold home•. 119 It was not 

always possible for a miner to buy his own home no matter how much he 

wanted to; up to 1910 it was impossible for anyone to buy land in the 

municipality of Merewether which was part of one large private estate. 120 

It was a comment on how well the miners' succeeded in their efforts that 

according to the 1921 Census home ownership was highest in those 

municipalities where mining was still strong. 

117 

118 

119 

120 

Gollan, Coalminers, pp.35, 92-3. For a British example see Ellen 
Wilkinson, The Town That Was Murdered (London, 1939), p.35. 

Rev. J.D. Lang, An Historical and Statistical Account of New South 
Wales, 2 Vols. (London, 1875), Vol. II, p.77. 

Second Inquiry into the Proposed Tr(J}70J)ay from Wallsend to West 
Wallsend, p.29, Qs. 934-5, NSWPP, 1907, first session, Vol. I, 
pp.761 ff. 

Dixon, Merewether, pp.6, 36-7. 
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One further defensive institution of the miners deserves mention: 

the consumer co-operative store. In Britain.co-operatives were large

scale working class institutions supplying members mainly with food, 

footware and drapery and drew their principal support from the mining 

and manufacturing regions.
121 

Though the first such local store was 

operating as early as 1861, it was not legally registered until February 

1866. 122 Following the influx of British immigrants to Newcastle in 

the 1880s, a number of new co-operatives were established; they had a 

combined membership of about 1,400 by 1890, equal to 2.8 per cent of the 
123 population recorded by the 1891 Census. With the exception of two 

very small societies in the mixed working class suburbs of Wickham and 

Carrington, the co-operatives were located in the midst of the mining 

townships where their membership was equal to between five and six per 

cent of the population or about the same national average rate of 

penetration as the movement had achieved in Britain. 124 Many of the 

Newcastle societies perished during the 1890s, but consumer co-operatives 

were to become an important and distinctive feature of retail trade in 
125 Newcastle in the twentieth century. 

To sum up: Newcastle during the last half of the nineteenth 

century was an unusual instance of a specialised transplanted British 

society for not only was the proportion of British-born always much 

higher than the average for the Colony, but the immigrants differed too, 

being heavily drawn from the coalmining regions of Britain. Because they 

121 s. and B. Webb, The Consumers' Co-operative Movement (1930 reprint of 
work first published at London, 1921), pp.1-2, 24-5. 

122 

123 

124 

125 

Gollan, Coalminers, p.39. NSWSR, 1894, p.381. This gives a list of 
co-operatives and their date of registration. 

NMH, 17 July 1889, p.7; 4 March 1890, p.6. Where membership is not 
given directly, an estimate was derived from sales figures. 

In 1891 the British co-operatives had a combined membership of 
1,044,675, which was equivalent to 6.1 per cent of the population of 
England, Wales and Scotland at the 1891 Census (17 millions). 
s. and B. Webb, The Consumers' Co-operative Movement, p.17. 

This is discussed in Chapter 6. 
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found in Newcastle similar conditions to those they had known in their 

homeland, they were inclined to found and foster institutions designed 

for working class defence. That many of these institutions survived was 

a commentary on how little structural social change heavy industry was 

to bring in the twentieth century. 

From Coal Town to Steel City, 1901-c.1929 

Up to the early 1870s residents of inner Newcastle checked their 

time by the shift bell of the Australian Agricultural Company; slightly 

over half a century later; in 1926, the same function was performed by 

the whistle of the steelworks.
126 

Just as coalmining had set the 

rhythm of life in the nineteenth century, so heavy industry did in the 

twentieth. 

The transition was not a smooth one. A previous section of this 

chapter explained how the rapid expansion of the coal trade had caused 

Newcastle to undergo swift population growth from 1,500 in 1856 to nearly 

50,000 in 1891. The 1890s, with its financial crashes and prolonged 

drought, ended this growth. For the first time since 1856 the city was 

unable to retain its people and 7,000 left during this decade, of whom 

probably about 4,000 were overseas immigrants.
127 

The 1900s brought· 

equal, if not greater, trials. Simultaneously with the opening up of 

new inland coal mines, there was a sharp decline of mining within 

Newcastle itself. With a net population loss of 10,000 (one fifth of 

the 1901 population), mostly to the inland mining townships around 

Cessnock, the city seemed to many to be bleeding to death. Heavy industry, 

in the form of the B.H.P. steelworks and the State Dockyard, both of 

which were under construction by 1913, quickly reversed this tendency for 

population loss and between 1911 and 1921, Newcastle gained almost 

17,000 new inhabitants, the greatest single period of gain in its history. 

126 

127 

City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Oldest Residences'. NS, 23 June 
1926, p.5. Use of the steelworks whistle as a time check declined 
as the radio became more widespread, but even today (1976), there 
are Newcastle people who use it. Letter to author by Mr Jack Thomas, 
B.H.P. officer, 17 March 1976. 

These are net estimates only. The methods by which they were obtained 
are discussed fully in an Appendix. 
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In 1921 Newcastle contained 84,000 people and by the end of the 

1920s had reached the 100,000 mark. Over the same period, the number of 

occupied dwellings rose from 16,155 to 23,336.
128 

Given the uncertain 

future of the city in the 1900s, it is too easy to present the coming of 

heavy industry as a success story by citing growth in production and 

population statistics and to lose sight of the living conditions of 

large sections of the community over the period. 129 
As a counter to 

the emphasis on economic growth (and the neglect of social costs) in 

both past and recent work on Newcastle, the remainder of this section 

examines some general aspects of living conditions from about 1900 to 

the end of the 1920s. 

'The town is famed rather for its commercial importance than for 

its beauty. Utility is the foremost consideration, and the whole city 
130 is eloquent of its staple product'. This description of Newcastle 

was published in 1886 and reappeared in similar form in 1901 in a 

· bl" . 131 I h 1 government tourist pu 1cat1on. t was, to say t e east, coy. 

Probably the first thing a visitor to the city would have observed, 

whether arriving by rail or sea, would have been the hazy atmosphere 

which must have wreathed Newcastle even at the turn of the century. 

Smoke from burning coal rose from factory smoke-stacks, railway and 

tram locomotives, ships' funnels and household chimneys for it had long 

128 

129 

130 

131 

1921 and 1933 Censuses. Unpublished figures supplied by the Hunter 
District Water Board show only a 2.5 per cent rise in all building 
construction between 1929 and 1933, so the 1933 Census'reflected 
conditions at the end of the 1920s. 

See for example: City of Nel;)castle (1929), n.p., 'Early History of 
Newcastle City Council' and 'City of Newcastle, N.S.W.'; Council of 
the City of Greater Newcastle, Nel;)castle: 150 Years 3 1?9?-194? 
(Sydney and Newcastle, 1947), pp.60-3; O. Ziegler, Symphony on A 
City (Newcastle, 1958), pp.12-13. Since 1959 the Hunter Valley 
Research Foundation has issued many publications about the Newcastle 
area, most of which are about technical or economic subjects; none 
deal directly wit.h social problems. 

A. Garran (ed.), Pic"t?fl'esque AtZas of Australasia (Sydney, 1886), 
Vol. I, p .101. 

N.S.W. Government, Pictu.resque Ne!;) South Wales: An Illustrated Guide 
for Settler and Tourist (Sydney, 1901), p.83. 



been the custom for miners to receive free coal for domestic use 

provided they carted it themselves. 132 
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Unavoidable too was the stench of human waste for the city lacked 

a comprehensive sewerage system and backyard disposal of nightsoil was 

commonplace. 133 Moving about in the suburbs could be difficult and 

confusing; there were few footpaths, and, as late as 1914, many 
134 streets were unnamed and houses frequently lacked numbers. Three 

suburbs, Lambton, New Lambton and Merewether, which contained a total of 

over 9,000 people in 1901, had no street lighting. 135 Outside 

Newcastle City, the great bulk of suburban houses (82 per cent) had four 

rooms or less; 89 per cent of buildings in the inner part (Newcastle 

City, Hamilton, Carrington and Wickham) had piped water, but for the 

rest of Newcastle the total proportion was only 59 per cent at the time 

of the 1901 Census (31 March). 136 

Newcastle was not a healthy city. Between 1901 and 1905 the 

average death rate was 14.06 per thousand inhabitants which was one

fifth higher than the average for metropolitan Sydney over the same 
137 period and one-quarter above the average for the whole State. 

Infants accounted for 27.4 per cent of all Newcastle's deaths in these 

years. The combination of a poorly drained site and the lack of a 

sewerage system meant a relatively high rate of typhoid. Between 1898 

132 Illustrated Sydney News, 16 August 1890, p.24. This provides a 
panorama sketch of Newcastle harbour and environs. N.S.W. Board of 
Trade, Bulletin: Living Wage (Adult Males). 1920 Nei.Jcastle 
IJistrict (Sydney, 1920), p.6, Q.219. 

133 J. Armstrong, Pipelines and People (Newcastle, 1967), p.152. 

134 Annual Reports of the IJirector of Public Health (Public Health 
Reports), 1914, p.98, 1915, p.120, NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. V, pp.l ff., 
1916, Vol. III, pp.657 ff. 

135 NSWSR, 1900, pp.7-9. 

136 1901 Census (NSW). Report of the Hunter District Water Board, 
1900-1, p.14, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, pp.1087 ff. 

13 7 NSW Government Gazette, 190 7, Vol. I, p .1026. NSWSR, 1906, p. 69. 
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(when the disease became notifiable) and 1902, 159 people in Newcastle 

contracted typhoid of whom 78 died; this was an annual average attack 
138 rate of 2.9 per thousand compared with 1.7 per thousand for Sydney. 

In the 1900s the people of Newcastle were only really beginning to 

recover from the dire effects of the depression of the previous decade. 

The results of this, and the poor environment the city offered for its 

children were reflected in a health survey conducted by the Department 

of Education in 1907. Of the children examined in the Hunter valley 

(mostly in Newcastle), it was observed: 'Boys rather under the average 

height; girls of fair height; but children of both sexes below normal 

weight in all age groups. The poorness in physique is very marked from 
139 age 11 upwards'. A similar conclusion could be drawn from an 

earlier source, a photograph of a large group of miners taken in 1900 at 

one of southern Newcastle mines. In the forefront of the picture are 

the juvenile miners; about half of them seem to have knock knees and 

none looks well-built. 140 

In part, the problems of Newcastle as an urban habitat at the 

beginning of the twentieth century could be attributed to its site. 

Aboutra third of the city's 54,000 people lived in the inner suburbs of 

Hamilton, Wickham and Carrington, occupying land which was almost wholly 

flat and often marshy. To provide sewerage for such places was bound 

to be expensive since it involved building pumping stations and extra 

drainage faciliti~s which would not have been needed had the site been 

hilly. In early 1901 the State parliamentary select committee on 

public works approved a scheme for sewering inner Newcastle to cost 

£153,000 or about £4.5 per head for those directly involved.
141 

But 

138 NSW Government Gazette, 1908, Vol. I, p.1373. 

139 NSW Department of Public Instruction, Report Upon the PhysicaZ 
Condition of ChiZdren Attending PubZic SchooZs in New South WaZes, 
1907-8 (Sydney, 1908), p.26. 

140 Sydney MaiZ, 27 October 1900, p.995. See Plate I, Chapter 3. 

141 Report and Minutes of Evidence ReZating 
Works for Newcastie and Suburbs, p.11. 
pp.1137 ff. 

to the Proposed Sewerage 
NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, 
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the real problem of Newcastle was not its site, it was the poverty of 

a large proportion of its people and several witnesses before the 

1900-1 sewerage inquiry referred directly to this fact.
142 

A.E. Gibb, 

a medical practitioner of Merewether, expressed fears that the sewerage 

scheme might be very costly because 'the whole population are working 

people and it would be impossible to go in for an expensive scheme 1
•
143 

Poverty, not lack of knowledge about the health risks of backyard 

disposal of nightsoil, was the reason for the lack of collection service 

in most municipalities. Ebenezer Dann, a Merewether alderman, pointed 

to the council's efforts to replace the 200 cesspits in the area with 

water closets and in all seriousness predicted that at its present rate 

it would take the council eighteen to twenty years to complete the 

t k 144 as • 

Wickham, an inner suburb of 7,700 residents in 1901, was doubly 

disadvantaged by 

1 . 145 popu ation. 

of the 1870s and 

being low-lying and having an essentially poor 

Tiny building blocks (a legacy of the subdivisions 

1880s), crowded conditions, plus difficult drainage 

problems forced the council frequently to 'object to the erection of 
146 

bathr?oms, because we had no means of getting the water away'. 

All the council could do was to ask people to broadcast their slop 

water evenly in the streets and hope it would go away. Like Merewether, 

Wickham had 200 cesspits in 1900 and given the conditions of life there 

it was probably only the enforced weekly collection of nightsoil by the 

council which prevented the outbreak of some kind of epidemic. 

Opposition to the government plans for a comprehensive sewerage 

system came from the Newcastle City council, which in 1888 began 

constructing its own system. Designed to serve the pockets rather than 

142 Ibid., p.61, Q.1428, p.92, Q.2280. 

143 Ibid., p.62, Q.1439. 

144 Ibid., p.62, Q.1448. 

145 Ibid., p.44, Qs. 1071, 1082, 1087. 

146 Ibid., p.44, Q.1074. 
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the health of ratepayers, it was inefficient (raw effluent gushed into 

the harbour and the ocean), incomplete and, because of faulty con

struction, created health risks of its own. It was rendered obsolete 

by the government's scheme which was begun in 1903 though the first 

homes were not connected until 1907. Reduction of the incidence of 

typhoid on a large-scale coincided with the extension of the sewerage 

system by the Hunter District Water Board after 1911.
147 

By 1921 most 

of inner Newcastle was sewered and the rate of typhoid was only a 

quarter of what it had been in the early 1900s. 

The need for sewerage was a good example of a local need which was 

beyond the capacity of the city to provide from its own resources. 

More evidence of its deprived condition at the turn of the century comes 

from the census returns on housing (Table 1.8). Compared with the 1891 

Census, overcrowding had eased (then, Newcastle had to house the rush of 

innnigrants in the 1880s), but the gain was slight because not enough 

houses were built in the 1890s to cope with even the modest rate of 

population growth. 

Since the 1901 Census fails to differentiate between the occupancy 

of houses with four and five rooms, it can give only a crude indicator 

of overcrowding since there is evidence which claims that the four

roomed house was most connnon. Of the houses in this period the Newcastle 

Sun remarked in 1925: 

In the days when Newcastle was an architectural eyesore [sic] 
one of the commonest types of dwellings was a four-roomed 
weatherboard hut, with about four feet of verandah between the 
front wall and the footpath. This and other buildings like it 
was called 'a workman's cottage'.148 

Houses fitting this description are still to be found in some of the 

inner parts of Newcastle. Mostly they were detached, but sometimes they 

were built in blocks. 149 Such houses were not unique to Newcastle, 

147 Armstrong, Pipelines and People, pp.159-62. 

148 NS, 15 May 1925, p.7. 

149 A block of four, awaiting demolition, can be seen in Henry Street, 
Wickham. (Standing at 27 January 1977.) 
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TABLE 1.8 Newcastle: Occupancy of Private Dwellings, 1901 

Size of Percentage Distribution of: Average Dwelling 
by Number Number per 

of Rooms Dwelling 
Population Dwellings 

1 0.2 0.7 1.4 

2 1. 7 3.2 3.0 

3-4 29.5 33.9 4.6 

5-6 50.2 48.1 5.5 

7-10 14.0 11.2 6.6 

10+ 3.9 2.2 9.2 

Not Stated 0.5 0.7 

Totals 100.0 100.0 5.3 

Numbers 53,122 10,089 

Source: 1901 Census (NSW). Note: 'Rooms' included kitchens but not 
bathrooms or storage rooms. 

indeed they seem to have been part of an Australian pattern of working 

1 b h . 150 c ass ur an ousing. 

There is contemporary evidence for overcrowding at the turn of the 

century because during 1902 it was said to be common for two and even 

three families to share a house. 151 Conditions may have improved 

during the 1900s when large numbers of miners moved out of Newcastle to 

live in the inland mining towns, but the inadequate data available from 

the 1911 Census makes it difficult to tell. Overall, the stock of 

150 See B. Barrett, The Inner Sub1,,{,I'bs (Melbourne, 1971), plate opposite 
p.161 and R. Lawson, Brisbane in the 1890s (St Lucia, 1973), Plates 
44 and 46. 

151 NMH, 12 February 1903, p.5. 
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occupied housing rose by only 12.5 per cent in the 19008, much of this 

increase taking place in only two municipalities, Hamilton and Waratah. 

In other words, in 1911 almost 90 per cent of Newcastle's dwellings had 

been built by 1901. Their quality does not seem to have been very high 

either; 'not so long ago', connnented the NewcastZe Sun in 1925, 'many 

of Newcastle's suburbs were mere collections of shacks which would have 

disgraced a smaller town' •152 Even at the end of 1912, before 

construction of the steelworks and the State Dockyard had started, the 

first signs of a housing shortage had appeared. Rented accommodation, 

it was claimed, was in short supply because it did not give an 

adequate return on capital so little building for rent was being under

taken. 153 Official figures show that average rents for four-roomed 

houses in Newcastle rose by 12.3 per cent between 1912 and 1913, the 

largest single increase up to 1918. 154 From early 1913 onwards 

there was a noticeable influx of outsiders into Newcastle and this had 

predictable results; by mid-1913 it was 'an admitted fact that every 

suburb, in addition to the city itself, is taxed to its fullest capacity 

f d . . d' 155 as ar as accommo ation is concerne • 

The Great War worsened what was already a difficult situation. 

First, the War dislocated the economy sending housing costs and rents 

soaring. Between 1914 and 1921, rents for houses in Newcastle rose by 
. 156 

39 per cent. Overcrowding was compounded by the practice of the 

families of enlisted soldiers giving up their houses and moving in with 
157 other families similarly placed to share houses. These general urban 

problems of the period were accentuated in Newcastle by the hot-house 

growth conditions caused by the construction of heavy industries. For 

152 NS, 15 May 1925, p.7. 

153 
NMH, 26 December 1912, p.4. 

154 Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour and IndustriaZ 
Branch Report, 1921, pp.36 ff. 

155 
NMH, 3 July 1913, p.4. 

156 Op. cit., 1921, pp.36 ff. 

157 PubZic HeaZth Report, 
This was suggested in 
Ph.D. thesis, ANU, 

1915, p.104, NSWPP, 1916, Vol. III, pp.657 ff. 
D. Coward, 'The Impact of War on New South Wales', 
1974, p.199. 
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instance, the industries worsened the competition for skilled building 

tradesmen (of whom there was a shortage because of enlistments). In 

1915, the B.H.P., anxious to push forward the completion of the steel

works, was paying bricklayers one quarter above award rates in wages to 

the annoyance of the helpless local builders. 158 Even better-off 

workers who came to Newcastle in these years to seek work were usually 

forced to stay in a hotel or a boarding house before they could get a 
159 house. 

A government scheme to build 450 concrete cottages at north Stockton 

for industrial workers in 1915 was rejected by the parliamentary 

standing committee on public works on the ground that the workers would 

not earn enough to repay the money outlaid. 160 Three years later, in 

1919, the idea was revived though only 61 of the houses were built by 

1922 before the Housing Board was abolished. 161 The only other 

industrial housing scheme of any size was undertaken by the firm of John 

Lysaght which built 62 houses at Mayfield, Waratah, for its imported 

English workers. 162 These initiatives aside, Newcastle workers were 
163 left to their own devices to get houses. 

~ecause of the unhelpful way in which the census data for 1921 is 

organised with respect to occupancy of dwellings by local government 

areas, it is not possible to present detailed figures of overcrowding 

though this unquestionably existed. There is for instance, no cross 

158 

159 

NMH, 20 January 1915, p.5. 

Report and Evidence Relating to the Proposed Erection of Dwellings 
for Workmen on Crown Lands at North Stockton, NSWPP, 1915-16, 
Vol. III, 819ff. p.8,Q.178 and p.24,Q.646. 

160 Ib..,·d. ' .. ,., p 0 Vll. 

161 NSWOYB, 1922, p.571; at Hamilton the Board built 29 houses in the 
same period. 

162 NMH, 15 March 1921, p.4. 

163 This excludes 171 houses built in Newcastle during 1920 under the 
War Service Homes Scheme of the Commonwealth Government. NMH, 
29 October 1920, p.5. 
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reference (as in the Censuses of 1891 and 1901) between the number of 

rooms by dwelling and the number of inmates. What can be established 

is that out of a total population of 84,372, at least 6,537 were living 

in non-private accommodation, of whom about a thousand can be assigned 

h . 1 1 h . bl . . . 164 s h f" to ospita s, asy urns or c arita e institutions. uc a igure 

(covering nearly eight per cent of the population) scarcely conveys the 

magnitude of the housing shortage which concerned contemporaries 

regarded as the most pressing social problem. Following the 1919 

influenza epidemic (which killed 340 people in Newcastle), health 

authorities were struck by the 'wretched state of many of the houses 

. d b h b f h . ' 165 I 1 1920 occupie y t e poorer mem ers o t e community n ear y , 

Dr Robert Dick, the government medical officer of health, estimated that 

the city needed 1,200 houses to meet its immediate needs. 'It is now 

very common', he wrote, 'to find two or three families occupying premises 

which are normally suited for one. Cellars and other insanitary 
166 

tenements are now taken up for living and sleeping quarters'. He 

claimed too that sub-letting of premises was widespread. 

Overcrowding continued to be a feature of Newcastle housing 

throughout the 1920s though it was less so at the end of the decade than 

. h d b h b . . 167 h f 1 1 k d it a een at t e eginning. Moreover, ouses requent y ac e 

amenities. A list of 45 houses for rent in Hamilton submitted to the 

Board of Trade inquiry in 1920 showed that one-third did not have a 

bath. 168 Eugene McCarthy, the council valuer for the poorest suburb, 

Carrington, where two-thirds of the homes were occupied by tenants in 

1921, claimed that only one house in ten had a bathroom; he himself did 
169 not have one. 

164 NSWSR, 1920-21, pp.493, 499. 

165 Public Health Report, 1919, p.73, NSWPP, 1920, Vol. I, pp.493 ff. 

166 Quoted in NSW Board of Trade, Living Wage ... Neli)castle, 1920, p.253. 

167 Public Health Reports, 1926-29, NSWPP. 

168 Op. cit., pp.250-1. 

169 Ibid., p.105, Q.920. 
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By no means everyone lived under these conditions, but there is 

evidence that a sizeable proportion of the people did have poor living 

standards. One indicator of this is the number of rooms in private 

dwellings. The following table (1.9) compares the continued importance 

of dwellings with four rooms and less in Newcastle between 1901 and 

1933 despite the doubling of the total stock of housing. 

TABLE 1.9 Newcastle: Proportion of Occupied Dwellings with Four 
Rooms or Less, 1901, 1921 and 1933 

Number of Rooms (%) 

Year 
Total 

Dwellings 

One Two Three Four (Total) 

1901 0.7 3.2 33.9 (37.8) 10,089 

1921 0.8 2.0 5.3 27.8 (35.9) * 16,155 

1933 0.9 1.0 2.9 22.4 (27.2) 22,532 

* Source: Census. Includes tenements and flats. 

Housing inequalities reflected the size and regularity of incomes, 

and though there are indications that during the last half of the 1920s 

the opportunities for home buying in Newcastle did improve as work became 

more regular, the Australian ideal of home ownership was still beyond 

the reach of many. In 1925 the NewaastZe Sun declared: 

No man who is in regular work need pay rent unless he wishes. 
Houses may now be secured for a deposit as small as £50, and 
the instalments are little, if any, more than the amounts 
required as rent.170 

Yet for large sections of the society, work was irregular and home 

ownership difficult to achieve. 171 In 1921, 48.2 per cent of all 

l 70 NS, 15 May 1925, p.7. 

171 See Chapter 2. 



private dwellings were occupied by tenants, a figure which rose to 

49.7 per cent in 1933. 172 

44. 

External economic forces, particularly the effects of the Great 

War and the fluctuations in the fortunes of heavy industry, explain 

much of what has been outlined so far, but it must be stressed that for 

all the changes which occurred Newcastle continued to be primarily a 

city of wage earners; 87 per cent of male breadwinners in 1921 were 

1 b bl b h . . 1901 173 Th" emp oyees pro a y a out t e same proportion as in • is was 

a fact of significance in accounting for Newcastle's consistently high 

rate of infant mortality (see Figure 1.5). 

Although the figures are somewhat inflated for the 1900s (because 

of the inclusion of infant deaths of non-residents in local institutions), 

the tendency of Newcastle to have a higher rate than the State remained 

unaltered. Over the period 1901 to 1929, gastro-enteric diseases made 
174 

up from one-fifth to one-third of the causes for these deaths. The 

regularity of the contribution made by this kind of preventable illness 

to infant deaths can be linked to three interconnected material and 

social causes: bad living conditions, poverty, and the value system of 

a predominantly working class community. 

Throughout the 1900s Dr Robert Dick, the government medical officer 

of health, waged a continual fight to improve the public health of the 

Newcastle district, devoting much of his energy to sanitary reform. He 

put most of the blame for the high rate of infant mortality on an 

improper diet, specifically the general practice of feeding babies on 

cows' milk rather than human milk. The danger with cows' milk was that 

it was usually adulterated with water, a condition which lowered the 

172 Calculated from the 1921 and 1933 Censuses. In both cases the 
figures include private houses, tenements and flats; these are 
combined in the 1921 figures, but separated for those of 1933. 

173 

174 

1921 Census. Earlier censuses do not give this information for 
municipalities, but the State Electoral Rolls for 1900-1 show 
an overwhelmingly working class city. 

Based on analyses of figures given in the NSW Government Gazette 
(1901-1913) and the Pub Zic Health Reports, 1914-1929 (NSWPP). 
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nutritional value of the milk and rendered it a possible source of 
175 infection since water supplies were often less than pure. 

45. 

After the very high rates of infant deaths among Newcastle inf ants 

in 1908 and 1909, residents of the suburb of Hamilton held meetings to 

press for the establishment of a children's hospital. The idea was 

impossible to bring about because the necessary money was not available, 

but an alternative proposal for a district nurse was warmly supported 

by Dr Dick who saw 'plenty of scope' for a nurse to educate 'the poorer 

members of the community' in child care. 176 However, it was not until 

July 1914 that the McGowen Labor ~overnment set up a baby clinic in 

Newcastle with this aim. A report of its operations for its first six 

months showed that 36 per cent of the 201 infants visited were either 

wholly or partly artificially fed and there was (compared with 
177 Sydney) a high usage of 'soothing syrups' by mothers. 

Although six more baby clinics had been formed by 1925, infant 

mortality remained relatively high, a fact which the district medical 

officer of health, Dr H.G. Wallace, attributed to the social make-up of 

Newcastle: 'a large section of the population is of the industrial 

class, many of whom are unable to look after their children properly, 

h 1 . d . bl d. . ' 178 or w o ive un er unsuita e con 1t1ons • He also made a very 

important observation about differences of social class in the use made 

of the baby clinics. The technique used by the nurses who ran the 

clinics was to visit the mothers following the birth of their child, 

after which the mothers would then be invited to attend the clinic for 

continuing advice. Dr Wallace commented that though virtually all new-

175 Annual Report of the Medical Officer of Health for the Hunter River 
Combined Sanitary District, 1904, p.2. A set covering the period 
1898 to 1912 is held by the NSW Health Commission. 

176 Ibid., 1910, p.7. 

177 Pub7~n Hea 7 th Repo~t, 1914 44 5 NSWP'n 1915 1916 V 1 V &vv & ~ , pp. - , r, - , 0 • , 

pp. l ff. 

178 Minutes of Evidence of Commom.Jealth Royal Commission on Health, 
1925, p.876, Q.16753. (Held by NSW Health Commission.) 
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born infants were visited only about half of the mothers came back to 
179 the clinics 'mostly from the well-to-do classes'. 

It may be safely inferred from this that those who failed to respond 

were poorer people, who presumably continued to account for a 

disproportionate number of infant deaths. Perhaps in their failure to 

respond to the clinics can be read a working class suspicion of the 

clinics as centres of middle class values with their avowed intention 

f . . h h . 1 d d . h . 180 Th o instructing t e mot ers in persona an omestic . ygiene. ere 

thus may well have been differing cultural values associated with social 

class involved in the higher rate of infant mortality in Newcastle than 

simply the health risks of the environment. If this was so, it 

represented a definite social cost of the coming of heavy industry and 

the way it served to strengthen the proletarian section of the population. 

Heavy industry brought other social costs too, particularly a 

pronounced weakening of community ties. Evidence of this must 

necessarily be scanty, but it does exist. In 1921, the mayor of 

Newcastle City, R.G. Kilgour (1867-1938) offered this assessment of the 

social impact of heavy industry: 

ten years ago almost every one in the district was known to 
each other; but now, owing to the influx of new arrivals, 
we are living among a different class of people, and know 
about only one out of ten. 181 

This was the observation of a man who had lived most of his life in 

Newcastle. More impressionistic evidence'can be discerned in the 

Newcastle Morning Herald which seems a much more impersonal source in 

the 1920s than it had been in the 1900s. To a large extent this was 

the outcome of population growth; between 1911 and 1921 the population 

rose by 30,000 and by about 16,000 in the 1920s. 

179 b·a 6 I~ ., p.876, Q.l 753. 

180 For some observations made on the conflicts between working and 
middle class values in Australia see L. Bryson and F. Thompson, 
An Australian Newtown (Ringwood, 1972, Penguin edition), pp.306-7, 
309. 

181 NS, 27 April 1921, p.5. 
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This growth, and the upheaval caused by the economic depression of 

1922-23, worked against social cohesion and integration, causing 

F.R.E. Maulden (1891-1961), who was the tutor for the Workers' 

E9ucational Association in the Hunter valley from 1921 to 1926, to 

lament: 'Strong staying power is not a feature of the Newcastle 

industrial population in any kind of organised activity - even in its 

organised sporting life'. 182 He went on: 'Union and association 
183 meetings in all callings are extremely poorly attended'. Maulden 

was a middle class observer and his account is exaggerated in several 
184 

places• Still, he was right to draw attention to the socially 

disruptive effects of the coming of heavy industry. What also needs to 

be borne in mind is that for all the changes heavy industry brought to 

Newcastle, it remained mainly a city of wage earners and it continued to 

be a subordinate city with no real control over its economic destiny; 

on the one hand there were obvious and of ten dramatic changes and on the 

other, there was an economic and social order whose structure remained 

fundamentally unaltered. The following chapters explore aspects of this 

seeming paradox. 

182 
Maulden, Social Economics, p.196. 

183 b·a 1 I -z, • , p. 77. 

184 For example he condemned gambling (Ibid., p.196) as being highly 
prejudicial to healthy social activity though gambling had long 
been a feature of the miners' lives (see diaries of James Bell, 
Wallsend colliery manager for the period 1913-1918, held Newcastle 
Public Library); also he complained of the local 'paralysing 
indifference' to the W.E.A. though, as Maulden later acknowledged, 
under his leadership membership rose from 20 to 500, [E.G. Knox 
(ed.) Who's Who in Australia (Melbourne, 1935), p.329]. 
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2. INDUSTRIAL NEWCASTLE 

ON 2 June 1915 the Broken Hill Proprietary Company's steelworks at 

Newcastle was officially opened, a step which seemed to mark for many 

who were present a new and assured future for the city. Few in the 

1900s would have dared entertain such hopes, for that decade had been 

marked by failure. Newcastle had only just begun to recover from the 

depression of the 1890s when the simultaneous development of inland 

mining on a previously unknown scale and a rapid deterioration in local 

mining employment had seemed to herald economic collapse. Every effort 

had been made to attract secondary industry after 1908, but Newcastle 

had difficulty retaining its old industries let alone gaining new ones. 

When heavy industry did come, in the form of a steelworks and a 

government dockyard, it came suddenly and unexpectedly. Under the hot

house conditions of the Great War, Newcastle experienced an industrial 

boom which continued until 1921. This was followed by a prolonged 

depression from early 1922 to the middle of 1923. Recovery set in 

during 1924 though there was no return to the heady boom of the 

immediate post-War years. Rather, real industrial progress came to be 

centred almost wholly on the Broken Hill Proprietary Company's steel

works and its subsidiary and allied concerns. The modern dominance of 

industrial employment in Newcastle enjoyed by the Company dates from 

these years • 

Newcastle's Destiny: the Challenge of the 1900s 

Every mining centre, regardless of size, must face the day when 

further operations are impossible or unprofitable. The first signs that 

this situation faced Newcastle came in the 1880s and by 1890 one-third 

of the output of the northern coalfields came from mines outside of the 

municipalities of Newcastle. 2 It had long been known that coal and 

1 B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 1935, p.24. 

2 Mines Department Report, 1890, p.32, NSWLAV&P, 1891-2, Vol. IV, 
pp .465 ff. 
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petroleum-bearing shale existed in the hinterl.and of Newcastle, west of 

Maitland. Kerosine shale had been found at Anvil Creek (near modern 

Branxton) as early as 1864 and significant amounts of coal were being 

won from mines around West Maitland in the 1870s. Anxious to expand the 

Colony's known coal reserves to meet the demands of the economic 

expansion of the 1880s, C.S. Wilkinson, the government geologist, made a 

preliminary survey of the area west of Maitland in 1884. Unable to 

finish this work himself, he passed it to a recent appointee to the 

Mines Department, T.W.E. David, who carried out an intensive examination 

of the area. 3 The implications of David's final findings for the 

subsequent history of Newcastle were momentous. 

In August 1886 David discovered the Greta coal seam west of Maitland 

and in 1888 he conclusively established the vastness of its wealth. His 

finding was revealed to the Colony in July 1889 when the annual report 

of the Mines Department for 1888 was ordered to be printed by parliament. 

The whole report made explicit the underlying assumption about the role 

of the Mines Department in society; its task was to find a resource and 

then encourage private enterprise to exploit it. 4 David's section of 

the report was in this style. Surveying the scientific results of his 

work, he pointed out that the Greta seam was both thick and horizontal 

which would make it possible 'to exploit the coal at a comparatively 

very cheap rate', adding that the 'greater part of this country is well 
5 supplied with good timber for props and all other mining purposes'. 

To the language of science he added the inducements of a prospectus. 

David's discovery was immediately recognised as extremely valuable, 

but the adverse economic conditions of the 1890s prevented any extensive 

mining of the seam. The uncertainty of the times was demonstrated by 

the collapse in the early 1890s of the Silkstone Coal Company, 

which had been specifically formed to work the Greta seam. 6 Large-

3 
L.J. Jones, The Coal Resources of the Southern Portion of the Maitland
Cessnock-Greta Coal District (Northern Coalfield) (Sydney, 1939), 
pp.6-7. 

4 See, for example, Mines Department Report, 1884, p.148, NSWLAV&P, 
1885, Vol. III, pp.377 ff. 

5 Mines Department Report,1888, p.169, NSWLAV&P, 1889, Vol. IV, pp.299 ff. 

6 Jones, Coal Resources, p.7. 



50. 

scale mining began after new leases were taken out between April and 

June 1901. 7 In this same period, on 23 March 1901, one of the oldest 

and largest mines in inner Newcastle, the 'Borehole Pit' at Hamilton 

(opened in June 1861) finally closed down. 8 These two events signalled 

the start of a profound shift in the mining industry on the northern 

coalfield, namely the decline of mining within Newcastle and the opening 

up of new inland mines. 

For a time, Federation diverted attention from the uncertainties 

these changes implied because there was 'a widespread opinion' in the 

Newcastle district in 1900 that the new Federal government would 

introduce a national customs tariff which would equalise the economic 

d . . f f . . d . 9 con 1t1ons or manu acturing in ustries. With manufacturing put on an 

equal footing, it was widely believed that many industries would come to 

Newcastle to be close to coal supplies. Commonwealth tariff legislation 

was passed in 1902, but neither it nor the Bonuses for Manufacturers 

Act of 1908 had the desired results. General economic growth and a more 

diversified economy were the real prerequisites for industrial expansion 

rather than government action alone. Fortunately, these trends were 

becoming apparent in the New South Wales economy. The long drought 

broke in 1903 and ushered in a period of excellent seasons for primary 

industry. Against a background of an international trade revival, the 

economy began to make sustained progress. Urban growth, mainly in 

Sydney, stimulated industrial advances; indicative of the times was 

the opening of a small iron and steel works at Lithgow in 1907. 10 

Comforting as these developments were, they gave little direct benefit 

to Newcastle where the fluctuating fortunes of the coal trade made for 

·highly uncertain economic and social conditions. Between 1901 and 1905, 

the local inspector of factories and shops, Walter Burkitt, was able to 

7 
Labour Corronissioners of ,NSW Report, 1900-1, p.52, NSWLAV&P, 1901, 
Vol. VI, pp.369 ff. 

8 Australian Agricultural Company (AA Company), London Despatches, 
13 March 1902, p.104. 

9 
Factories and Shops Report, 1900, p.2, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. VI, 
pp. 711 ff. 

10 These comments are based on the lucid and comprehensive economic 
sketch of the period 1901 to 1910 in NSWOYB, 1921, pp.632-7. 



record only one relatively 'good' year, 1903, with the others being 

described as 'dull', or, in the case of 1904, as 'very bad 1
•
11 
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Secondary industry had long been seen as the eventual fate of 

Newcastle. In 1874 the Rev. J.D. Lang predicted that New South Wales 

would 'sooner or later' become 'a great manufacturing country' with 

N 1 h f · . d 12 Th. 1 h ewcast e as t e centre o its in ustry. irty years ater, t e 

Newcastle Morning Herald reluctantly agreed with critics that Newcastle 
13 had 'not made the progress that she should have'. The depression of 

the 1890s could in part be blamed for this failure, but with the 

economic upturn of the 1900s it became apparent that Newcastle was 

falling behind. In 1906 the Dapto Company established its copper 

smelting works at Port Kembla even though Newcastle had been one of the 
14 

sites earlier investigated by the Company. Two years later, the 

main part of Arnott's biscuit factory was moved to Sydney, thus 

depriving 170 men and 110 women of their jobs. 15 

Yet the greatest losses came in 1907 when many coalminers and 

their families left Newcastle to live permanently in the new inland 

mining towns, particularly Cessnock and Kurri Kurri.
16 

The move was 

long ~xpected since for the five previous years several thousand 

Newcastle miners had been living temporarily on the new coalfield and 

returning to their homes at the week-ends. Contemporaneous with this 

shift by the miners was a continued decline of mining in Newcastle; 
17 between 1905 and 1910, local mining employment fell from 3,485 to 2,459. 

11 Factories and Shops Reports, 1901-5, NSWLAV&P (for Reports, 1901-2) 
and NSWPP (for Reports, 1903-5). 

12 
Rev. J.D. Lang, An Historical and Statistical Account of New South 
Wales (2 Vols., London,1875), Vol. II, p.250. 

13 NMH, 10 July 1905, p.5. 

14 Ibid., 8 May 1906, p.6. 

15 Factories and Shops Report, 1908, p.22, NSWPP, 1909, Vol. II, pp.703ff. 

16 Ibid., 1907, p.26, NSWPP, 1908, second session, Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 

17 Calculated from employment figures for individual mines given in Mines 
Department Reports, 1905, pp.130, 132-3, 1910, pp.147, 148, 153, 
NSWPP, 1906, Vol.III, pp.493 ff., 1911, Vol. I, pp.355 ff. 
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These events caused alarm throughout the city. Recalling local feeling 

in these years, one account claimed: 

The working out of some of the collieries adjacent to Newcastle, 
and the opening of the Maitland field about [1907], afforded 
grounds for the belief in many quarters that the city would 
meet the fate of all mining towns, and that in a short period 
it would be only the shadow of its former self.18-

Tourism offered one solution to Newcastle's economic difficulties. 

In 1907 the Chamber of Commerce issued through its secretary, 

E.E. Flynn, the Tourists' Guide to NewcastZe, N.S.W. and Its Neighbourhood. 

This was not an isolated approach to the city's problems for the seaside 

municipalities had already embarked on a programme of improving their 

beaches with the aim of attracting tourists; in all they spent £5,000 

between 1905 and 1910.19 Also, in about 1907 the retailers were 

responsible for forming the Northern Tourist Association which presumably 

worked with the Chamber of Connnerce in promoting tourism though it does 

not seem to have issued any brochures. These policies attracted the 

favourable attention of a correspondent in the Sydney Morning HeraZd who 

wrote in 1910: 'The city of Newcastle ••• while not leaning towards the 

picturesque side itself, is surrounded on every hand with a wealth of 

scenic and summer pleasure resorts 1
•
20 

After mid-1908, local efforts to stimulate the tourist trade 

achieved unexpected success. One reason was recurrent good seasons 

enjoyed by farmers in northern New South Wales who shared their good 

fortune with Newcastle by coming to the district for a holiday. 21 

18 Newcastle Industrial League, Newcastie N.S. W. HistoricaZ IndustriaZ 
and Scenic (Newcastle, n.d.), p.21. This work was released in 
early 1933 (NS, 9 February 1933, p.8) and a copy is held by the ANU 
Archives (E207/1362). 

19 Sydney Morning HeraZd, 27 September 1910, Holiday Supplement (between 
pp.4-13). This gives an account of attempts to promote tourism by 
Newcastle. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Factories and Shops Reports, 1908, p.26, 1909, pp.29-30, 1910, p.34, 
NSWPP, 1909, Vol. II, pp.703 ff., 1910, Vol. I, pp.561 ff., 1911, 
Vol. I,.pp.297 ff. 
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Another reason was the railway extension and duplication works which 

began north of Maitland and which brought additional money into the 

region. With fine irony, the Newcastle tourist trade seems to have 

gained considerably from the great coal strike which lasted from 

November 1909 to March 1910. Because of the shortage of coal the strike 

caused, the Railway Commissioners were forced to cancel the customary 

cheap holiday trips from country areas to Sydney, an act which 

encouraged people to seek their holidays closer to home. 22 Many of 

those who came to Newcastle at this time returned in the following years; 

in 1911 it was reported that people from as far north as Moree 'who 

regularly spent their holidays in Sydney now come to Newcastle' •23 

As well as this up-country trade, Newcastle began to benefit from 

the growth of the inland mining towns, most of whose inhabitants 

continued to regard Newcastle as their centre of entertainment, pleasure 

and shopping. Some idea of the volume and direction of traffic between 

Newcastle and its hinterland may be gained from arrivals by train on 

New Year's day, 1913, when it was estimated that between 5,000 and 6,000 

came from the south Maitland coalfields and about 600 or 700 from 
24 Paterson and Dungog. 

Promising as the tourist traffic was, it did not develop greatly 

before 1909 and its success depended wholly on external influences. 

Faced with the crisis of the mid-1900s, particularly the loss of several 

thousand miners during 1907 and the closure of part of Arnott's biscuit 

factory, the Chamber of Commerce decided to adopt a definite policy of 

promoting Newcastle as a site for secondary industry. Accordingly, in 

August 1908, it issued a Commercial and Industrial Handbook of Newcastle 

of which 2,000 copies were printed for Australian and overseas distribution.
25 

The Handbook set forth the many advantages of Newcastle as a place for 

new secondary industries, heavily relying on the rising output of the 

22 Ib~d., 1909, pp.29-30, N.SWP'P 1910 V 1 I 561 ff ~ , , o • , PP• • 

23 Ibid., 1911, p.41, NSWPP, 1912, Vol. II, pp.109 ff. 

24 NMH, 3 January 1913, p.4. 

25 Newcastle Chamber of Commerce, Report3 1909, p.37. 
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inland collieries; it even went so far as actually to nominate two 
26 'ideal' sites for industrial development. One of these sites was a 

nine acre (3.6 hectares) block on the estate of the Dangar family, 

Mayfield, Waratah. Its small size gives an insight into the limited 

expectations of the promoters. 

They had every reason to have limited hopes, for Newcastle made 

little industrial progress in the 1900s. Only two new factories were 

set up in this period: a copper smelting plant (1907) and a nut and 

bolt factory (1908), both at Wickham; the first employed 28 men on a 

regular basis and 17 casually and the second gave steady work to 40 
27 men. A number of new concerns were established after 1910: a 

clothing factory, a shirt factory and a mineral oil refining plant were 

the gains of 1911. A second shirt factory, a fertilizer plant, a brick

works and a pottery plant followed in 1912, but none of these new 

industries employed more than 150 workers. 28 Certainly these gains 

were no match for an estimated natural increase of 10,700 in the 

population of Newcastle during the 1900s. Official figures for 

industrial employment in the Newcastle district from 1900 to 1911 show 

a rise of only 1,654, workers (from 3,813 to 5,467) and that the figure 

for 1911 was in fact less than that for 1907. 
29 

Moreover, Newcastle's 

factories tended to be either large or very small; in 1900, 77 per 

cent of the district's 369 factories employed less than ten workers; in 

1912, this figure had risen to 80 per cent although the number of 

factories stood at 589. 

On these results it was evident that the history of Newcastle in 

the twentieth century was going to be very different from what it had 

been in the nineteenth. By the end of the 1900s Newcastle was no 

26 E.E. Flynn (ed.), Corronercial and Industrial Handbook of Newcastle 
(Newcastle, 1908), p.29. 

27 NMH, 28 August 1907, p.6, 21 September 1908, p.5. 

28 Factories and Shops Reports, 1911, p.37, 1912, p.52, NSWPP, 1912, 
Vol. II, pp.109 ff., 1913, Vol. II, pp.206 ff. 

29 Ibid., 1900-11, NSWLAV&P (for Reports, 1900-2) and NSWPP (for Reports, 
1903-10). These and other figures can be found in the appendices to 
each Report. 
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longer a place where large numbers of miners lived and worked. Many 

continued to live in Newcastle, but had to seek their work outside it. 

Yet despite the heavy loss of population, the rise of the inland mining 

towns meant that Newcastle could fulfil a new function, that of a 

service city catering for an expanding hinterland. The transition was 

necessarily a painful one, but in 1911 it was the only alternative 

since the city had clearly failed to attract secondary industry on a 

scale big enough to maintain a large population. Just when the future 

was so uncertain, the designs of the Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd. 

and the ambitions of the new State Labor government intersected to make 

Newcastle the first Australian city to be based on heavy industry. 

Politics and Heavy Industry, 1911~13 

In October 1910, for the first time in the history of New South 

Wales, the Labor party, led by J.T.S. McGowen, was narrowly elected to 
30 government; only 46 seats out of a total of 90 were held by Labor. 

The victory was part of an Australia-wide swing towards Labor for the 

party had made gains in the 1909 Victorian elections and, during 1910, 

achieved office in the Commonwealth and South Australian. parliaments. 31 

In New South Wales, the new Labor government announced a policy of 

social improvement and better administration. 32 It was determined 

that the State should advance economically and one of the main policy 

features of its rule was a rapid expansion of public works on a scale 

not seen since the 1880s. This was expressed in railway extensions and 

duplications, harbour works and various forms of urban improvement, 

notably tramway building and water and sewerage schemes. 

Most of these works were financed from government loans which 

relied heavily on the British money market; between 1901 and 1910, the 

non-Labor governments of New South Wales spent a total of £26.0 million 

of loan funds on public works, about the same amount as the Labor 

30 C.A. Hughes and B.D. Graham, A Handbook of Australian Government and 
Politics, 1890-1964 (Canberra, 1968), p.440. 

31 Ibid., p.611. 

32 
NSW Parliamentary Debates (NSWPD), 1911, second series, Vol. XL, 
pp.2-5. 
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33 government spent in the four years from 1911 and 1914. Although the 

Labor party spent the larger amount of loan funds, the policy of a 

renewed expansion of public works based on loan money actually began in 
34 1909 under the government of C.G. Wade. Labor was fortunate in being 

able to take advantage of good seasons and the upturn in the international 

economy in the last part of the 1900s. The times were therefore 

propitious for a renewal of large-scale borrowing and public works 
35 spending. Although denounced as extravagent in some quarters, the 

Labor government was really only carrying out necessary development 

policies arising from the low investment levels of the 1890s and much 

of the 1900s. 36 

Of course the public works programme had other benefits. At its 

most elementary it provided work for many thousands of unskilled and 

semi-skilled workers, thereby helping to retain their electoral 

allegiance to Labor. On a regional level, the government was able to 

demonstrate a wide and effective concern for most electorates, an 

important consideration given the party's precarious hold on power. 

It provided too, an opportunity to repay those areas which had given it 

support and one of those areas was Newcastle. At the 1910 elections 

all four Newcastle seats (Kahibah, Waratah, Wickham and Newcastle) had 

returned Labor members, though the inner city seat of Newcastle had 

previously returned non-Labor representatives. 37 The McGowen government 

was sympathetic to Newcastle and demonstrated this in a number of 

practical ways. Public health services were greatly improved; a local 

abattoir board was established in 1913; a new district hospital 

building was authorised at an estimated cost of £67,000, and the first 

33 NSWOYB, 1921, pp.639-41 ('Industrial History of New South Wales, 
1910-1914 '). 

34 Ibid., 1921, p.640. 

35 See, for instance, the Bulletin, 10 October 1912, pp.8, 18, 

36 

37 

7 November 1912, p.7, where McGowen was accused of being an instrument 
of Jewish international capitalists. 

J. Rydon and R. Spann, New South Wales Politics, 1901-1910 (Sydney, 
1962), p.2. 

Hughes and Graham, Handbook of Government and Politics, pp.438, 
440. 
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local baby health clinic was set up in mid-1914. 38 
As well, Newcastle 

received a good share of the public works programme in the form of 

tramway extensions, harbour works and approval of the construction of a 

floating dock to cost £110,000. 39 

A second strand in Labor policy, and one allied to the public works 

programme, was a desire for increased government regulation of the 

economy. This could mean price-fixing (as happened with the gas 

companies .in 1912) or the setting up of State enterprises to provide 

private enterprise with competition. 40 The driving force behind these 

policies was popular resentment at rising prices and a feeling (which 

had some basis in fact) that the increases were the result of 

. 1 . f h k b 1. d rob. 41 I h. manipu ation o t e mar et y monopo ies an co ines. n t is 

context, it has to be pointed out that the problem of inflation and the 

increasing cost of living was an international one in these years with 

W k . ff . . h . 42 most estern governments ma ing e arts to come to grips wit it. 

In New South Wales, the government embarked on a policy of setting 

up State enterprises in certain parts of the economy, setting an 

example the Queensland Labor party was to follow after 1915. In 1911 a 

38 Newcastle District Abattoir Board, Annual Report, 1913, p.4 (Copy 
held by author). Report and Evidence Relating to the Proposed 
Erection of a New General Hospital at Newcastle, p.xi, NSWPP, 1913, 
first session, Vol. I, pp.699 ff. 'Public Health Report, 1914, p.44, 
NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. V, pp.l ff. 

39 Report and Evidence Relating to the Proposed Floating Dock at 
Newcastle, p.vi, NSWPP, 1913, fi~st session, Vol. I, pp.909 ff. 
Parliament approved the scheme in October 1913, but no floating dock 
was built until the late 1920s. 

4o NSWOYB, 1921, pp.646-7. 

41 Ibid., 1921, p.646. D. Coward, 'Impact of War on New South Wales, 
1914-1917', Ph.D. thesis, ANU, 1974, pp.14-17. 

42 NSWOYB, 1921, pp.636-8. Government cost of living inquiries were 
held in Australia (1910-11), U.S.A. (1910), New Zealand (1912), 
India (1912) and Canada (1915); see J. Koren (ed.), The History of 
Statistics (New York, 1918, reprinted in facsimile, 1970), pp.63, 
685, and J. Kuczynski, A Short History of Labour Conditions in 
Great Britain and the Empire, 1?50 to the Present Day (London, 1942), 
pp.147, 171, 215. 
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State metal quarry and brick works were established to be followed by a 

limeworks, a timber and joinery yard and a clothing factory in 1912; 
43 1914 saw the opening of a State bakery and a concrete plant. As the 

nature of these concerns suggest, the building industry was of prime 

importance and it was in this spirit that the government began its 

State housing estate Scheme at Daceyville, Sydney. A State coalmine 
44 and an ironworks were also planks in the Labor platform, and the 

government, undeterred by the cost of the ironworks, gave it early 

attention. In November 1910, that is within two months of his election, 

the new Labor Premier, James McGowen, went to Britain, presumably to 

arrange loans, and while there appointed Frederick W. Paul, general 

manager of the Steel Company of Scotland, to come to Australia to 
45 advise his government. Paul was made a royal commissioner on 

15 August 1911 with powers to inquire into an iron and steel industry 

for the State and the contracts the government had with G. and C. Hoskin~ 

the State's sole local supplier of iron and steel goods. He experienced 

difficulty in getting some of the detailed information necessary, 

especially from several government officials, but in October 1911 he 

delivered his report to parliament in which he supported the idea of a 

State iron and steelworks on condition it was a large one and estimated 

it would cost about £1.5 million. 46 

Pressed on many sides for development projects, the government 

was aghast at the cost which was equal to almost 40 per cent of total 

loan money spent on public works in 1910-11. The original concept of 

the 'ironworks' had been a very limited one; according to the platform 

the main purpose of the works was to provide for railway needs. This 

suggested a works on the same scale as that of G. and C. Hoskins at 

Lithgow which employed less than a thousand men. By implication, Paul's 

report condemned a State works of this size as too small to be efficient. 

43 NSWOYB, 1921, pp.646-7. 

44 Worker (Sydney), 17 November 1910, p.15. 

45 H. Hughes, The AustraZian Iron and SteeZ Industry, 1848-1962 
(Melbourne, 1964), p.61. 

46 Report of the RoyaZ Corronission on the Iron and SteeZ Industry in 
New South WaZes, p .xvi, NSWPP, 1911-12, Vol. IV, pp. 565 ff. 
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On his second task, that of assessing the quality of the iron and 

steel supplied to the government by G. and C. Hoskins, Paul found much 

to criticise and, after considering his report, the government cancelled 

its contracts with Hoskins. There was no love lost between the two 

parties for not only did Hoskins sue the government but the firm had an 

extremely bad record of industrial relations which had culminated in a 

nine month strike by the firm's workers between July 1911 and April 

1912. 47 The duration and bitterness of this strike was to have an 

important bearing on the Government's decision to increase its investment 

in a State Dockyard at Newcastle. 

While these events were taking place, the Broken Hill Proprietary 

Co. Ltd. had begun making its own moves to enter the iron and steel 

industry. In early 1912, an American expert, David Baker, was engaged 

to examine the potential for a private steel industry in Australia. 

Baker reported that the idea was feasible and recommended that the 

steelworks should be at Newcastle, the port for the nation's largest 
48 coal reserves. At this time three times as much coal as iron ore 

was needed to produce steel so it was much more important to be near 

coal supplies. 49 Newcastle had an abundant supply of water and labour 

and the Company already owned land at the northern end of the harbour, 

at Port Waratah. In 1896 B.H.P. had bought 25 acres of land in this 

area and had taken out a five year lease on another five acres of 

adjoining land in 1902, an action which raised local hopes that it was 

about to start a smelting works. 50 In May 1912, armed with Baker's 

report, the Company's general manager, G.D. Delprat, made overtures to 

the Government for assistance in setting up its steelworks. 

The Government faced a dilemma. On the one hand, a State iron and 

steelworks was part of its election policy and supported by an important 

section of the trade union movement and the party's rank and file. 

47 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, pp.53, 62. 

48 Ibid., p.63. B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 1935, pp.21-2. 

49 Op. cit., p.64. 

SO NMH, 21 March 1902, p.7. 
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Against this, there was the considerable cost involved in setting up a 

State steelworks which would necessarily divert money from other 

projects. To judge from later actions, the ministry decided to delay 

effective action on a State ironworks and to encourage B.H.P. with its 

plans. 

Evidence for this policy comes from the parliamentary record of the 

two bills pertaining to the State steelworks and that planned by B.H.P. 

The State Ironworks Bill received its first reading on 12 March 1912 and 

passed easily. Two months later, on 13 May 1912, G.D. Delprat wrote to 

Premier James McGowen telling him about the Company's plans for a steel

works; McGowen replied that any industry established in his State 
51 

would receive 'encouragement and consideration from my Government'. 

Responding to this, Delprat presented a number of concessions he wanted 

from the Government in the way of harbour dredging and land 

appropriation. On 13 July 1912 Delprat was assured that the Government 

would place 'no obstacle in the way of the enterprise' and most of the 
52 conditions he specified were agreed to. On 2 October 1912, the 

Newcastle Steelworks Bill was read in the Assembly for the first time 

and after investigation by a parliamentary select committee, it became 

law in November 1912. 

This alacrity contrasted with the State Ironworks bill which did 

not receive its second reading until 15 October 1912, that is seven 

months after its introduction. The bill was passed by the assembly the 

next day and forwarded to the Legislative Council. The Council did not 

reject the bill, but ignored it, perhaps at the behest of cabinet. 53 On 

21 August 19i3 (by which time the question was patently irrelevant) the 

51 Report and Evidence from the Select Committee on the Newcastle Iron 
and Steel Works Bill, pp.36-7, NSWLAV&P, 1912, Vol. III, pp.443 ff. 

5 2 Ibid. , p • 3 7 • 

53 See Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.66, where the 
rejection of the bill is attributed to the council; the source 
cited for this claim is H.V. Evatt, Australian Labour Leader (Sydney, 
1945), p.308, but this merely states that the bill stood little 
chance of being passed by the Council. 
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Assembly requested the Council to debate the bill. 
54 

It was still on 
55 the notice paper of the Council on 15 October 1913; thereafter it 

disappears, perhaps as a result of the general election of 6 December 

1913. Tha last official record of the bill occurs in Parliamentary 

Debates for 22 July 1914 when the Assembly, on the motion of W.A. Holman, 

the new Premier, resolved to form itself into a Committee of the Whole 

to discuss the bill at its next sitting.
56 

It never did. Further, 

the bill itself was a strange one for a government allegedly intent on 

setting up a large State enterprise for when Arthur Griffith, the 

minister for Public Works, introduced it for its second reading on 

15 October 1912 with a conspicuously sketchy speech, he was careful to 

explain that it was 'purely a machinery bill' since it made no 
. . f . f d 57 provision or requesting un s. 

These manoeuvres failed to convince the party and the Government 

was censured for its handling of the question at the annual conference 

of the party in Sydney in January 1913. The seconder of the censure 

resolution was delegate Robinson from Broken Hill where memories of 

B.H.P.'s role in the 1909 strike were still sharp. Predictably, support 

for ~.he Government came from delegate Mccredie of Newcastle who said: 

The impression at Newcastle was not that there had been an 
infringement of the rules, but that there was jealousy at 
these works being established at Newcastle and not near 
Sydney. They should recognise that the workers of Newcastle 
were entitled to some of the perks like the people of Sydney 
got. 

A h d 1 d d 'Y l . h ' 58 not er e egate respon e : ou are a ways saying t at • 

54 NSWPD, 1912, second series, Vol. I, p.822. 

55 NSW Legislative Council Votes and Proceedings, 1913, Vol. 80, p.118. 

56 NSWPD, 1914, second series, Vol. IV, p.365. There is no further 
mention of the bill after this date. 

57 Ibid., 1912, second series, Vol. XI.VII, p.2045. 

58 Both quotations are from the Worker (Sydney), 30 January 1913, 
p .17. 
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In the absence of any public evidence to the contrary, it can be 

assumed that this summed up the response of Newcastle to the prospect 

of acquiring the B.H.P. steelworks. Earlier, during the debate on the 

Newcastle Steelworks bill, Waratah council had telegraphed the select 

committee telling them of its desire to have the works. Newcastle City 

council was likewise enthusiastic about the opportunity of getting the 

steelworks though it was keen to do well from the deal. When approached 

by the B.H.P.'s general manager, G.D. Delprat, about land under its 

jurisdiction (nearly 90 acres or 36.4 hectares of swampy ground adjacent 

to the proposed site of the steelworks which had been set aside as a 

botanical reserve in 1868), the council wanted to know how much B.H.P. 

was prepared to pay for it; characteristically, Delprat replied with 

the demand that the Company wanted it for nothing. Although the council 

later acceded to this demand, the Government, the legal owner of the 

land, refused and B.H.P •. had to make some payment for it.
59 

This 

exchange was interesting for it augured the style of future relations 

between the Company and Newcastle; from the beginning it was to be a 

superior-to-inferior relationship. 

Construction of the steelworks at Waratah, on the southern bank of 

the Hunter river, began on 24 January 1913 when the first of 600 wooden 

piles was driven into the swampy land to provide a foundation. 60 What 

followed is comparatively well-known, being part of the success story 

of Australian heavy industry. What has been forgotten is the 

contemporary building of the State Dockyard at Newcastle. Unlike the 

steelworks, the Dockyard was a failure. Yet, for much of the 1920s it 

was the second largest employer in Newcastle and its existence was an 

important part of the industrial strategy of the McGowen Government. Its 

origins therefore need examination. 

61 The first Newcastle State Dockyard was very much the creation of 

one man, Arthur Griffith (1863-1946), who was minister for Public Works 

59 Report and Evidence from the Select Corrunittee on the Newcastle Iron 
and Steel Works Bill, p.10, Qs. 96, 99, NSWLAV&P, 1912, Vol. III, 
pp.443 ff. 

60 . B.H.P. Rev~ew, Jubilee Number, June 1935, p.22. 

61 The present (1977) State Dockyard dates from 1941; the first 
operated from 1914 to 1933. 
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in New South Wales from October 1910 to March 1915.62 
He was a shrewd, 

able and ambitious politician with a direct interest in the problems of 

Newcastle having held one of its State seats, Waratah, from 1894 to 1903. 

For a Government with the narrowest of parliamentary margins (46 out of 

a total of 90 seats) between 1910 and 1913, Newcastle presented a 

problem. The city was worth four seats to the Labor Government, one of 

which, the inner city seat of Newcastle, had only just been won by Labor. 

With the shift of mining out of Newcastle into the hinterland, there was 

a real possibility that these seats could be lost at a later date either 

by wholesale depopulation (which could bring an unfavourable redistrib

ution of boundaries) or by internal social changes which might drastically 

lower the number of committed working class voters. Thus Arthur 

Griffith, in his capacity as minister for Public Works, did all he could 

to direct government investment towards Newcastle. This was manifested 

in water and sewerage extensions, harbour works, renewed investment in 

the tramway system, and most of all, in the construction of a State 

Dockyard. 

The precise origins of the Dockyard are surprisingly poorly 

documented but an account given in a royal commission in 1919 was 

probably wrong in claiming that the Government did not proceed from a 
63 grand plan. The first step was taken on 30 January 1912 when 

Griffith directed his departmental engineers to visit Newcastle and 

advise on a new site for a repair workshop for dredges and small harbour 

craft. A fortnight later it was announced publicly that this work, 
64 formerly done at Sydney, would be transferred to Newcastle. This 

step seems to have marked the beginning of a significant change in 

policy. Since 1904 the Public Works department had operated a repair 

workshop at the southern end of Carrington (the Dyke) on Newcastle 

62 Biographical details supplied to me by Dr Heather Radi. 

63 Third Sectional Report of the Royal Commission into the Puhlic 
Service of New South Wales and the Administration of the Public Works 
Department (Public Works Royal Commission, 1919), pp.17-37, NSWPP, 
1919, Vol. IV, pp.97 ff. This source gives an account of the origins 
and early history of the Walsh Island Dockyard; its value lies in 
its reproduction of extracts from departmental correspondence and 
reports no longer extant. 

64 Ib·a -i • , p.18. 
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harbour; by 1913 the workshop employed 300 men so it was employer of 

some local importance. 65 Why then did Griffith want to move it? 

At first, that is up to about June 1912, the answer was that 

Griffith envisaged Newcastle handling a greater volume of repair work. 

It has to be pointed out too that the parliamentary select connnittee on 

public works was in process of taking evidence about a proposed 

floating dock for Newcastle; the report, which was favourable, was not 

presented until July 1913, but Griffith may well have anticipated it. 66 

The second reason was that from at least 27 June 1912, B.H.P. expressed 

an interest in acquiring the site of the Carrington workshops for its 

own purposes. This was further pressure to find an alternative site. 

The public works department officials were inclined to favour another 

site at Carrington, but Griffith objected and ordered them to investigate 

Walsh Island as a site for both a government dockyard and a floating 

dock. 67 At this time Walsh Island was nothing more than an expanse of 

low silt in the northern part of Newcastle harbour. It was no doubt 

favoured because it would be directly opposite the planned steelworks 

and so would be accessible by the same channel the Government was about 

to dr~dge for B.H.P. Incidentally, the timing of these moves, 

particularly the interest shown by B.H.P. in the site of the former dock 

workshop site on Carrington by 27 June 1912, gives an insight into 

Government policy which envisaged not only a steelworks but a dockyard 

of considerable size close by. 

A large State dockyard had other advantages too. It was a public 

demonstration of the Government's resolve to become directly involved 

in heavy industry, if not in the exact way intended by the Labor platform. 

When the Commonwealth government took over Cockatoo dockyards in Sydney 

for defence purposes on 1 February 1913, Griffith announced on 14 June 

June that Walsh Island was to become the centre of the State's 

shipbuilding and that the works would 'spring up like mushrooms when 

65 NMH, 7 May 1913, p.4. 

66 See p. 5 7. 

67 Public Works Royal Commission, 1919, pp.18-19. 
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the fine weather came'. 

65. 

Another advantage was that the works, if its 

facilities were extended beyond dredge repairs, could be employed in 

carrying out Government work and so could be a weapon against the 

Hoskins' ironworks. An indication of this thinking was given at a 

meeting between Arthur Griffith and a deputation from the Chamber of 

Manufacturers and the works of G. and C. Hoskins in March 1913 who were 

seeking a quick decision from the Government over the supply of cast 

iron pipes. Griffith told the deputation that the price being quoted by 

Hoskins' works was too high and that cheaper pipes could be obtained 

from South Australia. He countered objections from the deputation to 

this suggestion by saying that if Hoskins did not lower their price he 

would set up a pipe works at Walsh Island then under construction; he 

believed the additions would cost £30,000 but had no doubts they would 

pay for themselves. 69 

From mid-1912 onwards therefore, there are definite signs that the 

Government, through Arthur Griffith, had worked out a policy to promote 

heavy industry at Newcastle by actively encouraging the B.H.P. steel

works and, once that plan had materialised, to create a comprehensive 

State .. dockyard. In both cases a considerable sum of money was involved; 

between 1913 and 1919, the steelworks cost £3.25 million and over the 

same period about £845,000 in public money had been allocated to the 
70 

State Dockyard. 

Politicians rarely give frank public explanations of former actions; 

yet this is what Arthur Griffith, former State member for Newcastle, 

ex-Minister for Public Works and unsuccessful Federal candidate for 

Newcastle in 1917, did in 1919. Angered by criticism in the Australian 

Worker over his lack of support for a State iron and steel industry in 

68 . 
Ibid., p.19. 

69 NMH, 19 March 1913, p.5. 

70 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.79. Public Works Royal 
Commission, 1919, p.17. The sum for the Dockyard was made up of 
capital expenditure (£520,000), capital works (£250,000) and interest 
(£75,000); almost all of this investment came from loan funds. 
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1912, Griffith wrote a lengthy reply defending himself and arguing that 

cost alone had deterred the McGowen Government. As for Newcastle, whose 

industrial future he had done so much to shape, he had this to say: 

I still have the audacity to believe that the arrangements 
I made resulted in almost incalculable benefit to Australia 
as a whole, w:hile the establishment of these works and of 
the great Government dockyards which I established across 
the river at Walsh Island, saved Newcastle from collapse 
when the coal trade shifted to Maitland, as well as making 
our State for all time the headquarters of the iron producing 
industry of Australia, which, but for this arrangement~ might 
not have been established for a quarter of a century' .11 

The setting up of steelworks and the State Dockyard in 1912 and 

1913 meant that Newcastle was preserved as a working class city and, 

less obviously, as a Labor party stronghold; measured thus, it had been 

'saved'. By these actions Australia's first heavy industrial city was 

brought into being. 

Wartime Expansion and Boom, 1914-21 

Expectations of the eventual size of Newcastle's heavy industries 

in 1913 were limited. One politician, J.J. Cohen, believed at the end 

of 1912 that by early 1915 the steelworks would employ '500 or more'. 72 

Writing his annual report for 1912 at the beginning of 1913, the 

inspector of factories and shops in Newcastle, R.C. Huntley, noted that 
73 the steelworks were expected to employ about 1,000 men. The demands 

of the Great War caused the steelworks and the State Dockyard to undergo 

an expansion which no one could have foreseen; at the end of 1919 these 
74 two industries employed a total of 7,300 workers. The municipality 

of Waratah's Jubilee Cormnemoration issued in 1921 conveys the sense of 

71 Australian Worker (Sydney), 8 May 1919, p.20. 

72 NSWPD, 1912, Vol. XLVIII, p.2799. (J.J. Cohen, Petersham.) 

73 Factories and Shops Report, 1912, p.31, NSWPP, 1913, Vol. II, 
pp.206 ff. 

74 NMH, 17 December 1919, p.5. 
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wonder which seems to have been widely felt at the local level about 

this growth: 

Eight years ago [1913], when the Broken Hill Proprietary 
Company commenced operations at Port Waratah, the general 
public were led to believe 'that works on a large scale 
were to be established'. What that meant very few - with 
the exception of those directly connected with the under
taking - had any idea, and fewer still had the faintest 
idea that in so short a space of time an industry of such 
gigantic proportions would be established in our midst, or 
that the mosquito infested mangrove swamp of 1913 would in 
1921 be a hive of industry providing direct employment for 
5,000 men, and indirectly to many thousands more.75 

After two decades, first of depression and then of stagnation, 

Newcastle was physically and psychologically unprepared for the coming 

of heavy industry. In 1912 the factories in the Newcastle district 

employed 5, 724 workers, of whom 1, 625 (28 per cent) were employed by 

nine firms (Table 2.1, p.68). Of the 589 factories listed, 80 per 

cent employed less than ten workers. Under these circumstances it was 

only to be expected that the sudden construction of the steelworks and 

State Dockyard in early 1913 should have made such a lasting impression. 

Still, even this should not be exaggerated because the removal of the 

remains of Arnott's biscuit factory to Sydney in 1914 was regarded by 

the local government inspector of factories as 'a heavy industrial loss' 

despite the progress of the new industries; 76 in July 1914, the 

steelworks employed 1,152 men and the Dockyard 96o. 77 

The outbreak of the Great War interrupted this progress. There 

was a short-lived run on bank savings deposits and for two days, 6 and 

7 August 1914, steelworks construction was stopped; work began again 

but it was not until December 1914 that employment reached the pre-War 

• 

75 Municipality 
1921)' p.10. 
this work. 

of Waratah, Jubilee Commemoration, 18?1-1921 (Newcastle, 
The Newcastle Public Library alone holds a copy of 

76 Factories and Shops Report, 1914, p.34, NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. IV, 
pp.l ff. See also Chapter I, p.6. 

77 NSW Industrial Gazette, August 1914, p.466, October 1914, p.1277. 



TABLE 2.1 

Number of 
Factories 

2 

1 

Newcastle: Principal Industrial Employers, 1912 

Range of 
Employment 

300-399 

200-299 

Individual Factories and 
Number Employed 

Arnott's (biscuits) (306) 
Sulphide Corporation (smelting) 

(about 350) 

Probably Goninan's foundry 
(about 200) 

68. 

3 150-199 Sydney Soap and Candle works (170) 
Morison & Bearby (foundry) (154) 
Clothing factory (151) 

1 100-149 D. Cohen (clothing) (110) 

1 80-99 Mineral Oil Refinery (87) 

1 60-79 Nut and Bolt Works (76) 

Source: Factories and Shops Report, 1912 and Report of the State Labour 
Bureau, 1911-12, NSWPP. 

78 level. At first rising demands for steel rails, not defence orders, 

encouraged the completion of the steelworks and its extension beyond the 
79 original plan. One of the effects of the War was to disrupt supplies 

of steel from Europe to overseas markets and this further raised the 

demand for Australian steel. The steelworks was operating by late April 
80 1915 and had produced 87 ,400 tonnes of steel by 30 June. By 

December 1916 the steelworks, thriving under wartime conditions, employed 

2,140 men or twice the number predicted three years earlier. 81 

78 For an account of the economic dislocation caused by the outbreak of 
the War see D. Coward, 'Impact of War', pp.45-8. 

79 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.73. 

80 Ibid. , p • 7 3 . 

81 NMH, 8 February 1917, p.4. 
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Meanwhile the State Dockyard continued to receive substantial 

government investment under Arthur Griffith's policy of decentralising 
82 industry in the State. It was officially opened on 27 November 1914 

by Griffith who used the occasion to launch two ferries built at the 

works. Although only formally a section of the department of Public 

Works, the State Dockyard was by far the largest of the State's 

industrial enterprises; throughout 1915 it employed an average of more 

than a thousand men and by 30 June 1915 £265,036 had been spent on its 

construction and operation. 83 
As well as dredge repairs, the Dockyard 

started to undertake small shipbuilding and railway bridge work. 

Unlike the steelworks, the Dockyard was very vulnerable to changes 

in the political climate. It had been fostered by a Labor government, 

especially by one minister, as part of a coherent policy of economic 

intervention. Moreover, though it had obviously involved much public 

money, virtually no financial information about its operations was 

published prior to 1918; no mention at all of the Dockyard was made in 

the annual reports of the Public Works Department for 1915-16 and 1916-17 

and no statement of profit and losses appeared before 1918-19. 84 These 

facts alone subjected the Dockyard to the suspicions of the non-Labor 

parties which in any case were hostile towards such enterprises. 

Following the split in the Labor party in November 1916 in the aftermath 

of the conscription plebiscite of 28 October, a coalition of non-Labor 

and certain Labor personnel gained government in the elections of 

24 March 1917 as the Nationalists. 

In May 1917 B.H.P. approached the government with an offer to take 

a long-term lease of the State Dockyard with the subsequent right of 

purchase; 85 it was later revealed that B.H.P. had offered £1 million 

82 Ibid., 16 June 1913, p.5. 

83 Puhlie Works Royal Commission, 1919, p.20. 

84 Report of the Auditor-General: Supplementary Report, 1928-9, p.147, 
NSWPP, 1929-30, Vol. II, pp.801 ff. This source gives an annual 
statement of profit and loss for the Dockyard from 1918 onwards. 

85 Publie Works Department Report, 1917-18, pp.21-2, NSWPP, 1918, 
Vol. V, pp.763 ff. 
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for the Dockyard. At the point when the negotiations had almost 

70. 

reached a conclusion and the Government was about to rid itself of the 

Dockyard, the Federal government under W.M. Hughes intervened to seek 

full control of the works as part of its shipbuilding programme. B.H.P. 

withdrew from the negotiations and the Nationalist government tried to 

persuade the Commonwealth to take over the works. This failed though 

the Dockyard was given a contract in March 1918 to build six steel cargo 

steamers to cost a total of £154,000. The agreement enabled the Dockyard 

to work at full capacity until 1921. 

By early 1918 Newcastle had recovered from the effects of the great 

strike of August and September 1917 and entered upon a four year period 

of generally sustained economic growth which was only briefly interrupted 

by shipping strikes in 1919 and 1921. These were the years when Newcastle 

attained the status of a booming industrial city, a position it was to 

take many years to recover. Three new industries were set up in Newcastle 

in this period (see Figure 2.1). 

The first was Commonwealth Steel, a company formed by three Sydney 

firms and the Newcastle foundry of Goninan in 1917, which began producing 

axles .. and wheels for railway rolling stock in 1919. According to 

Helen Hughes, the firm chose Newcastle rather than Sydney as the site for 

its works because the Newcastle City council had offered cheaper 
87 electricity rates. By February 1922 Commonwealth steel employed 275 

88 workers. Wartime needs for wire rods caused the B.H.P. to install a 

rod mill on 8.5 hectares (21 acres) of land adjacent to the steelworks 

to produce on behalf of the Austral Nail Company. Production began in 

September 1919. The works were extended and in 1921 the interests of 

the English firm of Rylands Brothers and those of the Austral Nail Company 

were merged to form Rylands Brothers (Australia); 89 by July 1921 the 
90 firm employed 270 workers. 

86 NS, 4 August 1922, p.5 (Statement by R.T. Ball, Minister for Works). 

8 7 
Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p. 84. 

88 NSW Industrial Gazette, 31 March 1922, p.280. 

89 . 93 B.H.P. Rev-iew, Jubilee Number, June 1 5, p.120. 

90 
NSW Industrial Gazette, 31 August 1921, p.238. · 



FIGURE 2.1 

NEWCASTLE: MUNICIPAL BOUNDARIES, 1916-24 
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The third firm to be established in Newcastle in these years was 

that of John Lysaght, an English concern, which bought 24 acres (9.7 

hectares) of land in the vicinity of the steelworks in November 1914. 91 

It took no further action until 1917 when Prime Minister W.M. Hughes 

persuaded Lysaght's to build a galvanised iron factory on its land. 

Work began on the factory in 1919 and it began producing in April 1921. 

This speed was made possible through the firm's importing of 102 skilled 

E 1 . h l k d h . f ·1· 92 ng is meta wor ers an t eir ami ies. 

The War not only brought new industries to Newcastle, but stimulated 

those already there. The engineering firm of Goninan was founded by two 
93 brothers, Alfred and Ralph, at Wickham in 1899 with two employees. In 

1920 average employment was 200, twice what it had been in the 1900s when 

the demands of the inland coal mines for machinery had put the firm on a 

sound footing. By 1917 Goninan's was big enough to be one of the partners 

in Commonwealth Steel. In 1919 the firm moved from their original 2.2 

hectare (5~ acre) site to a 10.9 hectare (27 acre) site at Broadmeadow, 

Hamilton, formerly a part of the Alexander Brown estate. A comparable 

rate of expansion was also enjoyed by the foundry of Morison and Bearby 

which had been established in 1874.
94 

Throughout the greater part of 1921 Newcastle enjoyed an industrial 

boom. Unemployment at the 1921 Census (4 April) was 6.9 per cent of 

the male workforce compared with 7.6 for the State and would have been 

even lower had not the shipping strike occurred which threw hundreds out 
95 of work. The evidence of growth was undeniable; between 1912 and 

1920 the number of factories in the Newcastle district increased from 

589 to 936 and their employees from 5,724 to 12,511.
96 

Confidence was 

naturally high. G.D. Delprat, general manager of B.H.P., predicted that 

91 Daily Mirror (Sydney), 11 August 1958, p.31 (Newcastle Supplement). 

92 John Lysaght (Australia), Lysaght's Silver Jubilee, 1921-1946 (Sydney, 
1946), p.26. 

93 NMH, 18 May 1948, p.2. 

94 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p. 'Industrial'. This section has 
information on both firms. 

95 NMH, 1 April 1921, p.4. 

96 Department of Labour and Industry Report, 1920, p.133, NSWPP; 1921, 
Vol. II, pp.773 ff. 
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Newcastle would become the industrial capital of Australia and there 

d h hi ld b 97 . y f h h d seeme no reason w y t s wou not e so. et or t ose w o care 

to examine what had happened in the preceding nine years, it was 

evident that the fast industrial growth of Newcastle had been almost 

entirely a product of the unpredicted and atypical wartime demands for 

steel and ships. After mid-1920 New South Wales entered a period of 
98 worsening economic conditions and rising unemployment; 

Newcastle could not be long delayed. 

Depression, 1922-23 

the turn of 

In most Western economies the early 1920s were years of depression 

arising from the dislocation of the War. Inflation was one legacy of 

the War which governments tried to deal with by severe deflationary 

measures; unemployment was another. The British 'dole', for example, 

dates from March 192199 and in Australia unemployment insurance was 

seriously considered for the first time, though only one State, 

Queensland, introduced such a scheme in 1923. Heavy industry was 

part1:.cularly hard hit by the slump. Among allied countries a consider

able growth of heavy industry had taken place to compensate for the 
100 interruption of European output caused by the War. Within Europe, 

notably in France, new steelworks had been built to take the place of 

those captured by the Germans; like the steelworks of Belgium (which 

had to be virtually rebuilt after the War), these new plants were more 

efficient than those built before the War.
101 

The combination of over

capacity and increased efficiency produced a glut of cheap European 

steel which threatened to swamp the Australian industry without 

97 Australasian (Melbourne), 16 October 1920, p.827. 

98 NSUQYB, 1921 654 5 YY' t pp• - • 

99 C.L. Mowat, Britain Between the Wars (London, 1955), pp.127-8. 

100 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.85. 

lOl D.S. Landes, The Unbound Prometheus (Cambridge, 1969), pp.461-2. 
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102 
government protection. Similarly, the shipbuilding industry, which 

had been expanded in many countries to counter the wartime losses, 

faced a situation of grossly excess capacity with the end of the War. 103 

On top of these international difficulties, Australian industry had its 

own special problems. It was small by world standards so that economies 

of scale were harder to achieve and as C.B. Schedvin has pointed out, 

industrialisation in Australia took place at a time of relatively high 

average incomes, which, together with the smallness of the internal 

market, raised costs, thereby reducing funds for investment in new plant 
104 and restricting industrial growth. Hence the obsession with costs 

by B.H.P. throughout the 1920s. 

These local and international economic difficulties were 

progressively reflected at Newcastle. First to be affected was the 

State Dockyard. After the launching of the Eromanga, the last of the 

six cargo vessels ordered by the Commonwealth government, on 12 March 

1921, large-scale shipbuilding at Newcastle ceased; by June the work-

f 1 . h d d . h 2 000 l" 105 
orce was on y JUSt over a t ousan compare wit , a year ear ier. 

Ferry contracts were obtained, but from this time onwards the future of 

the Dockyard was uncertain. The steelworks had problems too. The works, 

which had been expected to employ only about a thousand men before the 

War, employed 5,163 on 30 October 1921 and had been employing an average 

f 4 000 f h . . h l06 Th f o over , or t e previous nineteen mont s. e un oreseen 

expansion brought by the War had created a sprawling, and, by the 

standards of the late 1920s, a relatively inefficient plant. Apart from 

102. • Op. c~t., pp.86-7. 

103 E. Wilkinson, The Town That Was Murdered (London, 1939), p.133 and 
her chapter 9 generally. 

104 C.B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression (Sydney, 1970), 
p.50. 

105 Public Works Department Report, 1921, p.80, NSWPP, 1921, Vol. III, 
pp.677 ff. Employment by the Dockyard had been reduced by an 
industrial dispute, but even taking this into account, the fall in 
the workforce in 1920-1 was about 650; this was calculated from 
monthly reports in the NSW Industrial Gazette. 

106 Calculated from monthly reports in the NSW Industrial Gazette and 
NMH; I have been unable to find figures for June 1920 and January 
and February 1921. 



the interruptions of strikes, the works had operated at the maximum 

capacity possible to fulfil wartime and post-War needs; there had 

been simply no time to plan for an overhaul of plant operations. 
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Far worse than these local problems was the swift deterioration 

in international conditions for steelmaking, a situation discovered by 

two officials of B.H.P. (Essington Lewis, assistant general manager, 

and Harold Darling, a director), who visited steel producers in the 
107 United States and Europe between April 1920 and February 1921. 

Lewis's criticisms of the expansionist programme laid down for the 

Newcastle works by G.D. Delprat were accepted by the Company and on 

25 February 1921, Lewis replaced Delprat as general manager. Where 

possible, plans for expanding the works were shelved. 

At first the new administration had no effect on the number of 

men employed who numbered nearly 5,000 during most of 1921. But from 

late November onwards, Newcastle began to sink into a depression. The 

first sign of this was the announcement that between 200 and 300 mill 

workers and 100 yard labourers were to be paid off. 108 This caused 

no alarm since it had been customary for the steelworks to close over 

the Christmas and New Year holiday period. Two days before Christmas 

1921, the really bad news came; the Melbourne head office of B.H.P. 

announced that not only was the usual holiday closure to take place 

but that employment was to be slashed from 5,500 to between 1,500 and 

1,800. 109 Work was not to be resumed until the end of January 1922. 

The reasons given for the decision were: the high price of coal, 

excessive wages and lack of orders. 

The actions of B.H.P. reflected the generally depressed state of 

the New South Wales economy. Wholesale and retail prices reached their 

peak at the end of 1920 and fell steadily thereafter; by July 1922 they 

107 G. Blainey, The Steel Master (Melbourne, 1971), pp.63-4. 

108 NMH, 26 November 1921, p.7. 

l09 Ibid., 24 December 1921, p.7. The figure of 5,500 is almost 
certainly inflated. Monthly reports in the N.S.W. Industrial 
Gazette show that the highest number employed during 1921 was in 
October when the steelworks was reported to have 5,163 workers. 
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were 30 per cent below the peak period of 1920. The Board of Trade, an 

arm of the State's arbitration machinery, attempted to adjust wages 

in response. In October 1921, the 'living wage' was reduced from 

£4.5 shillings to £4.2 shillings and then to £3.18 shillings in May 
110 1922, a total reduction of 8.2 per cent. The Labor government 

refused to carry out these reductions and the task was left to the 

National-Progressive government which ruled the State from March 1922 

to mid-1925. A policy of retrenchment and deflation was undertaken. 

The 48 hour week was reintroduced, replacing the 44 hour week which had 

been instituted in 1920. Welcome as these policies must have been to 

B.H.P., they could not improve the unfavourable outlook for steel in 

the world economy. 

By the end of December 1921 the steelworks's workforce had been 

more than halved, from 4,735 to 2,020. On 14 January 1922, the Melbourne 

head office announced that the works would partly re-open on the 18th 

1 d b f . . k 111 to comp ete or ers ut gave no assurance o continuing wor • 

Employment at the end of January was 2,418 though not all were fully 

employed. About 2, 700 men were still at work for another two months, 

until, in early March, the Company made it known that the works would 

1 . f f' ks 112 h 1 f' d c ose in our or ive wee • T e c osure was not con ine to 

Newcastle for in mid-February 1922 the Lithgow works closed for a time 
113 

because of lack of orders. 

Since the decision to keep the Newcastle steelworks closed was 

made on the advice of Essington Lewis,114 a man with a hatred for 

waste and a passion for efficiency, the overriding reason for the 

decision was probably the opportunity it offered to carry out overdue 

llO NSWOYB, 1921, pp.667-8. 

111 NMH, 16 January 1922, p.4. 

112 Ibid., 3 March 1922, p.4. 

113 NS, 17 February 1922, p.6. 

114 Blainey, Steel Master, p.67. 
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plant improvements. This accounts for why the works employed an average 

of 900 men between June 1922 and March 1923 although no steel was 

produced. 

Much was accomplished: a new metal foundry was constructed, one of 

the blast furnaces was relined, the open hearth furnaces were rebuilt and 

h d d bl ·11 d ff. . 115 0 h . t e ro an oorn Illl. s were ma e more e icient. t er improvements, 

including a review of management, were carried out with the result that 

the steelworks operations were streamlined. Difficulties with the coal 

industry made B.H.P. determined to secure its own supplies. To this end 

the Company undertook 'an exhaustive' survey of the northern coalfield 

in 1922; in 1925 work on sinking shafts for the Company's collieries of 
116 Elrington and John Darling was under way. Given the anarchic 

condition of the coal industry in the 1920s this policy was virtually 

forced on B.H.P. 

The steelworks reopened in March 1923 on the terms laid down by the 

Company, namely a 48 hour working week, wage reductions and lower coal 

prices. The combination of relatively uninterrupted working periods, 

and, perhaps more importantly, of the technological improvements carried 

out d~ring the 1922-23 closure, made the works much more productive than 

they had been before (Table 2.2). The comparison between output of 

steel per worker in 1929 and 1921 is instructive. Official figures show 

the workforce was smaller in the 1920s than it had been in the immediate 

post-War years; there is evidence too that apart from casual labour, it 

was a more stable workforce. 117 The social implications of these 

changes are examined in the following chapter. 

These years were also troubled times for Newcastle's second largest 

employer, the State Dockyard. With the cessation of the Commonwealth 

shipbuilding programme in March 1921, the Dockyard soon faced a difficult 

situation of high costs and lack of orders; between 1921-2 and 1922-3 

it incurred losses amounting to £85,665 compared with a total profit of 

115 Ibid., p.67, Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.98. 

116 Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd., Progress, 1885-1935 (Newcastle, 
n.d.), n.p. B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 1935, pp.114, 116. 

117 Mauldon, Social Economics, pp.121-2. 



TABLE 2.2 

Year 
Ending 
31 May 

1921 

1922 

1923 

1924 

1925 

1926 

1927 

1928 

1929 

B.H.P. Steelworks: 

Average 
Employment 

4,674 

3,512 

1,583 

4,235 

4,675 

4,329 

4,122 

3,965 

3, 797 

Productivity, 1921-29 

Output per Head (tons) 

Steel Pig Iron 

44.7 48.8 

62.6 66.9 

33.5 39 .1 

67.3 72.2 

70.8 76.8 

74.8 76.9 

85.9 83.4 

90.5 84.0 

98.5 86.9 

Source: Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, pp.195, 197. 
Employment averages derived from monthly reports in NMH 
(1920-1) and NSW Industrial Gazette (1921-29). 
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£60,458 won between 1918-19 and 1920-1 as a result of the sale of 
118 structural steel on the very high post-War market. On 4 August 1922 

the new Nationalist-Progressive State government of Sir George W. Fuller 
119 announced that the Dockyard was up for sale. Some tentative inquiries 

were made, but no offers were made and the proposal had lapsed by the end 

of January 1923. By this time the Dockyard workforce had fallen to less 

than a thousand or only half of what it had been at the height of the 

post-War boom in 1919. 120 What happened to both the steelworks and the 

118 Report of the Auditor-General: Supplementary Report, 1928-9, p.147, 
NSWPP, 1929-30, Vol. II, pp.801 ff. 

119 NS, 4 August 1922, p.5. 

120 NMH, 17 December 1919, p.5, NSW Industrial Gazette~ 28 February 1923, 
p.516. Between 1921 and 1926 the Gazette gives only monthly variations 
in the Dockyard workforce; a series giving the total workforce 
begins in December 1925 (Gazette, 31 July 1926, p.6). Together, the 
two series give monthly totals from 1921 onwards. 
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State Dockyard in the period 1922 to 1923 was a grim reminder to Newcastle 

that international economic trends did not necessarily favour heavy 

industry. 

Consolidation, 1924-29 

With the re-opening of the steelworks Newcastle began to recover 

slowly from the economic and social catastrophe which had developed in 

late 1921, though it was not until the end of 1923 (when employment at 

the steelworks again exceeded 4,000) that the city started to participate 
121 

in the general upswing in the New South Wales economy. Several new 

firms came to Newcastle in this period. In 1927 the Australian General 

Electric Company moved its works from Melbourne to Newcastle because it 

source of its steel supplies; by 1929 it wanted to be close to the 
122 employed 180 workers. Peters' Ice Cream also set up a factory in 

Newcastle in 1927.123 Other concerns appeared as a result of the 

widespread use of electricity and the motor car. 
124 

Yet the dominant feature of Newcastle's industrial history between 

1924 and 1929 was consolidation not expansion. Employment by six large 

local-· firms was relatively stable in these years and tended to fall 

below the levels reached between 1919 and 1921. The influence of B.H.P. 

grew in this period until it gained unshakeable hegemony among Newcastle 

employers. In 1923 B.H.P. was instrumental in setting up the Australian 

Wire Rope Works Pty. Ltd. (in conjunction with the English firm of 

Bullivant and others) which began production in 1925.125 The closure 

of the steelworks in 1922-3 put much pressure on the other smaller 

companies, creating a situation whereby B.H.P. was able to acquire a 

121 NSWOYB, 1928-9, pp.812-5. 

122 NS, 24 March 1928, p.4. City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 'Industrial'. 

123 A. Pratt (ed.), National Handbook of Australia's Industries (Melbourne, 
1934)' p.202. 

124 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p. Advertisements Section. 

125 B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 1935, pp.145-6. 



controlling interest in Ryland's wire works (1925) and Lysaght's 

galvanised iron factory (1929). 126 
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The only other employer which could have made any kind of challenge 

to B.H.P. was the State Dockyard but it faced problems of survival let 

alone expansion. After the failure of the Fuller government to sell the 

Dockyard in 1922, the works was gradually converted into a general 

engineering concern. Instead of ships, the Dockyard gained contracts 

for steel railway carriages (363 were built between 1926 and 1929), 
127 bridges, cast iron pipes, cranes, punts.and dredges. Notwithstanding 

this diversification, the Dockyard incurred a net loss of £140,850 

between 1923-4 and 1926-7. 128 Management responded to these losses by 

arguing that they lowered the State's costs by providing competition to 

private enterprise and by assisting local manufacturers; railway 

carriages, for example, had hitherto been imported. The future of the 

Dockyard was by no means a hopeless one, but it was dependent upon 

continuity of large orders and on good management if it was not to be a 

conspicuous drain on State resources. Unfortunately, the State's 

industrial development was not advanced enough to give the Dockyard the 

run of large orders if needed to ensure its efficiency. This meant that 

virtually all the work done by the Dockyard was for government or semi

government bodies; 129 in short, the Dockyard was utterly dependent 

upon public works loan money, hardly a firm foundation for a confident 

future. The social consequences of this fact were unpredictable work 

periods and persistent unemployment; by the mid-1920s the workforce 

only averaged 650. 

Events took a turn for the better in April 1925, when the Prime 

Minister, S.M. Bruce, announced that the Commonwealth government was 

prepared to give a subsidy of £120,000 towards the building of a floating 

126 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.83. 

127 Public Works Department Reports, 1924-29, NSWPP. 

128 Reports of the Auditor-General, 1928-31, NSWPP. 

129 b'1 . ks 6 92 Pu v~c Wor Department Report, 1926-7, p. 1, NSWPP, 1 7, Vol. III, 
pp. 79 ff. 



130 dock at Newcastle to be met out of defence expenditure. 
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A floating 

dock to cost £110,000 had been approved by the State parliament in 

October 1913, but had not been built no doubt because of wartime 

pressures on resources. With the offer of help from the Commonwealth, 

the State Labor government of J.T. Lang finally agreed in early January 

1926 to proceed with the floating dock, to the jubilation of the skilled 

metal workers at Newcastle. W.F. Read, secretary of the Boilermakers' 

Society, believed the decision would 'make Walsh Island a paying 
131 proposition and a permanent source of employment'. Peter Connolly 

(1890-1959), secretary of the Federated Ironworkers' Association, called 

the decision 'the finest New Year's gift possible for Newcastle' •
132 

Work proceeded and four years later, on 2 July 1930, the floating dock 

was ready for use. It had a capacity of over 15,000 tonnes and had cost 

a total of £500,438 of which £365,438 had been met by the New South Wales 
133 government and the remaining £135,000 by the Commonwealth. 

The construction of the floating dock and the increased flow of 

government work to the Dockyard between 1927-8 and 1929-30 produced a 

three year run of profits which amounted to £67,059 and gave fairly 

steady work to almost 2,000 men. This apparent return to the good years 

just after the Great War abruptly came to an end in late 1928. As the 

supply of loan money started to dry up, so did government orders. The 

Dockyard entered a downward spiral of falling orders, declining cost

efficiency and rapidly mounting losses; in its last two years of 

operations, 1930-1 and 1931-2, the Dockyard lost £145,959. At the State 

elections of 11 June 1932 the Lang Labor government was defeated and a 

coalition of the United Australia Party and the Country Party assumed 

office under the premiership of B.S.B. Stevens. The non-Labor parties 

had never favoured the Dockyard; they had tried to sell it in 1917 and 

1922 and during an unsuccessful strike by Dockyard boilermakers over 

l 30 NMH, 9 April 1925, p.4. 

131 NS, 8 January 1926, p.5. 

132 Ibid. 

133 Report of the Auditor-General: Supplementary Report, 1929-30, p.171, 
NSWPP, 1930-32, Vol. II, pp.767 ff. 



81. 

piecework in 1928, the leader of the Nationalist-Country Party government, 

T.R. Bavin, again raised this possibility. 134 They needed little 

encouragement to carry out this threat. The Stevens government won power 

on a platform of retrenchment and sought to put this policy into effect. 

The news from the Dockyard was bleak. The annual report of the 

Public Works Department for 1931-2,presented to parliament on 

29 November 1932, openly admitted that the works was unable to pay its 

way because of lack of orders. 135 Two weeks later parliament received 

the annual report of the Auditor-General in which the losses for the 

Dockyard in 1931-2 were put at £87.,000 and its total public debt at 

almost £1.4 million. 136 

Opinion in Newcastle soon drew the conclusion that the government 

intended to sell the Dockyard. Rumours circulated that B.H.P. might buy 

the works as it had negotiated to do in 1917, but the Company denied 
137 these reports. On 6 February 1933 a deputation from Newcastle was 

informed by the Secretary of Public Works, R.W.D. Weaver, that the losses 

incurred by the Dockyard had to cease and, accordingly, that it was up 
138 for sale. . Employment at the Dockyard stopped at the end of February 

1933 when 337 men were laid off. Finding no buyers for the works, the 

Public Works Department began dismantling it for rebuilding at Carrington 

at the other end of the harbour with the aim of carrying out repair work.139 

Thus the works returned to its pre-1913 site and function. A second 

State Dockyard was built by the McKell Labor government in 1941 to meet 

134 Official Year Book of the Corrononwealth of Australia, No. 22, 1929, 
p.558. 

135 Public Works Department Report, 1931-2, p.46, NSWPP, 1932-3, Vol. I, 
pp.593 ff. 

136 Report of the Auditor-General: Part II, 1931-2, pp.186-7, NSWPP, 
1932-3, Vol. II, pp.721 ff. 

137 NS, 24 January 1933, p.5. 

138 Ibid., 6 February 1933, p.l. 

139 
NMH, 12 July 1933, p.6. 



wartime needs and to re-establish shipbuilding permanently at 
140 Newcastle. By the late 1950s the Dockyard employed almost 2,000 

141 
workers, that is about the same number as Walsh Island had 

82. 

employed in 1919-20 at the height of the postwar shipping boom, so its 

relative importance as an employer was much less given that the 

population of Newcastle had grown two and a half times in the same 

period, from 84,000 to 208,000. 

The decline of the State Dockyard throughout the greater part of 

the 1920s, the social upheaval caused by the lengthy closure of the 

steelworks in 1922-3 and the general failure of industrial employment to 

expand after 1923, led local leaders to seek a salvation in attracting 

more industry to Newcastle. This was the policy adopted by Morris Light 

(1855-1929), a leading local businessman who undertook a world tour 

during 1923. While in the United States, he was told by the Australian 

Trade Commissioner that Henry Ford was contemplating setting up a car 

factory in Australia and that Newcastle was a possible site for it. 

L~ght was unable to see Ford personally to plead the case for Newcastle, 

but he was able to visit Fordts factory and was most impressed. Later 

he was told that the strike of the northern coalminers, which lasted 

from April to July 1923, had discouraged Ford from considering Newcastle 
142 as a site for his factory. 

On his return to Australia, Light urged the Newcastle City council to 

indicate the advantages of Newcastle to the Ford Company. Members.of 

the City council approached Ford's representative in Australia, a 

Mr French, and explained their case. French claimed he knew nothing of 

the scheme though promised to do his best on their behalf. 143 Newcastle 

was not the only place lobbying for the Ford factory. A few days after 

the meeting between the City council representatives and Mr French, the 

140 Greater Newcastle City Council, Newcastle, 150 Yea.rs, 1797-1947 
(Sydney and Newcastle, 1947), p.70. 

141 o. Ziegler, Symphony on A City (Sydney, 1958), p.88. 

142 NS, 4 January 1924, p.5. 

143 b.d 4 I~ ., 11 January 192 , p.5. 
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Illawara Chamber of Commerce made it known that they too wanted a factory, 

a reminder to Newcastle of the potential competition of Wollongong as an 

alternative industrial centre.
144 

As it happened, both parties were to 

be disappointed; Geelong was to have the factory. 

The comparatively prosperous conditions enjoyed between 1925 and 

1929 reduced active support for a policy of bringing more industry to 

Newcastle. On 25 August 1927 the Newcastle City council initiated the 

formation of the Newcastle Development League whose aim was to entice 

manufacturing concerns, particularly British ones, to the city. 145 The 

League lasted three months and was then disbanded, its functions being 
. 146 

absorbed by the all-purpose Newcastle Betterment Board. A successor 

to the League was formed in the early 1930s in response to the Depression 

but it had no more success than its 1920s counterpart. One reason for 

the failure of these bodies was the fragmented character of local 

government in Newcastle. There were eleven municipal councils and it 

was difficult for any general policy to be supported by them all. After 

the amalgamation of the councils in 1938, a policy of active encourage

ment of new industry was adopted and has been consistently followed since 

1945. 147 

Pollution and Power 

When Newcastle Chamber of Commerce issued its Corronercial and 

Industrial Handhook of Newcastle in 1908 with the express aim of 

publicising the advantages of the city as a site for secondary industry, 

it recognised that such a policy would, if successful, involve environ

mental costs and possibly conflict with the Chamber's other aim of 
148 

tourist promotion. It answered this problem thus: 

144 Ibid., 16 January 1924, p.6. 

145 NMH, 26 August 1927, p.6. 

146 Ibid., 9 December 1927, p.5. 

147 Newcastle Council, Newcastle, 150 Years, pp.20-1. See Chapter 7 for 
an account of how the city's municipalities were amalgamated in 1938. 

148 See pp.52-3. 



The question may arise in the minds of some 'Why do you strive 
to induce people to come to your district and mar the scenes of 
beauty and interest you describe, with the smoke and roar o.f 
foundries and factories?' The answer ••• is that ••• the 
claims of aestheticism must give way to the material wants of 
mankind, and a place so evidently intended to be a manufactur
ing centre as Newcastle is, cannot expect, even if it wished, 
to evade the destiny mapped out for it'.149 
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The quotation is misleading for it suggests that Newcastle did not already 

have a significant pollution problem. 

Coalmining was by its very nature a dirty industry at every stage 

of its extraction, handling and consumption. Joseph Parry remembered 

Newcastle in 1859 as a place where 'the streets were strewn with coal 

d 11 d d d ' l 50 I 1900 h h d h ust a ay an every ay • n w en t ere seeme t e 

possibility of new industries coming to Newcastle in response to the 

economic effects of a Federal tariff, the State's chief inspector of 

factories and shops listed the abatement of 'the smoke nuisance' as one 

of the problems which would face an industrial Newcastle. 151 This 

overlooked the industrial pollution which already existed for in 1901 a 

State government tourist guide wrote of the northern suburbs Wickham and 

Waratah: 'Soap and cordial manufacturers, saw-mills and wool-washing 

establishments find a home in this neighbourhood, and the great furnaces 

of the Hunter River copper works hold up their streamers of smoke and 

flame' . 152 In 1910 a correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald in 

Newcastle complained of 'the abundance of coal-dust and smoke which is 

in evidence on a windy day•. 153 The problem had become worse by 1913 

when the parliamentary standing committee on public works conducted an 

inquiry to decide upon a new site for Newcastle district hospital to 

149 E.E. Flynn (ed.), Commercial and Industrial Handhook of Newcastle 
(Newcastle, 1908), p.9. 

150 NS, 10 June 1921, p.5. 

151 
Seep. 50. 

152 NSW Government Printer, Picturesque New South Wales (Sydney, 1901), 
p.84. 

153 Sydney Morning Herald, 27 September 1910, Holiday Supplement (between 
pp.4-13). 
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replace the old City building which had been declared obsolete eight 

years earlier. The committee considered ten alternative sites in the 

suburbs of which seven were rejected because they were either swampy or 

suffered from the 'smoke nuisance' which the connnittee specifically 

attributed to the railways, the trams and the factories. 154 The committee 

thereupon decided to build the new hospital on the old site at the 

eastern end of Newcastle City municipality. 

Heavy industry thus aggravated a situation which, even by 1913, was 

noticeably bad. From this point on though it becomes difficult to find 

contemporary criticism about industrial pollution. Business welcomed 

heavy industry and workers were only too glad to accept its jobs; 

pollution was of little concern. For the Newcastle Morning Herald, the 

largest local newspaper with audited daily sales of 23,433,155 the 

steelworks was the supreme symbol of the progress of Newcastle and its 

pollution was beyond criticism. The Sydney-owned Hewcastle Sun, which 
156 

had daily sales of about half those of the Herald, was prepared to 

discuss the problem. 

'Smoke pours from the factory and workshop, unchecked, and hangs 

over -the city and suburbs like a pall. Day and night the Steel Works 

and subsidiary industries contribute to the great cloud which vitiates 

the atmosphere and chokes the nostrils'. 157 That was how the Sun saw 

Newcastle at the height of the post-War industrial boom. Always seeking 

to be helpful, the Sun followed its criticism with a solution: it 

advocated filtering devices attached to the smoke stacks - 'even the 

Steel Works smoke can be caught in containers and used as power. All 

that the civic authorities need do is to enforce [the] by-laws demanding 

154 Report and Evidence Relating to Proposed Erection of a New General 
Hospital at Newcastle, pp.xi-x, NSWPP, 1913, first session, Vol. I, 
pp.699 f. 

155 NMH, 14 April 1921, p.6. 

156 
In 1926 the Newcastle Sun gave its daily sales as 25,000 or double 
what they had been 'several' years earlier. 

157 NS, 28 March 1921, p.3. 
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that smoke containers be used and this pest would disappear•. 158 Alas, 

it was not that easy. 

Fifteen months later when the steelworks were closed and the people 

of Newcastle were suffering deprivation without parallel since the 1890s, 

the Sun made this response to an optimistic rumour: 'It will be a glad 

day when the reverberating rumble of the rolling mills is heard again 

from Port Waratah, where now smokeless stacks arise from a dead city of 

steel, and thousands of depressed men eat the bread of idleness•. 159 

Here was the problem encapsulated: no pollution, no work. 

With small concerns action could be taken to reduce pollution. In 

1926 for example, Mrs C. Lamb and 32 other residents from New Lambton 

complained to the council about pollution from Goninan's engineering 

works at Broadmeadow, Hamilton. 'Apart from the smoke, which, it was 

declared, descended like a cloud, the soot came 

it almost useless to wash clothes and hang them 

council, anxious to promote the municipality as 

down in flakes, making 
160 out to dry' • The 

.d . 1 161 a resi entia area, 

resolved to put into effect the ordinance dealing with pollution from 

chimneys under the 1919 Local Government Act. 

Most other Newcastle councils were not so well placed. On 27 July 

1927 Wickham council approved a request by the Vacuum Oil Co. to build 

a railway track and pipeline across two streets. Three aldermen, 

J.L. Fegan, A.B. Colley and J.H. Kirk, objected. John L. Fegan (1862-

1932), one of the original Labor parliamentarians elected in 1891, 

believed their approval would recreate the problem Hamilton council had 

with the British-Australian mineral oil refinery, which he said had 

poisoned nearby residents when it operated between 1911 and 1914. In 

158 Ibid. 

159 Ib~d., 20 1922 5 ., June , p •• 

160 Ibid., 12 August 1926, p.9. 

161 The council had the heights of New Lambton declared a 
area' on 30 May 1924 in order to exclude industries. 
Government Gazette, 1924, Vol. II, pp.2536-7. 

'residential 
NSW 
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reply, alderman L. Grahame said: 'If we stand in the way of progress we 

"11 1 1 "d" 1 ' 162 Th d f wi eave ourse ves open to ri icu e • ere seeme no way out o 

the dilemma. 

With the revival of heavy industry in the late 1930s, pollution 

again reappeared as an important environmental problem. In 1937 it was 

claimed: 'a great many Newcastle people, especially those living near 

h f h k . 1 d h . . d ' 163 t e seats o t e smo e nuisance, scarce y are open t eir win ows • 

In her novel Southern Steel which is set in Newcastle in 1942-3, Dymphna 

Cusack described the result of an industrial city working to full 

capacity to meet wartime needs: ''J'he sprawling city looked deceptively 

quiet under its workaday haze. The luminous clouds that rose above the 

k ks f h 1 ks h d "bl ' 164 N smo e-stac o t e stee wor s owe no percepti e movement • ot 

until the 1950s, by which time pollution had assumed crisis proportions, 

was a determined effort made to reduce it.
165 

Pollution was not simply an environmental problem arising from the 

operations of heavy industry, it was a symbol of B.H.P.'s economic power 

in the city. It is significant that councils only acted against small 

concerns when they polluted, not against the larger concerns, particularly 
166 

the largest of them all, the B.H.P. steelworks. There was too the 

problem of dealing with guilty government departments such as the railway 

department which was openly criticised but to no avai1. 167 B.H.P.'s 

immunity rested nakedly on its power as an employer. In its handbook, 

162 NS, 28 July 1927, p.9. 

163 Ibid., 19 October 1937, p.6. 

164 

165 

Dymphna Cusack, Southern Steel (London, 1953), p.7. 

Australian Financial Review, 16 April 1973, Newcastle Supplement, 
p.8. This source has photographs comparing pollution in the inner 
city in 1951 and 1971. 

166 NS, 11 April 1918, p.2 (Hamilton council and Mcintyre's flour mill), 
NMH, 10 January 1919, p.4 (Carrington council and the foundry of 
Morison and Beaby). 

167 NS, 8 September 1926, p.6. 



88. 

Progress, 1885-1935, issued to commemorate both the Company's jubilee 

and the twentieth year of steelmaking in Newcastle, the Company gave its 

total Newcastle workforce as 7,640 men who worked either in the steel

works (4,700) or in one of the four subsidiary companies or in the two 

Company coalmines. 

Allowing for the dependent families of these men, the B.H.P. 
Coy.'s Steelworks directly supports 22,920 souls. If the 
indirect employment in conunerce, and avenues which depend on 
the expenditure of Steelworks wages is taken into account, 
it may be said that approximately 36,880 people in the 
Newcastle district, or 35 per cent of the population of 
105,000, depend on the Steelworks for a livelihood.168 

Table 2.3 gives a sununary of the economic power of B.H.P. in Newcastle in 

1935. Against such power who was going to challenge the Company about 

pollution? The economic dominance of B.H.P. had its origins in the 

TABLE 2.3 B.H.P. Companies in Newcastle, 1935 

B.H.P. and Subsidiary or 
Associated Companies 

Steelworks (1915) 

Rylands Bros. (Aust.)(1925) 

Lysaght Bros. (1929) 

Conunonwealth Steel (1935) 

B.H.P. By-Products (1924) 

Port Waratah Stevedoring Co. (1923) 

Australian Wire Rope Pty. Ltd. (1923) 

Stewarts and Lloyds (1929) 

Totals 

Number 
Employed 

4,671 

875 

1,200 

400 

55 

280 

76 

436 

7 ,993 

Source: B.H.P., Progress, 1885-1935 (Newcastle, 1935), n.p. 

Average 
Weekly 
Wages 

£23,890 

3,850 

5,000 

2,500 

270 

830 

312 

1,812 

£38,464 

168 Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd., Progress, 1885-1935 (Newcastle, 
n~d.), n.p. 
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Company's increased efficiency in the 1920s as a steelmaker, an 

advantage which enabled it to take over its competitor, Australian Iron 
169 and Steel at Port Kembla in 1935, but the Company's use of its power 

in Newcastle had been evident long before this date. A case in point 

was the ten year dispute between the Company and the Hunter District 

Water Board over the cost of water. 

By 1915 it was obvious that the Newcastle district needed a second 

water supply to cope with the needs of heavy industry (which consumed 

40 per cent of local water supplies) and the resultant population growth. 

Therefore in 1916 parliament approved of the Water Board's Chichester 

dam scheme. But B.H.P. did not take kindly to the idea. It felt it 

already paid too much for its water. Giving evidence before the committee 

inquiring into the scheme in September 1915, G.D. Delprat had this to 

say: 

Q.2832. What is your Company prepared to pay for water? 
As little as possible. 

Q.2833. Nothing if possible? Yes if you are agreeable. 170 

Under .. the scheme B.H.P. would have paid 20 pence for every 1,000 gallons 

used, a rise of 20 per cent on its existing water costs. What the 

Company wanted was the right to exploit the known water reserves in the 

sandbeds on the northern side of Newcastle harbour and so get its 

supplies at the rate of six pence per 1,000 gallons. Of course if 

B.H.P. had opted out of the scheme entirely, the increased cost would 

have been borne by the rest of the community. Delprat admitted this 

would happen and justified it on the grounds that the increased population 

.industrial development would bring 'would be better able to bear the 

cost of the Chichester scheme 1
•
171 For Newcastle the Chichester scheme 

promised not merely more water, but better water because water taken from 

169 

170 

Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.115 and Chapter 5 
generally. 

Report and Evidence Relating to the Augmentation of the Hunter District 
Water Supply by Construction of a Dam on the Chichester River, p.131, 
Qs. 2832-3, NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. VII, pp. 207 ff. 

171 Ibid., pp.131-2, Q. 2847. 



the Hunter river was notoriously hard whereas the water from the new 

source was relatively 'soft' 172 
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Undeterred, B.H.P. struggled with the Water Board over water rates 

from 1920 to 1925. In 1923 the Company attempted to gain a government 

lease on the water reserves in the sandbeds on the northern side of the 

harbour, but these negotiations stopped in 1925 when an agreement was 

at last finalised with the Water Board. Under it, a compromise was 

reached which gave the Company cheaper water supplies in return for 

giving up interests in the alternative water sources. The Company agreed 

to pay the Board at least £26,250 a year for the next ten years and the 

Board agreed to a sliding scale for water rates roughly mid~way between 

the cost of the Chichester supplies and those from the sandbeds. 173 The 

dispute demonstrated the determination of B.H.P. to secure its own 

interests regardless of the cost to others in Newcastle. 

Conclusion 

A combination of private and public enterprise, each with their own 

motives, was responsible for the establishment of heavy industry at 

Newcastle in 1913. Steelmaking enabled B.H.P. to diversify and expand 

its activities. The McGowen Labor government had a different motive: 

by assisting B.H.P. and setting up the State Dockyard, it sought to 

preserve Newcastle as a Labor-voting stronghold. By and large, both 

these outside interests were satisfied. The chief failure in the 

government's plan was the State Dockyard which may have been intended to 

also act as a counterweight to the steelworks because it seems unlikely, 

given the B.H.P.'s record of industrial relations at Broken Hill,174 

172 Armstrong, Pipelines and People, p.108. 

173 Hunter District Water Board Report, 1925-6, pp.3-4, NSWPP, 1926-7, 
Vol. II, pp.703 ff. The agreement was separate from the original 
37.5 per cent concession on water supplies which had been granted to 
BHP by the Board; see Armstrong, Pipelines and People, p.105. 

174 For an account of these relations see G. Osborne, 'Town and Country: 
The Broken Hill Industrial Dispute of 1908-09' in J. Iremonger and 
others (eds.), Strikes (Sydney, 1973), pp.26-50 (especially pp.38-9). 
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that a Labor government would have wished the Company to have gained the 

power it did over Newcastle after the early 1920s. 175 

At the local level, reality soured the optimistic expectations 

which were present at the official opening of the steelworks in 1915. 

Above all it had been hoped that heavy industry would provide growing 

and stable employment. To this end, a higher level of industrial 

pollution was accepted as an unavoidable fact of life. Instead, once 

the boom years immediately after the Great War had passed, heavy 

industry proved incapable of fulfilling the hopes it had originally 

raised. The upshot was that in the interwar years, as in the 1900s, 

Newcastle continued to be a city directly dependent upon a single 

industry and upon the vagaries of the international economy. 

175 In 1968 a private census found that one quarter of the total 
manufacturing workforce of 44,377 in the Hunter valley were employed 
by B.H.P. Hunter Valley Research Foundation, Newcastle and Hunter 
Region: Directory of Manufacturers (Newcastle, 1968), p.vii. 
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3. EARNING A LIVING 

NEWCASTLE had a well-founded reputation for being a wage earners' city. 

W.F. Robertson wrote of its people in 1902 that they were 'chiefly com-
. 1 

posed of the labouring classes'. Another contemporary, Walter Burkitt, 

observed in 1903 that the population of Newcastle was 'essentially a 

working one'. 2 
The traditional association between the city and manual 

labour seemed even older than this for during the late 1920s excavations 

of ancient Aboriginal axes, choppers and heaps of sea-shells near the 

steelworks, and in other parts of the district, were interpreted to mean 

that Newcastle had been a place of small, primitive workshops and 

industries long before the coming of the white man. 3 

During the first three decades of the twentieth century two changes 

took place in the nature of work in Newcastle: a slump in the number of 

mine.rs in the 1900s and the rise of a new industrial workforce after 1912. 

But notwithstanding these changes, heavy manual labour and unemployment 

remained facts of life for the majority of the city's workers. 

The World of Work in the 1900s 

At the beginning of the twentieth century the source of virtually all 

work in Newcastle was coalmining. Coalmining was not only the largest 

single employer, it was the arbiter of the scale and fortunes of factory, 

waterfront, railway, construction and retail employment. Every occupation 

in the city depended in some way on the condition of the coal trade. 4 

1 
Labour> Cormzissioners of NSW Report, 1901-2, p.42, NSWLAV&P, 1902, 
Vol. V, pp.1251 ff. 

2 , 
Factories and Shops Report, 1903, p.17, NSWLAV&P, 1904, second session, 
Vol. IV, pp.755 ff. 

3 
NS, 19 July 1928, p.6, 28 July 1928, p.4. 

4 Neither the 1901 nor the 1911 Census give occupations for Newcastle; 
hence my attempt to offer estimates of the size of the workforce in the 
1900s. 
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In 1900, over 7,600 juveniles and men mined coal either in Newcastle 

or in the arc of mining townships which extended west to south from West 

Wallsend to Belmont. 5 Where miners worked is easily discovered, where 

they lived is not. The unusually reliable electoral rolls for 1900-1 

(which were purged by the police for the first Federal election) 6 record 

3,500 miners in Newcastle and its suburbs and 930 in the towns innnediately 

to the west and south of the city. These are minimum figures only since 

registration was not compulsory (though a comparison with the city's age 

structure from the 1901 Census suggests that the great majority were 

enrolled) and the mining workforce included many general labourers who 

cannot be readily distinguished as such from the rolls. Another drawback 

is that a high proportion of the mining workforce was under twenty years 

of age; they represented 17 per cent of the total number of miners in 

New South Wales in 1901. 7 

Apart from the internal problems posed by the figures, there is 

abundant contemporary evidence that the mines to the south and west of 

Newcastle drew a substantial proportion of their workers from its 

suburbs. 8 A precise statement about the extent of the difference 

betwe~n miners' workplace and residence therefore cannot be made from 

the evidence available; hence the broad ranges rather than single 

figure estimates given in Table 3.1. On the basis of these estimates, 

it would be reasonable to judge that of Newcastle's total male workforce 

of about 16,000 in 1901, somewhere between 30 and 40 per cent earned 

their living directly in coalmining, though of course in many areas the 

proportion would have been far higher. 

5 Mines Department Report, 1900, p.45, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. IV, pp.1223 
ff. 

6 NSWLAV&P, 1900, Vol. II, pp.241-2. For Newcastle's electorates the 
proportion of names removed by the police varied from 16 to 33 per 
cent. I owe this reference to Bruce Pennay. 

7 1901 Census (NSW), pp.690-1. The proportion actually aged 20 was not 
given. 

8 NSWLAV&P, 1900-1, Vol. II, pp.1137 ff., p.93, Q.2313. NSWPP, 1904, 
second session, Vol. III, pp.1387 ff., p.32. NMH, 16 September 1904, 
p.6. 



TABLE 3.1 Newcastle and Lake Macauarie: Estimates of the Mining 
Workforce, 1900-1 

Area 

Newcastle and suburbs 

Lake Macquarie (northern part) 

Number 
Employed 

4,217 

3,447 

Number 
in Residence 

5,000-6,000 

1,000-2,000 

Source: Mines Department Report, 1900, p.45, NSWLAV&P, Vol. IV, 
pp.1223 ff., NSW State Electoral Rolls, 1900-1. 

9 4. 

The remainder of the workforce can be confidently summarised from 

a comprehensive list of occupations prepared by the Newcastle agent of 

the Labour Commissioners of New South Wales in 1902 (Table 3.2). The 

list applied to Newcastle and Lake Macquarie and excluded Maitland, 

the only other large population centre in the lower Hunter valley at 
9 this time. It was carefully prepared and most of its occupations can 

be taken as applying to Newcastle. Although wage rates were also given 

in the list, they do not give a reliable guide to the amount contained in 

the typical wage packet. Mining wages for instance, varied considerably 
10 according to the kind of work performed (those actually working on 

the coal-face had the highest rates) and the duration of work available 

since work periods could fluctuate wildly. Common average earnings 
. 11 

seemed to have been betw.een £2 and £2. 5 a week in 1900. Labourers, 

by far the second largest group, received seven or eight shillings a day 

when at work. Together, miners and labourers made up probably between 

60 and 70 per cent of the total male workforce in Newcastle in 1900. 

9 For example the number of miners was supplied by the Mines Department. 
See also the first source no.te for Table 3.2. 

10 Wage rates for miners are given in NSWSR, 1901, p.1134. 

11 Sydney Mail, 27 October 1900, pp.990, 994. This source quotes the 
number employed and the fortnightly pay totals for Seaham (West 
Wallsend) and Newcastle A and B (Merewether) collieries. 
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TABLE 3.2 Newcastle District: Principal Male Occupations, 1902 

Group Number (rounded) 

Coalminers 7,200 

Labourers 3,000 

Railway and Tramway Employees 1,350 (1) 

Waterside Workers 1,000 

Clerks 800 (2) 

Skilled Metal Workers 420 

Shop Assistants 400 

Building Tradesmen 400 

Carters 350 

Sailors (resident) 350 (3) 

Butchers 200 

Tailors 120 

Total 15,590 

Source: Labou:t' Commissioners of NSW Report, 1901-2, pp.42-3, NSWLAV&P, 
1902, Vol. V, pp.1251 ff. Notes: (1) The official list of 
railway employees for 31 December 1902 lists 1,351 railway and 
tramway employees in Newcastle, NSW Government Gazette, 1903, 
Vol. III, pp.4113-4195. (2) Only 275 clerks are listed in the 
State Electoral Rolls for 1900-1. (3) This figure comes from 
Government Labour Bureau Report, 1898-9, p.30, NSWLAV&P, 1899, 
Vol. V, pp.859 ff. (This information is not available for later 
years.) 

After coalmining, factories were the second largest sector of 

employment. Official figures for 1899 to 1903 include Newcastle within 

a district that took in Maitland though the great bulk of factory work 
12 

was in Newcastle; 80 per cent of the factories in the district were 

12 Factories and Shops Reports, 1899-1903, NSWLAV&P (for Reports, 1899-
1902) and NSWPP (for Report, 1903). Separate statistics for 
Newcastle are included in the appendices to these reports. The area 
of the Newcastle district was greatly enlarged in 1904; up to 1904 
the figures apply to Newcastle and Maitland. 
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13 in Newcastle according to an official list and the city's proportion 

of factory workers may have been even greater. The factories of the 

Newcastle district employed an average of 3,000 males and nearly 900 

females between 1899 and 1902 and the largest factories smelted ores or 

produced food, candles or clothing. 

Coal handling, the third sector, employed many more than the 

thousand listed in Table 3.2 as waterside workers. Perhaps as many as 

half of the city's 1,170 railway employees were directly engaged in coal 

loading and perhaps too a large fraction of the clerks, if less directly, 

in the offices of coal exporting concerns. 

As these occupations imply, work was heavily manual and masculine. 

Women's role in the workforce was very restricted; even marriage was not 

always the solution for in 1901 nearly 28 per cent of Newcastle's women 

aged between twenty and twenty-one were unmarried14 (though this figure 

may have fallen as economic conditions improved). Factories were the 

principal employers of women who made up about a fifth of their work

force in the 1900s. A large proportion were very young; in 1904, a 

representative year, half of the 1,103 women in Newcastle's factories 

were under eighteen and over 17 per cent were under sixteen. Their main 

employers are listed in Table 3.3. Excluding factories, retailing was 

the only employer of women on any notable scale; in 1902 there were 

497 female shop assistants in Newcastle (compared with 400 males) and 

their rat.e of pay was exactly half that of the males •15 

Dressmaking was the largest single occupation of Newcastle's women 

in the 1900s and was even more important than Table 3.3 would indicate, 

for as well as those working for officially registered employers, several 

hundred more were employed in an informal way. This latter group soon 

came to the attention of Walter Burkitt who was government inspector of 

factories and shops in the Newcastle district from 1899 to 1911. 

13 NSW Bureau of Statistics, List of Manufacturers in New South Wales, 
31 December 1904 (Sydney, 1905), passim. 

14 1901 Census (NSW), p.394. The comparable average for NSW was much 
higher, 38.4 per cent. 

15 Labour Commissioners of NSW Report, 1901-2, p.43, NSWLAV&P, 1902, 
Vol. V, pp.1251 ff. 



TABLE 3.3 Newcastle: Factories Employing Women, 1904 

Goods 
Produced 

Biscuits 

Bread, pastry 

Tailoring 

Dressmaking 

Printing 

Soap 

Aerated Water 

Saddlery 

Furniture 

Confectionery 

Name of Employer 

Arnott 

W. Cann (?) 

n.a. 

Kingsborough; 
Scott; & Winn 

n. a. 

Sydney Soap & 
Candle Works 

n.a. 

n. a. 

J. Mackie (?) 

Davies & Herbert 

Number 
Employed 

310 

4 

209 

457 

12 

12 

6 

1 

1 

16 

To~al 1,028 
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Source: Factories and Shops Report, 1905, p.39, NSWPP, 1906, Vol. I, 
pp.1065 ff., Labour Commissioners of NSW Report, NSWLAV&P, 1904, 
second session, Vol. II, pp.739 ff., NSW Bureau of Statistics, 
List of Manufacturers (Sydney, 1905), passim. 

In 1900 Burkitt found that as well as the 500 women registered in 

dressmaking firms there were another 243 who were unregistered 

'apprentices' to dressmakers; most were aged from fourteen to eighteen 

and nearly all were unpaid. 16 The practice was for families to place 

their eldest teenage daughter with a female dressmaker for a two year 

unpaid apprenticeship. The dressmaker verbally undertook to instruct 

the girl in dressmaking; there was no other obligation. Often, 

Burkitt claimed, younger brothers were taken away from school early, 

16 Factories and Shops Report, 1900, p.17, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. VI, 
pp. 799 ff. 



placed in a factory and had their earnings used to subsidise their 
17 unpaid sister in dressmaking. Mnny of the employing dressmakers 

were themselves young women and the quality of their instruction was 

said to be slight. Though Burkitt advocated domestic service 

(where the wages varied from five to fifteen shillings a week), the 

system persisted. 

98. 

It was by no means peculiar to Newcastle. Such systems existed in 

Sydney and in Brisbane,
18 

but the incidence in Newcastle seems to have 

been much worse than in Sydney; in 1908 it was claimed there were 137 

unpaid dressmakers' 'apprentices' in Sydney compared with 225 in 

Newcastle, a great disparity since Sydney had ten times the population 
19 of Newcastle. Why did such a system persist? No contemporary 

defence seems to have survived, though several reasons can be put 

forward. By its nature, dressmaking was a possible form of part-time 

~ork, the kind of work a woman could do after she married; it was an 

adjunct to an independent life whereas domestic service, the alternative 

Burkitt advocated, was considered servile and demeaning. 20 

This was the general community attitude for between 1905 and 1912 

nearly 2,500 female domestic servants were given assisted passage to 

New South Wales to ease the 'shortage' of domestic labour. 21 In the 

Newcastle district women entered domestic service only as a last 

desperate resort. Such an occasion was the closure of the B.H.P. 

steelworks in 1922-23 when it was reported that many women in the 

17 Ibid., 1904, p.26, NSWPP, 1905, Vol. III, pp.731 ff. 

18 R. Lawson, Brisbane in the 1890s (St. Lucia, 1973), p.65. 

19 NSWPD, 1908, second series, Vol. XXXI, p.1538 (J.A. Hogue, Glebe). 

2° For community opinions about domestic service see E.A. Vidler, The 
Australian Debater (Melbourne, n.d.), pp.190-8. A reference to a 
parliamentary report on page 145 indicates this work was published 
after August 1911. 

21 Irrnnigration and Tourist Bureau Report, 1912-13, p.15, NSWPP, 1913, 
Vol. II, pp.186 ff. 
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d . i d d . k 22 1str ct were prepare to accept omestic wor • This attitude 

towards domestic service helps to explain why the system of unpaid 

dressmakers' apprentices endured. Officials in 1900s were unable to 

destroy it because the Factories and Sh~ps Act of 1896 did not provide 

for occupations where no wage was paid. Eventually, in 1909, the Minimum 

Wage Act (1908) came into force; it set four shillings per week as the 

minimum wage and killed off the unpaid dressmakers' apprentices 
23 system. 

Gratifying as this was for factory inspectors, its abolition did 

nothing to·extend work opportunities for women in Newcastle. Rather, 

the trend by the end of the 1900s was for women to have less work than 

they had at the beginning, and that was meagre enough. In 1908 part of 

Arnott's biscuit works was moved to Sydney and this reduced the number 

of women employed from 300 to somewhere between 150 and 100. With the 

transfer of the remaining plant to Sydney in 1914, Arnott's female 

workforce fell to a mere 50. 24 Heavy industry, though it brought 

expanding employment for men, failed to give the same to women. The 

number of female factory workers remained virtually static at just over 

a thousand despite the considerable increase in population; in 1907 

there were 1,451 female factory workers in the Newcastle district, a 

figure which was not exceeded until 1938. Although it was true that the 

Second World War caused the female workforce to grow (from 1,797 in 

1939 to 4,155 in 1945), the percentage of women to men in the workforce 

of the Newcastle district in 1954 was less than it had been in the 

22 NSW Industrial Gazette, 31 December 1921, p.1000, 31 August 1922, 
p. 251. 

23 Factories and Shops Report, 1909, pp.3, 26, NSWPP, 1910, Vol. I, 
pp.561 ff. 

24 Ibid., 1908, p.22, 1914, p.34, NSWPP, 1909, Vol. II, pp.703 ff. 
1915-16, Vol. IV, pp.l ff. 
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1900s.
25 

Given the highly restricted work opportunities, Newcastle's 

women had, until 1939, little choice but to be in the home. 

The world of work in Newcastle in the 1900s was therefore over

whelmingly a man's world and it was no less hard for being that. For 

most men, some form of heavy manual labour was all that was available 

and the number of men usually far exceeded the number of jobs. 'There 

is never', said John Toomey, the Secretary of the Newcastle branch of 
26 the Seamen's Union in 1905, 'a scarcity of labour at Newcastle'. 

Throughout the 1900s the Newcastle waterfront employed between 

1,000 and 1,500 men. Their numbers varied, the men working 'whenever 

the work comes'.
27 

The largest group were the general labourers who 

were recruited by the Wharf Labourers' Union whose membership during 
. 28 

the 1900s varied from 300 to 500. These men tried to live as close 

to the waterfront as possible and usually lived at Newcastle City, 

Carrington or Wickham. A parallel, but more coherent, group were the 

coaltrimmers whose job was to distribute coal in the holds of ships 

after it had been loaded from the harbour-side. More than the wharf 

labourers they maintained a separate identity among waterfront workers, 

though the membership of their unions was comparable. Unionism among 

both groups dates from the 1880s, collapsed during the 1890s and 

reappeared in the early 1900s. Among the coaltrimmers, unionism was 

revived by William Booth (1879-1927) who settled in Carrington in 1897 

25 Ibid., 1904-1954, NSVIPP. These Reports give comparable employment 
details (age, sex, type of factory) for the lower Hunter river valley 
and the area to the south including Gosford. In 1904, 24 per cent of 
the district's factory workforce was female; in 1954 it was 16 per 
cent. For the present situation see Datex Co-operative Ltd., The 
Newcastle and Hunter Region Year Book, 1976 (Newcastle, 1976), p.48, 
where the poorer opportunities for women as compared with Sydney are 
noted. 

26 Report and Evidence of the Royal Commission on the Navigation Bill, 
p.720, Q.19518, Commora.uealth Parliamentary Papers, 1906, Vol. III, 
pp.l ff. 

27 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.256, Q.6330. 

28 NSWSR, 1902-10. 
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and played a prominent role in the re-establishment of the union in 

1900.
29 

Coaltrimming, like mining, was very often an hereditary 

occupation and this gave it special cohesion which was carried over even 

in death for Sandgate cemetery contains many examples of identical 

family graves of coaltrimmers each with the distinctive design of 
30 clasped hands. 

Apart from the railway men, waterfront work was often so infrequent 

for other workers that jobs had to be found elsewhere. A remarkable 

insight into the lives of casual workers comes from the evidence given 

by George E. Pittock, the northern representative of the Australian 

Workers' Union, before a royal commission in 1909. Pittock explained 

that the Union had about 550 members in Newcastle who 'are practically 

nomads - men who are to-day working on the wharves as wharf labourers 

or as coal trimmers, or working on the sewers, are now leaving at this 

period of the year [19 July 1909] and go up into the bush to shear 1
•
31 

Most of them were young and single. 

Any disruption to t~e delicate labour market brought widespread 

distress. An unusually severe downturn in the coal trade during the 

first.. four months of 1911 threw about 2,000 men out of work. The State 

Labour Bureau intervened and found work for 689 of these men; 570 were 

given work locally and most of the others were sent to work on the 

Botany sewerage works in Sydney; out of the total of 1,733 men who 

registered for work, 990 worked in occupations outside of mining and 

805 were single. 32 The Labor government's public works programme must 

therefore have been a godsend to the workers of the Newcastle district; 

by September 1913 government works at Newcastle (quarrying, harbour 

improvements, sewerage, bridges and roads) employed 580 men and 

29 NS, 28 November 1927, p.9. 

30 Personal observation, 1971. Presumably the cost of these graves was 
met by the union through funeral benefits. 

31 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.177, Q.3694. 

32 State Labour Bureau Report, 1910-11, p.6, NSWPP, 1911-12, Vol. II, 
pp.603 ff. 
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33 averaged about 400 for the next two years. Needed as such works were, 

they would only offer a short term solution to a long term problem. 

During the 1900s male factory employment in the Newcastle district 

rose from just under 3,000 to nearly 4,000, but this sort of work was 

not very attractive for many workers. Factories tended to prefer young 

workers under eighteen years (who made up about one-fifth of the 

district's total factory workforce) because they could be paid less and 

male wages generally were inferior to those offered by the coalmines. 34 

Further, many adult factory jobs were for skilled workers only, a fact 

which excluded large numbers of unskilled men looking for work. About a 

quarter of the factory workforce were engaged in metal working because 

of the need of coalmining for engineering machinery. If the coal 

industry was depressed there were fewer jobs for metal workers. In 

1904 for example, the local metal trades workshops employed 216 men less 

than they had in 1903 mainly as a result of the slump in the coal trade 

which meant that fewer ships came to Newcastle so there was less repair 

work to be done. 35 

The district's factories fell into two distinct groups: small 
36 concerns which produced goods for the local market and large 

factories whose output was geared towards a national or State market. 

Their importance can be seen from the employment provided by the three 

largest concerns of the Newcastle district in 1904 (Table 3.4). Of 

these three firms only the Sulphide Corporation's smelting works was 

located outside Newcastle, at Cockle Creek, south of the city, but most 

of its workers came from Newcastle.
37 

33 NSW Industrial Gazette, October 1913, p.274 (and monthly reports 
thereafter). 

34 Factories and Shops Report, 1907, p.26, NSWPP, 1908, second session, 
Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 

35 Ibid., 1904, p.25, NSWPP, 1905, Vol. III, pp.731 ff. 

36 Ibid., 1910, p.29, NSWPP, 1911, Vol. I, pp.297 ff. 

37 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp. 709 ff., p.209, Q.4861. 
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TABLE 3.4 Newcastle Factory District: Largest Employers, 1904 

Factory Males Females Total 

Arnott (biscuits) 314 310 624 

Sulphide Corporation 
(smelting) 325 325 

Sydney Soap and Candle 
Works 143 12 155 

Totals 782 322 1,104 

% Total Factory Employment 22.7 29.2 24.3 

Source: Factories and Shops Report, 1905, p.39, NSWPP, 1906, Vol. I, 
pp.1065 ff. 

Outside of coalmining then, work in Newcastle in the 1900s was very 

restricted for men and even more so for women. Usually, there was not 

enough work (even manual labour) for everyone and this caused many men 

to leave Newcastle regularly to go shearing. Above all, work was 

irregular and largely a reflex of conditions in the coal industry, an 

industry undergoing considerable changes in the 1900s. 

The Loss of the Miners 

The prosperity of the Newcastle district, wrote the chief inspector 

of factories and shops in 1900, 'rises and falls with the price of its 
38 staple product'. Coalmining was not only the largest single industry 

in Newcastle, it was a way of life which tended to perpetuate itself as 

few other local occupations could do. Miners were not evenly 

distributed throughout the city; about 70 per cent of the 3,500 miners 

listed on the State electoral rolls for 1900-1 lived at Merewether, 

38 Factories and Shops Report, 1900, p.2, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. VI, 
pp. 711 ff. 
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Adamstown, New Lambton, Lambton or Wallsend, that is in the western or 

southern parts (Figure 3.1). Sons frequently followed their fathers 

down the mine (they usually had little choice) 39 with the result that 

most miners had relatives who were also miners. In Wallsend, nearly 

three-quarters of the 879 miners listed on the electoral rolls of 1900-1 

shared a surname with at least one other miner. As Wallsend was 

somewhat isolated, this figure might exaggerate the impression of 

strong family inter-relationships, still the trend was a definite one. 

The surname Wilson, for example, was the most common surname among 

miners in Wallsend in 1900 and in Merewether in 1912. 40 

The relatively high rate of pay for mining made it the preferred 

occupation for most Newcastle youths in the 1900s. Certainly it paid 

better than factory work though it was connnon for teenagers to work in 

a factory for a time until they were physically strong enough to seek 

work at a colliery. Many chafed at the restriction of schooling when 

there was good money to be earned at mining and often a pressing need 

to supplement the family income. 'The anxiety of the juvenile 

[Newcastle resident]', wrote factory inspector Walter Burkitt in 1901, 

'to l~ave school, and earn an honest penny is somewhat remarkable'. 41 

Official figures show that of the 3,360 underground workers in Newcastle 

collieries in 1900, 134 (4 per cent) were under sixteen years and of the 
42 860 surface workers the number was 107 or 12.4 per cent. The 1901 

Census revealed that 17.1 per cent of the State's coalminers were nine-

t 1 d h 1 h . d d f. 43 een years or ess an t at near y one-t 1r were un er twenty- 1ve. 

39 Interview with Mr Joe Richley, 7 January 1977. 

40 Based on calculations from the State Electoral Rolls of 1900-1 and 
1912-13 for these areas. 

41 Factories and Shops Report, 1901, p.12, NSWLAV&P, 1902, Vol. V, 
pp.1313 ff. 

42 Mines Department Report, 1900, p.45, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. IV, 
pp.1223 ff. 

43 
1901 Census (NSW), pp.690-1. The northern coalfields accounted for 
71.2 per cent of the 11,637 miners in NSW. 
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The work favoured the young and the tough, not merely down the 

mine, but in the arduous business of getting from residence to work, a 

neglected aspect of the miners' struggle to earn a living. 44 This 

occurred through shifts in pit openings and closures and because the 

miners (where possible) attempted to own their own homes with the result 

that work and place of residence could be far apart. An idea of what 

this could involve is conveyed by the recollections of Mr Joe Richley 

who was born at Dudley, then a mining village south of Newcastle, in 

1895~ His father had come to Newcastle from Newcastle-on-Tyne in 1888 

with his brother-in-law and sister. The family moved about a great 

deal; at one stage his father walked from Wallsend to Minmi to get 

work at the mine, a distance of nearly six and a half kilometres each 

way. Joe attended school at Wallsend and then at Lambton before 

returning to Dudley where he entered the mining workforce at the age 

of twelve in 1908. Because work at the local mine was so intermittent 

it was necessary to find work at other mines and on occasions he and 

his father walked thirteen kilometres south to Catherine Hill Bay and 

though they used a ferry and the railway to get back home, they still 

faced a six kilometre walk from Adamstown railway station to Dudley. 

Bicycles, which were then very expensive and of poor quality, were not 

d b . 45 use y most miners. 

As well as walking, a connnon way miners went to work was by horse 

and cart. 'One man out of seven or eight', explained William Humble 

(government colliery inspector) in 1900, 'would have a horse and cart, 

and he would drive the lot; the other men would pay him a certain 
46 amount per week to keep the horse'. For a number of mines it was 

possible for miners to get to work by using a private company railway; 

much use was also made of horse-drawn omnibuses. 

Commuting by miners was greatest from Lambton, New Lambton and 

Hamilton where local mining was declining. One measure of the extent 

44 For a masterly account of how a mine was worked see R. Gollan, The 
Coalminers of Nel.J) South Wales (Melbourne, 1963), pp.19-26. 

45 Interview with Mr Joe Richley, 7 January 1977. 

46 NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, pp.1137 ff., p.93, Q.2313. 
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of movement within Newcastle by miners can be obtained by comparing 

mining employment with the number of miners estimated to be living in 

the area from electoral rolls. For instance, the municipality of 

Carrington provided work for 700 miners in 1900 even though only several 

hundred lived there. Similarly, the Stockton mine (which employed about 

400 men) seems to have required about 100 to 200 miners from outside to 
. . kf 47 sustain its war orce. 

Two events broke up the direction of this movement during the 1900s: 

the rapid decline of mining within Newcastle and more or less simultan

eous opening up of new mines in the inland around Maitland and Cessnock. 

The following table (3.5) summarises the shift of mining employment on 

the northern coalfield during this decade. 

TABLE 3.5 New South Wales: Employment by Areas Within the Northern 
Coalfield, 1900, 1905 and 1910 

Percentage of Total Mining Workforce 
Area 

1900 1905 1910 

Newcastle 50.9 34.3 19.4 

Lake Macquarie 41.6 40.5 36.2 

Cessnock and 
Maitland 7.5 35.2 44.4 

100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Calculated from the Mines Department Reports, 1900 (NSWLAV&P), 
1905, 1910 (NSWPP). 

47 Calculated from NSW State Electoral Rolls, 1900-1 and Mines 
Department Report, 1900, p.45, NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. IV, pp.1223 ff. 
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As Table 3.5 shows, mining in Newcastle declined both in absolute 

and relative terms to the rest of the northern coalfield; in 1900 the 

city's mines had provided work for 4,200, by 1910 this figure had fallen 

to 2,400. 48 For suburbs which depended heavily on miners the loss of 

so many jobs brought stagnation. The most extreme example of a suburb 

hit by the loss of the miners was Stockton, whose population depended 

almost entirely on the mine. At the end of 1907, following the collapse 

of two sections of the mine, it was closed by government order and 

almost overnight several hundred miners (who were mostly tenants) moved 

out leaving a fifth of Stockton's 515 homes vacant. 49 Stockton only 

recovered with the establishment of heavy industry. 

Once it became plain that large-scale mining was being established 

south of Maitland, a steady stream of miners began leaving Newcastle to 

get work and to buy land to set up their homes. Before 1901 this area 

was virtually uninhabited. Cessnock, around which most of the mining 

took place, was a hamlet of 165 people in 1901 surrounded by virgin 

bushland. By 1911, Cessnock, together with its satellite mining towns 

of Weston, Abermain, Aberdare and Kurri Kurri held 12,000 people. Over 

the same period, Newcastle experienced a net loss of about 10,000, most 

of whom went to these new towns (Figure 3.2). 

This remarkable example of regional internal migration and 

colonisation took place in two ragged, overlapping phases. The first 

phase may be dated from 1902 to 1906; in these years between 3,000 and 

4,000 men, mostly from Newcastle, moved inland to live and work near 

the new mines. 50 Their dwellings were typically rough, temporary 

structures made of corrugated iron, bark, canvas or old bags; it has to 

be remembered that these were a poor people on the move. Every second 

weekend, on receipt of th~ir pay, they returned to Newcastle to see their 

48 Mines DepaPtment Reports, 1900, p.45, 1910, pp.147, 148, 153, 
NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. IV, pp •. 1223 ff., NSWPP, 1911, Vol. I, pp.355 ff. 

49 NSWSR, 1907, p.636. 

50 Factories and Shops Report, 1903, p.17, NSWLAV&P, 1904, second 
session, Vol. IV, pp.755 ff. 
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51 families and buy provisions. This temporary existence was forced 

upon them by the depressed condition of the coal trade. 

Conditions did not improve appreciably until late 1906 when, in the 

wake of the upturn in the trade and the State's economy generally, the 

hewing rate (the sum paid to miners for each ton of coal mined) was 

raised from three shillings and sixpence to three shillings and tenpence. 

This increase, plus the improved general conditions, seems to have given 

the means and stimulus for large numbers of miners to leave Newcastle 

with their families and move to the new inland towns:· this many did 

during 1907,52 though even as late as 1912 there were still miners 

from Newcastle working at Cessnock during the week and returning to 

Newcastle at the weekends. 53 

Who went into the inland? Literary sources leave no doubt that 

the overwhelming majority of the population of the new mining towns 

came from Newcastle. 'The majority of men', commented the Sydney Daily 

Telegraph in 1906, 'still live and work in the Newcastle district, no 

doubt, but the preponderance is rapidly being lost to South Maitland,154 

In all Newcastle suffered a net population loss of about 10,000 during 
55 the 1900s: 5,300 males and 4,750 females. The ratio between the 

sexes (896 females for every 1,000 males) was unusually well balanced 

for a migration and supports a contemporary claim that the movement was 

one of miners and their families. In 1907 Walter Burkitt wrote: 

'[M]any miners whose homes were in the neighbourhood of Newcastle, but 

who have, themselves, for a considerable period of time, been working 

in and around Kurri Kurri, Cessnock &c., have at least removed their 

51 Ibid., 1904, p.25, NSWP'P, 1905, Vol. III, pp.731 ff. 

52 Ibid., 1907, p.26, NSWPP, 1908, second session, Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 
AA Co., London Despatches, 14 March 1908, p.136. 

53 NSWPP, 1913, Vol. III, pp.1173 ff., p.8, Q.119. 

54 Daily Telegraph, 10 May 1906, p. 7. 

55 See Appendix for details of how these results were obtained. 
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families to those places•. 56 Those who left Newcastle in these years 
. 57 

tended to be young and Australian-born; they had to be healthy too 

for conditions in the new mining towns were those of the frontier. 

The positive ramifications of the miners' outward movement (as 

opposed to the fears of economic collapse they aroused in Newcastle) were 

many. Politically, the miners transformed the Federal electorate of 

Hunter into a Labor stronghold when they elected one of their number, 

Matthew Charlton (1866-1948), as their member in 1910.
58 

Taking a 

broader view, the movement laid the foundations for a second large 

working class community in the lower Hunter valley. 

The new towns existed for no other reason than the coal beneath 

them. G.V. Portus described Cessnock between 1912 and 1914 as 

'a raw, ugly town of wood and iron, with few brick buildings 
outside the shops and hotels, and with scarcely a tree in the 
whole place •••• There might have been a better situation 
for the town, but the cupidity of the older landowners forced 
early buyers of business and residential sites into ••• a 
narrow strip between a hillside and a nearby dry creek-bed 1 .59 

One o; those who benefited from the land deals of the 1900s was Arthur 

Bridge, who at the turn of the century ran a grocer's shop in Main 

Street, Cessnock. Having the foresight to realise that large-scale 

coalmining would bring prosperity, Bridge bought 28.3 hectares (70 acres) 

56 Factories and Shops Report, 1907, p.26, NSWPP, 1908, second session, 
Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 

57 This statement is based on calculations based on the likely mortality 
among the overseas-born in Newcastle in 1901 and comparing the 
results with the length of residence information for these people 
available from the 1921 Census. The results indicated that as a 
group, the overseas-born in Newcastle in 1901 remained in the city 
until 1921. This, in turn, suggests that those who left the city 
in the 1900s were Australian-born. Life tables (see Appendix) were 
used to make these calculations. 

58 J. Rydon, A Biographical Register of the Commonwealth Parliament, 
1901-19?2 (Canberra, 1975), p.40. 

59 G.V. Portus, Happy Highivays (Melbourne, 1953), p.148. (I owe this 
reference to Mr Stephen Alomes.) I have rearranged the original 
quotation. See also the novel by H.C. Wells, The Earth Cries Out 
(Sydney, 1950), pp.25-6. 
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of land covering much of modern Cessnock, subdivided it and proceeded 

to sell it 'like hot cakes' to miners and others wanting land; later 

he built and sold cottages on his land. Once he had made his money, 

Arthur Bridge retired to Sydney in about 1920. 60 

Being inland the mining townships were far less temperate places 

to live in than Newcastle which was on the coast. In 1926 a miner, 

Harry Ford, said of these places: 'the only pleasure that nine-tenths 

of the men folk have have there is drinking beer I have heard men 

say repeatedly that it is hell to be in Cessnock the whole of the time. 

If it were not for the real advantages of the money earned and the 

continuity of work nine-tenths of the people would not live there 1
•
61 

It was no wonder then that those miners who could (and many did) began 

building weekend cottages at Lake Macquarie. The conditions which the 

Rev. Alan Walker described in his well-known study of Cessnock in the 

1940s, particularly the unattractiveness of the place, its weekly 

desertion and the transplanting of connnunity life to the shores of 
62 Lake Macquarie at the weekends, seem to have existed from the 

beginning of settlement; ce~tainly real estate agents recognised the 

desire of inland miners for weekend cottages at Lake Macquarie by 1922.
63 

The inland coalmining towns were almost wholly working class in 

composition. G.V. Portus distinguished three social classes in Cessnock 

just before the outbreak of the Great War: miners (a mixture of 

Australian-born and assorted British-born), those who served the miners 

(retailers, teachers) and representatives of the mine owners (who were 
64 'aloof and apart from the populace'). The mine owners themselves 

60 NS, 29 July 1922, p.2. 

61 NSWPP, 1926, Vol. IV, pp.333 ff., p.16, Q.241. 

62 Rev. A.Walker, CoaUO/JJn (Melbourne, 1945), pp.122-3. 

63 NMH, 23 December 1922, p.11 (advertisement for land at Wangi Wangi). 

64 

Lake Macquarie had long been a resort area at weekends for the lower 
Hunter valley. See M.T. Daly, The GrO/JJth of NeuJcastZe and Its 
Suburbs (Newcastle, 1966), p.24, and NMH, 17 January 1914, p.5. 

Portus, Happy Highl.;Jays, pp.148-9. 
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were conspicuously absent. Physical isolation and the industrial 

conflicts inherent in coalmining (to which British immigration as well 

as memories of Newcastle contributed) tended to generate an intro

spective community whose interests became increasingly out of step with 

those of Newcastle. The inland mining townships had sprung from a 
65 young population and the comparative youth of their people had a 

bearing on the industrial disputes of the 1920s; F.R.E. Mauldon noted 

in 1926 that the younger miners were more militant than the older ones 

d l .k 1 1 f . 1. . d .d 1 66 Th. an more 1 e y to support e t-w1ng po 1t1cs an 1 eo ogy. is 

divergence between the coalfield towns and Newcastle became even more 

marked with the establishment of heavy industry which brought into being 

a different and more diverse workforce. 

The Making of the Industrial Workforce, 1913-21 

Almost 17,000 people came to Newcastle between 1911 and 1921 in 

response to the work offered by heavy industry (Figure 3.3). This was 

the greatest influx in the city's history; only the 1880s could 

compare when about 14,500 came in. 67 The creation of Newcastle's 

industrial workforce took place against the backdrop of massive economic 

and social upheavals within New South Wales. Economic changes, notably 

the shift from primary to secondary industry (of which the Newcastle 

steelworks was both a component and a symbol) accentuated the position 

of Sydney as the dominant population centre. Metropolitan growth came 

from internal gains from rural areas and from immigration, which 

supplied about a third of the net increase of Sydney's population 

between 1911 and 1921. 68 Rural population loss in the period had many 

65 According to the 1921 Census, 61.4 per cent of Cessnock's 
65.7 per cent of its females were under 30 years of age; 
averages were 56.4 and 58.6 per cent respectively. 

66 Mauldon, Social Economics, pp.75-6. 

males and 
the State 

67 See Appendix for more details and an explanation of how these figures 
were derived. 

68 Calculated from length of residence data for the overseas-born given 
in the 1921 Census. 
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causes - technological improvements which reduced the demand for labour, 

drought (especially in 1914-15) and the decline of mining at Broken Hill 

- and was an important influence in the formation of the Country 
69 

Party. The outbreak of the Great War in August 1914 quickly and 

severely disrupted the State's economy and so contributed through 

unemployment to population movement; about 164,000 men enlisted from 

New South Wales to fight in the War. Thus the industrial workforce of 

Newcastle came into being at time of considerable internal economic, 

social and political flux. This fact, plus the absence of socio-economic 

information for Newcastle in the 1911 Census, makes detailed analysis of 

the making of the industrial workforce impossible and orily a rough, 

general picture can be drawn from the sources available. 

Broadly speaking, three main groups were attracted to Newcastle 

once the construction of the steelworks and the State Dockyard. had begun 

in early 1913; casual labourers, skilled metal workers and relatively 

recent overseas (mainly British) immigrants, who seemed to have made up 

a larger proportion of the skilled than the unskilled workers. 

Casual labourers were the first group to be drawn by the industries 

under construction. Between April and June 1913 there was a rise in 

unemployment among labourers in Newcastle which officials attributed to 

the arrival of a number of men from outside the district. 70 By June 

1913, the 1 influx of labourers' was noticeable enough to draw comment 

in a city where labourers were already plentiful. 71 Where did these 

men come from? Government Labour officials of the time seldom gave any 

indication of their origin, mainly because they were so mobile and the 

most specific reference merely comments on 'a number' of general 

69 H. Radi, 1 1920-29' in F. Crowley (ed.), A New History of Austraiia 
(Melbourne, 1974), p.359. D. Aitkin, The CoZonel: A Political 
Biography of Sir Michael BPUXner (Canberra, 1969), pp.43-4. For 
statistics on the net population losses suffered by the rural areas 
see NSWOYB, 1922, p.236. 

7° Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour Bulletin, 
April-June 1913, p.88. 

7l NMH, 15 July 1913, p .5. 



labourers coming to Newcastle from Broken Hill 'and other centres' 
72 during December 1914. 

113. 

Although impossible to quantify, there are good reasons for believing 

that the metropolitan area was the source of most labourers who tried to 

find work at Newcastle in this period. In late 1913, the monthly repor.t 

of the State Labour Branch, in accounting for the rise in the number of 

unskilled men registered as unemployed, referred to 'the usual influx 

of men from the country at Easter and Christmas times, when the city 

attracts men from all parts, who remain here hoping to obtain city 
73 employment, failing which they gravitate back to the country'. Their 

numbers were augmented by many unskilled men from other States and from 
74 overseas. As Sydney was the main area of employment in the State, its 

attraction for job-seekers was obvious. For those who could not find 

work easily, Newcastle could be reached in less than three hours by 

train. It is likely too, though there is no direct evidence for this, 

that government officials encouraged men to try Newcastle as part of a 

general policy of directing registered unemployed out of the metropolitan 

areas. A second source of labourers for Newcastle was probably the 

northern part of the State where large numbers of men in mid-1913 were 

displaced from employment by drought; many of them would have found 

work on the railway duplication works at Maitland. 75 How these men 

fared in Newcastle is hard to say, but on the experience of skilled men 

it is probably safe to state that the majority did not stay long (the 

reasons being the high cost of houses for rent and the fluctuations in 

employment) and that the turnover among them was very high; such 

migratory workers remained a feature of the employment scene of Newcastle 
76 ·throughout the 1920s. 

72 NSW Industrial Gazette, January 1915, p.259. 

73 Ib~d. , 1914 954 v January , p. • 

74 Ib~d., b 1913 497 v Novem er , p. • 

75 Ib,,·d., mb 1913 81 v Septe er , p. , October 1913, p.285. 

76 Maulden, Social Economics, p.122. 
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Skilled workers and their families may possibly have made up the 

greater part of the permanent gain of people to Newcastle between 1911 

and 1921. Even before the setting up of heavy industry, it seems to have 

been common for skilled metal workers to visit Newcastle when conditions 
77 in Sydney were slack. There can be no question that the metropolitan 

area was a main source of Newcastle's skilled workers. Of the 667 

boilermakers who were accepted into the Newcastle branch of the Society 
78 between 1913 and 1920, 418 or 62.7 per cent came from Sydney. This 

pattern is supported by the records of the Amalgamated Engineers' 

Number Two Newcastle Branch which show that out of the 79 men admitted 
79 to the branch in 1919, over a quarter were from Sydney. 

Unlike the casual labourers the skilled men of ten brought their 

families with them. By February 1915, 90 per cent of 1,300 men at 

the steelworks were married and from the outbreak of War, preference 

was given to married men. The State Dockyard at this time employed 

1,036 men of whom about 60 per cent were married and the unmarried seem 

to have been the labourers. 80 During 1915 many skilled workers and 

their families came to Newcastle and their arrival was the basis for a 

b . b b b ·1d· 81 d . h" h . d oom in su ur an cottage u1 1ng, esp1te 1g wartime costs an 

shortages of building materials. The experience of Patrick J. Geoghan, 

boilermaker's assistant of Merewether and representative of the 

Federated Ironworkers' Association, was probably typical. He came to 

Newcastle in March 1915 and took 

77 NMH, 17 July 1909, p.7. 

78 

79 

80 

Federated Society of Boilermakers (Newcastle Branch), Minute Books, 
1913-14 and Members' Return Book, 1915-20. These bound manuscript 
volumes are held by the University of Newcastle archives. 

Amalgamated Society of Engineers (Newcastle Branch, Number Two), 
Minute Book, 1916-20. ANU Archives, El62/64. 

NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. III, pp.819 ff., p.9, Q.198 (BHP), p.6, Q.98, 
p.5, Q.76 (State Dockyard). 

81 NMH, 19 January 1916, p.6. 



a house which was almost uninhabitable, but I did it on the 
promise of the landlady to renovate the place if I paid 9s. 
[shillings] a week •••• I was forced to do that in order 
to get my wife and children to Newcastle, for I could not 
keep two homes going. Afterwards, I was informed that the 
rent would be increased to 10s. or lls. a week, and there 
was no sewerage.82 
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Faced with the costly alternatives of home buying or high rents, 

many workers stayed only a short time in Newcastle and left when there 

was a lull in work. The boilermakers in particular were a remarkably 

unstable group (Table 3.6). Making allowances for wartime services 

(which amounted to six enlistments and two who became munitions 

workers, all eight of whom were in Newcastle for at least five months), 

the turnover was still very high. This impression is confirmed by the 

membership history of the branch from 1915 to 1920 which shows that 

the increase from 200 to 372.masked an inflow of 645 (103 from local 

apprentices and 542 transfers from other branches) and an outflow of 

473, making a total turnover for the period of 1,118. 83 These figures 

take on added meaning when it is realised that each boilermaker 

employed an assistant to do the labouring part of his work so these 
84 workers too must have also been involved or affected by these movements. 

Similar evidence for other unions is not available though the growth of 

the Amalgamated Engineers in Newcastle seems much more stable; between 

1915 and 1920 the total membership of the union rose from 517 to 

961. 85 

82 . 6 ( f 11 Op cnt., p.28, Q.81. See also the evidence o W.J. Quantre , 

83 

engineer, p.24, Q.647). F.G. Hyde, milling machinist at B.H.P. had 
a similar experience; NSW Board of Trade, Bulletin: Living Wage 
(Adult Males), 1920, Newcastle District (Sydney, 1920), p.90, Q.595. 

Federated Society of Boilermakers (Newcastle Branch) , Members' Return 
Book, 1915-20. 

84 NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. III, pp.819 ff., p.5, Q.68. 

85 Amalgamated Society of Engineers, Monthly Reports, 1915-20. These 
are bound printed volumes held by the Sydney office of the Amalgamated 
Metal Workers' Union. 



TABLE 3.6 

Completed 
Time 

(months) 

Below 1 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5-12 

13-22 

22+ 

Totals 

116. 

Origin and Duration of Outside Boilermakers in Newcastle, 
November 1915-April 1916 

Sydney 

3 

8 

5 

4 

3 

10 

5 

9 

47 

Other 
NSW 

1 

1 

1 

3 

Former Branch 

Melbourne Queensland Others Total· 

3 

3 11 

1 6 

1 5 

3 

5 1 1 18 

1 7 

3 1 14 

13 2 1 67 

Source: Federated Society of Boilermakers (Newcastle Branch), 
Contribution Books; 1912-18 and Members' Return Book, 1915-20. 

In spite of the impression of greater stability given by these 

figures, there is evidence that by the mid-1920s the Amalgamated 

Engineers also suffered from high internal turnover rates. In 1925, 

T.B. Ward, the State organiser of the union said of the 1,278 members 

in the Newcastle district: 'A number of our members are "birds of 

passage". Work in Newcastle fluctuates to such an extent that they go 

away to Sydney, where probably their home is situated, when the work 
86 is not good here' Possibly this had happened in the previous 

decade as well, but the records which could have allowed a comparison 

to be made have not survived. 

86 Minutes of Evidence of the CommorD.;)ealth Royal Commission on National 
Insurance, p.790, Q.19152. These minutes were published separately 
from other Parliamentar>y Papers of the Commonwealth session for 
1926-7. The minutes were taken between 31 October 1924 and 15 July 
1926. A copy is held by the National Library. 
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Unfortunately the statistical sources available cannot be used to 

measure the turnover of industrial workers in the 1910s. All that can 

be gleaned from these sources is a measure of net movement, that is those 

who came to Newcastle after the 1911 Census was taken and were present 

when the 1921 Census was held on 4 April. Calculations using these 

sources and certain demographic methods show that the city had a net 

gain of 16,700 people in this period of whom 9,850 were males and 6,850 
87 were females, (Figure 3.4) a striking contrast to the fairly even 

balance between the sexes among those who had left Newcastle during the 

1900s. 88 These figures include the changes wrought by the Great War; 

about 4,000 had enlisted from Newcastle of whom 604 were killed. 89 

Comparing the age structure and sex ratio of Newcastle in 1921 with 

the whole State suggests that many of the males gained by the city in the 

1910s were probably aged between twenty and thirty-four. (Those aged 

over forty are not considered as these groups are not usually greatly 

affected by migration.) As Table 3.7 shows there were important 

differences between the sex ratio by age for Newcastle and the State 

average in 1921. The first difference, the lower proportion of those 

aged petween ten and nineteen in Newcastle, may well have reflected the 

outward movement of males in the 1900s. The second d~fference, the 

marked disparity for the twenty to thirty-nine age groups, can be 

attributed to gains by Newcastle of industrial workers (which outweighed 

the wartime losses) since heavy industry needed strong adult male workers. 

The surplus of men in the twenty to thirty-nine age groups can be 

confirmed by comparing the city's male age structure with that of New 

South Wales in 1921 (Table 3.8). 

Measured against the State average, the age structure of Newcastle's 

females in 1921 did not deviate significantly though there was a greater 

proportion in the fifteen to twenty-nine age groups which might have 

87 See Appendix for further details. 

88 See 108 9 pp. - . 

89 These figures are based on a survey of the city's Great War memorials, 
various press references and for Newcastle City municipality, an 
estimate of likely enlistments. 
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TABLE 3.7 

Ages 

0- 4 

5- 9 

10-14 

15-19 

20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

All. Ages 

118. 

Newcastle and New South Wales: Sex Ratios by Age Groups, 
1921 

Number of Males for every 100 females 

Newcastle NSW Difference 

103.6 103.1 0.5 

101.4 102.7 1. 3 

99.5 102.7 3.2 

99.0 102.0 3.0 

101.4 93.8 7.6 

104.5 95.8 8.7 

117 .4 104.6 12.8 

117.2 105.0 12.2 

106.2 104.1 2.1 

Source: 1921 Census. 

reflected the wives of industrial workers because the median age at 
90 

marriage of women in New South Wales in 1921 was twenty-four years. 

As regards the birthplace of the industrial workers, a more definite 

statement can be made than for the gain by age groups: between 30 to 

40 per cent of those who came to Newcastle between 1911 and 1921 as 

permanent residents were overseas-born, the majority being British 

immigrants (Figure 3.5). Their numbers can be established with 

certainty from the length of residence information given in the 1921 

90 P.F. McDonald, Marriage in Australia (Canberra, 1975), p.140. 
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TABLE 3.8 Newcastle and New South Wales: ·Male Age Groups, 1921 

Ages 

0- 4 

5- 9 

10-14 

15-19 

20- 4 

25- 9 

30- 4 

35- 9 

40+ and 
Not -Stated 

Totals 

Number 

Source: 1921 Census. 

Newcastle 

11. 7 

10.9 

9.2 

8.3 

8.7 

9.3 

9.5 

7.9 

24.5 

100.0 

43,462 

Percentages 

NSW Difference 

11.3 0.4 

11.l 0.2 

9.7 0.5 

8.3 nil 

7.8 0.9 

8.2 1.1 

8.6 0.9 

7.5 0.4 

2 7 .5 3.0 

100.0 

1,071,501 

Census (Table 3.9)~ The table includes those who arrived in Australia 

after 1907 because there is some evidence that this group came to the 

city after 1911. 91 The Census also establis.hed that 82.1 per cent of 

9l NMH, 16 January 1914, p.6. In a review of the real estate market, 
J. O'Mara referred to 'importations from the old country' in 
.accounting for the shortage of accommodation. I have been unable to 
find earlier references to the arrival of British immigrants in the 
years immediately before the outbreak of the Great War; in any case 
Newcastle had little to offer such people before 1912. 



TABLE 3. 9 Length of Residence of Overseas-Born in Newcastle, 1921 

Period of arrival 
in Australia 

Totals 

1907-11 

1912-16 

1917-21 

Totals as % of Total 
Net In-migration 

Source: 1921 Census. 

Males 

1,042 

2,028 

858 

3,928 

39.9 

Females 

416 

1,404 

882 

2 '702 

39 .4 

Total 

1,458 

3,432 

1,740 

6 ,630 

39. 7 

120. 

Newcastle's overseas-born males were British-born with the corresponding 

figure for females being 90.1 per cent. Since about 40 per cent of the 

net gain of people were overseas-born, the remainder must have been 

A 1 . d f h 1° 0 d 92 d h d . ustra ians an rom t e ear ier evi ence presente t e ominant 

stream came from Sydney. Why was there this strong bias towards the 

overseas-born? 

One general answer lies in the process of migration itself for 

having arrived in Australia the migrant would have been much more inclined 

to make another move (especially between urban areas) to find work. More 

particularly, the skilled metal work offered by Newcastle favoured 

British immigrants who often had the kinds of industrial skills needed. 

When such skilled manpower was lacking, it was directly imported by 

Newcastle employers. In March 1915 B.H.P. imported 50 expert American 

steelworkers (mostly foremen and rollers) from Pittsburg and Baltimore 

along with their families. 93 Easily the largest venture of this kind 

was undertaken by Lysaght's which brought out 102 English metal workers 

92 See pp.113-4, 116. 

93 NMH, 10 March 1915, p.4. 
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(75 from Newport and 28 from Bristol) together with their families, 

making 220 in all, to begin production at its galvanised sheet metal 

plant at Waratah, Newcastle, in early 1921. 94 Lysaght's were unusual 

among Newcastle employers in that they again imported overseas workers 

after 1921. In 1930 the Company brought out 24 skilled men from Britain 

and their families (a total of 101) to staff extensions of their works. 95 

The other firms preferred to train their own workers. 

To summarise: between 1911 and 1921 Newcastle gained a net total 

of nearly 17,000 people who were drawn to the city by the promise of 

finding work in heavy industry. This net gain was made up of 60 per cent 

Australian-born and 40 per cent immigrants, predominantely British. 

Other urban centres supplied the bulk of the skilled workers, but most 

of the migratory unskilled workers seem to have come from rural districts. 

Males dominated Newcastle's net gain of new residents not only because 

the industrial jobs available were almost entirely for men, but also 

because of the shortage of accommodation which forced new arrivals to 

either pay high rents or buy their own homes if they wanted to bring 

their families. Because of these conditions, and the economic 

dislocations of the period, the turnover of workers was high. 

Reviewing employment conditions for August 1920, the Newcastle 

Morning Herald provided this summary of the problem: 

The lack of housing accommodation is still keeping large 
numbers of mechanics from the Newcastle district. Many 
artisans who came from Sydney were satisfied with work 
offering in their trade, but could not find accommodation 96 for their families, and therefore returned to the metropolis. 

For the unskilled the problem in these years was lack of work. During 

January 1921 the Herald noted the existence of much unemployment among 

unskilled workers 'many of whom have come to Newcastle from other parts 

94 Ibid., 15 March 1921, p.4. John Lysaght (Australia), Lysaght's 
Silver Jubilee, 1921-1946 (Sydney, 1946), p.26. 

95 NMH, 30 August 1930, p.8. 

96 Ibid., 7 September 1920, p.4. 



97 of New South Wales, and from the other States'. After 1923, 

122. 

conditions started to ease; many of those in work were able to acquire 

land and homes, but the flow of unskilled workers to the city seeking 
98 work went on throughout the 1920s. 

Work and Life 

By 1921 Newcastle had emerged as a large, raw heavy industry city. 

Coalmining which employed 30 to 40 per cent of the city's male bread

winners at the turn of the century, employed only a tenth by 1921 

(Plate I). The following Table (3.10) contrasts the workforce of 

Newcastle with that of the State's urban areas. Of course the Census 

can only give, however detailed, a snap-shot picture of the workforce. 

It tells nothing about its stability and little about its internal 

structure. Of the 9,493 men who gave their occupation as a manufacturing 

one (one-third of total breadwinners) nearly two-thirds worked for either 

B.H.P. or at the State Dockyard. The steelworkers were divided into two 

groups: those who worked shifts on six days a week (with Saturday after-
99 noon and Sundays off) and those who worked every day and week. The 

times when shifts began were: 7 a.m., 3 p.m. and 11 p.m.lOO English

born milling mechinist Frederick G. Hyde, who came to Newcastle in late 

1917, was one steelworker who worked seven days a week. When he sub

mitted his weekly budget to the Board of Trade inquiry into a 'living 

wage' for Newcastle in 1920, he was asked why his budget contained no 

allowance for church collections; he replied: 'I do not go to church. 

I have not got the time. I go to work'.lOl At Lysaght's galvanised 

iron works the week began at 6 a.m. on Monday and finished at midday on 

97 Ibid., 1 February 1921, p.4. 

98 See p .113. 

99 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.77. 

lOO A. Trengove, 'What's Good for Australia 
(Melbourne, 1975), p.142. 

, , . . . . . . The Story of BHP 

lOl NSW Board of Trade, Bulletin: Living Wage, p.109, Q.993. 



PLATE I 

Coalminers, Merewether, 1900. 

Steelworkers, Mayfield, 2 May 193~. 
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TABLE 3.10 Newcastle and Urban Areas of New South Wales: Structure 
of Male Employment, 1921 

Selected Group Newcastle 
(%) 

Employer 3.1 

Self-Employed 5.2 

Employee 80.0 

Unemployed 6.9 
86 .9 . 

Professional 4.7 

Domestic 2.1 

Commercial 1.2.5 

Transport & 
Communications 16.9 

Manufacturing 32. 3 

Mining 10.3 

Breadwinners 29, 374 

Urban 
Provincial 

(%) 

5.2 

11.8 

65.8 

8.6 
74.4 

6.8 

3.6 

15.7 

13.2 

21.6 

7.8 

162,985 

Sydney 
(%} 

5.4 

8.8 

69.8 

9.7 79.5 

9.5 

3.7 

22.5 

13.8 

24.3 

0.5 

297,387 

Source: 1921 Census. Note: 'Urban Provincial' included all 
municipalities in NSW outside Sydney. 

Saturday; 220 men were employed in early 1921 and as at the steelworks, 

the working 'day' was divided into three shifts.
102 

Shift work was characteristic not only of heavy industry, but also 

of the railways and coal loading, that is it affected perhaps the 

greater part of the male workforce. The effects of shift work on 

workers' home lives was aptly summed up by F.R.E. Mauldon in 1926: 

l02 NMH, 4 May 1921, p.7. NS, 17 May 1921, p.2. 



A great strain is placed on the shift-worker's wife, who, in 
addition to doing her household duties during the day, must 
have meals prepared late at night for her husband. Children 
must be restrained during the day while father sleeps, while 
the wife is harassed by disturbing callers.103 

124. 

For some, shift work was too big a price to pay. Mr. Joe Richley, a 

former coalminer in the Newcastle district (1908-13) joined the rail

ways as a locomotive cleaner and eventually became a fireman (1913-19), 

a relatively well paid job, but resigned because of the irregular hours 
104 and cold dinners. · 

Those workers who did not have to work shift work still had to work 

the 48 hour week which was standard until 1920 when a royal commission 

successfully reconnnended its reduction to 44 hours in the manufacturing 

and building industries. In 1922 the Nationalist-Progressive government 

of Sir George Fuller reintroduced the 48 hour week and. this continued to 

be the standard working week until 1 January 1926 when the Labor 

government of J.T. Lang brought in a 44 hour week for all workers except 

for those in coalmining and in rural industries. 105 Yet in 1924 a 

survey carried out by F.R.E. Mauldon among Newcastle unions found that 

out .of 24 trade unions (including those in manufacturing trades), only 

four specifically mentioned the 48 hour week as an 'outstanding 

grievance' 106 This was probably not so much a result of passive 

acceptance of the 48 hour week, as an outcome of a concentration on even 

more pressing problems (overtime and shift work) and claims for paid 

annual holidays. 107 

103 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.125. 

104 
Interview, 7 January 1977. See also J.C. Docherty, 'The Rise of 
Railway Unionism', M.A. Thesis, ANU, 1973, p.12 and n.29. 

105 NSWOYB, 1921, p.661, 1928-9, p.812, 819. The 48 hour week was 
briefly in force in the last half of 1930, but the 44 hour week was 
standard after 1932. The 40 hour week in NSW dates from 1947. 
NSWOYB, 1955, p.761. 

106 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.123, n.68. 

l0 7 Ibid., pp.124-5. In December 1944 a fortnight's paid annual holiday 
was introduced in NSW for all workers. NSWOYB, 1955, p.764. 
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These facts of working life bolster the observation of the economic 

historian C.B. Schedvin that it has 'always been difficult for those 

writing since the 'twenties to recognise that the decade following World 

War I was anything less than a period of steady economic progress and 

. 1 . . l" . d d ' 108 s h d . h 1 . d consistent y rising iving stan ar s • c e vin as a so pointe 

out that real income by the end of the decade was little better than it 

had been in 1913. 109 His remarks are particularly apt for Newcastle, 

the symbol of Australian heavy industry in the 1920s, where both skilled 

and unskilled workers were very dissatisfied with their general level of 

1 . h f l" . llO pay re ative to t e cost o iving. 

Another feature of work in Newcastle in this period was its danger. 

In 1917 the city's largest employer, the steelworks recorded 720 'slight' 

injuries, 520 injuries which were sufficiently serious to require 

hospital attention and two deaths; in late 1917 the works employed 
111 2,700 men. Government labour inspectors blamed this high rate of 

accidents on the inexperience of the workforce and the process of 

expansion being undertaken at the works. The Trades and Labour Council 

approached the B.H.P. in June 1917 to provide a motor ambulance to take 

injured workers to hospital. The Company refused, though it offered to 
112 arrange an annual subscription by its men towards an ambulance. 

Previously, accident cases were taken to hospital by boat because the 

roads were so bad. V. King (a representative of the gas workers) told 

the Council that the Company ought to employ a doctor as well as a 

first aid team. Between June 1917 and February 1918 the Council 

approached the Company three times about providing an ambulance and each 

108 C.B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression (Sydney, 1970), 
p.47. 

l09 Ibid., pp.49-50. 

llO Mauldon, Social Economics, p.126. 

111 Factories and Shops Report, 1917, p.33, NSWPP, 1918, Vol. III, 
pp.151 ff. 

112 Northern Times (Newcastle), 27 June 1917, p.4. 
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time the request was declined; the Council abandoned its efforts. 113 

As the next table (3.11) shows, the Company's steelworks continued to be 

a dangerous place to work in. In interpreting these figures it must be 

TABLE 3.11 B.H.P. Newcastle Steelworks, Accidents, 1918-25 

Year 

1918 

1919 

1920 

1921 

1922 

1923 

1924 

1925 

Number 
Employed 

2,991 

3,320 

4,450 

4,920 

1,971 

3,235 

4,129 

4,449 

No. 

2 

4 

1 

6 

3 

1 

7 

6 

Deaths 

Compensation 
per Man. 

£156.5 

£387.0 

£500.0 

£328.5 

£285.0 

£200.0 

£313.6 

£398.8 

No. 

412 

363 

480 

587 

210 

520 

794 

562 

Disabled 

Compensation 
per Man. 

£7.2 

£9.2 

£7.7 

£11.3 

£22.7 

£16. 7 

£12.0 

£16.6 

Source: Department of Labour and Industry Reports, 1918-25, NSWPP. 

stressed that they were collected under the terms of the Workman's 

Compensation Act of 1916 and though probably complete for the number 

killed, they seem to omit minor accidents. Compensation payments were 

decided by a court and did not have to be awarded if a man was injured 

or killed. For example, one of the two men killed in 1918 was 

Richard Edwards who was crushed to death by an ingot on 28 February. 

He had been employed by the steelworks for three weeks and had earned 
114 an average weekly wage of £3/2/5. His wife Susannah applied for 

113 Ibid., 6 February 1918, p.4. 

114 NMH, 17 May 1918, p.6. 
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compensation on behalf of herself and her young son, but after inspecting 

the works His Honour Judge Fitzhardinge ruled that Edwards had met his 

death while 'not in the course of his employment' (he had been in a 

section of the steelworks other than the one in which he worked) and 

th f · · had to be pai'd. 115 ere ore no compensation 

The Company's response to its accidents was to exhort repeatedly 

care on the part of employees by 'safety first' campaigns which implied 
116 

that accidents were wholly the fault of workers. As its attitude to 

providing an ambulance in 1917 showed, the Company was mean-minded when 

it came actually to spending money on its injured men. This was a policy 

of long standing. When the Company was based at Broken Hill, B.H.P. 

stood out among the mining companies as the most niggardly in subsidising 

workmen's contributions to hospital funds. Between 1913 and 1917 the 

Company argued against subsidising the Broken Hill hospital on the 

grounds that if they did they would have to subside that of Newcastle 

as well.
117 

In the jubilee edition of its monthly B.H.P. Review, issued 

in June 1935, the Company was careful to stress that it did provide 

adequate medical facilities for its workers and that it did subsidise 

workers' contribution to Newcastle District Hospital though it s~Y~ no 

indication of how great the contribution was or for how long it had been 

giving it. 118 It is interesting to contrast the record of B.H.P. in 

Newcastle with that another former Broken Hill company, the Sulphide 

Corporation, which operated a large smelting works at Cockle Creek (south 

of Newcastle) after 1896 and which by 1927 offered a sickness and 

. d f d f . k 1 . h h . . 119 h acci ent un or its wor ers a ong wit ot er amenities; t e 

Sulphide Corporation's record at Broken Hill had likewise been a humane 

115 Ib.d 
1.,. • ' 18 May 1918, p.6. 

116 B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 1935, pp.96-8. 

117 G. Blainey, The Rise of Broken HiZZ (Melbourne, 1968), pp.138-9. 

118 •t Op. en • , p.99. 

119 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.130. 
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120 
one. The two firms differed too on their policy towards trade 

unionism. B.H.P. resisted unions and by 1927 only half the production 

workers were unionists. 121 The Sulphide Corporation had remarkably 

amicable relations with its workers (who were mainly unionists) and did 

not have a single strike between 1910 and 1927. 122 

The concentration of work among a few firms had one predicatable 

result. - 'A man has only to offend about three firms and his name is 

"Walker"', remarked one trade union secretary in 1926. 123 Militants 

had more scope in Sydney where the number and variety of factories 

was far greater. Yet however bad working conditions were, a far worse 

alternative existed: unemployment. 

Out of Work 

With the exception of those employed by the government, virtually 

all Newcastle workers between 1900 and 1930 had experienced or been 

affected by unemployment. Sporadic employment had long been a feature 

of coalmining, whether because of dull trade or industrial disputes, 

and it grew worse after 1914 with the decline of the export trade and 
124 increasing use of petroleum products. As was shown in the 

examination of work in Newcastle in the 1900s, the city always had a 

large pool of unemployed or partly employed men waiting a change to get 

work. 125 Under these conditions, an economic dislocation brought great 

hardship to a large part of Newcastle's people. 

In August 1917 most of Newcastle's trade unions joined their 

Sydney brethren in the great strike which began as a dispute among 

120 Blainey, Rise of Broken Hill, pp.89-90. 

121 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, pp.95-7. 

122 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.131. 

123 Ibid., p .123. 

124 F.R.E. Mauldon, The Economics of Australian Coal (~elbourne, 1929), 
Chapters V and VI. 

125 See pp.100-2. 



railway engineers over the recording of work on cards, but under the 

wider pressures of wartime inflation and the failure of wages to 

129. 

maintain their purchasing power, developed into the largest industrial 

confrontation in the State's history. 126 The strike emanated from 

Sydney and the workers of the Newcastle district followed in a body 

promptly and without question. On 11 August 1917 the steelworkers joined 

the striking miners of the district (8,500) and by 15 August the 
127 'industrial life of the district' had been 'completely paralysed'. 

The strike dragged on until the third week of October, ending in the 

utter defeat of the strikers and widespread victimisation. Those who 

did not join the strike often lost their jobs because the disruption and 

distress was widespread. On 8 October 1917 the local Northern Times 

explained: 

Though it is not apparent on the surface, there are many 
families in the city and suburbs who are, if not actually 
starving, reduced to a diet which is next door to starvation. 
There are families whose sole food is bread and treacle, and 
not too much of that. To them meat has been more than a 
luxury for some weeks past, likewise milk, tea and sugar.128 

Regardless of the cause, to be unemployed could mean going hungry. 

Because of the boom conditions which set in at Newcastle from late 

1917 to 1921, unemployment receded as a social problem. The city 

temporarily avoided the economic downturn which had begun to affect most 

other parts of the State; of Newcastle's unemployed in 1921, only 

39.3 per cent were in that situation because of lack of work whereas the 
129 

State figure was 50.3 per cent. The better conditions at Newcastle 

drew large numbers of outside unemployed. In late May 1921 a Newcastle 

businessman claimed unemployment was the worst he had ever known and he 

spoke from 25 years local experience. 'He attributed the influx into 

126 D. Coward, 'Crime and Punishment' in J. Iremonger and others (eds.), 
Strikes (Canberra, 1973), pp.62-3, 53. 

127 NMH, 15 August 1917, p.7. 

128 Northern Times, 8 October 1917, p.l. 

129 1921 Census. These figures are for male breadwinners only. 
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Newcastle of many such men.to reports of the industrial expansion of this 

district which are circulating in Sydney and other parts of the State, 

the men being attracted by the reports to try their luck here'. 130 

This assessment would have applied to the unskilled since there was 

adequate work for skilled men during 1921. 

After the failure of the steelworks to re-open to full capacity 

in December 1921, unemployment in Newcastle increased dramatically. 

The fall in the steelworks's workforce in that month put 2,761 men 

out of work. 131 When it became obvious that the steelworks was not 

going to re-open, the local trade union leaders approached the Labor 

Premier, James Dooley, for assistance. It was an unproductive meeting. 

When told by the representative of the Federated Ironworkers, Peter 

Connolly, that there were 7,000 unemployed in the Newcastle district, 

Dooley retorted with the official figures which showed only 3,561 and 

brushed aside Connolly's point that ~many men believed it was futile to 
. ' 132 register • This raised an important problem in discussing unemploy-

ment anywhere in New South Wales, namely the worthlessness of the 

official unemployment figures. As well as Connolly's objection, others 

can be put forward. One is that there was a general distrust of the 

State labour bureaus as bodies which operated to serve employers not 

workers. From the information given in tqe monthly reports of the 

bureaus, unskilled men were the biggest group who registered and they 

could well have been the casual workers who registered in areas and then 

moved on if they failed to get work. Some idea of the irrelevance of 

the officially registered unemployed to total unemployment can be gained 

from examining the operations of the bureaus in March 1921. In that 

month they registered 2,610 unemployed males of whom 2,116 were sent to 

work; compare this result with the 1921 Census (4 April) which showed 

there were 54,028 unemployed male breadwinners in the State.
133 

130 NS, 27 May 1921, p.5. See also NS, 6 January 1921, p.3, where 
Queensland was named as a source of the unemployed. 

131 NSW Industrial Gazette, 31 January 1922, p.74. 

132 NMH, 1 February 1922, p.7. 

133 NSW Industrial Gazette, 30 April 1921, p.1371. 
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Fortunately a reliable guide to the magnitude of unemployment is 
of 

available from a series~aggregate employment by six large Newcastle 

firms which runs from 1916 to 1927. This shows that in the year ending 

October 1922, aggregate employment fall from 7,953 to 2,531. 134 

Therefore at least 5,400 men lost their jobs in this period together with 

an unknown member of workers in other dependent sections of the local 

workforce. At the same time, the city received a continual flow of 
135 hundreds of unemployed from other parts of the State. Why did they 

come to a place in the grip of massive unemployment? Many must have 

come as a result of the reports in the Sydney press. On 21 June 1922 

the Newcastie Sun sarcastically printed quotations from the leading 

dailies and asked its readers to guess which of them was right. It was 

especially critical of the Daily Telegraph, a mass circulation daily 

which had proclaimed that the steelworks would re-open in July 1922: it 

was 'authoritatively stated' this was so. 136 Others came, not to seek 

work, but to attach themselves onto the increasingly well organised local 

unemployment relief system. One local body, the Citizen's Unemployment 

Relief Committee suspended relief to anyone who had not been in the 

Newcastle district for at least three weeks.
137 

Despite this pre

caution two single men from Melbourne were reported as having stayed on 

one relief fund for seven months during 1922 before moving to another 

f d 138 un • 

Returned soldiers posed a special problem. In theory, they had to 

be given preference, but in practice this produced many injustices. 

Newcastle trade unions tended to oppose preference to returned soldiers 

though were inclined to recognise it in the case of local men who had 

enlisted. 139 An unforeseen problem was the position of the local 

134 Ib~d. , hl " mont y reports. See Figure 3.3, following p.111. 

135 NMH, 1 January 1923, p.4. 

136 NS, 21 June 1921, p.5. 

137 NMH, 19 July 1922, p.4. 

138 Ibid., 21 December 1922, p.4. 

139 Ibid., 13 July 1922, p.5. 
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Rejected Volunteers' Association who pointed out that notwithstanding 

their attempt to become soldiers, they received no privileges under the 

f . . 1 140 pre erence princip e. 

Although hard to measure, the scale and duration of unemployment 

suffered by Newcastle during 1922 and for the first six months of 1923 

probably exceeded anything within living memory. The first efforts to 

help the unemployed were made by the trade unions which formed a 

. d. l' f 141 Th . b . committee to ispense re ie • e unions were y no means unanimous 

about helping the unemployed. Representatives of the Federated Iron

workers and the Sulphide Corporation Employees believed that most of the 

1 d . b d h b. f ' · 142 I unemp oye were not union mem ers an t us o Jects o suspicion. n 

the ensuing months a host of relief bodies were set up for assisting the 

unemployed and the helpless. By late May 1922, there were sixteen 

organisations in existence though by early June this overlapping 

collection had been united in a single organisation. The largest 

dispenser of aid, despite the.efforts of local citizens, seems to have 

been the police, who started distributing relief, interestingly enough, 

right from the start of the economic downturn, in October 1921. In 

addition, the police administered the funds of the two largest relief 

committee, those of the Citizen's Relief Committee and the trade union 

organisation. Between October 1921 and June 1922 the Newcastle police 
143 were responsible for dispensing about £850 a week to the unemployed. 

Only after June 1922 was direct assistance from the State's 

Nationalist government under Sir George Fuller made available through 

local councils; within a month £50,000 had been allocated for public 

works in the area and the government indicated that more would.be made 

available. 144 Although the £50,000 was not enough to give work to all 

140 NS, 10 June 1922, p.5. 

141 NMH, 25 January 1922, p.5. 

142 Ibid., 30 January 1922, p.5. 

143 Ibid.; 1 February 1923, p.5. 

144 NS, 1.8 May 1922 4 ' p. ' 27 July 1922, p.4. 
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the unemployed the money was well spent, being allocated for road 

improvements (such as the Charlestown road which encouraged the 

southern spread of Newcastle later in the 1920s) and construction of 

the Chichester Dam which was to give the city a second source of water. 

Essential as this work was, its benefits were not felt until July 

1922, by which time the closure of the steelworks had brought new depths 

of misery and despair to the people. In late May, one suburban family 

was discovered by the neighbours to have sold almost all their 

possessions, including the bed clothes, for a fraction of their value, 

just to remain alive. 'The father had been out of work for a long time 

d h f . 1 . ' 145 I W 11 d k . d an t e anu y were starving • n a sen , a spa esman estimate 

that a mere tenth of the suburb's 2,000 male breadwinners had work. 

Nevertheless, only two families had applied for relief because it was 

considered degrading: 'the people would not accept relief until they 

h f . ' 146 A C . . d were on t e verge o starvation • t arrington, a watersi e 

suburb which was doubly hit by the closure of the steelworks and the 

resultant lack of shipping, the mayor, E.P. Hill, reported that 'distress 

was very acute. Children were attending schools without having had 

breakfast, and mothers of little children had practically nothing to 

t ' 147 ea • 

Single men at least had the advantage of mobility and relief 

organisations encouraged them to leave Newcastle and seek work in 
148 country areas. Surveying conditions during August 1922, government 

labour officials reported that many men from Sydney and Newcastle had 

gone to take work in the country as shearers' shed hands or as rabbit 

145 Ibid., 26 May 1922, p.l. 

146 Ibid., 3 July 1922, p.4. The unemployment in Wallsend was largely 
the result of depressed condition of the coal trade which was 
aggravated by the closure of the steelworks; 16 per cent of 
Wallsend's male breadwinners were engaged in manufacturing in 1921. 

147 Ibid., 15 June 1922, p.5. 

148 NMH, 21 December 1922, p.4. 
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149 trappers. No doubt rabbits kept many Newcastle families in food 

during 1922 and 1923. Less than a decade before the onset of the Great 

Depression life for many in the city was characterised by hunger, 

rabbit hunting, widespread unemployment, carefully rationed work on 

public projects and hard-pressed relief organisations. The B.H.P. steel

works, upon which Newcastle now so grimly depended, remained closed until 

March 1923 and re-opened on the terms the Company had laid down nine 

months earlier. 150 At that time the relief committee of the suburb of 

Waratah (the home of many of the steelworkers) wrote to B.H.P. requesting 

. h d. d l" d . 151 R d. h . assistance; t e irectors ec ine to give any. espon ing to t eir 

attitude, the mayor, Arthur Griffiths (1880-1965), commented: 'I think 

the directors of the company have a moral obligation to fulfil in this 

matter. They could have strained a point and given something towards 

the fund'. 152 Unlike Newcastle, the directors had no doubts where the 

Company's priorities lay. 

Steel was again produced at Newcastle on 5 March 1923, but not until 

October did the workforce exceed 4,000. Distress continued. In July 

1923, the Rev. E.E. Hynes, the superintendent of the Central Methodist 

Missi~n, issued an urgent appeal for food and clothing for the wives and 
153 children of the unemployed. By the close of 1923 though, the worst 

effects of the closure had passed (there are no longer reports of people 

starving), but the recovery did not mean a prompt return to the boom 

conditions which had existed prior to 1922. By the mid-1920s the steel

works' workforce was smaller, more productive and more stable than it had 

been during the earlier boom period. Turnover of labour among the 

skilled men was low but high among the unskilled who were drawn from the 

crowd who always waited outside the Company's gates; they were usually 

149 NSW Industrial Gazette, 30 September 1922, p.577. 

150 See Chapter 2, pp.74-6. 

151 NS, 28 July 1922, p.8. The mayor of Waratah was not the same man as 
the State politician, Arthur Griffih. 

152 Ibid. 

153 Ib~d., 4 1 1923 8 " Ju y ' p • • 



154 migratory workers and their numbers varied from ten to a hundred. 
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Figures of six large firms (including the steelworks) suggest a 

levelling of employment between 1924 and 1927. 155 In this relatively 

static labour market, which was very sensitive to any kind of economic 

downturn, unemployment continued to be a fact of working life. 

Among the skilled metal trade unions, only the Amalgamated Engineers 

had a regular system of coping with unemployment; they paid their 

unemployed members ten shillings a week (about a quarter of the 'living 

wage' in the mid-1920s). 156 This was possible for the Engineers for they 

were a large (almost 19,000 members in Australia in 1924) and well paid 

union. Other unions relied on temporary levies to help their unemployed. 

Some idea of the persistence of unemployment, even among the skilled, is 

given in figures for the Amalgamated Engineers during the first six months 

of 1924, a comparatively stable period for work in Newcastle. It can be 

seen from Table 3.12 that though only an average of 18 men or 1.7 per cent 

TABLE 3.12 Amalgamated Engineers, Newcastle District: Unemployment, 
January to June 1924 

.Duration (days) Number Percentage 

Under 3 24 15.8 

3 to 23 61 40.1 

24 to 47 36 23.7 

48 to 71 13 8.6 

Above 72 18 11.8 

Totals 152 100.0 

Source: Maulden, Social Economics, p.175. 

154 
Mauldon, Social Economics, pp.121-2. 

155 See Figure 3.3,following p.111. 

156 . 
Op. c-it. , p.172. 
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of the members were unemployed at any one time, a total of 152 or 

14.5 per cent of the membership had been out of work for some time in 

these months. 

Evidence for the Federated Ironworker's Association, a union which 

recruited the unskilled among the industrial workers, gives a much 

worse picture (Table 3.13). No membership total for each quarter is 

available, but the union had about 2,000 members in these years. The 

figures incidentally document the slow return to anything like full 

employment during 1923 though a bias could arise in these figures from 

the hostility of B.H.P. towards the Federated Ironworkers as a militant 
. 157 union. 

TABLE 3.13 Federated Ironworkers, Newcastle: Unemployment, February 
1923 to November 1924 

Quarter Ending Unemployed 

February 1923 789 

May 1923 834 

August 1923 907 

November 1923 907 

February 1924 497 

May 1924 580 

August 1924 476 

November 1924 270 

Source: Minutes of Evidence of the CommomeaUh Royal Commission on 
National Insurance, p.791, Q.19189. 

157 J.A. Merritt, 'The Federated Ironworkers' Association in the 
Depression', Labour History, Number 21, November 1971, pp.48-50. 
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In the winter of 1925, again, not an especially bad time, the 

NewcastZe Sun uncovered more of the human cost of unemployment. It 

discovered one family at Stockton (said to be only one of many cases) 

which ate only one meal a day; there were five small children in the 

family. This family, and families like them, drew on charity from the 

Salvation Army. Another case was a group of four men living on a hulk 

at Carrington who spent their days travelling about the district in 

search of work; they refused all help except bread and soup from the 

S 1 . A 158 a vation rmy. 

One answer to this pressing social problem was a system of national 

unemployment insurance. The idea came from Britain where the original 

legislation of 1911 had been enlarged to try to cope with the slump of 

1921-2. 159 Unemployment insurance, advocated in Australia before the 

Great War, was again considered in the 1920s; in 1923 the Queensland 

government actually introduced a contributory scheme. In 1924 the 

Commonwealth government appointed a royal commission to inquire into 

the idea. Four Newcastle union leaders gave evidence before the 

commission, representing the Federated Ironworkers, the Amalgamated 

Engin~ers, the Boilermakers and the Coaltrimmers. They were not a 

representative group, strictly speaking, but they did represent four of 

the most important local unions. The two representatives of the skilled 

metal unions, the Engineers and the Boilermakers, denied there was any 

groundswell of demand for unemployment insurance among their members. 

What they wanted was government investment in State works to keep them 
160 employed. 

The response of the other witnesses, Peter Connolly (1890-1959) for 

the Ironworkers and Alex McLagan for the Coaltrimmers, was probably much 

more in line with un~rticulated working class views. Both wanted the 

158 NS, 16 July 1925, p.3. 

159 C.L. Mowatt, Britain Be-tween the Wars, 1918-1940 (London, 1955) 
pp.45-6, 125-8. 

160 Minutes of Evidence of the CommorlJiJeaZth RoyaZ Commission on NationaZ 
Insurance, p. 788, Qs. 19102-19103, p. 791, Qs. 19181-19184. (See 
n.86 for details of this source). 
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Commonwealth government to fund an unemployment insurance scheme on the 

grounds the local workers were too poor for a contributory scheme on 

the British model. The problem was intermittency of work, not just the 

scale of wages. Peter Connolly believed that most Ironworkers in work 

got £4.2 shillings a week but on average 40 per cent of his members were 
161 unemployed and many had only worked eight months of the year. 

Speaking for the 472 members of the Coaltrimmers Union, Alex McLagan said 

that on any one day, three quarters would be idle. In slack times 

members would leave and then reapply to the Union for work which was 

given to them if they remained financial members. He gave 2~ hours a 

week as a typical working week for a coaltrimmer in 1925.
162 

Both 

Connolly and McLagan were emphatic about the responsibility of govern

ments to provide work. 'Our members', declared Alex McLagan, 'are like 

k . 1 h d . l.k . h . ' 163 0 h most wor ing peop e, t ey o not 1 e accepting c arity • , n t at 

affirmation of the dignity of working class people, the connnission 

closed its hearing of evidence in Newcastle, but no action was ever 

taken on the favourable, if limited, report on unemployment insurance 

the connnission presented to parliament. 

A second contemporary response to unemployment was organisation of 

unemployed unionists. In 1927 the 'One Big Union of Unemployed', based 

in Sydney, set up a branch at Newcastle for the 'immediate alleviation 
164 of distress among members'. Unlike the better known organisations 

of unemployed people in the 1930s, this body and others like it were 

initiated by trade unions with the aim of defending trade unionism; the 

later organisations were organisations of the unemployed for the 
165 

unemployed. 

Unemployment worsened during 1928. At the beginning of the year, 

E.A. Sinclair, president of the Newcastle Trades and Labour Council, 

161 Ibid., p.792, Q.19191. 

162 Ibid., p.794, Q.19259. 

163 Ibid., p.794, Q.19247. 

164 NS, 6 September 1927, p.5. 

165 L. Richardson, 'Dole Queue Patriots' in J. Iremonger and others (eds.), 
Strikes (Canberra, 1973), pp.149-50, 153. 
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estimated there were between 1,500 and 2,000 men out of work. 166 

Humpies and rudimentary shelters, traditionally associated with the 

unemployed of the 1930s, had appeared in Newcastle by the mid-1920s and 

continued to be a feature of the outskirts of the city as late as 

1938. 167 Reviewing 1928, the Newcastle Morning Herald connnented: 

'None expects to see Newcastle entirely without a considerable body of 

unemployed. It has never been the case 1
•
168 Of course much worse was 

to come. An English visitor to Newcastle in the early 1930s wrote 

this account: 

Newcastle is a dingy town; a town of bitter, out-of-work men. 
Its modern docks stretch for miles - deserted. The huge 
cranes - still •••• The hard, bitter faces of the street
corner loungers stand out clear cut against this drab background. 
The harbour is dead; these men live and smoulder 
Newcastle is dead. Lazarus without a Christ.169 

Some Conclusions 

By 1921 Newcastle had assumed its present place in the economy of 

New South Wales that is as a heavy industry city and a regional centre. 

Half a century later, in 1971, Newcastle's workforce continued to be 

distinctive from that of Sydney and most other urban areas in the State 

though the differences were less than they were in 1921 and Wollongong 

had taken Newcastle's place as Australia's most homogeneous industrial 

city (Table 3.14 which can be compared with Table 3.10, p.123). 

166 NS, 20 January 1928, p.5. 

167 Public Health Report, 1925, p.117, NSWPP, 1926-7, Vol. I, pp.255 ff. 
NS, 20 January 1928, p.5. NMH, 21 January 1928, p.4. Evidence 
for the survival of these dwellings until at least 1938 comes from 
a collection of photographs taken by Dr. Ronald Mendelsohn in that 
year; they remain in his possession in Canberra. 

168 NMH, 1 January 1929, p.4. 

169 R.W. Thompson, Down Under:. An Australian Odyssey (London, 1932), 
pp.240-1. I have slightly rearranged this quotation. 
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TABLE 3.14 Newcastle and Urban Areas of New South Wales: Structure 
of Male Employment, 1971 

Status: 

Employer 

Self-Employed 

Employee 

Occupation: 

Professional 

Administrative 

Transport & 
Communications 

Craftsmen, 
Process Workers 
& Labourers 

Workforce ( '000) 

Newcastle 

3.6 

3.4 

91.5 

8.3 

6.3 

8.1 

52.5 

75 

Other Urban 

7.4 

6.0 

83.8 

7.3 

9.1 

8.6 

39. 7 

235 

Wollongong 

3.2 

3.1 

92.6 

7.3 

4.9 

6.7 

57.4 

57 

Sydney 

4.2 

4.5 

89.9 

10.0 

10.0 

6.9 

42.6 

805 

Source: 1971 Census (unpublished and published figures). Note: the 
figures for 'Newcastle' refer to the combination of the City 
of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Shire and those for 
'Wollongong' to the combination of the City of Wollongong and 
the municipality of Shellharbour. The totals for these four 
areas was subtracted from the totals for the 'major' urban 
areas of NSW to give residual figures for the Sydney urban area. 

In the transition from a coalmining to an industrial workforce, one 

noteworthy change had taken place; industrial Newcastle was a much 

quieter place than the coal town of the nineteenth century which had a 

soundly based reputation for industrial militancy. The independence 

displayed by Newcastle coalminers in the nineteenth century was largely 

replaced by 1921 by heavy industry unions whose head offices were in 

Sydney. Instead of originating large-scale disputes, Newcastle, more 

often than not, suffered from them; the great strike of 1917 was a case 

in point. Many of the industrial workers who came to.Newcastle after 

1913 were from Sydney and there is a sense in which Newcastle becomes 



an outlier of metropolitan working class culture in these years. 

Militant newspapers like the Toiler (1920-1) and the Industrialist 

(1921-2), to take one example, were merely local variants of the 

141. 

170 ·contemporary labour press of Sydney. Certainly industrial Newcastle 

lacked the radicalism which the inland mining townships inherited from 

the coal town of the nineteenth century. 

Heavy industry had the effect of making the male workforce of 

Newcastle larger and possibly more affluent in 1921 than it had been in 

1900, but given the poverty of the miners this is hardly a fair 

comparison. Industry failed to provide an increasing number of jobs for 

women (up to the late 1930s) and proved · incapable of giving its male 

workers the job security they craved. These failures can to an extent 

be blamed on the economic difficulties of the inter-war years and on 

the concentration of most of the State's manufacturing in Sydney. 

Like the Great War, the Second World War boosted industrial employment 

though the rate of growth has been less spectacular since that time and 

employment continues to be dominated by B.H.P. In the transition from 

coalmining to the firm establishment of heavy industry, there was a 

significant social price to be paid and, as this chapter had 

demonstrated, Newcastle paid this price in full. 

170 Complete files of these newspapers are held by the Mitchell Library. 
I have read each issue. 



4. NEWCASTLE UNFOLDING 

A considerable part of the fabric of modern suburban Newcastle was 

produced between 1910 and 1929. This chapter examines the city's 

expansion in these years and how it was shaped by the decisions of 

large land owners. 

Land Ownership and Sales Policy 

142. 

In 1900 at least two-thirds of the land of Newcastle was owned by 

five coalmining companies, some private estates and the government 

(Table 4.1). As can be seen from the table, the coalmining companies 

owned the largest share; they held freehold titles to about 44 per 

cent of the total area of the city's municipalities. Two points of 

explanation have to be made both about the figures in Table 4.1 and 

the following maps of land ownership (Figures 4.1, 4.2). The first is 

that -they are based on the original holdings of the families and coal 

companies and so make no allowance for alienations up to 1900. Second, 

the data offers a selection of the principal land owners, that is land 

which was indisputably held by the particular land owner; as well, 

there were other large land owners but they cannot be readily 

identified.
1 

If their lands were included it would boost the 

percentage total of Table 4.1 by about 15 per cent. 

Still, some attempt has to be made to account for alienations of 

land in the nineteenth century. Fortunately this is not a great 

difficulty as far as the coalmining companies were concerned because, 

with the exception of the Australian Agricultural Company, only a 

fraction of their original holdings had been alienated by 1900. 

According to the records of the Australian Agricultural Company, 

1 The main source for these remarks is Edwards and Allen's Map of the 
Coal Properties in the Newcastle District (Newcastle, 1890), which 
shows large unidentified tracts of land in Wallsend and Wickham. 
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TABLE 4.1 Newcastle: Principal Land Owners, c.1900 

Owner Area (hectares) % Newcastle 
Land 

Coal Companies: 

Australian Agricultural 

Scottish-Australian 

Waratah 

New Lambton 

Newcastle-Walls end 

Government: 

Pasturage Reserve 

Other lands 

Private Estates: 

Glebe (Church of 

Quigley 

Merewether 

Dangar 

Brown 

Grand Total 

England) 

954.2 

744.6 

240.9 

270.5 

1,175.0 

3,385.2 

631. 3 

409.1 

1,040.4 

14.2 

48.6 

436.6 

140. 8 

31.2 

5,097.0 

12.4 

9.7 

3.1 

3.5 

15.3 

44.0 

8.2 

5.3 

13.5 

0.2 

0.6 

5.7 

1.8 

0.4 

66.2 

Source: Edi.Jards and AUen Map, (1890). State Electoral Map 1912. 
The total area of the municipalities of Newcastle was 
7,680.4 hectares. 



FIGURE 4.1 

NEWCASTLE: MUNICIPAL BOUNDARIES, 1916-24 
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FIGURE 4.2 

LARGEST PRIVATE ESTATES. c.1910 
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alienations to 1900 amounted to 215 hectares (531 acres) and various maps 

indicate that these sales had taken place on the northern and eastern 

side of their estate in the municipalities of Wickham and Newcastle City. 2 

In 1900 then, the Company had nearly 80 per cent of its original lands 

intact. As for the other companies, they too had sold some land, but 

again the total amount was relatively small. For example, by 1922, the 

Scottish-Australian Company had alienated a mere 13 per cent of its 

original estate. 3 Further, the concentrated shape of the townships in 

areas where these companies had land would suggest limited sales. 4 

Private estates covered about nine per cent of the total area of the 

municipalities of Newcastle in 1900. By far the greatest of these was 

that of the Merewether family which owned the whole of Merewether 

municipality (apart from a glebe) and a tract of adjoining land in the 

south. The estate had belonged to E.C. Merewether (1820-1893), an 

official of the Australian Agricultural Company. On his death, it was 

vested in trustees who did not permit sales to tenants to take place 

until 1910. 5 No sales of land on the Church of England's glebe were 

allowed before 1923. 

The second largest estate was owned by the Dangar family. It was 

held as three parcels of which only that in southern Wickham (27.9 

hectares of nearly a fifth of the total Newcastle estate) had been almost 

entirely alienated by 1900; the rest was intact. 6 This seems to have 

2 

3 

4 

AA Co., London Despatches, 1March1901, p.44. See also the Company's 
'private plan' of its estate in Newcastle City and Hamilton prepared 
in 1905 (held by ANU Archives). 

R.G. Robinson to T.G. Park, 10 February 1922. Scottish-Australian 
Mining Company (SAM Co.), London Letter Book, 1921-22, p.360 (Fisher 
Library, Sydney). 

Major T.S. Parrott, Map of the Country Around Newcastle, N.S.W., Sheet 
No. 1, (1 November 1892). 

5 J. Dixon, History of Merewether (Merewether, 1935), pp.6, 36-7. 

6 The evidence for this assessment is Parrott's Map (see n.4), which 
shows concentrated settlement in southern Wickham, and the State 
Electoral Map of 1912 for the area which indicates land alienation for 
parks and railway use. 
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been true too of the Alexander Brown estate which was isolated from 

econontlc development in the nineteenth century. Like the owners of the 

Merewether estate, the trustees of the Quigley estate (which took in the 

southern end of Stockton peninsula) refused to sell any land in the 

nineteenth century. The trustees sold no land prior to 1912 and as late 

as 1926 residents who tried to convert their title from leasehold to 

freehold found that the owners either refused to sell or demanded what 

'd d b h' h . 7 was cons1 ere to e .a very 1g price. 

About 13 per cent of the area of the municipalities of Newcastle in 

1900 was Crown land. The main holdings were the Newcastle Pasturage 

Reserve (which occupied the geographical centre of the municipalities) 

and land at Carrington and Stockton. To these must be added two small, 

but strategically located and very valuable parcels owned by the Railway 

Department at the eastern and western ends of the central business area. 

The Newcastle Pasturage Reserve originally covered 647.5 hectares 

(1,600 acres) and straddled parts of Waratah, Lambton and New Lambton 

municipalities. In the 1880s miners squatted on the Reserve illegally 

to avoid paying rent and rates and yet be close to most collieries; by 

1887 the Reserve had a population of 4,486. 8 In June 1889 the Govern

ment passed legislation which allowed miners who had settled on the 

Reserve before January 1888 to buy their land. By 1900, 91 hectares 

(226 acres) had been sold under this legislation for a total price of 
9 £23, 059. This figure excludes other alienations of which the biggest 

were the sale of 16.2 hectares (40 acres) to the Waratah Coal Company 

and the acquisition by the Railway Department of 26.1 hectares (64.4 

acres) in the 1880s for its locomotive depot at Broadmeadow, Hamilton. 

By 1900 therefore, about 79 per cent of the Reserve remained in the 

7 Land Sale Poster, 30 November 1912 (Mitchell Library). I have been 
unable to locate any earlier poster for land sales of the Quigley 
estate. NS, 3 September 1926, p.4. 

8 Lands Department Report. 1890, pp.9-10, NSWLAV&P, 1891-2, Vol. IV, 
pp. l ff. 

9 Ibid., 1900, p.102, NSWLAV&P, 1900, Vol. IV, pp.l ff. 
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hands of the Crown; indeed even by 1915 only 35 per cent of the Reserve 
10 had been alienated. 

Government sales of land at Carrington began in 1865 to those who 

wanted to get away from the settled parts of Newcastle and live on an 

estuarine island which apparently then offered a pleasant environment. 

In the late 1880s the value of the island as wharf area for coal ships 

became obvious and by the end of the century Carrington had become a 

large coal loading centre which operated twenty-four hours a day. Those 

who had gone to Carrington to seek refuge from the rest of Newcastle 

found themselves crowded on a small area of land enveloped by the noise 

and smoke from locomotives and the dust from coal loading. The residents, 

with good reason, felt the government owed them some compensation for 

h h d h d f . ·11 d h lf h . . 1. . 1906 11 
w at a appene or it sti owne a t e municipa ity in • 

Instead the government pressed on with the development of Carrington to 

assist the coal industry. In 1913 a bridge conveniently linking the 

southern portion with the mainland was removed to make way for harbour 

improvements. 12 Three years later, in 1916, the Holman (Labor) 

government resumed 4 hectares (10 acres) of land in the south and 

demolished 40 houses (in spite of the city's growing shortage of 
13 accommodation) , again to make way for wharf development. The residents 

hoped in vain for the government to resume Carrington completely for 

industrial use and gi~e them compensation so they could find homes 

elsewhere. In 1971, as in 1916, Carrington continued to be a low 

quality residential area constantly threatened by the needs of 
. d 14 in ustry. 

lO NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. III, pp.819 ff., p.31, Q.906. 

ll Ibid., 1906, Vol. I, pp.915 ff., p.25, Q.617, p.36, Q.1743. 

12 NMH, 17 June 1913, p.5. 

13 Ibid., 5 April 1916, p.8. 

14 In 1971, 2,122 people lived at Carrington (unpublished Census figures 
supplied by the Australian Bureau of Statistics). 
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Perhaps the single most profitable sale of government land in 

Newcastle in the nineteenth century was carried out at Stockton. In 

1887 Stockton was undergoing a real estate boom as a result of the 

opening up of a coal mine at the southern end two years earlier. Since 

the Quigley family would not sell any of its land, the government decided 

to profit from their holdings. Accordingly, in 1887, the Lands 

Department subdivided 34 hectares (84 acres) adjacent to the Quigley 

land into 341 lots (Figure 4.3); at the auction sale which followed the 

government realised £31,077. 15 This part of Stockton later became 

known as 'New Township'. The depression of the 1890s and the closure of 

the Stockton mine in 1907 prevented large-scale settlement of this area 

before 1914, after which time the land was taken up by industrial 

workers. 

Of course not all Crown land was considered appropriate for 

speculative selling. One important parcel of Crown land was 38.8 

hectares (96 acres) at Waratah which was low-lying land set aside for 

a botanical gardens in 1868. This land assumed a very different role 

in 1912 because it adjoined land. acquired by the B.H.P. for its steel

works. Ownership of this land assisted the government in putting 

pressure on the Caledonian Coal Company to sell its land in the same 

area to B.H.P. at a reasonable price. 16 In turn, the land set aside 

for a botanical gardens was sold by the government to B.H.P. and the 

proceeds divided among the surrounding councils; Waratah Council 

received £1,000.
17 

These lands were complemented by the holdings of the Railway 

Department which by 1900 had acquired a number of parcels of land for 

use as stations, tracks, yards and sites for coal loading. Two of 

these parcels flanked the main shopping and business area (Hunter 

15 Lands Department Report, 1887, Shedule IX, p.10, 
Vol. III, pp.l ff. Government sales of 'Town and 
for the whole Colony in 1887 were £51,294. 

16 Hughes, Australian Iron and Steel Industry, p.67. 

17 NMH, 15 December 1923, p.5. 

NSWLAV&P, 1888-9, 
Suburb Lands' 



FIGURE 4.3 
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Street) and have historically done much to reinforce its linear shape 

and inhibit its natural western expansion.
18 

Together, large private and government land owners accounted for 

somewhere between two-'thirds and eight-tenths of the surface area of the 

municipalities of Newcastle in 1900. By comparison with Sydney this was 

an atypical situation (excluding the coal companies) for although 

extensive private estates existed there too, many of them were subdivided 

in the 1870s and built upon in the suburban expansion of the 1880s.
19 

In Newcastle the relatively limited scale of urban growth plus the 

determination by the owners of two private estates (the Merewether and 

the Quigley families) not to sell, meant the high concentration of land 

ownership which existed by 1870 underwent little change by 1900, or for 

that matter, by 1910. Obviously those who still owned extensive tracts 

of potential suburban land in 1910 stood to make huge profits from the 

demand for land brought by industrial development. Heavy industry meant 

that those coalmining companies (such as the Australian Agricultural 

and Scottish-Australian) whose supply of workable coal was fast running 

out and whose pastoral interests were in difficulty, could reap un

expected profits from the surface of land they had once mined.
20 

Not all the coalmining companies were as fortunate as the Australian 

Agricultural and Scottish-Australian. One land owner which missed out 

was the Waratah Coal Company, a Sydney-based concern which had been 

trying to sell its land since 1889. In 1897 it offered land for sale 

at Adamstown in anticipation of residential demand following industrial 

18 In late 1972 the Public Transport Commission of NSW offered to sell 
or lease the eastern parcel (12.9 hectares or 32 acres) then valued 
at $6 million for redevelopment. The offer was not taken up by any 
Newcastle interests and the area continued to be used for the 

19 

terminus station and marshalling yards. Australian Financial Review, 
16 April 1973, Newcastle Supplement, p.3. 

M. Kelly and R. Crocker, Sydney Takes Shape (Sydney, 1977), 
pp. 33, 39. 

20 Both firms had pastoral as well as mining interests. 
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development; 21 the demand failed to eventuate and the sale was a flop. 

Several more sales were held, but in 1909 the Company gave up on 

Newcastle and accepted £3,000 for its remaining freehold lands to a 

syndicate. The Waratah Coal Company was wound up in 1910. On the land 

it once owned stands the B.H.P. steelworks and the modern suburbs of 

Jesmond and Charlestown. 22 

With the exception of the Waratah Coal Company, the ownership of 

land in Newcastle was virtually the same in 1910 as it had been in 1900. 

In the last half of the nineteenth century, coalmining and this high 

concentration of land among a few owners had given Newcastle an unusual, 

fragmented shape. After 1910 the small number of large landowners were 

again influential in moulding the physical evolution of the city. 

The Spread of the Suburbs, 1910-29 

The 1910s and 1920s were among the greatest decades of building and 

land subdivision in Newcastle's history. The only earlier period which 

could compare was the 1880s when the number of dwellings increased from 

about 5,220 to 9,715 and from the limited information available the bulk 

of thi$ new building was done in wood not brick. 23 Much land was also 

subdivided in the 1880s to remain vacant in the depression of the 1890s. 

Figures from the Hunter District Water Board show that in 1899 there 

21 

22 

23 

This belief may have been based on the economic gains expected to 
accrue to Newcastle once Federation was achieved in the wake of the 
conferences of 1897; for evidence of the prevalence of this notion 
in 1900 see Chapter 2, p.50. 

This account is based on the half-yearly reports of the Company for 
1889-1910 which are held by the Fisher Library, Sydney. The largest 
single inheritor of the Company's interests and lands was the 
Caledonian Coal Company Ltd. (whose head office was in Glasgow). By 
1900 this Company had taken over the Waratah Coal Company's colliery 
at Charlestown, but details of how its lands were sold are not readily 
available. Sydney Mail, 27 October 1900, p.984. 

The results of the 1881 NSW Census were destroyed by fire though some 
information for five Newcastle municipalities survived. This showed 
an average of 5.2 persons per dwelling and was the basis for the 
calculation of total dwellings in the remaining six municipalities. 
1881 Census (NSW)(Sydney, 1884), p.xxv. 
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were 1,654 vacant blocks rated for water of which 72 per cent were in 

Hamilton, Waratah or Wickham; 24 these figures exclude Stockton where 

the government had subdivided and sold 341 blocks in 1887. The figures 

are not complete because there were areas within municipalities which 

the Board did not rate until the end of the 1900s. In this decade 

1,137 new blocks were rated for water though they were almost certainly 

old subdivisions which had not been previously rated. 25 Urban growth 

in the 1900s was limited; only about 1,400 new dwellings were constructed 

of which 60 per cent were put up in Hamilton and Waratah mostly on land 

subdivided before 1891. Thus in 1911, about 84 per cent of the occupied 

dwellings of Newcastle had been built before the 1890s. 26 

When the results of the 1909-10 coal strike had worn off, Newcastle 

began to participate in the general upswing in the State's economy. 

This movement was sustained and then greatly accelerated by the establish

ment of the B.H.P. steelworks and the State Dockyard in 1913. In the 

two decades which followed a sizeable part of the present (1971) stock 

of housing was created and new land subdivisions did much to establish 

the direction and form of settlement after 1945 when a new period of 

urban expansion began. The following tables (4.2, 4.3) attempt to set 

out this growth and show its importance in the whole period from 1910 to 

1950. Taken together, these tables provide an aggregate of the scale of 

urban growth within the municipalities of Newcastle from 1910 to 1950, 

both of amount of new building and the net surplus of subdivided land 

by decade. The significance of the period 1910 to 1929 is most apparent 

from the tables for both these indicators. This information can be 

expressed in another way: of the stock of private houses in the City 

24
.Hunter District Water Board Report, 1898-9, p.14, 
Vol. III, pp.1173 ff. These figures are those for 
lands' which are called simply 'lands' after 1903; 
first year for which they are available. 

NSWLAV&P, 1899, 
'unimproved 
1899 is the 

25 
Ibid., 1_900-10, NSWLAV&P (for Reports 1900-03) and NSWPP for Reports, 
1904-10). 

26 
Calculations based on the results of the 1891, 1901 and 1911 Censuses. 



TABLE 4.2 

Period 

1910-19 

1920-29 

1930-39 

1940-50 

Totals 

Newcastle: Net Gains of Premises, 1910-50 

New Premises 

4,172 

7,704 

2,916 

3,355 

18,147 

Percentage 

23.0 

42.4 

16.1 

18.5 

100.0 
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Source: Hunter District Water Board Reports, 1910-28, NSWPP, and 
unpublished figures supplied by the Board. Note: the figures 
apply to the aggregate area of the municipalities of Newcastle 
and have been occasionally adjusted from census evidence. 
'Premises' cover all buildings. 

TABLE 4.3 

Period 

1910-19 

1920-29 

1930-39 

1940-50 

Totals 

Newcastle: Total Net Surplus of New Subdivided Lands, 
1910-50 

Net Subdivisions 

1,476 

2,262 

607 

1,637 

5 ,982 

Percentage 

24.7 

37.8 

10.1 

27.4 

100.0 

Source: As for Table 4.2. Note: Stockton excluded before 1924. 

of Newcastle in 1971 about half.were built before 1933 (Table 4.4). The 

table contains discrepancies because of demolitions, the inclusion of 

undated houses in the totals and the conversion of old houses into 
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TABLE 4.4 Newcastle: Ages of Private Houses, 1933-71 

Gains of Occupied Private 
Period 

Private Houses Houses at the end 
of the period 

* Up to 1933 20,409 22,532 

1933-47 5,962 26,910 

194 7-54 4,479 31,452 

1954-61 4,385 34,755 

1961-66 1,252 36 ,007 

1966-71 2, 764 38, 771 

* Source: Censuses. That is private houses in 1947 which were built 
before 30 June 1933. 

flats,
27 

but these do not affect the value of the results in 

demonstrating the importance of the period up to 1929 in the creation 

of the urban fabric of modern Newcastle. 

Given that much of the city's present suburban land was held by so 

few owners in 1910, how they chose to dispose of this land would clearly 

have far-reaching effects on the physical spread of the suburbs and on 

land use. The remainder of this section is therefore devoted mainly to 

examining three kinds of land sale policies adopted by these owners: 

the use of a recent park dedication to manufacture a focus for the 

subdivision of an area, the attempt to allocate specified socio

economic groups to certain planned areas and the use of advanced town 

planning designs as a medium for selling land. 

The Dangar family was the first large Newcastle land owner in the 

twentieth century to initiate a subdivision by dedicating part of the 

27 Flats were excluded to make comparisons easier; 
are not proportionately as important in Newcastle 
Sydney. 

in any case they 
as they are in 
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28 land to the local council for development as a park. In early 1910 

the family dedicated 4.5 hectares (11 acres) of low-lying land of its 

Mayfield estate to Waratah council. A year later, on 14 January 1911, 

the family advertised its first subdivision on its Mayfield estate 

consisting of 84 lots under the title 'Dangarville'. 29 The poster 

announcing the sale stressed the closeness of the land to the tram

line and its overlooking of the yet to be developed Dangar Park. A 

deal like this was very profitable to the donor since it brought good

will, rid the owner of land which would have been difficult to sell 

anyway, and, once the cost of developing the park had begun to be borne 

by the council (that is the ratepayers), the once useless land could be 

used as a selling point to promote better adjacent land. 

The year before, in 1910, Hamilton council approached the 

Australian Agricultural Company (which owned about 40 per cent of the 

municipality) to dedicate a portion of its land for use as a public 

reserve. At this time only Gregson Park was available and it was then 

too small and too swampy for either cricket or football. F. L. Learmonth, 

the Company's superintendent, refused to grant the council's original 

request for a certain piece of land on the grounds it was 'altogether 

too valuable' but told his London superiors of the 'real want' for such 

a reserve since 'there is no other land available in the vicinity of 
30 Hamilton outside the Company's property'. Learmonth solved the 

problem by recommending that a 2.8 hectare (seven acres) site south of 

the one wanted by the council be dedicated for the reserve. 'This is 

rather low lying land covered with scrub, and it would require a good 

deal of money expended on it before it would be available as building 

28 

29 

30 

This may well have been simply a continuation of nineteenth century 
practice; Professor K.S. Inglis pointed out to me that Centennial 
Park in Sydney was once marshy land which was developed by the 
proceeds from the sale of adjoining land by the government in the 
1880s. 

NMH, 14 January 1911, p.7. The total area of the Dangar holdings 
at Mayfield was 50.2 hectares. 

F.L. Learmonth to the London Board, 8 August 1911. AA Co., London 
Despatches, pp.296-6 (p.296 is repeated in error). 
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31 sites', he wrote. The other advantage of this site, he explained, 

would be to push land sales in that part of the estate. With no 

option, the council agreed; hence modern Learmonth park, Hamilton. 

Three years later, in 1913, the Company dedicated 28.3 hectares 

(70 acres) of 'mostly swamp' land to Newcastle City council to be 
32 developed as a park. By 1929 the council had spent £20,000 on 

filling in this land which is now National Park, the main park in inner 

Newcastle. At about the same time as this donation was made, the 

Company announced that it would create a model 'garden suburb' on the 
33 western side of the park. 

A fourth example of this practice occurred in 1924 when Lambton 

council asked the Scottish-Australian Company to make available 9.3 

hectares (23 acres) of swampy land to it as a recreational reserve. 

The Company's manager, R.G. Robinson, agreed on the usual condition that 

the council build a street to give the Company a frontage on the land 

and pay for drainage and all other improvements. The manager pointed 

out to his London superior that the land, though valueless in itself, 

would, with development, 'much enhance the value of the Company's 

subd~visional areas 1
•
34 This was the origin of Jesmond park, Lambton. 

Mercenary as these examples seem, it must be made plain that the 

use of low lying land for parks was a common practice by both private 

and government land owners. The cost of developing the land into a park 

was met without protest by the local council which in turn derived the 

necessary resources from ratepayers. At least as far as Newcastle was 

concerned, the policies of the government were no better than those of 

private land owners. For instance, modern Adamstown, Myers and District 

parks (the last two created after 1910) were all once part of the 

31 Ibid., p.296 (p.2 of letter). 

32 NMH, 21 August 1933, p.8. 

33 Ibid., 28 April 1913, p.5. 

34 R.G. Robinson to T.G. Park, 13 May 1924. SAM Co., London Letter 
Book, 1923-5, p.218. 



35 Newcastle Pasturage Reserve and all three occupy low-lying areas. 

Like the private owner, the government believed that if the land had 

residential potential it was not to be given away, but sold for the 

best possible price. Presumably if the land had not been like this, 

these parks might not have occupied their present positions. At 

Carrington, only a tiny proportion of the land was set aside for 

recreational use and this was a suburb where only the government was 

responsible. 
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The dedication of unwanted land for a park by an owner as a prelude 

for subdividing and selling better adjoining land was one way in which 

the modern land use pattern of Newcastle was formed. A second influential 

process was the attempt to.allocate new subdivided areas to certain 

socio-economic groups. The 'garden suburb' schemes carried out at 

Hamilton and north Stockton were examples of this process. 

In 1912 the Australian Agricultural Company embarked upon a 

vigorous campaign to sell land from its estate in inner Newcastle to 

relieve the burden of municipal rates and more recently, of the effects 

of the 1910 Federal Land Tax Act which cost the Company £9,000 in its 

first.year of operation in 1911. 36 Its response was to sell 38.4 

hectares (95 acres) in the south western corner of the estate (now 

occupied by the race course) as a short-term measure and to commission 

two leading planners, John Sulman and John F. Hennessy (a Sydney 

architect) to design a 'garden suburb to cover 121.4 hectares (300 acres) 

of its vacant land in eastern Hamilton. The idea of a 'garden suburb' 

came from Britain where at Letchworth (which came into being after 1903), 

the traditional grid street layout was replaced by broad avenues, low 

density housing, parks and a preference for curved rather than straight 
37 streets. The ideas behind the 'garden suburb' plan were never fully 

35 The evidence for this statement is cartographical, being based on 
the Army Survey Map, Newcastle, 1940 (Melbourne, 1941), which gives 
contours, and Craigie's maps of the city prepared in 1918 and 1927; 
the 1927 map shows the present Myers Park as a 'drainage reserve'. 

36 F.L. Learmonth to the London Board, 16 March 1912. AA Co., London 
Despatches, p.140. 

37 L. Sandercock, Cities for Sale (Melbourne, 1975), pp.13-14. 
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applied in New South Wales (especially its most revolutionary concept 

that of municipal land ownership) but the phrase 'garden suburb', 

redolent as it was with pleasant rural associations in an urban 

environment, was widely taken up by developers as a good selling term 

as was occasionally the physical plan of such suburbs. 

In a brochure issued by the Australian Agricultural Company in 

1914 no doubts were left about the kind of people the Company wanted to 

inhabit its most ambitious subdivision (Figures 4.4, 4.5). The sketches 

showed broad, tree-lined streets and high quality housing. The strongly 

middle to upper class image projected by the brochure of the planned 

suburb clashed starkly with the working class realities of Newcastle, 

but it was exactly this contrast that the Company wanted to underline: 

that such conditions were possible in Newcastle.
38 

The plans and 

elevations of houses the Company intended for its 'garden suburb' ranged 

in cost from £500 to £1,100 which implied a mixed middle and upper 

working class (for instance skilled tradesmen) population. Wartime 

inflation quickly mocked these prices of the planned homes, yet, by 

and large, the Company's social design was put into effect. Most of 

the building took place in the inter-war period, particularly in the 

1920s, and today along the main wide street of the suburb (Parkway 

Avenue) there are the tiled roofed and red brick bungalows which have 

fulfilled the plans laid by the Company in 1912. 39 

A very different socio-economic group was envisaged as residents 

for the government's 'garden suburb' at north Stockton (Figure 4.6). 

Styled on an earlier government housing scheme at Daceyville, Sydney, 

this plan was first proposed in 1915. Under it, 450 cottages were to 

be built on Crown land at north Stockton for a total cost of £229,000 · 

or between £400 and £450 for each house. The idea was shelved because 

38 

39 

AA Co., Garden Suburb, Newcastle (Newcastle, n.d.), pp.l, 14, 16. 
This pamphlet was probably issued in early 1914 before the first 
sales. A copy is held by the ANU Archives, P97/3/2. 

Unpublished data available from the 1971 Census, shows that 40.9 
per cent of houses in the 'garden suburb' had outer walls of solid 
brick compared with only 15.3 per cent for the City of Newcastle as 
a whole. Those who bought land in the 'garden suburb' had to build 
a house of a 'specified value'; see City of Newcastle (1929), n.p., 
'Indus trial' • 



FIGURE 4.4 

TWO VIEWS OF THE PLANNED GARDEN SUBURB, HAMILTON, 1914 
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Source: Australian Agricultural Co., Garden Suburb, Neweastle (Newcastle, 
n.d.), [1914], pp.l, 14. 



FIGURE 4.5 

GENERAL PLAN AND TYPES OF HOUSES ENVISAGED FOR 
THE GARDEN SUBURB, HAMILTON, 1914 
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FIGURE 4.6 
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PLAN FOR GARDEN SUBURB, NORTH STOCKTON, 1919 
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Source: Plan prepared by W.H. Foggitt, 30 January 1919. 
Held by Mitchell Library. 

Note: Dotted areas indicate land allocated for gardens. 
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the parliamentary committee felt the industrial workers for whom the 

suburb was designed would not be able to pay for it, but in November 

1918 the Holman (Nationalist) government decided to go ahead with the 

plan through the State Housing Board; 29.1 hectares (72 acres) of Crown 

land in north Stockton were appropriated (that is the land immediately 

north of where the government had held its land sale of 1887) 40 and by 

the end of January 1919 the Board's architect, W.H. Foggitt, had 

completed a plan for the new suburb. Unlike the government's earlier 

effort at Stockton, the plan gave generous allowance for recreational 

and garden areas. The idea was to build 400 homes, mainly for State 

Dockyard workers (though other workers could settle there if there was 

not enough interest from them), which were to be paid off over a twenty 

to thirty year period. 41 A direct ferry service was provided between 

the garden suburb and the State Dockyard. 

Impressive as it looked as a plan, the scheme had its drawbacks. 

Although a ferry service was to operate between it, the Dockyard and 

the rest of Newcastle, the village was physically separate from the 

main area of settlement in the south and so socially separate. Much 

worse in the short-term was the utter dependence of the 'garden suburb' 
-

on the fortunes of the State Dockyard and these, as has been pointed 

out, were exceedingly poor after early 1921.
42 

The result was that 

only 61 of the planned 400 houses were built by mid-1922 and none was 

built after that date. The houses were distinctive not only because 

they were grouped together in isolation, but also because of their 

unusual construction, being of 'ash concrete with tiled roofs'.
43 

In 

1933 almost 90 per cent of the houses on Stockton were made of wood so 

40 See p.14 7. 

41 Housing Boa,rd Report, 1918-19, p.3, NSWPP, 1919, Vol. I, pp.447 ff. 

42 See Chapter 2, pp.73, 76-7, 79-82. 

43 Wilson's Publishing Co. Ltd., Wilson's Newcastle, Maitland & Cessnock 
Street Directory (Sydney, 15th edition, n.d.), p.82. This work was 
issued in about 1935. 
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44 the 'garden suburb' houses were a visible contrast. As late as 1940 

it is apparent from an Army survey map that the suburb still continued 

to be an isolated pocket of development; even today the area is on the 

fringe of suburban Newcastle. 

Because they looked so different from the conventional grid layout, 

subdivisions planned along the lines of 'garden suburbs' had appeal to 

developers as an aid to sales in new areas. Such activities were not 

confined to Newcastle. For example, in November 1918. the Sydney real 

estate agent, H.F. Halloran, published an elaborate plan for 'Port 

Stephens City' which incorporated all the main features later developed 

at Canberra; it showed how Griffin's plan could be used for other ends.45 

In Newcastle two of these schemes were put into effect by private owners 

in the 1920s. They were important in extending the urban boundary and 

because their original street layout has remained intact. 

The first was carried at Wallsend on 56.6 hectares (140 acres) 

of land belonging to the Newcastle-Wallsend Coal Company. The land was 

subdivided into 785 lots and the whole area was laid out according to the 

latest ideas of town planning by a Mr Kelly who was said to have been 

involved with the planning of Canberra (Figure 4.7). The selling was 

conducted by the Victorian businessman, Thomas Michael Burke (then 

operating in five States) who offered the land to the public in December 

1922 on terms which allowed lots to be paid off at eighteen pence a 
46 day. The subdivision was clearly intended for industrial workers and 

was called 'Birmingham Gardens', a neat title combining the industrial 

associations of the English city with the promise of a pleasant suburban 

retreat. In fact, despite the inclusion of 'gardens' in the name, no 

44 The 1933 Census shows that these government homes made up one-half of 
Stockton's brick, stone and concrete homes. 

45 H.W.H. King, The Urban Pattern of the Hunter Valley (Newcastle, 1963), 
pp.133-5. This reference includes a reproduction of Halloran's plan. 

46 · NS, 18 December 1922, p.l. T.M. Burke seems to have laid out the 
subdivision after first buying the land from the Newcastle-Wallsend 
Company because on no other subdivisions sold by the Company was this 
novel street planning used. 



FIGURE 4.7 

SUBDIVISION PLAN, BIRMINGHAM GARDENS, 1922 
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Source: Wallsend Council, JubiZ.ee CeZ.ebrations, 23-2? April. 1924 
(Newcastle, 1924), n.p. 
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land was set aside for recreational use apart from one area at the 

western end of the subdivision through which a watercourse ran (this 

is now Harold Myers Park) which was in contrast to the liberal amounts 

of land allocated for parks and gardens in the government's ~arden 

suburb' plan for north Stockton. 

A second feature of 'Birmingham Gardens' was the problem of public 

transport. The published plan of the subdivision contained the words 

'proposed railway station147 and suggested this would occupy the south

eastern corner on the railway line owned by the Newcastle-Wallsend 

Company which later became part of the government railway system. The 

other forms of public transport were the motor buses which operated 

between Wallsend and the steelworks and the tram which served the south

west corner. The advantage of the train over the tram was speed; to 

get from Wallsend to the inner city took 25 minutes by train in 1922 
48 compared with 48 minutes by tram. Up to 1887 (when the tramline 

between Wallsend and Newcastle was opened) the Newcastle-Wallsend 

C h d d 1 . . ·1 l' 49 ompany a operate a regu ar passenger service on its rai way ine. 

This service was discontinued between 1887 and 1922 except for the 

occasional passenger train for race days. In March 1922 Wallsend 

council succeeded in persuading the company to again conduct a regular 

passenger service to complement the half-hourly tram service. Indeed 

it may have been the council's success in getting the train service

which encouraged T.M. Burke to acquire and promote 'Birmingham Gardens' 

in December 1922. 

Under the agreement with the company the Railway Department had to 

pay a 60 per cent royalty for the use of its station and sheds.
50 

The 

station was located in the town of Wallsend and no new station was 

bui.lt for Birmingham Gardens. By 1926 the Railway Department felt the 

47 Ibid., 26 January 1924, pp.6-7. 

48 Ib ·a 
1,, • ' 1 March 1922, p.8. 

49 Northern Times, 20 November 1917, p.l. 

SO NS, 23 June 1926, p.5. It is not clear whether the royalty was 
taken from either the net or the gross earnings of the station. 
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cost of its agreement with the Newcastle-Wallsend Company and the use of 

the service did not justify continuing it. The regular service came to 

an end though the line continued to carry passengers for special 

occasions up to 1935. The service had been intended to 'cater for 

business people' (mainly shop assistants) 51 and the Railway Department's 

figures prove that support for the service was stable and not growing 

(Table 4.5). The ending of the regular service adversely affected the 

Birmingham Gardens subdivision. By January 1924 over 600 lots had been 

sold, perhaps to people who expected the railway service to continue and. 

the new station built, though the role of speculators cannot be ignored.
52 

An Army survey map prepared from aerial photographs in 1940 shows only 

107 buildings at Birmingham Gardens. Taking the period 1920 to 1940 as 

a whole, Birmingham Gardens accounted for 14 per cent of new buildings 

constructed at Wallsend, but 88 per cent of its new subdivided lands 

h . h b ·1 53 
w 1c were not u1 t upon. 

TABLE 4.5 Wallsend, Newcastle: Railway Passenger Journeys, 1922-7 

Year Ending 
30 June 

Number of 
Passenger Journeys 

* 1922 

1923 

1924 

1925 

1926 

1927 

42' 4 72 

120, 722 

122,806 

115,123 

99,084 

4,799 

Source: Rail~ay Department Reports, 1922-7, NSWPP. 
for the period March to June 1922. 

51 Ib~d., 1 h 1922 8 .., Marc , p. • 

52 Ib~d., 23 1924 8 .., January , p •• 

Daily Average 

334 

331 

336 

315 

272 

13 

* Figures are 

53 Derived from Hunter District Water Board Reports, 1920-28, NSWPP, 
and unpublished figures supplied by the Board. 
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A subdivision comparable with Birmingham Gardens in the 1920s was 

carried out in the southern part of New Lambton. Here taxation, not 

local demand as such, was the motive behind the decision to subdivide. 

In 1916 the New South Wales parliament passed the Valuation of Land Act 

which set up the office of Valuer General with the task of centralising 

the State's land valuations; previously, all land valuations had been 

carried out by locally appointed valuers with the result that urban land 

was often much undervalued. After 1919 the Act was progressively applied 

to Sydney and Newcastle and then to rural areas. The significance of 

this new system of valuation was that it provided the basis for both 

municipal rates and Federal land taxation which was calculated on the 

value of unimproved land. 54 

The Newcastle company most affected by the operation of the new 

Act was the Scottish-Australian Mining Company which owned much of the 

unimproved land in Lambton and New Lambton. Between 1920 and 1922 the 

officers of the Valuer General raised the value of this land from 
55 El65,394 to E449,051 an increase of 171 per cent. The company 

entered into vigorous negotiations with the Valuer General's department 

and the following compromise was agreed to: 

Lambton Estate 

Lamb ton 
New Lambton 

Department VaZuation 

E26,431 
153, 634 

El80,065 

Agreed VaZue 

L20,381 
79,329 

E99, 710 

Source: R.G. Robinson to T.G. Park, 1 December 1922. London 
Letter Book, SAM Co., 1922-3, p.143. 

Welcome as this reduction was, the Company realised that it must start 

selling its land or it would eventually be forced to pay ever increasing 

taxation. Since the part of the estate in New Lambton municipality was 

most vulnerable, it was decided to open up a subdivision in the southern 

portion through which the railway line passed. 

54 For an account of the Land Valuation Act and its results see NSWOYB, 
1921, p.690. 

55 NSWSR, 1920-1, p.601, 1922-3, p.263. 
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After lengthy negotiations with the Railway Department between 1922 

and 1924, it was agreed by the Company that the Department should build a 

platform, waiting shed and footbridge in the middle of the subdivision 

(which was to straddle to the railway line) to give residents access to 

Newcastle. The cost was set at £7,610 which the Department agreed to 

refund after three years provided the extra revenue from the new station 

1 18 f h . 56 
was equa to per cent o t e construction cost. 

Named 'Kotara' from an Aboriginal word meaning hunting or killing 
57 club, the subdivision was carefully planned for a socially mixed 

population: 'it will open a suburb within 20 minutes of Newcastle, most 

delightfully situated both for Gentlemen's residences and the humbler 

class of dwellings for tradesmen and others of comparatively small means'. 
53

, 

Instructions were given to the surveyor, J.H. Greathead, to include a 

number of larger allotments on the northern side of the railway line to 

provide for a 'select residential' area though the Company was aware 

that the whole subdivision might 'in the near future' become an 'ideal' 

residential district. 59 So in marketing Kotara, the Company made an 

appeal to both groups: 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

Newcastle's nearer suburbs necessarily have to contend with the 
general disabilities associated with districts where large 
manufacturing industries are in full operation, but it is 
ventured to state that the tired worker and business man can 
leave the scene of his labours behind him and retire to this 
gorgeous elevated spot KOTARA, where he can breathe in peace 
and tranquillity, Nature's best of tonics, pure, fresh air, 
free from the smoke and dust of a great city.60 

W.J. Morris to R.G. Robinson, 3 July 1922. SAM Co., London Letter 
Book, 1921-2, p.501. 

The original name for the subdivision was 'Exton' ('out of town'), 
but the Railway Department objected as a small town in Tasmania had 
this name. 

R.G. Robinson to T.G. Park, 14 July 1922. SAM Co., London Letter 
Book, 1921-2, pp.505-6. 

J.H. Greathead to R.G. Robinson, 12 August 1922. SAM Co., London 
Letter Book, 1922-3, pp. 61, 63. 

Creer and Berkeley, Souvenir of Kotara, Newcastle: 
New Suhurh (Newcastle, 1925), n.p. A copy is held 
20/72/2. 

The DaLJn of a 
by the ANU Archives, 
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. To prevent 'the erection of unsightly "humpies"' (even in 1925, 

five years before the Depression, a common sight on the outskirts of 

Newcastle), a covenant was applied to all sales to ensure 'at least a 

reasonable class of dwelling' and to promote 'development on sound lines•.61 

Kotara was offered for sale on 17 January 1925 (Figure 4.8). In spite of 

poor weather between 400 and 500 people attended and were sheltered in a 

large tent thoughfully supplied by the Company. Of the 191 lots 

offered, 178 were sold, 46 of them to twelve buyers, so there was an 

element of speculation. Yet, most lots were bought by only one person 

and the buyers tended to live in inner Newcastle which suggested they 

may have had genuine plans for moving out.
62 

Being only recently carved 

out of the bush, Kotara lacked any services apart from roads cleared by 

the Company. This difficulty was anticipated by the Company's real 

estate agents, Creer and Berkeley, who, within three weeks of the sale 

were reported as having been 'instrumental in forming a somewhat 

influential Progress Association to agitate for the creation of public 

utilities in the shape of Electric Light and Water besides the proper 

utilisation and care of the Roads and Reserves•. 63 

Depression shattered the dream of escape for the buyers at Kotara. 

By 1932 only 14 homes had been built and the area became a camp for the 

unemployed whose bitterness caused Kotara to be dubbed 'Little Moscow' •64 · 

Even by 1940 the Army survey map of Newcastle showed only 52 dwellings 

in the subdivisional area. Like Birmingham Gardens at Wallsend, Kotara 

did not begin to grow until after 1945, but this growth followed plans 

which had been laid down in the early 1920s. 

The unfolding of suburban Newcastle between 1910 and 1929 occurred 

in two phases (Tables 4.6 and 4.7). In the first phase, the 1910s, 

61 Ibid. 

62 SAM Co., Land Purchase Journal Number 2, 1917-26, pp.687-90. 

63 R.G. Robinson to T.G. Park, 3 February 1925. SAM Co., London Letter 
Book, 1923-4, p.441. 

64 Kotara Golden Jubilee Committee, Kotara, 1925-1975 (Newcastle, 1975), 
pp.4, 6. A copy is held by the Newcastle Public Library. 
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SUBDIVISION PLAN,· KOTARA, 1925 
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TABLE 4.6 Newcastle: Net Gains of Premises, by Municipality, 1910-50 

Municipality 1910-19 1920-29 1930-39 1940-50 

Adamstown 173 501 168 302 
Carrington 23 110 16 20 
Hamilton 1,043 1,575 665 139 
Lamb ton 118 296 135 344 
New Lambton 242 786 442 920 
Merewether 254 704 286 56 
Newcastle City 265 177 188 - 67 
Stockton 312* 356* 71 161 
Walls end 49 418. 329 740 
Waratah 1,129 1,421 564 648 
Wickham 555 360 52 92 

Totals 4,172 7,704 2,916 3,355 

)" 
Source: As for Table 4.2 (p.151). The figures for 1910-29 were 

supplemented by the census results for 1911 and NMH, 
6 January 1921, p.4. 

TABLE 4.7 Newcastle: Total Net Surplus of New Subdivided Lands, 
by Municipality, 1910-50 

Municipality 1910-19 1920-29 1930-39 1940;_50 

Adamstown 53 133 7 222 
Carrington 92 6 25 21 
Hamilton 179 201 11 80 
Lamb ton 35 153 32 101 
New Lambton 197 281 75 597 
Merewether 187 204 nil 50 
Newcastle City 104 137 131 82 
Stockton n.a. 18* 36 36 
Walls end 59 691 199 173 
Waratah 430 420 41 247 
Wickham 140 18 50 28 

Totals 1,476 2,262 607 1,637 

* Source: as for Table 4.2 (p.151). For 1924-29. 
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over half the new building was done at Waratah and Hamilton, an 

understandable result in view of the steelworks being at Waratah and 

the convenience of Hamilton as a residential area for most forms of 

employment in Newcastle. Of the remaining new building, one-fifth was 

carried out at Wickham and Stockton as a direct result of the demand 
65 for housing by industrial workers. In all, these four suburbs 

accounted for 73 per cent of new building in Newcastle in the 1910s, 

but as Table 4.7 indicates, these areas were responsible for 

only half of the land subdivided in the period which was not built 

upon); of this new land, 26 per cent was created in Merewether and New 

Lambton in anticipation of a demand which was to be fulfilled in the 

1920s. 

Because of very high wartime costs, the volume of new building, 

although high, fell far short of demand. Building costs did not start 

to fall until after 1920. Almost all this new building was the work of 

private builders who usually designed the houses as wel1.
66 

The 

standard Newcastle suburban house built in this period was a cottage, 

usually of wood and containing four or five rooms; in 1921, 80 per cent 

of suburban housing was of wood and almost two-thirds of houses had four 
67 or five rooms. Brick houses were for. the more affluent workers. 

One syndicate, Nonmus and Co., which began operations in May 1918, 

built about 100 brick homes with tiled roofs at Mayfield, Waratah, by 

191968 (Figure 4.9). By early 1921, the firm of John Lysaght had 

65 

66 

67 

At Stockton, the net gain of premises between 1910 and 1919 was 312; 
most 0f this development took place at 'New Township' that is the 
land sold by the government in 1887 (see p.147). By 1929, 'New 
Township' contained 456 houses compared with 531 in 'Old Township'; 
see NSWPP, 1929, Vol. IV, pp.625 ff., p.12, Q.128. 

NMH, 14 July 1914, p.5. Architects usually only designed expensive 
buildings. 

Calculated from the 1921 Census. 

68 Public Health Report, 1919, p.74, NSWPP, 1920, Vol. I, pp.493 ff. 
The firm can be identified from the AA Co. London Despatches, 
16 March 1919, pp.73-4. 
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ADVERTISEMENT: 
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Source: Newcastle Sun, 18 May 1918, p.8. 
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completed 61 five-roomed brick houses for its imported skilled English 

workers, also at Mayfield, for an average cost of £900. 69 The houses 

were offered to their new occupants for instalment purchase plus 5~ per 

cent interest. The State Housing Board carried out some brick con

struction too; by 1921 it had built 29 cottages at Newtown in northern 
70 Hamilton. 

The second phase of suburban expansion, the 1920s, began badly. 

For the best part of 15 months from January 1922 to March 1923 the 

B.H.P. steelworks was virtually closed. High unemployment aggravated 

overcrowding and by mid-1922 it was common in inner Newcastle for two 

and even three families to occupy houses built for only one. 71 Building 

costs remained high and the low return for landlords (then estimated at 

six per cent on capital invested) discouraged widespread building for 

rent. Thus when employment again returned to something like normal 

conditions during the last half of 1923, there was a general and 

sustained movement to acquire land in the suburbs to build a home. The 

result was a volume of building activity which was not equalled until 

the 1950s • 

.Although Hamilton (especially the 'garden suburb' section) and 

Waratah again absorbed much of the new building, their share, relative 

to the previous decade, fell from 51 to 39 per cent. The new growth 

areas were Adamstown, Lambton, New Lambton, Merewether and Wallsend, 

suburbs which, with the exception of Wallsend, were declining 

mining centres. These five suburbs were responsible for 35 per cent of 

new building done in Newcastle in the 1920s. The Newcastle Sun, which 

had daily sales of 25,000 copies, recognised the many needs of the new 

suburban dwellers (and the potential ones) by starting a regular 

'Homeseeker's Page' which gave advice on places to live, housekeeping 
72 and published plans for new homes. 

69 NMH, 15 March 1921, p.4, 4 May 1921, p.7. NS, 17 May 1921, p.2. 

70 NMH, 4 March 1920, p.6. 

7l NS, 12 July 1922, p.5. 

72 For example, NS, 16 February 1925, p.3. This was a regular feature 
between 1925 and 1927. 
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By 1929 Newcastle's stock of buildings (mostly houses) was nearly 

double what it had been in 1910 (Table 4.8). The impact of this 

industry-based expansion varied considerably but its effect was an 

unprecedented expansion of the urban boundary (Figure 4.10). The 

pattern of growth took two forms: the linking up of existing areas of 

settlement, notably in Hamilton, but more generally of an outward spread 

from existing areas of settlement which, as happened at Waratah (Plate 

II), New Lambton, Stockton, Merewether and Adamstown, was on a scale 

which virtually created new suburbs out of the earlier ones. 73 

TABLE 4.8 Newcastle: Changes in Premises, 1910-29 

Number of Premises 

Municipalities 

1910 1929 

Adams town 593 1,279 

Carrington 625 757 

Hamilton 1, 779 4,597 

Lamb ton 641 1,075 

New Lambton 395 1,471 

Merewether 956 1,940 

Newcastle City 2,995 3,434 

Stockton 428 * 1,105 

Walls end 1,138 1,607 

Waratah 845 4,595 

Wickham 1,833 2,828 

Totals 12,228 24,609 

* 

Premises Gained 
1910-29 as % 

of 1910 

115. 7 

21.1 

158.4 

67.7 

272.4 

102.9 

14.7 

158.2 

41.2 

443.8 

54.3 

101.3 

Source: as for Table 4.2 (p.151). Occupied dwellings in 1911. 

73 The social changes brought by this expansion are examined in the next 
Chapter. 
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Waratah, c. 1890s. 

B.H.P. Steelworks, Mayfield, 1933. 
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Remarkable as this expansion was, it was far from being a story of 

unqualified progress. Employment during the 1920s was often irregular, 

even in comparatively 'good' years, a fact which probably explains why 

nearly half the homes in Newcastle at both the 1921 and 1933 Censuses 

were occupied by tenants. Over the same period, despite the volume of 

new building, the proportion of brick houses remained constant at 24.8 

per cent; wood continued to be the principal construction material. 

The proportion of five-roomed dwellings remained stable at 38 per cent 

of the city's total though the proportion of six-roomed dwellings rose 

from 17.6 to 24.5 per cent. Above all, how and when settlement expanded 

in the period from 1910 to 1929 depended very much on the decisions of 

the few companies and families which owned so much of the city's suburban 

land. Obviously if the Australian Agricultural Company was able to 

allocate a big part of the inner city area to better-off buyers, as 

happened at its 'garden suburb' in Hamilton, 74 those with inferior 

resources had to go outside Newcastle to find cheaper land for their 

homes. This was the main impetus behind the other aspect of Newcastle's 

urban expansion in the period, the movement southwards to the shores of 

Lake Macquarie. 

Southern Expansion, 1910-29 

Coalmining, small scale primary industries and tourism were the 

economic bases of Lake Macquarie Shire at the end of the 1900s. 75 The 

only industrial concern of any size was the Sulphide Corporation's 

smelting plant at Cockle Creek which began production in 1896 and which 
. 76 

drew most of its workers from Newcastle. The greater part of the 

land was owned by coal companies or by families in the form of large 

estates; even by 1837 it was apparent that much of the land on the north 

d h 0 d f h L k h d d . . h d 77 an nort eastern si e o t e a e a passe into private an s. 

74 The 1921 and 1933 Censuses show that the proportion of brick homes in 
Hamilton rose from 29 to 35.7 per cent. 

75 NSWOYB, 1916, pp.511, 512. NMH, 17 January 1914, p.5. 

76 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.209, Q.4844. 

77 King, Urban Pattern, Fig. 3, p.13, where Robert Dixon's map of land 
alienations in the Hunter valley in 1837 is reproduced. 
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Coalmining companies tended to dominate the northern and eastern sides 

of the Lake and private family estates the western side. 78 As in 

Newcastle, the principal reason for this concentration of land ownership 

was the absence of previous large-scale development. In 1911 the 

population of the whole Shire was a mere 14,610. 

Once it became evident that Newcastle was becoming an important 

heavy industry centre, the land owners of the Shire began to realise 

that their land had considerable potential for residential use. Freedom 

from pollution could be used as a selling point. One of the earliest 

attempts to do this was made by the Perpetual Trustee Co. Ltd. which on 

24 January 1914 advertised 105 lots at Bolton Point with the slogan: 

'From Dust and Heat to the Cool Lake 1
•

79 
As pollution from industry 

worsened, the attractions of the Lake no longer had to be emphasised 

overtly. Of course Lake Macquarie had long been used by Newcastle 
80 

residents and others as a tourist resort, but what was new after 1910 

was the scale of urban expansion and the way in which certain centres 

became visibly part of the urban system of Newcastle. Because the main 

northern railway line passed along the western and northern sides of the 

Lake, _land in these areas was of higher value for subdivision and sale. 

Where a railway line was not present, substantial settlement usually only 

took place after 1945 when the private car made access possible. Thus· 

before 1945, the towns which grew most in the northern part of Lake 

Macquarie Shire were those which were close to a railway line. In the 

1910s these towns were Cardiff, Boolaroo, Speer's Point, Teralba and 

Toronto; together, these accounted for nearly 80 per cent of the Shire's 

net gain of about 3,000 people in the decade, of whom 40 per cent were 

78 Edwards and Allen, Map of the Coal Properties in the Newcastle 
District (Newcastle, 1890). 

79 Land Sale Poster, 24 January 1914. Northumberland Building Society 
collection, University of Newcastle archives. 

80 
M.T. Daly, The Growth of Newcastle and Its Suburbs (Newcastle, 1966), 
p.24. 
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recent British inunigrants. 81 In the 1920s, Cardiff, Belmont, 

Charlestown and Kahibah experienced by far the biggest increases in 

population of any towns in the Shire; in all, they had a net gain of 

over 4,000 people, equivalent to virtually the whole net gain of 

population for the Shire. 82 

Cardiff was the town most affected by the rise of heavy industry in 

Newcastle. In the early 1900s it was 'almost wholly an orchard town' but 

by the end of 1915 land sales by the Newcastle-Wallsend and West Wallsend 

coalmining companies had laid the basis for the towu's growth as a 

residential centre for industrial workers who were attracted by the 

larger and cheaper blocks of land and promises of fertile soil for fruit 

growing and poultry raising. 83 By 1921 the population exceeded 1,400 

compared with 667 in 1911) and most of this increase had taken place 

after 1918. 84 Cardiff continued to grow in the 1920s. In 1925 it was 

explained that a number of the 220 skilled British workers and their 

families imported by the firm of John Lysaght in 1921 had given up their 

company homes in Mayfield, Waratah, and moved to Cardiff 'because they 

consider they are better off' •85 With the transfer of the railway 

const~uction workshops from inner Newcastle to Cardiff in the late 1920s, 

81 

82 

Calculated from length of residence data for the overseas-born from 
the 1921 Census. Net internal migration for the five towns was 
calculated on the rate of increase for the whole Shire from 1911 to 
1921 since vital statistics by locality within the Shire are not 
available; neither are population totals by locality from the 1921 
Census, but these were later published in NSW Premier's Department, 
The Newcastle Region (Sydney, 1952), p.103. 

Calculated from the 1921 and 1933 Censuses using the same method as 
explained in n.81. Since the data covers the Depression, they 
underestimate the growth which had taken place by the end of the 
1920s. 

83 NMH, 11 January 1923, p.7. 

84 Ibid., 6 April 1922, p.4. 

85 NSW Board of Trade, Transcript of Evidence of the General Cost of 
Living Inquiry, 1925, p.201. NSW Archives, 2/5801. 
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the future of Cardiff as an industrial centre was assured. By this time 

too the town contained a number of steelworkers who found the lack of a 

train service for those who worked the 4 p .m. to midnight shift to be 

its chief disadvantage. The Herald expected this drawback to be soon 

remedied and in 1927 announced that Cardiff could now claim to be 'a 

suburb of Newcastle'. 86 

Further south, Toronto also began to undergo a transformation with 

the industrial expansion of Newcastle though of a different kind to 

Cardiff. In May 1911 a branch line from the main Northern Railway at 

Fassifern to Toronto (which was on the Lake) was opened and this made 

possible the rise of the area as a residential outlier of Newcastle. The 

first new residents were a small and socially select group whose presence 

was used as a way of increasing land sales. On 16 January 1915 a land 

sale poster of 30 lots at Toronto displayed silhouettes of the house 

plans of eight socially prominent former citizens of Newcastle (six men 
87 and two women) who had recently moved to the town. In 1920 it was 

reported: 'The number of permanent residents who have their business 

interests in Newcastle has increased, due largely to the effective train 

service'. 88 In 1920-1 a daily average of 570 passenger journeys were 

made from Toronto, a very high number given that the total population in 
89 1921 was 1,246. Similarly, the growth of Boolaroo, Teralba and 

Speer's Point was hastened by the extension of the tramline from Wallsend 

to Speer's Point in January 1912, which greatly increased access to this 

part of Lake Macquarie. 

Although a steady flow of subdivided land was put on the market 

during the 1910s, it was in the 1920s that really extensive tracts were 

86 NMH , 8 July 1927, p.4. 

87 Land Sale Poster, 16 January 1915. Northumberland Building Society 
collection. Their move is placed in a wider setting in the next 
Chapter. 

88 NMH, 2 January 1920, p.5. 

89 Railway Department Report, 1920-1~ p.67, NSWPP, 1921, Vol. III, 
pp.969 ff. Tourists probably would have made their journey to Toronto 
from another station. 
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subdivided. The first of these large-scale subdivisions was carried out 

on the Quigley estate which covered 809.4 hectares (2,000 acres) between 

Toronto and Teralba. In 1921 the trustees of the estate reached an 

agreement with the Railway Department whereby they undertook to build a 

new railway station to serve people who would occupy the land, 

presumably on comparable terms agreed to later between the Department 
90 and the Scottish-Australian company over their station at Kotara. The 

trustees employed Sir John Sulman91 to create a model subdivision with 

broad, tree-lined streets. Two hundred blocks were offered for sale in 

October 1921. 92 At first called 'Marmong', the name of the subdivision 

had been changed to 'Booragul' (meaning summer) by 1926. In a sale of 

that year the size of the blocks was given as 0.3 hectares (or three

quarters of an acre) and a covenant of £250 was laid down to prevent 

'humpy' building. 93 Six hundred people attended this sale and bought 
94 48 lots for a total pric.e of £4, 105 or £85. 5 per block. By 19 33 the 

infant suburb of Booragul had 208 residents. 

Not to be outdone, David R. Israel (a Newcastle pawn broker) and 

M. Sussman, launched their 'Lake View Estate' on Wangi Wangi peninsula 

(located in the middle of the western shore of Lake Macquarie) in 
.. 95 

December 1922. Five hundred lots were offered for sale and the 

advertisement was openly aimed at the Newcastle and Cessnock coalfields 

in a bid to capitalise on the widespread desire for a 'week-ender' on the 

Lake; that is a cheap, simple house for use at weekends. In 1926 

90 See 162 p. • 

91 See p.155 for Sulman's role in planning the 'garden suburb' at 
Hamilton. 

92 NMH, 31 October 1921, p.4. 

93 NS, 29 October 1926, p.4. This was a low covenant since £250 would 
only have covered the cost of a two-roomed weatherboard house; see 
N.G. Butlin, AustraZian Domestic Product, Investment and Foreign 
Borrowing, 1861-1938/39 (Cambridge, 1962), p.313. 

94 NS, 26 November 1926, p.5. 

95 NMH, 23 December 1922, p.11. 



173. 

Samuel H.W. Horne, a Cessnock real estate agent and representative of a 

Sydney firm, estimated that between 200 and 300 people from the Cessnock 

area owned land at Lake Macquarie, not a surprising number given the 

relatively harsh climate of Cessnock. 96 Wangi Wangi lacked the all

important rail link with Newcastle and had to rely instead on a regular 

ferry service with Toronto. In 1942 when Wangi Wangi was rated for water 

by the Hunter District Water Board, the area had 556 blocks of land of 

which 159 had been built upon. 97 

Easily the most suspect subdivision of the 1920s in Lake Macquarie 

Shire occurred in 1925 when the New Redhead Estate and Coal Company 

carried out a subdivision of 800 lots on land north of Belmont to take 

advantage of the new John Darling colliery which had been opened by 
98 B.H.P. Called 'Wommara', the sale was _intended to profit from the 

miners' anticipated demand for land near the mine. As was customary in 

the period, free transport was provided for those wanting to attend the 

sale. About 500 'investors and prospective workers' attended; they 
99 bought 106 lots for a total of £6,307 or £59.5 per block. To judge 

from the results however, 'investors' seem to have outnumbered 

'prospective workers' because by 1929 out of the 133 lots rated for water 
.. 

at 'Wommara', only eight had been built upon and by 1940 the number of 
100 buildings had reached a grand total of eleven. Since the population 

of nearby Belmont increased from 475 to 1,820 between 1921 and 1933 in 

response to the continued development of mining, the miners were either 

not interested in 'Wommara' or could not afford to buy there. 

In contrast to the growth of those towns with a direct rail link 

with Newcastle was the stagnation of Charlestown, today the second 

96 NSWPP, 1926, Vol. IV, pp.333 ff., p.22, Qs. 443, 448. See also 
Chapter 3, p.110. 

97 Unpublished figures supplied by the Hunter.District Water Board. 

98 NS, 9 October 1925, p.9, 6 November 1925, p.9. 

99 Ibid., 7 December 1925, p.3. 

100 Unpublished figures supplied by the Hunter District Water Board. 
Army Survey Map, Newcastle, 1940 (Melbourne, 1941). 
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largest of Newcastle's southern suburbs with.a population of over 21,000. 

Charlestown had emerged as a mining township by 1891 but failed to grow 

in a sustained way before the 1920s because it depended on a poor road 

connection with Newcastle. In 1919 it was described as 'practically 

isolated' and though a motor bus had replaced the horse-drawn omnibus, 
101 the service to Newcastle was said to be less regular. Mining, fruit 

growing and poultry raising were the main occupations of the residents. 

Land prices were low. 

Charlestown's neighbour, Kahibah, began to expand after 1917 

when Land, Wood and Co. (Newcastle real estate agents) began promoting 

land sales in the area. By May 1920, 322 blocks had been put up for sale 
102 of which 208 had been sold for £10 each. Between 1917 and 1921, the 

number of homes at Kahibah had risen from 19 to 70 and some of the new 

residents were steelworkers. The town was close to the railway line which 

ran between Belmont and Newcastle and this seems to have been the reason 
103 for its comparative success. 

As road connnunications improved, Charlestown began to grow. The 

first step took place in mid-1922 when unemployed workers paid by the 

government began to upgrade the road between Charlestown and Newcastle. 

This work was continued in the 1920s by the Main Roads Department and by 

1929 a good concrete road linked Newcastle, Charlestown and the northern 

end of Lake Macquarie (Figure 4.11). Mining continued to be carried out 

near Charlestown, but employment was below that of the pre-1920 years. 

The conversion of Charlestown from the once isolated village of 769 

people of 1921 to the modern integrated suburb of nearly 21,500 

inhabitants half a century later, was made possible by an expanding road 

network and the increasing use of private cars after 1945. The next 

101 

102 

103 

NMH, 1 November 1918, p.8. 

Ibid., 25 October 1921, p.5. 

No railway station at Kahibah is listed in the Railway Department 
Reports (NSWPP) prior to 1926-7, but there may have been a privately 
run service provided by one of the coalmining companies before this 
date; Craigie's map of the region prepared in 1924 shows a railway 
station at Kahibah. 



FIGURE 4.11 

NEWCASTLE DISTRICT: 
,/ 

KEARSL~Y 

·.,_ 

''-.... >, • 
. ,,_·<: .. : Brun~~rvilla 

• .. ;:.,<~ ... :' ! 

I 
/ 

·.; .. · .. , 

KEARSLi::.Y 

... -... •, 

r· 
l .. ,, 

•-.,......, I; 

'-···'' 

ROADS, 1925 AND 1930 

----- St.ite Highways shown thus -
Main Roj°ds ~ ---==== Oevolopmont.al Roads -.U'!i>-

Source:. Main Roads, 30 July 1930, pp.218, 219. 



table (4.9) traces the rise of Charlestown and three other centres in 

Lake Macquarie Shire since 1920. 

TABLE 4.9 

Year ending 
30 June 

1920 

1929 

1940 

1945 

1950 

Lake Macquarie Shire: Growth of Selected Towns, 1920-50 

Number of Premises Rated for Water 

Cardiff Toronto Belmont Charlestown 

n.a. 171 n.a. n.a. 

773 544 567 193 

995 807 1,097 412 

1,046 938 1,408 555 

1,453 1,189 2,612 878 

Source: as for Table 4.2 (p.151). 

After 1945 the dominant feature of the growth of Newcastle has been 

the spill of settlement over the City boundary southwards into Lake 

Macquarie Shire though the trend was well under way by the close of the 

1920s; Table 4.10 documents the remarkable shift in the proportion of 

population held by these two local government areas. What Table 4.10 
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does not show is the extent to which this post-1945 expansion was prepared 

in the 1920s. Measurement of the extent of land subdivision in the Shire 

is difficult because most of it was not rated by the Hunter District 

Water Soard until the 1940s, but by 1942 the Board's rating had taken in 

the areas where large subdivisions had been made in the 1920s; in that 

year the Board rated 12,903 properties for water, of which 35.6 per cent 
104 (4,597) were vacant blocks. Yet even this figure could be misleading 

because in 1926 David R. Israel claimed that between Toronto and Dora 

Creek alone, 404.7 hectares (1,000 acres) had been subdivided by himself, 

104 Hunter District Water Board (unpublished figures). 



TABLE 4.10 

Years 

1911 

1921 

1933 

1947 

1954 

1961 

1966 

1971 

1976 

176. 

Growth of City of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Shires, 
1911-76 

Newcastle 

54,603 

84' 372 

104,485 

127,138 

137 ,428 

142,665 

142,574 

146,009 

138,696 

Net Internal 
Migration 

+16,703 

+3, 279 

+8,463 

-2,122 

-5,106 

-5,099 

-1, 812 

(n.a.) 

Lake Macquarie 

14,610 

20,739 

29,578 

42,288 

64,249 

92,002 

107,461 

122,421 

131,801 

Net Internal 
Migration 

+3,055 

+4,370 

+7 ,935 

+16,942 

+19,274 

+8, 385 

+7 ,698 

(n.a.) 

Source: Censuses. The 1976 Census figures are preliminary only 
(released 10 December 1976). Vital statistics for the period 
1971-6 are not yet available, so net internal migration 
cannot be calculated. 

H.F. Halloran (a Sydney real estate agent), the Arcadia Company and the 
105 

Wangi Company, to produce 4,000 blocks, On the northern and 

eastern side of Lake Macquarie in 1929 (from West Wallsend to Belmont) 

there were 2,164 vacant blocks rated for water by the Water Board. The 

total amount of subdivided land still vacant in Lake Macquarie Shire in 

l05 NSWPP, 1926, Vol. IV, pp.333 ff., p.17, Q.299. 
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1929 therefore may have exceeded 6,000 blocks, that is almost as many 

as the number of occupied dwellings (7 ,217) enumerated by the 1933 

Census in the whole Shire. 

These subdivisions had the effect of opening up new, often very 

sparsely settled areas which nevertheless were close to the railway 

line; in two cases (Booragul and Kotara) the subdivision also involved 

the building of new railway stations. Indeed (with the exception of 

Wangi Wangi) all the new subdivisions of the 1920s were grouped around 

the railway line and subsequent settlement followed suit.
106 

Although 

the increasingly widespread ownership of cars after 1945 has permitted 

much more outlying land to be subdivided, a substantial part of the 

shape of the expansion of suburban Newcastle into Lake Macquarie Shire 

since 1945 was directed by the location and scale of land subdivision 

and sales which had taken place in the 1920s. 

Suburban Growth and Town Planning Problems 

Between 1911 and 1933, the population of suburban Newcastle rose 

from 42,993 to 90,828. These figures exclude the considerable expansion 

of semi-suburban centres south around Lake Macquarie. As early as 1920 

this growth had begun to cause concern about future traffic congestion 

in the city's confined central area (Hunter Street) which held the lion's 

h f h . ' ·1· 107 s f h f . h d s are o t e region s retai ing. ome o t e mQre ar-sig te 

citizens formed a branch of the New South Wales Town Planning Association 

in September 1914. ·Its leading personality was a local architect, 

F.G. Castleden. The Association, like the State town planning movement 

generally, gave undue attention to the aesthetic aspects of urban 

problems rather than the causes of those problems and when it 

recognised a problem, seemed satisfied with only reconnnending a vague 

solution. For instance the Newcastle branch wanted a minimum size laid 

down for building sites though it did not specify what the size ought 

106 See Army Survey Maps, NewcastZe, 1940 and Lake Macquarie, 1941, 
published in Melbourne in 1941 and 1942 respectively. These maps 
were drawn from aerial photographs. 

l0 7 NMH, 28 J 1920 6 anuary , p. . 
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108 to be. The city's overcrowded living conditions were seen as an 

aesthetic affront not a social problem. One member, J.B. Henson, the 

chief engineer of the Hunter District Water Board, complained of the 

'unsightly projecting balconies' overhanging Hunter Street, the main 

thoroughfare, which were occupied by people unable to find or afford 

other accommodation. 'The local authorities', he said, 'did not seem 

to grasp the idea that they were responsible for the beauty of the 

area•.
109 

He advocated that the balconies be replaced by awnings. The 

Association did urge the preservation of the natural environment but 

its appeal went unheeded; by 1920 the Association was in abeyance. 

Once the misery of the closure of the steelworks in 1922-3 had 

passed, interest in town planning revived as it became obvious that 

Newcastle was undergoing unprecedented urban growth. On 1 September 

1923 the Newcastle Sun carried a cartoon on its front page depicting 

impenetrable traffic congestion in Hunter Street; something had to be 

done, if only because the congestion threatened inner city retailers 

and could further encourage the burgeoning growth of retailing in the 

suburbs. Accordingly, in September 1925 the Newcastle City council 

invited members of the State's Town Plannin'g Association from Sydney 

to tour the city and suggest improvements. The offer was accepted and 

on 2 October 1925 Newcastle was visited by a group which included such 

leading figures as George A. Taylor, Colonel Alfred Spain, H.F. Halloran, 

Sir Thomas Henley M.L.A. and Dr Grace Boelke. Their response to 

Newcastle reflected poorly on these self-appointed urban planners. 

Colonel Alfred Spain, the Association's Vice President remarked: 

The city with its water front unregenerated, with its streets 
unprepared for a great future cramping and curtailing its 
capacity for business; a city with its people huddled in 
masses on properties now occupied by single families, opposed 
to the city orderly, the city dignified, the city loved for 
its loveliness - there stood the city unregulated, the city 110 unplanned which might easily degenerate into the 'city hideous'. 

l08 Ib~d., 28 1916 5 ,, January , p. • 

109 Ibid. 

llO Ib~d., 3 b 1925 4 ,, Octo er , p. • 
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Dr. Grace Boelke's response was more succinct: 'She had been delighted 

with her tour of Newcastle, although it had been one of the_most ghastly 

ditches it had been ever her lot to sniff. (Laughter) 1
•
111 Newcastle 

had broken all the rules of these planners; it was overcrowded, 

unhealthy, badly laid out and, worst of all, unaesthetic and inefficient. 

What these would-be planners were interested in was not existing urban 

problel!lS (these were too difficult) but vacant land where their ideals 

could be translated into reality. After being entertained by Newcastle 

City council and generally lionised, the distinguished visitors left 

Newcastle after their one day tour for Sydney. They never came back. 

To be sure there was virtually no unity among concerned local 

leaders who bothered to take an interest in town planning. This was 

shown by the activities of the Newcastle Betterment Board formed in the 

wake of the visit by the Sydney town planners in October 1925. It soon 

became apparent that 'betterment' depended very much on the eye of the 

beholder. 

For George F. Earp (1858-1933), a leading merchant and member of 

Newcastle Chamber of Commerce, town planning meant improving the port 

and its administration; the other aspects of town planning he summed 
112 

up as 'health, happiness and progress' and left it at that. To 

F.G. Castleden, planning meant wider streets, better transport, harbour 

improvements and the preservation of the natural environment around 

Newcastle. There was general agreement on the need for improved 

communications between the City and the fast-growing suburbs and the 

need for harbour improvements, but these views failed to be translated 

into coherent policies let alone actions. By mid-1926 the Betterment 

Board had become embroiled in such diverse schemes as the movements 

for a local harbour trust and a floating dock plus a concern with 

traffic congestion in Hunter Street and conditions at Newcastle High 

School. 113 These uncoordinated activities prompted George A. Taylor, 

lll Ibid. 

112 Ibid. 

113 Newcastle Construction, 10 June 1926, pp.12-13. 
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the editor of the trade journals Building a~d Newcastle Construction, . 

to suggest that the Board solicit suggestions for an 'ideal' town plan 
114 for Newcastle. 

Unexpectedly, a month after this call was made, a young local 

engineer A.G.C. Tewksbury put forward such a plan; it was published in 

the Newcastle Sun.on 19 July 1926 (Figure 4.12). 115 As befitted his 

profession, Tewksbury approached Newcastle's urban problems in a 

mechanistic way, as an inefficient machine which had to be made as 

efficient as possible. It contained no radical ideas such as taking 

over land or mixing social classes •. Instead, it concentrated wholly on 

the chief problem: access between the City and the suburbs. Because 

it was the only worthwhile attempt at town planning in Newcastle in the 

1920s, it, and the reasons for its failure to be adopted, need to be 

discussed in detail. 

Tewksbury's plan called for the reallocation of existing railway 

stations around the central area (Hunter Street); those stations 

actually in the central area (Newcastle and Honeysuckle Point) were to 

be closed and two new stations were to be built on its perimeter, at 

Darby-Street and at Bank Corner, on the southern and western 

sides of the central area. All railway installations (the two stations 

and the extensive workshops) were to be removed and the land given over 

to development as business sites and the creation of a new street to 

run parallel with Hunter Street. Access to the whole central area was 

to be improved by building a new tramline in the new street. The 

essence of Tewskbury' s scheme was to persuade the Railway Department to 

sell its land on the western side of the central area and to use the 

proceeds to pay for the remaining work. 

Tewksbury was no radical. He argued that his plan was simply 

'remodelling' communications between the central area and the suburbs 

with the aim of making them more efficient. This was an engineer's 

rational solution to a difficult and primarily political problem, 

because contrary to what he claimed, the plan would have involved a· 

114 Ibid., 10 June 1926, p.12. 

115 NS, 19 July 1926, p.10. 
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radical change in the central area. Had it been implemented, it 

would have brought about a shift in the main focus of the city's 

retailing from the eastern to the western end and perhaps eventually 

the transformation of the new western end from a linear to a more 

compact box-like shape. How far these consequences were realised by 

Tewksbury is hard to tell, but he believed that he had found the answer 

to Newcastle's principal urban problem; he claimed to have made more 

progress in forty days than the Newcastle City council had made in 
116 forty years. 

Opposition to Tewskbury's plan was quick, predictable and strong. 

The Newcastle City council came out publicly against it in late July 

1926. 117 Its reasons were not made clear but it can be safely assumed 

that they feared that the plan, if implemented, would mean reduced 

connnunications between the suburbs and the eastern end of the central 

area and a corresponding loss of retail trade to the western end and 

perhaps to the suburbs. No doubt they privately agreed with one part 

of the plan, the removal of the railway workshops and the re-development 

of the land for shops, as this would have augmented retailing in the 

eastern end; the City council had advocated the removal of the workshops 
- 118 

since at least 1919. Most of the suburban councils supported 

Tewksbury's plan probably because they hoped it would increase their 

h f N 1 ' ·1· 119 s are o ewcast e s retai ing. 

Yet even if all the councils had backed the plan, it would have 

failed because the Railway Department opposed it. When Chief Commissioner 

James Fraser saw the plan he responded: 'It would push Newcastle station 

out into the suburbs 1
•
120 Tewksbury's plan was only one of a number 

of requests put to the Connnissioner by local interests. At the same 

116 Ibid., 31 July 1926, p.3. 

117 Ibid., 27 July 1926, p.3. 

118 NMH, 14 August 1919, p.4. The workshop buildings are still 
standing ( 19 77) • 

119 NS, 31 July 1926, p.3. The competition between the City and the 
suburbs for retailing is discussed in Chapter 6. 

120 Ibid., 4 August 1926, p.5. 
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meeting, Newcastle City council urged that the Department, instead of 

spending more money on the terminus station, redevelop Honeysuckle 

Point to cope with the increased traffic; between 1910-11 and 1920-1 

the daily average of passenger journeys made from the station increased 

from 528 to 755. 121 Commissioner Fraser refused the request on the 

grounds that a new station would cost £40,000 and that the money was 
122 

needed elsewhere. If the Connnissioner would refuse to spend 

£40,000 on one scheme, he was hardly likely to sanction the outlay of 

several million which Tewksbury's plan involved. 

So Tewksbury's plan perished in the midst of local disunity about 

town planning and Railway Department opposition. Meanwhile the city's 

problems continued. In June 1927 a conference of the municipalities of 

Newcastle and some representatives from surrounding Shires was held in 

Hamilton to set up a committee which would draw up a report on the best 

way of 'remodelling' Newcastle. Earlier, Premier J.T. Lang had 

suggested that such a committee be formed consisting of representatives 

from the councils, the Newcastle Betterment Board and the Police and 

Railway Departments. All the conference could agree on was opposition 

to this proposal, the general feeling being that a committee of men 
123 

with local interests 'would not lead anywhere'. The conference 

therefore resolved to request the Premier to appoint an independent 

select committee to inquire into the problem. The request was not 

taken up and by the end of 1928 the whole issue of town planning rapidly 

d d . h f f h . . l' 124 rece e in t e ace o t e worsening economic c imate. · 

In all the discussions which took place on town planning in 

Newcastle from 1925 to 1927, one group was conspicuously absent: the 

121 Railway Department Reports, 1910-11, p.41, 1920-1, p.66, NSWPP, 
1911-12, Vol. III, pp.661 ff., 1921, Vol. III, pp.969 ff. 

122 NS, 4 August 1926, p.5. 

123 Ib~d., 25 1927 4 "' June , p. • 

124 Ibid., 31 October 1928, p.6. The City council put aside consideration 
of the select committee proposal and resolved to leave the matter 
in the hands of the new council. 
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labour movement. As a body, organised labour in Newcastle was almost 

wholly concerned with industrial relations and Labor Party politics, 

but this last concern ought not to be over-emphasised. In 1925, 

Walter F. Reid, the secretary of the Newcastle branch of the Boilermakers' 

Society said: 'My organisation tries to keep aloof from politics 1
;
125 

an interesting remark from a man who represented 450 Newcastle workers 

whose livelihood largely depended upon political decisions. Most unions 

in fact were little concerned with subjects other than their own 

industrial relations. The closest they came to town planning was support 

f h . h 126 or government ousing sc emes. 

Moreover, those who became involved with town planning schemes in 

Newcastle in the mid-1920s were drawn entirely from the top ranks of 

the community, that is professional men (Tewksbury was an engineer) or 

from leading members of the business community; for example, one of the 

members of the Newcastle Betterment Board in 1925 was John McMeekan, 

the president of the Chamber of Commerce and former superintendent of 

construction at the B.H.P. steelworks.
127 

Organised labour could 

scarcely be expected to warm to such people and indeed did not. For 

three years up to mid-1928 every letter sent by the Betterment Board 

inviting participation by the Trades and Labour Council had been 
128 consigned to the waste paper basket. On 19 July 1928 the Council 

had a change of heart and sent two delegates to the meeting of the 

Betterment Board. 'A heady lot of people, though inclined to be on the 
129 

conservative side' was the reaction of delegate Askey. The other 

125 

126 

127 

Minutes of Evidence of the CormnoY!JiJealth Royal Cormnission on National 
Insurance, p.789, Q.19128. The minute~ were taken between 1924 
and 1926. They were not part of the regular set of CommoY!JiJealth 
Parliamentary Papers. The National Library holds a copy. 

NSWPP, 1915-16, Vol. III, pp.819 ff., p.19, Q.547, p.21, Q.594, 
p.22, Q.616, p.27, Qs. 780-4. 

Neu;castle Construction, 15 October 1925, p.5. 

128 NS, 20 July 1928, p. 7. 

129 Ibid., 17 August 1928, p.6. 
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delegate, T.J. O'Connor, was impressed by Tewskbury and felt the unions 

had nothing to lose by being represented on the Board. 

This new approach reflected the growing involvement of the Newcastle 

branch of the Labor party with local government. For the first time, in 

1925, the party made a serious effort to gain election to municipal 

councils. The prize was Newcastle City council which had by far the 

greatest resources of any local council. The candidates for that 

election were all prominent trade union secretaries who promised, if 

elected, to 'improve and beautify' the City, to establish kindergartens 

h ld h . d . d b k. f · 1 · . 130 so mot ers cou go s opping, an to provi e etter par ing aci ities. 

The bid failed. At the next election in 1928 the Labor candidates 

standing for Newcastle City campaigned on a more sophisticated platform. 

They wanted investigations into the milk supply, the council's 

electricity department, a workers' housing scheme and a free municipal 

and reference library, one-way traffic in Hunter and Scott streets, the 

election of the mayor by the people and were pledged to 'secure the 

improvement, advancement and embellishment of the City of Newcastle 1
•
131 

Again the Labor candidates failed, but at least by the end of the 1920s 

the Labor party recognised that urban living conditions and town 

planning were no longer topics which should be left entirely to 

interested minorities in the community. 

Conclusion 

Even as late as 1911, little of the physical structure and land 

use pattern of modern Newcastle was evident. Of the city's occupied 

dwellings, about 84 pe.r cent had been built twenty years before and 

the greater part of the land now covered by the suburbs ··was unoccupied. 
132 

The heavy industries which are today regarded as the very symbol of the 

130 NMH, 3 December 1925, p.7. 

131 NS, 8 November 1928, p.8. 

132 Calculations based on the 1891, 1901 and 1911 Censuses. In 1891, 
there were 9,715 dwellings in Newcastle which had been built or were 
being built; in 1911 the number of occupied dwellings had only 
increased to 11,526. 
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city were not present. Coalmining, despite its sharp decline as an 

employer in the 1900s, persisted in the inner city area until 1916. 133 

Land set aside specifically for recreational use was scarce and those 

areas which did exist needed much improvement. There were 256 kilometres 
134 of formed streets, but only 138 kilometres of flagged footpaths. Gas 

lit most suburbs though Lambton and New Lambton had no form of street 

lighting. 

At the close of the 1920s the outlines of the modern city were 

plainly visible. The industrial skyline was established and coalmining 

had retreated to the outskirts of the city. In the two decaQes up to 

1929 almost as many buildings were constructed as h.ad been built in the 

entire previous history of the city. Extensive tracts of land were 

either occupied by new suburban houses or had been subdivided in 

anticipation of future needs. In some suburbs the volume of new building 

was such that it overwhelmed the former shape of settlement. The best 

examples of this were Waratah and New Lambton where virtually new 

suburbs came into being. By 1930 the length of formed streets was 

nearly double what it had been in 1912 and the length of flagged streets 

two and a half times as much. Every suburb had electric street 

1 . h -. 135 ig ting. 

Large-scale subdivisions of land both in Newcastle and around 

Lake Macquarie in the 1920s created the mould into which renewed suburban 

expansion after 1945 was often poured; classic instanc:Es of this are 

the present suburbs of Birmingham Gardens and Kotara. It was in the 

1920s too that the contemporary problems of Newcastle's central area, 

Hunter Street, became apparent, and as a detailed study conducted in 

1975 suggests, these problems will continue to be a part of the city.
136 

133 These were Hetton (Carrington) and New Winning (Newcastle City) 
collieries. Mines Department Report, 1916, pp.166-8, NSWPP, 
1917-18, Vol. III, pp.845 ff. 

134 NSWSR, 1912, p.1050. By 'formed' I mean streets described as 
'blocked, metalled, gravelled, ballasted etc.'. 

135 Ibid., 1929-30, p.243. 

136 Unisearch Ltd., Newcastle Central Area Study: Reports, 1-3 (Sydney, 
1975), particularly Chapters 8 and 9. A copy of this work, which 
is not widely available, was made available by Newcastle City 
Council. 
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It is inappropriate here to enter into debate about whether or not 

the present pattern of land use is 'typical' as measured against certain 
137 models purporting to account for urban development. What is claimed 

is that much of this pattern (however it is regarded) came into 

existence between 1910 and 1929 as the direct result of decisions made 

by three groups of large land owners. These were: the government 

(including the Lands Department and the Railway Department), three coal

mining companies (the Australian Agricultural, Scottish-Australian and 

Newcastle-Wallsend) and the controllers of three estates belonging to 

the Dangar, Merewether and Quigley families. These interests were 

responsible for deciding the location of many of Newcastle's present 

parks (particularly in the inner city), where new settlement ought or 

ought not to be permitted, and sometimes what socio-economic groups 

should occupy which areas. Today's Newcastle is a monument to their 

decisions. 

In the chapters which follow, other aspects of the results of the 

unfolding of Newcastle are explored. These are: the social geography 

of the city, changes in retailing and shopping and finally, how the 

divided local government system of the nineteenth century was unified 

to meet the needs of the new industrial city of the twentieth. 

137 M.T. Daly, 'The Development of 
C.B. Schedvin and J.W. McCarty 
(Sydney, 1974), pp.92-105. 

the Urban Pattern of Newcastle', in 
(eds.), Urbanization in Australia 
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5. THE SOCIAL LANDSCAPE 

MOST cities possess a distinctive social geography, that is a residential 

mosaic which reflects socio-economic differences. The purpose of this 

chapter is to bring together the themes of work and urban growth 

discussed in the two previous chapters by way of an outline of Newcastle's 

social geography from 1900 to the end of the 1920s. 

The Social Map in the 1900s 

'The belief in the absence of class distinctions in Australia', 

noted the English writer, E.C. Buley, in 1905, 'is cherished by the 

masses in the face of an existing class'. 1 He supported his claim by 

describing the social and spatial differences which existed in the 

capital cities he visited, drawing attention to a tendency for the 

homes of the rich to be on the outskirts of the city and for the middle 

class to occupy 'the more distant suburbs, so that the suburbs of an 

Australian city nearest to the actual city area will usually be found 
2 

in the occupation of the humbler classes'. Coalmining and topography 

made Newcastle an exception to Buley's generalisations about Australian 

cities. In 1900 the bulk of the better-off citizens lived in Newcastle 

City on high land overlooking Hunter Street, the central business area, 

and the harbour; the suburbs could be conveniently divided into two 

groups: those with a mixed working class population (Waratah, Wickham 

and Carrington) and those directly dependent on coalmining (Adamstown, 

Lambton, New Lambton, Merewether, Hamilton, Stockton and Wallsend). 3 

1 E.C. Buley, Australian Life in Town and Country (London, 1905); p.136. 

2 

3 

For a similar observation see P.F. Rowland, The New Nation (London, 
1903), pp.119-20. 

Buley, op. cit., pp.80-1. 

Neither the NSW Census of 1901 nor the Commonwealth Census of 1911 
give a break-down of occupations for Newcastle and its suburbs; my 
comments are based on the State Electoral Rolls for 1900-1 which are 
unusually reliable. 
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By 1871 Newcastle City had become the commercial and social focus 

of Newcastle; it had 13 of the city's 15 members of the medical 

profession (only two lived in the new mining townships), 115 of its 163 
4 clerks and shop assistants and 158 of its 220 merchants and shopkeepers. 

In 1878, a contributor to the Sydney Mail commented on the social make

up of the city: 

The immediate suburbs of Newcastle are not inviting, and none 
of the houses very imposing. Perhaps the nicest residences are 
situated on what is known as the Terrace, which is on a hill 
overlooking the ocean.5 

This area, known today as 'The Hill', is still one of the best addresses 

in Newcastle. It has retained this position in the twentieth century 

because of its elevation and relative freedom from industrial pollution 

and its convenience to the city's central area. 

In the nineteenth century by no means all the business community 

lived on 'The Hill'; most of the shopkeepers in fact lived over or near 
6 their shops. After 1882 some members of the City business community 

began to leave the City in favour of Mayfield, then a mainly rural area 

. h h f w h . . 1° 7 s . 1 1 in t ~ nort ern part o arata mun1c1pa 1ty. ocia approva was 

bestowed on Mayfield in 1888 when William Arnott, the owner of Newcastle's 
8 largest factory, built his home there. The railway gave direct access 

between Mayfield and the City. Rapid population growth within Newcastle 

City during the 1880s (from 8,986 in 1881 to 12,914 in 1891) lowered 

the quality of life, especially as there was no permanent water supply 

4 1871 Census (NSW), Part 6, pp.1046-56. 

5 Sydney Mail, 2 March 1878, quoted in H.W.H. King, The Urban Pattern 
of the Hunter Valley (Newcastle, 1963), p.38. 

6 NSWPP, 1912, Vol. III, pp.1173 ff., p.10, Q.168. 

7 AA Co., London Despatches, 6 March 1883, p.75, 3 March 1885, p.71. 

8 D. Pike (ed.), Australian Dictionary of Biography, (Melbourne,1969), 
Vol. 3, p.53. 
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until 18859 and no sewerage system before 1888. This tendency for 

business people to leave the city in favour of the outskirts was also 

a feature of Brisbane in the late 1880s. 10 

By 1890, Mayfield contained a nucleus of high class residential 

dwellings in which lived some of Newcastle's most prominent citizens. 

A poster advertising a land sale in the area on 6 February 1890 

contained sketches of the homes of two important men, John Scholey 

(businessman) and William Arnott (biscuit manufacturer) and plotted the 

location of the homes of others such as William Winn (retailer), 

Nelson B. Creer (property dealer) and Julian Windeyer (solicitor)
11 

(Figure 5.1). Jesse Gregson (1837-1919), superintendent of the 

Australian Agricultural Company, was an exception among the city's elite 

who chose to live. on the outskirts; his brick home, of two storeys and 

14 rooms, was located at Sandgate, about three kilometres north-west of 

Mayfield. 12 

The depression of the 1890s halted the outward movement of the 

city business community, but with economic recovery and extensions of 

the tramline, it began once more and this time involved more people. 

In the 1900s Newcastle and its suburbs sustained a total net loss of 

about 10,000 people, of whom about 4,000 came from the City. Most 

probably went to the inland mining towns though others left the City for 

the suburbs of Mayfield and Hamilton. 

The extension of the tramline to Mayfield in January 1901 made 

'the Toorak of Newcastle' more accessible to City workers who desired 

its 'green, fresh fields 1
•
13 · Outside the City, Mayfield was the most 

favoured residence of the city's legal fraternity (solicitors and 

9 G. Jones, The Movement for Newcastle's First Water Supply, 1875-1885 
(Newcastle, 1967), p.9. 

10 R. Lawson, Brisbane in the 1890s (St. Lucia, 1973), p.101. 

11 Land sale poster, NSW Towns Subdivisions, Newcastle-Mayfield Box, 
Mitchell Library. 

12 NMH, 18 December 1901, p.5, 5 August 1919, p.4. 

13 Ibid., 24 September 1898, p.2. 
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articled clerks); in 1900, six of the 26 members of Newcastle's legal 
14 profession lived at Mayfield, by far the largest number in any suburb. 

Not everyone was impressed by the social standing of Mayfield. In 1900, 

Alexander Lindsay, a resident of Merewether, commented sourly: 'Some 

years ago a craze set in among a "toffy" sort of people to go and live 

at Mayfield .•• but that craze has died out It is impossible to 

account for such crazes 1
•
15 Craze or not, the better-off who had 

settled at Mayfield in the 1880s were joined in the 1900s by lesser City 

workers, such as clerks and shop assistants. Waratah municipality was 

fairly described at the end of the decade as 'a favourite residential 

suburb for city business people, and many fine private buildings are 

erected within its bounds' •16 In 1911 nearly 55 per cent of the homes 

in Waratah were owner-occupied, possibly the highest proportion of any 
17 

Newcastle suburb. 

Notwithstanding this fact, the image of the municipality as a well

to-do suburb needs to be qualified. For one thing, Mayfield then 

constituted an enclave in Waratah; according to the 1911 Census, 

Mayfield had only 124 of the municipality's 893 occupied dwellings and 

only ?31 of its 4,419 inhabitants, most of whom lived in the original 

h . d. h · 1 . 18 Al b f h towns ip a Jacent to t e rai way station. so, even e ore t e 

coming of the steelworks in 1913, the municipality possessed some 

noxious industries. By 1910 the main industries \-Jere: a soap and 

candle factory (1886), a pottery works (1866), a brick works (1901) and a 

14 NSW State Electoral Rolls, 1900-1. 

15 NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, pp.1137 ff., p.105, Q.2622. 

16 G.R. Davies (ed.), The Federal Directory of Newcastle and District 
for 1909 (third edition, Newcastle, n.d.), p.248. 

17 

18 

Waratah Municipality, Valuation Book, 1911-13. The figure is based 
on a one in ten sample which excluded vacant land and wholly 
commercial buildings. 

1911 Census, Vol. III, p.2274. This gives males, females and 
occupied dwellings by 'locality' which are occasionally parts of 
municipalities; in the case of Mayfield this treatment suggests it 
was physically separate from the rest of Waratah's settled areas. 
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copper smelting plant (c. 1882). As well, the municipality was the 

centre of the city's meat slaughtering; before the establishment of 

the Newcastle District Abattoir in 1913, Waratah had about a dozen 

slaughtering establishments within its boundaries. These had 

predictable results; 'Waratah is at times alive with flies', remarked 

the mayor, Nelson B. Creer in 1900. 'I attribute it - first, to the 

slaughter-houses in the district; and, secondly, to the night-soil 

depot on the river'. 19 Mayfield illustrated the character of Newcastle's 

social geography; the better-off tended to prefer certain areas to 

others but they did not dominate particular areas or suburbs and the 

physical distance between them and those at the other end of the social 

scale was often small; a substantial two-storied house might be 
20 

surrounded by many humbler ones. 

More than any other suburb, Hamilton exemplified the kind of social 

changes experienced by Newcastle in the 1900s. In 1901 it was the city's 

second largest suburb with just over 6,000 residents. Hamilton was one 

of the chief coalmining townships of the 1880s when its population rose 

from 2,200 to nearly 5,000, but by the late 1890s its main mine, the 

Australian Agricultural Company's Number Two, or Borehole Pit, was giving 

out; the mine was closed on 23 March 1901 and with it, Hamilton's base as 

a colliery township. 21 Two events brought about a social transition. 

The first was the completion of the railway department's locomotive 

running sheds at Broadmeadow in western Hamilton in April 1892. 22 For 

the rest of the 1890s the locomotive sheds employed about 200 men and by 
23 

late 1911 they employed 400. 

19 NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. III, pp.1137 ff., p.96, Q.2377. 

20 

21 

An example is the Goninan home, 107 Albert Street, Wickham (now 
divided into flats) which was built by the family who founded an iron 
foundry business in the area in 1899. The house has two storeys. 

AA Co., London Despatches, 1 March 1899, p.49. 

22 NMH, 14 April 1892, p.5. 

23 Every three years after 1893 the railway connnissioners were required 
to print the name of every employee in the NSW Government Gazette; 
the figures come from these lists. 
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The gradual spill of the neighbouring City population into Hamilton 

after 1898 was the second event which altered the suburb's social 

composition. Writing to his London superior in 1898, Jesse Gregson, the 
,, 

superintendent of the Australian Agricultural Company, described 

Hamilton as 'becoming more and more the residence of persons engaged in 

business in Newcastle•. 24 He attributed this influx not only to the 

economic recovery but also to its 'dry porous sandy soil' which made it 

free 'from many of the objections which obtain in the more thickly 

1 t d · d · · h" bl to "t' 25 popu a e city an is yet wit in reasona y easy access i • 

Thomas Curley, the sanitary inspector for Hamilton, was more forthright; 

he said the City people were coming to Hamilton 'to get away from 

h b • d d • d • I 26 ar our air, an rain an sewer airs • 

In 1900, the mayor of Hamilton, W.R. Alexander (1860-1929) 27 claimed 

that Hamilton 'was formerly a mining township, but it has now taken 

quite a different turn' 28 He said the new residents were mainly 

business people and further claimed that 'a large number of the chief 

business persons at Newcastle now reside at Hamilton•. 29 This was an 

exaggeration in 1900 though the statement had acquired more substance 

by th~ end of the decade when a local directory said that suburb's 

population 'chiefly consists of professional and commercial men, their 
30 families, and railway employees'. This too was misleading. A more 

qualified description was given by the Herald in 1910 which presented 

Hamilton as a socially mixed suburb being 'unquestionably the most 

popular with all classes of people as a residential centre 1
•
31 

24 
AA Co., London Despatches, 1 March 1899, p.49. 

25 Ibid., 13 March 1900, p.48. 

26 
NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, pp.1137 ff., p.27, Q.647. 

27 
See Chapter 1, pp.23-4. 

28 
n1SWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, 1137 ff 28 Q 692 l~ pp. ., p. '.. • 

29 Ibid., p.28, Q.693. 

30 
Davies, Federal Directory, p.157. 

31 NMH, 12 September 1910, p.5. 
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By the close of the 1900s settlement within Hamilton was mainly 

confined to the northern and eastern parts; the central part was 

virtually uninhabited and only at Broadmeadow in the west and Newtown 

in the north-western corner were there any separate settlements. 32 

Although alleged to be a socially mixed suburb, the considerable 

variation in the level of home ownership within Hamilton in 1911 

suggested otherwise (Table 5.1). Presumably the parity between owners 

and non-owners in East Ward was a result of its proximity to Newcastle 

City which would indicate a relatively better-paid population. 

TABLE 5.1 Hamilton, Newcastle: Home Ownership, 1911 

Ward 

North 

West 

East 

Totals 

Owner-Occupied 

21% 

44% 

50% 

41% 

Non-Owner 

79% 

56% 

50% 

59% 

Total Houses 

34 

36 

62 

132 

Source: Hamilton Municipality, Valuation Books, 1911-13. Note: Based 
on a one in ten sample; the book for South Ward was missing 
from the set. 

To the north of Hamilton lay Wickham, which bore the greatest 

resemblance of any Newcastle suburb to an inner metropolitan working 

class suburb. It was mainly a product of the boom years of the 1880s 

when its population rose from 2,400 to nearly 6,600; in 1901 it had 

7,750 people making it the largest of Newcastle's suburbs. At the turn 

of the century it was a poor, crowded suburb built on flat, low-lying 

32 According to the 1911 Census, the population of localities within 
Hamilton was: Hamilton (township), 6,944, Broadmeadow, 434 and 
Newtown, 155. 1911 Census, Vol. III, pp.2267, 2255, 2278. 
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33 land. Perhaps as many as 400 miners lived in Wickham in 1900, but it 

had never been an important mining centre and its miners had to find work 

elsewhere. 'We have a mixed population', explained the mayor, John Kidd, in 

1900, '-artisans, railway employees, and miners' 34 He might have 

added general labourers who made up a sizeable part of Wickham's people; 

of the 1,667 men on the State electoral rolls for 1900-1, 272 (16.3 per 

cent) gave their occupation as 'labourer', a figure which may have 

understated their size. 35 Few members of the City business community 

lived at Wickham and the suburb had a lower proportion of home ownership 

than Hamilton (Table 5.2). Most of its male breadwinners worked either 

th ·1 h h . b . d . 11" . 36 on e rai ways, t e w arves or in near y in ustries or co ieries. 

TABLE 5.2 Wickham, Newcastle: Home Ownership, 1906 

Ward Owner-Occupied Non-Owner Total Houses 

Tighe's Hill 28% 72% 32 

Isl~ngton 37% 63% 43 

North Wickham 50% 50% 32 

Wickham 33% 67% 46 

Totals 37% 64% 153 

source: Wickham Municipality, Ratebook, 1906. 
in ten sample. 

Note: Based on a one 

33 NMH, 20 June 1892, p.8. See also Chapter 1, p.37. 

34 NSWLAV&P, 1901, Vol. II, pp.1137 ff., p.44, Q.1082. 

35 According to the NSW Census of 1901, Wickham had 1,795 males over the 
age of 20 which suggested a registration rate of 92.9 per cent; 
assuming this is accurate, there were still 7 per cent of the suburb's 
males to be accounted for. 

36 NMH, 2 September 1910, p.5. 
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Although Wickham, like most of the other suburbs, lost population during 

the 1900s, the opening up of the middle part of the municipality by the 

Northumberland Building Society for home development after 1905 was said 
37 

to have attracted many 'artisans in search of cheap homes'. The first 

sale took place on 25 November 1905 when the Society advertised 421 

'choice building sites' on its Maryville Estate.
38 

This covered 45.3 

hectares (112 acres) of land formerly mined by the Maryville Coal 
39 Company in the nineteenth century. All the blocks had been sold by 

1913 (at a profit to the Society of £2,630) but by 1911 only 21 homes 

had been built on the estate and those who built homes on it later found 

themselves on the edge of a swamp which was not adequately filled in 

until 1925. 40 

Carrington, the eastern neighbour of Wickham, was the smallest 

suburb physically and probably the least socially desirable even in the 

1900s. In 1900, 252 of its 579 male electors gave their occupation 

. 1 'l b ' h . 43 5 f h total. 41 v· 11 simp y as a ourer , t at is • per cent o t e irtua . y 

all of Carrington's men were wharf workers in some capacity - usually 

coal trimmers or wharf labourers. Two mines operated within the 

municipality: Wickham and Bullock Island (1885-1905) and Hetton (1885-

1916). These employed a total of more than 700 men in 1900 though only 

about 100 of these miners lived at Carrington. Mining and coal loading 

made the suburb noisy and dusty and undesirable to anyone who was not a 
"d k 42 watersi e wor er. 

37 Ibid., 4 June 1912, p.6. 

38 Land Sale Poster, Northumberland Building.Society collection, 
University of Newcastle archives. This land seems to have been sub
divided by 1899 for in that year the Water Board rated 514 vacant 
blocks of land in Wickham. See Chapter 4, pp.149-50. 

39 Edwards and Allen, Map of the Coal Properties in Newcastle District 
(Newcastle, 1890). 

40 Northumberland Building 
ANU Archives, 1/455/3. 
14 August 1925, p.7. 

Society, 50th Annual Report~ 1876-1926, 
1911 Census, Vol. III, p.2274. NS, 

n. p., 

41 NSW State Electoral Rolls, 1900-1. See Chapter 4, p.146 
account of the evolution of Carrington. 

for an 

42 Coal dust continues to be a problem at Carrington; see NMH, 
31 January 1977, p.5. 



For the remaining suburbs, the problem of the 1900s was how to 

survive in the face of declining local mining and the opportunities 

for their residents being offered by the development of inl.and 

196. 

mines around Maitland and Cessnock. Net loss of population (compared 

with the number resident at the time of the 1901 Census) was greatest 

in Lambton, Merewether, Stockton and Wallsend, which together accounted 

for over half of the total net loss of 10,000 people suffered in the 
43 

decade. After the closure of the Stockton colliery in 1907, the 

suburb took on the appearance of a ghost town and although determined 

e·fforts were made by the council to promote Stockton's beach for 

tourism, three years after the closing of the mine land at Stockton 
44 could 'scarcely be given away'. What tourism did do was to raise the 

image of the suburb. 'In past years', remarked the Herald in 1910, 

'Stockton was regarded as a mining suburb, and was not looked upon by 
45 the majority of Newcastle residents with a favourable eye'. Here 

indeed was an explicit comment on the lowly status of mining centres as 

residential areas for city workers. In the following years Stockton 

attracted a number of professional and commercial people who commuted 
46 

to their workplace in the City by ferry. 

Merewether, the other seaside mining suburb, had a similar, but 

less disastrous history in this period. In February 1911, the trustees 

of the Merewether estate began subdividing land for sale (in the 

previous year tenants had been allowed to acquire freehold title to 

their land). 47 At the first large land sale on 8 April 1911, 32 

blocks were bought and 14 of the 21 buyers were from outside Merewether. 

There was a strong speculative element in the sales, but a number did 

43 See Appendix for details of these figures. 

44 NMH, 18 June 1913, p.6. 

45 Ibid., 19 August 1910, p.4. 

46 NSW Board o.f Trade, BuUetin: Living Wage (AduU Males)_, 1920 _, 
Newcastle District (Sydney, 1920), p.56, Q.137. 

47 See Chapter 4, p. 144. 



197. 

build their homes on this newly available elevated land. 48 

1912 the IfeI'ald claimed: 

In June 

Following upon a period of stagnation caused by the exodus 
of a big percentage of its population several years ago, 
Merewether is once more on the upgrade, and is gradually 
becoming an important residential suburb.49 

It would seem that suburbs were only acceptable to non-working class 

groups when they were in the throes of ceasing to be mining centres. 

At Adamstown and New Lambton coalmining continued to offer a 

reasonably stable level of employment throughout the 1900s and so these 

suburbs suffered relatively small net population losses. This was not 

the case at Lambton and Wallsend where local collieries failed to provide 

enough work for the growing population with the result that net loss of 
50 population was very heavy; in 1911 Wallsend had 52 fewer occupied 

houses than in 1901 and Lambton gained only one extra house in the decade. 

In the 1900s the social map of Newcastle could be summed up in this 

way: the majority of the better-off residents lived on 'The Hill' in 

Newcastle City or at Mayfield; the mixed working class suburbs of 

Wickham and Carrington were already low status areas; and there is 

evidence that the mining townships, which made up virtually all of the 

city's suburbs, were avoided by non-working class groups so long as they 

contained large numbers of miners.
51 

The Landscape of Occupations 

The most striking feature of the 1921 Census results for Newcastle 

was the speed with which heavy industry had made its mark on the city. 

48 
Mereweth.er papers, Land Purchase Book, 1910-19, AJ327, Newcastle Public 
Library archives. 

49 NMH, 7 June 1912, p.5. 

50 See Appendix for further details. 

51 As well as the examples of Stockton and Merewether already cited, 
there is other evidence for this attitude; see p.205. 
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The total male workforce was 29,400 of whom 68 per cent were engaged in 

occupations in industry or transport and 87 per cent were wage or 

salary earners. By 1933 the only structural change which had taken 

place was a fall of the mining workforce from 10.3 per cent to 5.6 
52 

per cent of the total. As these aggregate figures suggest, the 

representation of industrial occupations in most parts of Newcastle was 

high though some occupations could differ widely between areas. 

Mining was the best example of an occupation which showed notable 

internal variations within the city. In 1921, a mere tenth of the total 

male workforce of Newcastle earned their living from mining and even 

this figure was misleading for by this time only half of the city's 

3,000 miners were locally employed53 (Table 5.3). There was no sub

stantial local employment of miners outside the suburbs of Adamstown, 

Merewether and Wallsend. The other characteristic of suburbs where 

mining was strong was their high proportion of owner-occupied dwellings. 

In 1921 the five municipalities with the highest proportion of miners 

also had the highest proportion of home-owners.
54 

This seems to have 

been a reflection not only of the strong desire of miners to acquire 

h . h . . d . . 'k 55 b 1 f h t ei~ own omes to prevent eviction uring a stri e, ut a so o t e 

more settled character of these suburbs and their comparative slowness 

to participate in the general suburban growth of the period from 1910 

to 1929. 

52 All of the occupational figures given in this section came from the 
1921 and 1933 Censuses. Only male occupations were used since the 
female workforce was small (e.g. in 1921 it was equal to only 18.6 
per cent of the male work-force). 

53 Of the 3,030 miners living in Newcastle according to 1921 Census, 
only 1,454 were employed by local mines (Depa.rtment of Mines Report, 
1920, pp.82, 83, 85, 86, NSWPP, 1921, Vol. II, pp.933 ff. 

54 

55 

Wallsend was the only Newcastle suburb in 1921 and 1933 where a 
majority (56.0 and 54.2 per cent respectively) of private dwellings 
were owner-occupied. 

See Chapter 1, P.31. 
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Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 
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Newcastle: Ranking of Municipalities by Proportion of Male 
Breadwinners Engaged in Mining and Quarrying, 1921 and 
1933 

Municipalities and Percentage 

1921 1933 

Walls end (49.1) Walls end ( 30 .1) 

Lamb ton (29.9) Adamstown (15. 3) 

Adamstown (29.2) Lamb ton (12. 7) 

New Lambton (21. 9) Merewether (7. O) 

Merewether (15. 8) New Lambton (6.6) 

Hamilton (5.4) Hamilton (2.6) 

Newcastle (2.5) Newcastle (2.2) 

Wickham (2.4) Wickham (1. 9) 

Waratah (2.1) Stockton (1. 8) 

Carrington (1. 6) Waratah (1. 6) 

Stockton (1.6) Carrington (0. 8) 

Newcastle 10.3 5.6 

Urban Provincial (NSW) 7.8 7.9 

Sydney 0.5 0.4 

Source: 1921 and 1933 Censuses. Note: 'Urban Provincial' refers to 
the average for all non-metropolitan municipalities including 
Newcastle. 

Elsewhere in Newcastle, heavy industry made a deep impression on 

the occupational composition of the suburbs. In Waratah, Stockton, 

Hamilton, Wickham and Merewether, half or more of male breadwinners in 
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1921 had an 'industria1156 

(Table 5.4). 

occupation usually in manufacturing 

TABLE 5.4 Newcastle: Ranking of Municipalities by Proportion of Male 
Breadwinners Engaged in Manufacturing, 1921 and 1933 

Municipalities and Percentage 

Rank 
1921 1933 

1 Waratah (51. 3) Waratah (48.5) 

2 Stockton (43.4) Wickham (32.3) 

3 Merewether (34. 4) Stockton (30. 7) 

4 Hamilton (33. 3) Hamilton (26.5) 

5 Newcastle (29.7) Lamb ton (26.4) 

6 New Lambton (28.5) Merewether (25.9) 

7 Wickham (27.7) Carrington (24.4) 

8 Lamb ton (27 .1) New Lambton (24.4) 

9 Adamstown (26. 8) Adamstown (22.8) 

10 Carrington (20.7) Newcastle (22.0) 

11 Walls end (16.1) Walls end (18.0) 

Newcastle 32.3 29. 8 

Urban Provincial (NSW) 21.6 15.9 

Sydney 24.3 25.6 

Source: as for Table 5.3, p.199. 

56 The 1921 and 1933 Censuses defined 'industrial' occupations as 
including those engaged in manufacturing, building, road and railway 
construction, and concerned with the supply of gas, water and 
electricity. 
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Waratah, as the site of the steelworks, naturally outranked the 

other suburbs whereas Wallsend, by contrast, continued to be an 

important mining centre, so it understandably ranked last in the 

manufacturing scale. 57 The greatest decline in the proportion of 

male breadwinners engaged in manufacturing between 1921 and 1933 was 

recorded at Stockton where employment was adversely affected by the 

fast-falling fortunes of the State Dockyard on Walsh Island after mid-

1929. These suburbs aside, what is most remarkable about the figures 

is their evenness; for example in 1921 the range between Merewether 

and Adamstown (which ranked third and ninth respectively) was very small, 

being 7.6 per cent. This small range from one part of the city to another 

can be found for other important social indicators and was (and is) the 

outstanding attribute of social difference by area in Newcastle. 58 This 

is not to say important differences did not exist, but to say that they 

existed within a comparatively limited range. 

This comes out again in considering other occupations, of which 

a good example is the 'professional' group (Table 5.5). Within this 

group the internal range seems large until the size of the group as a 

whole is compared with the averages for Sydney and country towns which 

show how poorly professional males were represented in most parts of 

Newcastle. The ranking shown in Table 5.4 was also similar to that 

for males in commercial occupations, who made up 12.5 and 13.9 per cent 

of the male workforce in 1921 and 1933 respectively. 

By the end of the 1920s manufacturing occupations dominated the 

male workforce in almost every part of Newcastle and the proportion of 

57 

58 

I realise that statistical methods could have been used on this and 
the other data presented in this section, but I felt this was 
unnecessary since the socio-economic data covers only 11 areas. 

Ranking of other occupations from both the 1921 and 1933 Censuses 
bears out this generalisation. The impression of a finely graded 
urban society is also conveyed in a study of Newcastle at the time 
of the 1966 Census; see D. Parkes, 'Elements of Time and Space for 
an Australian Industrial City: An Urban Social Geography', Ph.D. 
thesis, University of Newcastle, 1972, Vol. III, which gives 
selected data for over 300 collector's districts. 
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Newcastle: Ranking of Municipalities by Proportion of Male 
Breadwinners in Professional Occupations, 1921 and 1933 

Municipalities and Percentage 

1921 1933 

Newcastle (7 .0) Newcastle (7 .5) 

Hamilton (6. 8) Hamilton (6.2) 

Stockton (5.4) Stockton (5.9) 

New Lambton (4.7) Merewether (5.2) 

Merewether (4.6) New Lambton (4. 7) 

Walls end (4.0) Wickham (2.6) 

Adamstown (3.5) Lamb ton (2.6) 

Waratah (3.2) Waratah (2. 8) 

Wickham (2.6) Walls end (?.. 8) 

Lamb ton (2. 3) Adamstown (2.3) 

Carrington (1.0) Carrington (1.6) 

4.7 4.4 

Urban Provincial (NSW) 6.8 5.4 

Sydney 9.5 7.8 

Source: 1921 and 1933 Censuses. Note: figures for 1933 include 
workers in public administration. 

workers in this group exceeded the averages of the total male workforce 

in the State's other urban centres; in addition, the proportion of 

professional and commercial workers fell below these averages though 

these groups were better represented in Newcastle City, Hamilton and 

Merewether. In general however, the male workforce was lopsided 

compared with the other urban areas in the State. Moreover, Newcastle 

was a city where social differences between areas were frequently very 



203. 

f . . d d59 ine in ee even allowing for the extensive areas covered by some 

municipalities. The other effect of the coming of heavy industry was to 

alter significantly the hierarchy of socially desirable residential 

areas within the city. 

Industry and Residential Rank 

Heavy industry ended forever the pretensions of Mayfield as a high 

status area. In 1888 a land sale poster advertised land at Mayfield 

with the line: 'Magnificent Villa Sites, Commanding Panoramic Views 

Unexcelled Around Newcastle 1•60 In 1915 land not very far away from 

this area was connnended to buyers as being in 'THE HEART OF THE 

MANUFACTURING DISTRICT 161 (Figure·5.2). Most of the better off 

residents sold up and moved out in anticipation of the noise and 

pollution the steelworks would brlng and their places were quickly taken 

by a host of industrial workers. Between 1911 and 1921 the population 

of Waratah municipality rose from 4,400 to nearly 12,200 and by the 

latter year nearly 71 per cent of the male workforce was classified as 

industrial workers and over half the workforce was employed in manufact

uring: Two leading figures who left Mayfield in this period were 

Harold c. Langwill (1864-1936), a prominent businessman and one of the 

first members of the exclusive Newcastle Club (founded 1885), and 

Nelson B. Creer (1855-1925), one of the partners in the real estate firm 
62 of Creer and Berkeley. 

Both men left Mayfield for the unspoiled, tranquil shores of Lake 

Macquarie where they were joined by others who wanted to be close to 

59 

60 

61 

In ranking the municipalities for Tables 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5, I found 
it frequently necessary to take the percentage calculation to two 
decimal places. 

Land sale poster, 2 February 1888. Northumberland Building Society 
collection, University of Newcastle archives. 

Land sale poster, 1 May 1915. NSW Towns Subdivisions, Newcastle-
Mayfield Box, Mitchell Library. 

62 ( ) 9 5 6 NMH, 23 August 1936, p.6 H.C. Langwill , 21 August 1 2 , p. 
(N.B. Creer). 



FIGURE 5.2 LAND SALE POSTER, MAYFIELD, 1915 
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Newcastle but away from the industries. In early 1915 a poster 

advertising land for sale at Toronto stressed its quality by drawing the 

attention of buyers to the nearby homes of eight prominent former 

citizens of Newcastle. They included L. Arnott, T.H. Ingall (retailer) 

and H.C. Langwill. 63 Although the movement was not numerically large, 

it was the first part of a movement which, by the end of the 1920s, had 

begun to convert the northern shore of Lake Macquarie into a residential 

outlier of Newcastle. 

The greatest single effect of heavy industry on the social geography 

of Newcastle was the high premium it placed on elevated land for 

residential use. Merewether and New Lambton gained most in this respect 

as both suburbs contained tracts of unoccupied high land. After 1911, 

subdivisions of the Merewether estate opened up the heights for 

residential development, thereby providing 'a "Boon" to those looking 

for well elevated, healthful and bracing sea-side residential lots, in 

1 · "t t the ci"ty' 64 c ose proxinu y o In 1920 a local observer, William 

Cleaves, commented on the tendency for the older lower part of Merewether 

to be occupied by those 'engaged in industrial pursuits' and the newer 

heigh~s to be taken up by 'a very different class', that is those with 

commercial or professional jobs who worked in the City. 65 

Unlike Merewether, the natural advantages of the heights of New 

Lambton had long been recognised; 'its undulating character and 

splendid situation must at no distant date', so it was written in 1890, 

'make the surface extremely valuable for suburban residences'. 66 Two 

years later a more precise future was predicted: 'at no distant date 

New Lambton will become a resident suburb for the city business people 

63 Land sale poster, 16 January 1915. Northumberland Building Society 
collection, University of Newcastle archives. 

64 Wilson's Publishing Co. Ltd., Wilson's Newcastle, Maitland & 
Cessnock Street Director (first edition, Sydney, 1919), p.93 

65 NSW Board of Trade, Bulletin: Newcastle District, p.50, Q.64. 

66 G.H. Kingswell, The Coal Mines of Newcastle, N.S.W. (Newcastle, 1890), 
p.12. 



205. 

in preference to the intervening suburbs on account of its elevated 

position' 67 This was a comment not simply on the potential of New 

Lambton heights, but also implicitly on the social standing of the 

'intervening suburbs' (that is Hamilton, Merewether, Adamstown and 

Lambton) which were then mining townships. Some development of the 

heights did take place along the lines predicted, but it was very slow. 

One rare example of a man who did take early advantage of the heights 

was Dr. J.L. Beeston M.L.C., who in 1913 built a 'very fine' residence 

there at a cost of over £1,000 on a block of land he had bought the 
68 previous year for £385. Up to the close of the 1900s New Lambton 

made no social progress; in 1909 a local street directory described 
69 the suburb cheerlessly as 'a mining town'. 

However, after 1915 New Lambton started to be transformed. The 

Scottish-Australian Mining Company which owned most of the unsettled part 

of the municipality released large amounts of land for sale and 

electricity lit the streets in September 1916. In 1917 the Northern 

Times remarked: 

A few years ago the name of New Lambton to many people 
synchronised with something uncivilised, and was looked upon 
askance by persons requiring residential sites for building. 
The majority of the residents were classed as "vulgar", the 
streets unkempt and dark, the sanitary arrangements as in 
prehistoric ages, and so forth. Now New Lambton is pushing 
ahead, and many people of influence and social standing are 
residents of a suburb which was once despised.70 

A year later, the Herald, in one of a number of panegyrics on the view 

from the heights, issued forth once more: 

67 . 
NMH, 13 September 1892, p.7. 

68 Ibid., 9 September 1913, p.5. H.F. Chilcott to T.G. Park, 23 September 
1913, Manager's London Letter Book, 1910-14, p.10. SAM Co. records, 
Fisher Library, Sydney University. 

69 Davies, Federal 'Directory, p.199. 

70 Northern Times, 9 April 1917, p.l. 



From the New Lambton Heights there is a magnificent vista 
of the Newcastle district, the port, the Pacific Ocean, and 
the view stretches away to the north and north-west, taking 
in all the beauties of the land and sea scape.71 

This was true, but it was not a view shared by those less well-off 

residents who occupied the lower part of the suburb. 
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In 1921 a definite social hierarchy by area had emerged within 

Newcastle which can ~e measured by comparing how areas ranked by their 

proportions of male employers and employees (Table 5.6). It is interest

ing to observe that an exact inverse relationship between employers and 

employees existed in six of the city's eleven municipalities though 

given the fine separation between areas, this relationship cannot be 

pressed too far. For employers, the range between areas was 3.7 per 

cent compared with 6.5 per cent for Sydney at the same time. 72 

As measured by the proportion of employers, the hierarchy revealed 

by the 1921 Census contained both predictable and unexpected elements. 

Newcastle City was the traditional business hub of Newcastle and so 

could be expected to rank highly. Hamilton's position could be 

attributed to the gains made by the suburb from the outward movement of 

the City's business community from the late 1890s and to the development 

of the eastern part as a 'garden suburb' for the better-off by the 
73 Australian Agricultural Company after 1914. At the other end of the 

scale, the low standing of Wickham and Carrington was evident long 

before the coming of heavy industry. The surprising elements in the 

hierarchy was the obviously swift rise in New Lambton (which by all 

accounts could only have occurred in the previous five years) and the 

low position of Waratah which lends support to the impression of a 

rapid collapse by the former socially desirable enclave of Mayfield. 

In 1920, during hearings before the Commonwealth Basic Wage Commission, 

Mr. A.W. Foster asked William J. Cleaves: 'You have no "swell" suburb -

71 NMH, 18 January 1918, p.5. See also NMH, 16 September 1904, p.6, 
9 September 1913, p.5. 

72 P. Spearritt, 'Urban History of Sydney', Table 11.1, following p.239, 
where the figures cover the span from 7.6 to 1.1 per cent. 

73 See pp.191-3 and Chapter 4, pp.155-6. 
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Newcastle: Ranking of Municipalities by Male Employers and 
Employees as a Percentage of the Male Workforce, 1921 

Employers (%) Employees (%) 

+ Newcastle (4.6) + Carrington (92.9) 

+Hamilton (4.2) Wickham (90.5) 

+ New Lambton (3. 3) Waratah ( 89. 9) 

+ Stockton (3.1) Adamstown (87.9) 

+ Wallsend (2. 9) Merewether (87.6) 

Merewether (2. 8) Lamb ton (87.5) 

Waratah (2.7) + Wallsend (86.9) 

Lamb ton (2. 3) + Stockton (86. 8) 

Wickham (1. 8) + New Lambton ( 85. 6) 

Adamstown (1. 6) + Hamilton (84.0) 

+ Carrington (0.9) + Newcastle (82.7) 

3.1 86.9 

Urban Provincial (NSW) 5.2 74.2 

Sydney 5.4 79.5 

Source: 1921 Census. Note: + indicates inverse relationship. 

no Potts [sic] Point or Toorak?' Cleaves responded: 'We have Mayfield, 

but when the steelworks came to Newcastle the people got [sic] to 
74 Toronto 1 • The results of the 1921 Census seemed to bear him out. 

In Sydney, some municipalities used the powers granted to councils 

under the Local Government Act of 1919 to declare parts of their areas 

'residential districts' in order to keep out industries or noxious 

74 NMH, 15 June 1920, p.4. 
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75 
trades. This practice was adopted by the councils of New Lambton and 

Merewether which declared their heights residential areas in May 1924 and 

August 1925 respectively. As early as 1919, a guide book had pointed 

out that because Merewether was a transport backwater, it could not 

become an industrial centre and so 'it is probably the only suburb that 

will never have to contend with smoke and other nuisances' •76 

By the mid-1920s.Merewether council had become determined to 

preserve the heights for entirely residential use; even the building of 

a butcher's shop after 1925 (made possible because of a loophole in the 

council regulations) caused 'a lot of friction' among the councillors 

who quickly amended the regulations to prevent further intrusions. 77 

By 1933 these policies seem to have contributed towards a distinct 

improvement in the social standing of this suburb (Table 5. 7) . By this 

time Merewether ·ranked as the third wealthiest suburb and fourth in the 

proportion of male employers (compared with sixth in 1921). In other 

respects the social hierarchy among the suburbs showed little change 

from what it had been in 1921 (Table 5.6, p.207). Waratah's place among 

the high income suburbs in 1933 was probably because of the presence of 

men who either had staff jobs with the steelworks or favoured steel

workers who had been kept in work during the Depression. Again, as with 

other social indicators, the difference between areas was often very small. 

This was true for the high income male indicator, which although it 

showed wide internal variation, in fact paled before the range of income 

inequality for Sydney at the same date. Vaucluse, Sydney's wealthiest 

suburb had nearly double the proportion of wealthy males of Newcastle's 

richest suburb, Hamilton. Sydney also exceeded Newcastle in poverty for 

the 1933 Census showed that its poorest suburbs, Darlington and 

Ermington and Rydalmere had a mere 1.7 per cent of high income males 

among their workforces compared with 2.8 for Carington. 78 

75 P. Spearitt, 'Urban History of Sydney', pp.24-5, 243-4. 

76 Wilson's Newcastle (1919), p.93. 

77 J. Dixon, History of Merewether (Merewether, 1935), p.44. 

78 P. Speatritt, 'Urban History of Sydney', p.305. 
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Rank 
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10 
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Newcastle: Ranking of Municipalities by Males Who 
Earned over £260 in 1932/3 and Male Employers as 
a Percentage of the Male Workforce, 1933 

High Income 
Males (%) 

Hamilton (15.6) 

Newcastle (14.8) 

Merewether (12.9) 

Waratah (12~3) 

New Lambton (12.0) 

Stockton (8.5) 

Lamb ton (6.1) 

Walls end (5.5) 

Wickham (5.1) 

Adamstown (4.0) 

Carrington (2. 8) 

Employers (%) 

Hamilton (3. 8) 

Newcastle (3.6) 

New Lambton (2.0) 

Merewether (1. 9) 

Stockton (1. 9) 

Walls end (1.8) 

Waratah (1. 8) 

Adamstown (1. 5) 

Wickham (1. 3) 

Lamb ton (1. 2) 

Carrington (0.2) 

Sourc~: 1933 Census 
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Since Carrington consistently ranked lowest in the socio-economic 

scale of Newcastle in this period, it deserves more explanation. From 

the late 1880s onwards, the conversion of the suburb into a coal loading 

centre drastically lowered the quality of life. 79 
As if coal loading 

was not bad enough, Carrington suffered from the effects of its last 

colliery, Hetton, which closed down in July 1916. The mine owners 

left behind an extensive swamp which provided a breeding ground for 

mosquitoes and, by means of a flushing pipe from an adjoining low lying 

area, acted as a container for fish which quickly died in the stagnant 

conditions; in 1926 over five tonnes of dead, reeking mullet were 
80 removed from the swamp. The swamp, which was a hazard to everyone 

79 
See p.195. 

80 NS, 10 February 1926, p.5. 
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who lived nearby, seems to have been the joint responsibility of the 

Lands Department and the Railway Department, neither of which undertook 

any action to drain the area. Finally, in 1928, the government permitted 

the council to borrow £5,000 at 6 per cent to fill the swamp in and 

drain the suburb; this sum was comparable with the amount the council 

raised from rates in 1927.
81 

These efforts did not succeed and the old 

colliery swamp was still present in 1940 and was shown on the Army survey 

map prepared in that year. Under these conditions, it was no wonder that 

1 1 l • d c • h h I • 1 • I 82 peop e on y ive at arrington t roug economic compu sion • 

Given then that by 1933 Newcastle had a distinct geography of 

occupation and hierarchy of income distribution, what opportunities for 

social mobility were available? Direct evidence on this subject is 

scanty, but the evidence in this chapter suggests that some generalis

ations can be made. The first is that for most of the interwar years, 

Newcastle had great difficulty in providing enough jobs for its people. 

The male workforce consistently fell below the State averages for urban 

centres in its proportions of middle and upper class occupations and 

was always well above them in its representation of working class ones. 

This, in itself, suggests limited local opportunities, but there were 

some avenues for upward mobility. 

One of these was politics, which could be used by able working 

class men. In a safe Labor-voting seat like Newcastle, Labor party 

endorsement of the son of a former local member ensured election and 

f tl 1 t ;n ff. 83 0 · ff. l·t· · requen y a ong s ay L o ice. nee in o ice, a po i ician 

could provide opportunities for his children; thus Percy, the son of 

Matthew Charlton (1866-1948), a former State member for Newcastle, became 

a solicitor, an undeniable advance on his father's entry into the work

force as a miner at Lambton. 84 

81 Ibid., 23 October 1928, p.9. NSWSR, 1927-8, p.159. In 1927 
Carrington council obtained £6,421 from general .rates. 

82 NSW Board of Trade, Transcript of Evidence of the General Cost of 
Living Inquiry, 1925, p.233. NSW Archives, 2/5801. 

83 
See examples given in Chapter 1, pp.27-8. 

84 Mr. Stewart Woodman, research scholar, History Department (R.S.S.S.), 
ANU, pointed this out to me. 
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Heavy industry offered a second avenue for upward advancement. In 

1929 B.H.P. introduced a staff training scheme to recruit future 
85 administrative and executive personnel from within the Company. This 

was a hard road to success, demanding shift work plus night classes, a 

regimen which assumed much physical and mental stamina (not simply 

ability) on the part of trainees. Some succeeded. In 1976 it was 

claimed that of 'the top 20 or 25 executive jobs in B.H.P. around 10 are 

filled by men from Newcastle Boys High School or Newcastle Tech.'. 86 

They were mostly recruited in the 1930s or 1940s. One of these men is 

James C. McNeil!, the Company's present general manager, who was born at 

Hamilton in 1916 and who joined the Company in 1933. Clearly very few 

could hope to achieve such success. 

A perceptive insight into a family which did achieve upward mobility 

in the interwar years is given by Dymphna Cusack in her novel Southern 

SteeZ which was based on her experiences in Newcastle in 1942 and 1943. 87 

Two of the leading characters are Keir Sweetapple, a metallurgist with 

the fictitious firm of Southern Steel and his socially ambitious wife, 

Roz. Both are born in the Hunter Valley, Keir at Newcastle and Roz at 

Cessnqck. The Sweetapple family belongs to the working class. Keir is 

the eldest son who leaves school at fourteen, joins Southern Steel in 

the 1920s and later takes up classes at the Technical College; he goes 

early to work by bicycle and comes back home 'dog-tired' at night after 

his classes. 88 Bright and very hard working, Keir succeeds by the end 

85 Hughes, AustraZian Iron and SteeZ Industry, pp.102-3. B.ll.P. Review, 
Jubilee Number, June 1935, p.92. 

86 NationaZ Times, 30 August-4 September 1976, p.49. 

87 'For Southern SteeZ I lived for two years during the worst days of the 
Pacific War in the house of a docker on the harbour of our biggept 
industrial city •.• every character and every incident is taken from 
life, though the story woven from them is fictitious'. D. Cusack, 
'How I write', WesterZey, No.3, 1960, pp.33-4. I have inverted the 
original order of these sentences. 

88 Dymphna Cusack, Southern SteeZ (London, 1953), pp.240-1. See also 
p.28 for Landy's view of Keir's success. 
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of the 1930s in becoming one of his finn's leading men. His two 

brothers lack his academic ability and zeal; one is a communist union 

leader (Rud) and the other (Landy) is a sailor on a vessel which operates 

out of Newcastle. 

Keir's wife, Roz, grows up at Cessnock, the daughter of a coal

miner and ardent unionist. She gains a scholarship to Teachers' College 

and eventually gains her bachelor's degree by night study during the 

Depression. Roz is determined to get away from the coalfields and all it 

represents; she hates everything about them, ' ••• the drab towns, the 

unpainted houses weathered to dirty mottled grey, poppe·t-heads like black 

skeletons 1
•
89 Her family had saved some money before the Depression, 

a fact which made them ineligible for the dole. Roz is bitter about 

this and repelled by the perpetual class conflict of the area. She 

wants Keir to leave Newcastle, but he likes the city and maintains his 

family associations and working class friends. They compromise by 

building a new home on Merewether heights. The move is an attempt by 

Roz to break wi.th the past and attain social distance, but she is 

dismayed to discover that it is possible to see Keir's father's old 

h . h c· h h b" 1 9o N 1 11 terrace ouse in t e 1ty t roug 1nocu ars. ewcast e was too sma 

a place for the family past to be easily left behind. 

Conclusion 

By the close of the 1920s the extremities of the social geography 

of modern Newcastle were plain; recent studies identify 'The Hill', 

New Lambton Heights and Merewether Heights as the city's most desirable 

areas and Mayfield; Wickham and Carrington as the least desirable. 91 

89 Ibid., p. 74. 

9o Ibid. , p .11. 

91 D. Parkes, 'Elements of Time and Space for an Australian Industrial 
City', Ph.D. thesis, University of Newcastle, 1972, 3 Vols; see 
Tables 2, 7, 10 in Vol. III. Unisearch Ltd. Newcastle Central Area 
Study: Reports 2 and 3 (Sydney, 1975), pp.288-96. See also the 
photographs in O. Ziegler, Symphony on A City (Sydney, 1958), pp.18, 
27, which show a view of Newcastle from Merewether Heights and a 
'typical' home on New Lambton Heights. 
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Heavy industry lowered the social standing of Mayfield and raised that 

of the heights of Merewether and New Lambton, but did not change the 

relative status of 'The Hill', Wickham and Carrington as residential 

districts. Leaving aside areas at the opposite ends of the social scale, 

the coming of heavy industry did not radically alter the uniform 

quality which characterised most of Newcastle's social geography in the 

1900s; the city remained a place where internal social differences 

were comparatively fine in spite of the considerable physical growth 

undergone by the suburbs in the 1910s and 1920s. 

The next chapter examines another strand in Newcastle's urban fabric 

in the.se years, retailing. 
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6. RETAILING AND SHOPPING 

RETAILING and shopping are an essential part of everyday life and their 

study can reveal much about the workings of a society, yet they are 

neglected by Australian historians. 1 Newcastle offers an unusually 

interesting subject for the study of retailing and shopping because of 

its tradition of consumer co-operatives; indeed the city possesses the 

largest single co-operative retailer in Australia. 2 

Retailing in the 1900s 

During the 1860s the eastern end of Hunter Street assumed its 

modern role as the principal con:nnercial thoroughfare of Newcastle. A 

photograph taken in 1870 (Plate III) shows the present, characteristic 

linear form though the buildings at the forefront seem to be commercial 
3 below and residential above. Nearly half a century later, in 1916, a 

photograph taken from the same spot, shows a scene which is much closer 

to the modern reality. Both views give correct emphasis to the 

communications which served this area and which enabled Hunter Street to 

dominate the city's commerce so early. 

1 Retailing and shopping are not mentioned in the indexes of the 

2 

3 

standard general histories of Australia; see G. Greenwood (ed.), 
Australia: A Social and Political History (Sydney, 1955); A.G.L. Shaw, 
The Story of Australia (London, 1962, ed.); D. Pike, Australia: 
The Quiet Continent (Cambridge, second edition, 1970); M. Clark, 
A Short History of Australia (New York, 1963); F.K. Crowley (ed.), 
A New History of Australia (Melbourne, 1974). Even the names of 
prominent retail firms such as Coles', Woolworths' and M"yer's are 
not listed. Governments have neglected retailing too; the first 
retail census in Australia was not held until 1948. Geographers have 
been much more active in their study of retailing and shopping; see 
P. Scott, Geography and Retai Ung (London, 19 70) which contains 
comprehensive lists of Australian and overseas studies at the end of 
each chapter. 

Australian Information Service, Co-operatives in Australia (Canberra, 
1976)' p.11. 

Another point of interest about this photograph is the apparently 
better quality houses on 'The Hill' in the top right hand corner. 
See Chapter 5, p.188. 



PLATE III 

Hunter Street, 1870: looking eastwards from intersection with 
Scott Street. 

Hunter Street, 1916: same view as above. 
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Topography and the coal trade decreed the location of communications. 

The inner area is constrained by steeply rising land (The Hill) and this 

forced the first lines of communication to occupy a narrow strip between 

this land and the harbour. The railway greatly influenced the shape of 

the area; in April 1857 the first stretch of the Northern line was 

opened between Hexham and Honeysuckle Point (near modern Civic station). 

One year later, the government, responding to local agitation, extended 

the line eastwards into the town of Newcastle and so the present terminus 

(in the eastern end of Hunter Street) dates from March 1858. 4 Because 

the mining townships around Newcastle were located away from the railway 

line, suburban stations were slow to develop, though Waratah and 

Hamilton stations were operating by 1873. They were joined by Broad

meadow in 1887 and by Adamstown in 1890. 5 Before the late 1880s, the 

people in the mining townships were able to use a number of private 

colliery railway lines (which had been built to carry coal from the 

mines to the harbour); as these ended in Newcastle City, they 

complemented the government railway system. When a tramline between 

Hunter Street and Wallsend was proposed in 1881, some Wallsend business

men opposed it, fearing (with reason) that it would divert miners' 

spending even more towards the City. 6 In fact, as the tramline was 

developed after 1887, it did link the surrounding townships more firmly 

to the City. 

However, the spending of the surrounding towns was not the sole 

reason for the success of Hunter Street as the main retail centre. 

Another reason was the patronage of crews from visiting ships. Their 

numbers varied according to economic conditions, but they added an 

independent element to the purchases of local people. Official figures 

show that during the depressed period from 1893 to 1900, an annual 
7 average of 4,800 sailors passed through Newcastle. At the time of the 

4 City of Newcastle (1929), n.p. 'Railway Services'. 

5 This information came from the Railway Department Reports (NSWLAV&P) 
for these years. 

6 NMH, 3 June 1882, p.3. 

7 NSWSR, 1902, p.~121. 
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1901 Census, 31 March, Newcastle had a 'shipping population' of 1,220, 

nearly one-tenth the size of the resident population of Newcastle City. 

In the 1900s the number of sailors grew steadily, from an annual average 

of 6,225 in the first half of the decade to almost 8,500 in the second 

half. 8 Their custom was eagerly sought by local shopkeepers who 

frequently employed touts to meet visiting ships. One such tout was 

William J. Lynch, who worked for the drapery firm of Robert Ingall and 

Sons (established 1906) in 1909; before this he had been vice president 

of the Newcastle branch of the Shop Assistants' Union. 9 Of course not 

all the sailors' demands were legal and their presence was the basis for 

a flourishing underworld of prostitution and sly grog selling. 10 After 

the 1900s the rip-roaring aspect of Newcastle began to fade as sailing 

ships gave way to steam vessels and to crews who were far more used to 

being in port than the men who manned the sailing ships. 11 

For these reasons therefore, retailing was concentrated in the 

eastern end of Hunter Street. As well, this area benefited from the 

closeness of the hospital (which was begun to be rebuilt on the same 

site in 1913) and its visitors, and the building of a new main post 

office building at the easternmost end of Hunter Street in 1903.
12 

By 

1900 this area contained all of Newcastle's large retailers such as the 

drapery firms of Winn's (1878) and Scott's (1890) and the furniture 

business of James Mackie (1896). All the city's wholesalers were 

located close to this area too: Frederick Ash (1855), J. Burke and Sons 

(1877), J. Ireland Ltd. (c.1877) and David Cohen (founded by 1901). 

8 Ibid., 1910, p.40. 

9 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.292, Q.7372. 

10 NMH, 22 October 1906, p.6. This reference gives a lurid (and rare) 
account of the city's underworld. The port was also notorious for 
'crimping'; see L.F. Fitzhardinge; William Morris Hughes: A 
Political Biography (Sydney, 1964), Vol. I, p.181. 

11 I owe this observation to Mr. L.F. Fitzhardinge. See also Greater 
150 Years,, 1 ?9?-194? (Sydney and Newcastle Council, Newcastle: 

Newcastle, 1947), p.7. 

12 Labour Commissioners of NSW Report, 1902-3, p.36, NSWLAV&P, 1903, 
Vol. III, pp.1285 ff. 
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Similarly, the bankers and the merchants of Newcastle were all to be 

found in the eastern end of the Hunter Street or in its adjacent streets; 

the oldest local merchant firm was that of Robert Hall and Sons 

established in 1856. Visually, the business area in the 1900s had a 

low profile and there were few commercial buildings outside of the 

eastern end of Hunter Street with more than two storeys. Verandahs 

shaded most premises. It was common for residences to be above 

b . 13 usinesses. 

That there was any kind of retail nucleus at all at the western 

end of Hunter Street at the turn of the century was almost entirely the 

result of Honeysuckle Point railway station and the adjoining railway 

workshops which employed 200 men. The western end had two main 

attractions for retailers: cheap land and access to the principal lines 

of communication since anyone travelling to the eastern end had to pass 

through the western end first. In short, the western end did have some 

very real economic advantages. The oldest established retailer in the 

area was the grocery shop of Frank Witherspoon which dated from 1866 and 

was directly opposite Honeysuckle Point station and the railway 
14 workshops. 

In the great depression of the 1890s several suburban retailers 

found it worthwhile to move into the western end of Hunter Street. The 

most successful of these former suburban retailers was Morris Light 

(1855-1929) who opened a furniture shop in Carrington in 1887 and then 

moved his business to Hunter Street West in 1894. At that time there 

were only six other retailers in the locality and the site was 

definitely considered 'out of town' 15 The success of the business in 

later years enabled Light to become a leading public figure of Newcastle 

13 See the photographs in the following: Sydney Mail, 2 October 1907, 
pp.367 ff.; N.S.W. Bookstall Co., Newcastle and Maitland (n.d. 
c.1900s); Australian Country Life (Sydney), November 1910, pp.44-57; 
and R. Hunter, Newcastle, N.S.W.: 90 Views (Newcastle, 1914). The 
Mitchell Library holds copies of all these works. 

14 NMH, 17 July 1889, p.7. 

15 b.d ·I~., 12 November 1937, pp.13, 16. This reference gives an outline 
history of the firm. 
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and he served continuously on Newcastle City council from 1905 until 

his death in 1929. 16 A second example of a suburban retailer who moved 

to this area in the late 1890s was George E. Bell who had run a general 

store in the mining suburb of Lambton from the late 1860s. 17 

Yet by far the greatest influence on the commercial success of 

Hunter Street West in later years was exerted not by a private retailer, 

but by a consumer co-operative society. On 23 April 1898 twelve men 

held a meeting at ·the Post Office hotel (now occupied by the Civic 

theatre) and resolved to set up a co-operative society. Led by William 

J. Channon, a member of the Amalgamated Engineers who was employed at 

Honeysuckle Point railway workshops, the group raised share capital of 

£22 and rented a small shop within Wickham municipality on the border of 
18 the tiny retail nucleus of Hunter Street West. Even by the standards 

of contemporary co-operative societies this was a very poor beginning, 19 

but the society was blessed by the business acumen of its founders. 

Their shrewdness was evident from the site they chose for their store 

which was well placed to take advantage of the tramlines which served 

northern Hamilton and Wickham. 20 Less critical, though useful, was the 

store's position on the main road between the City and the suburbs and 

its closeness to Honeysuckle Point railway station. The aim of the 

co-operative was to provide food and groceries for a working class 

community and given the distribution of population in Newcastle at the 

16 Ibid., 27 July 1929, p.8. 

17 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.238, Qs. 5745-6. 

18 NMH, 11 August 1958, pp.10-11. This reference gives an outline 
history of The Store. 

19 

20 

The Woonona co-operative, formed by miners on the south coast· of 
New South Wales, began trading in 1896 with share capital of £67; 
the Balmain co-operative, formed in 1901, started with £100 in share 
capital. The source for this information is Co-operative News 
(Sydney); September 1921, p.9 (Woonona), 1 March 1923, pp.8-9 
(Balmain). 

Public transport was far from the whole explanation however, because 
from the very beginning the society used a horse and cart for home 
deliveries. At the same time, a centrally located store would draw 
on passing trade. 



turn of the century, the most obvious market for such a service was 

Wickham.
21 
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Early in its history, John Welford, the under-manager of Hetton 

colliery at Carrington, a director of the co-operative and a former 

English co-operator, brought the existence of the society to the notice 

of the miners under him and a number of them joined it. 22 Yet the 

co-operative (unlike the others in the Newcastle district) was never 

wholly a miners' co-operative; in 1909 miners made up less than half 

its membership and the other members were mainly railway workers. 23 In 

1902 the directors made their second sound economic decision: they 

bought the land and premises which they had previously rented for £900, 

a move which provided a solid base for future expansion. 24 By the 
25 early 1900s then, The Store had been firmly established as a 

retailer and so was in a position to profit from the general economic 

upturn after 1902. 

The economic recovery in the lower Hunter valley which began in 

the early 1900s was founded on the expansion of the coal trade which 

followed from the opening up of the inland mines at and around Cessnock. 

In turn, the new raw mining towns continued to look to Newcastle to 

1 h . h d d . 26 M 11 h d d supp y t em wit goo s an services. ore genera y, t e eca e saw 

21 For the socio-economic characteristics of Wickham see Chapter 5, 
pp.193-5. 

22 Co-operative News, 1 August 1940, p.19. 

23 ~10WP'n, 1909, Vol. V, 709 ff 204 Q 4655 Th t f 1v0 r pp. • , p. , • • e suppor o 
railway men was also very important in the earliest years of the 
society; see Co-operative News, 1 August 1940, p.19. 

24 Derived from the Half-Yearly Reports and Balance Sheets of the 
society for 31 December 1902 and 30 June 1902. These are contained 
in a single bound volume covering the period 1899-1934 held by the 
University of Newcastle archives (AB8043). 

25 The official title of the society was the Newcastle and Suburban Co-
. operative Society Ltd., but it has long been popularly known as 'The 
Store' and since the 1930s has traded under this name. Therefore, I 
have used the brief popular title in preference to the official one. 

26 . 7 T 7 • 0 1906 Da~&Y e&egrapn, 1 May , p.7. 
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the end of the great drought and a succession of good harvests in the 

northern part of the State which brought added prosperity to the drapery 
' ' . . 2 7 firms of Winn s and Scott s through their mail order services. Twelve 

new warehouses were built in inner Newcastle and some new firms appeared 

in Hunter Street of which Sorby's (hardware merchants) proved to be the 

most enduring; it was founded in about 1908.
28 

Against this favourable economic background a number of retailers 

carried out extensive alterations and additions to their premises. 

Drapery firms were the leaders in this respect. Winn's made comparatively 

modest progress in the nineteenth century, but began to expand after the 

turn of the century. In February 1901 the firm bought a large block of 

land at the back of the original shop and between 1908 and 1913 covered 

virtually the whole of the block by a new three-storeyed building. This 

expansion involved the absorption of the Paragon Hotel, an act which 

must have given satisfaction to the Winn brothers, William and Isaac, 

who were Methodist and teetotall. 29 

Winn's rival, Scott's, also underwent expansion in these years. 

The firm had begun in 1890 with four shop assistants and a floor space 

of 251 square metres (900 square feet). By 1908 Scott's had paid 

£.25, 000 for land and premises close to Winn's and their new building was 

a distinctive contribution to the retail scene; 30 it still stands 

though the business is run by David Jones. 

Like Winn's, The Store during the 1900s began to expand on the 

block where it had begun. After the purchase of its original land 

and premises, the directors in 1905 bought adjoining land and erected a 

27 Sydney Mail, 2 October 1907, pp.885, 887 •. 

28 Daily Mirror, 11 August 1958, p.42 (Newcastle supplement). 

29 NMH, 5 October 1953, p.3. This was pointed out to me by Miss Joan 
Aird, a descendent of the Winn family, now living at Toronto, on 
13 January 1977. 

30 Ibid., 18 September 1908, p.6. The building isshown in the view of 
Hunter Street taken in 1916 contained in Plate III at the beginning 
of this Chapter; Scott's is the building with the clock tower. 
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new building at a cost of £1,529; this building was extended in 1910 

and again in 1914, the latter addition costing £5,750. 31 The 

significance of the new building (which resembled the new Winn's building 

in appearance) was that, like Winn's, it produced a centralised retailing 

site which gave both firms considerable cost advantages from efficient 

operations. 32 Because it was a co-operative society, it is possible 

to chart the growth of The Store (Table 6.1). The bulk of sales were in 

groceries and the dividend to members (who_paid the prevailing retail 

price for goods) averaged ten per cent. 

TABLE 6.1 The Store, Newcastle: Membership and Sales, 1899-1915 

Selected 
Year 

1899 

1902 

1905 

1908 

1911 

1913 

1915 

Membership 

95 

176 

. 520 

965 

1,438 

2,574 

3,646 

Sales (£) 

1,512 

4, 780 

17,615 

34,909 

69,219 

113 ,007 

184,547 

Source: Half-Yearly Reports and Balance Sheets. 

The success of The Store naturally encouraged other retailers in 

the western end of Hunter Street. At the same time, even without The 

31 Ibid., 11 August 1958, p.11. 

32 Compare the downfall of the Balmain co-operative society in Sydney 
which was the largest single Rochdale-type society in New South Wales 
from 1911 to 1929; one of the main reasons for its collapse was the 
cost of maintaining eleven suburban branches. Registrar of 
Co-operative Societies Report, 19 35-6, p .10, NSWPP, 19 3 7-8, Vol.. V, 
pp. 271 ff. 
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Store, the area did have commercial advantages of its own, the greatest 

of these was the opportunity for expansion compared with the relatively 

restricted conditions in most of the eastern part. For instance, in 

1898 the Sydney firm of Marcus Clark (traders in men's clothing, boots, 

pianos, mercery and home furnishings) opened a Newcastle branch in the 

eastern end of Hunter Street, but within a few years the owners found 

that the site was too small to cope with the amount of business; their 

solution was to move the branch to Hunter Street West in 1907. The firm 

built a new two-storeyed structure which fronted onto Hunter Street and 

the present National Park Street; it was also. close to Honeysuckle Point 
·1 t . 33 ra1 way s ation. 

Suburban retailing in the 1900s was very limited. In 1907, Newcastle 

had 860 stores, shops and sheds of which 586 were in the City. 34 

Suburban retailing tended to be devoted to foodstuffs or general goods; 

in 1909 an authoritative.local directory shows that of the 474 food 

retailers in Newcastle, 352 were in the suburbs, a figure which was 

compatible with their share of total population. 35 But whereas. city 

retailers drew on all the suburbs for their custom, suburban retailers 

in the 1900s served a very small local market. Edward Spruce (1865-1933), 

a grocer in Hamilton, testified in 1909 that his business was 'entirely 

local' and that most of his customers were miners, although he was 

careful to point out that Hamilton was no longer a miners' suburb. 36 

33 See the photographs in Sydney Mail, 2 October 1907, p.872 and the 
general scenes in Australian Country Life, November 1910, pp.44-57. 

34 

35 

NSWSR, 1907, p.636. This is the last year when these figures were 
published. 

G.R. Davies (ed.), Federal Directory of Newcastle and District for 
1909 (third edition, Newcastle, n.d.). In adding up the number of 
food outlets, I included general storekeepers, butchers, baker, milk 
suppliers, confectionary shops and all other shops which sold 
foodstuffs. 

36 NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, pp.709 ff., p.206, Qs. 4727, 4759. See also 
the evidence of Edward W. Bull, p .190, Qs. 4117, 4120-1. 
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More than other suburban retailers, co-operative societies were 

vulnerable to a fall in the number of miners in their locality. Apart 

from The Store, there were three co-operative societies in Newcastle in 

the 1900s (Figure 6.1). The oldest was the Hamilton and Lambton 

society, established in the mid-1860s, which operated two stores in 

these suburbs which were then mining centres. The others were the 

Wallsend and Stockton societies which were founded in 1887. 37 
As the 

miners left Newcastle for the inland mines, the suburban co-operatives 

began to suffer. The Hamilton and Lambton society solved its troubles 

by amalgamating with the Stockton society on 1 January 1909. 38 

Unfortunately the Stockton society soon suffered from the same problem 

after the unexpected collapse of mining at Stockton at the end of 1907; 

in its half-yearly report delivered in October 1908, the directors 

admitted that 'a good number of withdrawals had taken place owing to 

members withdrawing to the Maitland coal districts 1
•
39 

Their response was to open a branch of the society in the City (at 

the corner of King and Union streets) in early 1905. The site, which 

was at the junction of a tramline serving Merewether, proved highly 

successful and by 1910 this branch was the mainstay of the society 

(Table 6.2). The other interesting point about Table 6.2 is the 

virtual equality of the sales at Hamilton and Lambton branches, 

interesting because in 1911, Hamilton had nearly three. times the 

population of Lambton, so clearly the branch was failing to attract 

the support of its expanding non-mining population. It was likely too 

that The Store was gaining custom from this new population. In addition 

the location of the society's main branch in the City provided direct 

competition to The Store, which was probably the reason why it rejected 

offers of amalgamation from the Stockton society. 40 The society ceased 

37 NSWSR, 1894, p.381. This reference provides a list of the Colony's 
co-operatives and when they were first officially registered. 

38 
NMH, 30 March 1908, p.5. 

39 Ib~d., 30 b 1908 6 .., Octo er , p. • 

4o Ibid., 5 April 1909, p.5, 18 July 1910, p.6. 
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TABLE 6.2 Stockton Co-operative Society, Newcastle: 
Six Months in 1910 

Sales (£) 

Branch 

Amount % 

Newcastle £14,811 67.7 

Stockton 1,837 8.4 

Hamilton 2,694 12.3 

Lamb ton 2,525 11.6 

Totals 21,811 100.0 

Source: NMH, 31 October 1910, p.5. 1911 Census. 
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Branch Sales for 

Sales per 
head of total 

population, 1911 

£1. 3 

0.9 

0.3 

0.9 

to be a threat to The Store after 1915 when it disintegrated as a result 
41 of poor management. 

As the varying fortunes of Newcastle's co-operative societies 

showed, the general social and population changes which occurred in the 

1900s had a direct bearing on retail trade. By the end of the decade 

two problems were foremost. One was the considerable loss of population 

suffered by the City (the total net loss was about 3,800 people), some 

of which was to the suburbs. Thus although the City could still rely on 

the suburbs for its custom, the scale of this outward movement was 

threatening, 42 since in addition to weakening the innnediate market, it 

41 Ibid., 30 November 1916, p.3. This gives an account of the society's 
half-yearly meeting at which the directors claimed the society was in 
'a sound and flourishing state' under new management; this almost 
certainly points to previously inept management. The balance sheets 
of the society show a membership collapse for the year ending March 
1916 from 885 to 320; NSWSR, 1914-15, p.309, 1915-16, p.242. The 
society was wound up in 1920. 

42 Between 1891 and 1901 the City suffered a net total loss of 2,600 
people. See Appendix for details. 
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could assist the expansion of suburban retailing, the City retailers' 

greatest fear. 

For this reason City interests fought to retain as much trade as 

possible at the eastern end of Hunter Street and in the conflict the 

railways assumed a vital role. In 1909 Newcastle City council refused 

a request to take part in a conference called by the suburban councils 

to request the Railway Commissioners to change the terminus from the 

City to Broadmeadow in Hamilton. Both Scott's and Winn's expressed 

public opposition to the proposal on the grounds that they would lose 

the passing trade of country passeµgers who broke their journey in 

Newcastle. 43 In the following year, a deputation from Newcastle Chamber 

of Commerce called for the Railway Commissioners to request that 

Honeysuckle Point station be removed so it could be 'replaced by a row 

of shops, so as to make that portion of Hunter-street the important 

commercial centre it should be 1
•
44 This innocent-looking (and 

unsuccessful) proposal was actually an attempt to stifle the development 

of retailing in Hunter Street West which then clustered around the 

station; in 1910-11 the number of passenger journeys made 'from Honey

suckle Point station was 192,752 compared with 505,062 made from the 

City station, a high figure given the advantage bestowed on the latter 

by being a terminus. 45 Both moves reflected anxiety about the effects 

on retailing of the economic and social changes of the 1900s. These 

worries were well founded. 

The Pattern of Shopping, 1900-29 

On 1 January 1900, the Early Closing Act came into force in most 

urban centres in New South Wales; its purpose was to set the hours of 

shopping. Shopkeepers in and around Sydney and Newcastle were able to 

choose between closing on either Wednesday afternoon or Saturday 

43 NMH, 16 July 1909, p.5. 

44 SMH, 22 October 1910, p.14. 

45 Rai Zway Department Report, 1910-11, p. 41. NSWPP, 1911-12, Vol. III, 
pp.659 ff. This is the first year when figures for passenger journeys 
(as opposed to 'tickets issued') are available. Publication of this 
series by individual station ceased in 1941. 
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afternoon. If they chose to close on Wednesday afternoon, they could 

remain open only on Saturday evening; if they closed on Saturday 

afternoon, Friday was the sole evening on which they could trade. 

Excluding late night shopping (when the closing time was 10 p.m.), all 

trading had to stop at 1 p.m. on the half-holiday and 6 p.m. on all 

other days. 46 
As a result of a royal commission conducted in 1909, 47 

the choice of closing on Wednesday afternoons was abolished; henceforth, 

shops had to close on Saturday afternoons, leaving only Friday evening 

available for late night shopping. This step established the modern 

pattern of shopping hours with trade being conducted continuously during 

the week and ceasing at midday on Saturday. 

In Newcastle these regulations overlaid local changes in the pattern 

of shopping which occurred as a result of the outward movement of the 

coal industry and its miners. In this system, pay day and the location 

of miners were the main determinants of the rhythm of shopping. After 

about 1870, miners of the Newcastle district received their pay every 

fortnight on a Friday afternoon. 48 The method varied from mine to mine; 

at some mines the paid as they had worked, in pairs, 49 the men were 

pay being divided later by the men; at others, miners were paid 

individually. A former miner in the Newcastle district, Mr Joe Richley, 

who worked at mines at Redhead and Dudley between 1908 and 1913, recalled 

that the men were paid individually every second Friday afternoon at 

about 3.30 p.m. At this point, union officials collected union dues and 

medical contributions. What happened afterwards depended on the miners 

themselves. In the case of Mr Richley's household, the pay was brought 

home in its entirety whereupon his mother extracted household needs and 

46 W.P. Reeves, State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand (Melbourne, 
1968; first issued, 1902), Vol. II, pp.194-5. Sunday trading was 
banned. 

47 Report and Minutes of Evidence of the Royal Commission Re Saturday 
Half-Holiday (Saturday Half-Holiday Commission), NSWPP, 1909, Vol. V, 
pp.709 ff. This section relies heavily on the evidence taken at 
Newcastle by the commission. 

48 Saturday Half-Holiday Corrmission, p. 215, Qs. 5091, 5095. 

49 In Britain, miners were usually paid by the month in the nineteenth 
century (I owe this point to Dr F.B. Smith), yet none of the witnesses 
before the commission implied this had ever been the practice in 
Newcastle. Saturday Half-Holiday Commission, p.179, Q.3745, p.183, 
Q. 3869. 
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returned the remainder. 50 Others were not so thrifty and made a hotel 

rather than home their first port of call. 51 Presumably the journey 

home could not be long delayed as miners were filthy after their shift 

and to wash properly usually required the assistance of wives or other 
52 miners. 

So distinctive a life style had obvious implications for shopping 

patterns. One was that shops amid mining communities naturally 

preferred to stay open on Friday evening since this was the time when 

their customers had most ready money to spend. There was another 

reason too, as Walter Burkitt, the local inspector of factories and 

shops, explained in 1904: 

The miner brings home his pay on the Friday night and, the 
shops being open, his wife proceeds to pay the fortnightly 
bills and order goods for the ensuing term; but if the 
shops are closed, this matter may be overlooked, as the 
bread-winner will probably leave early on Saturday for 
Newcastle or elsewhere, and perhaps forget to leave the 
money for the grocer, &c. 53 

Burkitt offered this account as local belief, not his own opinion. 

AlthQugh his statement applied more to the outlying townships around 

Newcastle, it does full credit to the role of women in the shopping 

process, for it suggests tha4without their active intervention, 

household needs would be forgotten. 

Between 1880 and 1900, 'pay' Friday evening was the greatest time 

for shopping in any one fortnight. This happened simply because of the 

closeness of the mining workforce to inner Newcastle. 54 By 1901 all the 

50 Interview, 
envelopes; 
collieries 

7 January 1977. The pay seems to have been given in 
see the photograph of the pay masters for the Merewether 

in the Sydney Mail, 27 October 1900, p.995. 

51 Saturday Half-Holiday Commission, p.179, Q.3745. 

52 For a British example see B.L. Coombes, These Poor Hands (London, 1939), 
p. 39. 

53 Factories and Shops Report, 1904, p.29, NSWPP, 1905, Vol. III, 
pp. 731 ff. 

54 Saturday Half-Holiday Commission, p.228, Q.5484. 
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suburbs were within easy reach of Hunter Street by the tramway network. 

As the mining workforce shifted out of Newcastle, the Saturday morning 

after 'payt Friday assumed greater importance for Hunter Street 

retailers, though in inland mining towns like West Wallsend, Friday 

night trading continued to hold supremacy, especially for foodstuffs. 55 

After 1907, when large numbers of miners and their families left 

Newcastle to live permanently in the inland towns, the rhythm of 

shopping changed once more. Joseph O'Brien, Early Closing Inspector for 

the Newcastle district, remarked in 1907: 

the volume of trade in the mining centres is gradually 
changing. In former years Pay-Saturday was considered the 
busiest day in the fortnight; it has become a noticeable 
fact for some time past, which the shopkeepers were quick 
to perceive, that the Monday after pay-day is steadily 
becoming the most solid business day in that period, because 
Saturday is now given up to recreation, either at the beach 
or at the many attractions provided for their amusement, which 
are generally held outside the business centres of the town.56 

J.W. Kingsborough, a Hunter Street draper and manufacturer, agreed: 'the 

average wife who does her buying thoroughly never buys on the pay-

Saturday; she waits until Monday'. 57 

Those living outside Newcastle used the city for shopping and 

amusement. One 'pay' Saturday in 1909, Thomas Mullally, a draper, 

served 630 customers of whom he found that 250 had come from the mining 

centres at Lake Macquarie, Maitland or Cessnock. 58 Miners were good 

customers and were traditionally big spenders. 'They spend it when 

they get it', was the assessment of James Mackie, a Newcastle furniture 

merchant who had been in business since 1896, 'that has always been the 

habit of the Newcastle miner'. 59 Others testified to their value as 

55 Ibid., p.228, Q.5484, p.303, Qs. 7737-9. 

56 Factories and Shops Report, 1907, p.32, NSWPP, 1908, second session, 
Vol. II, pp.861 ff. 

57 Saturday Half-Holiday Commission, p.203, Q.4631. 

58 Ibid., p.295, Q. 7440. 

59 Ibid., p.180, Q.3786. Thus 'big' spending was characteristic of 
miners long before the Depression; see Rev. A. Walker, CoaltOUJn 
(Melbourne, 1945), pp.56-7. 
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customers. 'The miners, I find', said Gilbert Irvine, a tailor, 'as a 

rule buy more suits than most people I know of 1
•
60 

Miners were the largest single group among the population who 

influenced the rhythm of shopping, but other groups were important too. 

Everything depended directly on when a working group was paid. The city's 

500 wharf labourers for instance, were usually paid on Saturdays although 

some got money every day for 'cash jobs 1
•
61 The 400 workers at the 

Cockle Creek sulphide plant, who were mainly residents of Newcastle, 

were paid, like the miners, on Friday afternoon. 62 Many tradesmen were 

paid at 1 p.m. on Saturdays and coal trimmers, of whom there were about 
63 400, were paid between 10 a.m. and midday on Saturdays. 

In the light of these pay times, it was understandable why many 

shopkeepers in Newcastle City chose to remain open on Saturday evenings 

and closed on Wednesday afternoons. Some openly feared loss of trade to 

suburban retailers if Saturday afternoon trade was abolished and only 

F 0 d . ·1 bl 64 N . h d' h . h ri ay evening was avai a e. otwit stan ing t eir protests, t e 

1909 royal commission recommended the abolition of Saturday afternoon 

trading and its views were adopted. What no doubt prevented the change 

from having the dire results predicted was the increasing importance of 

Monday trading. 

Shopping was a mixture of necessity and leisure which drew women 

living in isolated towns to Newcastle to enjoy a greater variety of 

goods and services. Even in 1909, the shopping net of Newcastle 

extended far beyond the immediate suburbs. Some came from Singleton and 

Maitland for amusement as special excursion railway fares were available, 

but this was not the sole reason for their journey. John Cotterill, 

60 . 
Saturday Half-Holiday Corronission, p.183, Q.3883. 

61 Ibid., p.255, Q.6325. 

62 Ibid., p.209, Q.4849. The reference does not indicate whether 
payment was made fortnightly or weekly. 

63 Ibid., p.252, Q.6243, p.257, Q.6362. 

64 Ibid., p.185, Q.3954, p.246, Q.6007, p.276, Q.6884. 
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president of the Master Butchers' Association in Newcastle, claimed 

customers for his meat in both these towns. 65 Other witnesses before 

the 1909 royal commission testified to customers at Morpeth, Port 

Stephens, Kurri Kurri, Maitland, Raymond Terrace and towns as far south 

as Gosford. 66 

Within Newcastle going shopping was the most regular public event. 

On 'pay' Saturday, 27 October 1906, 2,133 pedestrians and 3,014 

passengers on horses, horse-drawn omnibuses and buggies passed over 

Carrington bridge between 5 a.m. and midnight; these figures are for a 

suburb which had only about 2,500 people. Figures for 15 October 1906, 

a Tuesday after 'pay' Saturday, suggest this was at least double the 

normal volume of traffic on a week day. 67 One estimate in 1909 put 

the shopping population of Newcastle City on 'pay' Saturday at between 
68 20,000 and 25,000. If the figures for Carrington are representative, 

this would seem to be a fair estimate. Certainly there can be no doubt 

of a very distinct pattern of use of Hunter Street for shopping. Con

sider these figures which measure the relative importance of takings 

over a fortnight in 1909 by William H. Lane, a grocer in Hunter Street 

West (Table 6.3). Unfortunately Lane's sales figures cannot be taken as 

truly representative for he was a grocer on the border of the main centre 

of retailing, but they are instructive in showing the variations over 

one fortnight and the strength of the Monday after 'pay' Saturday. 

These rhythms were universally recognised by those engaged in any sort 

of business; for example, a land poster advertising 421 lots at 

Wickham for auction on 25 November 1905 stressed that the day was 'pay' 
69 Saturday. 

65 Ibid., p.227, Q.5445. 

66 Ibid., p.175, Q.3611, p.284, Q.7176. 

67 NSWPP, 1906, Vol. I, pp.915 ff., pp.39, 56. 

68 Saturday Half-Holiday Commission, p.184, Q.3907. 

69 Land Sale Poster, 25 November 1905, 'Maryville Estate', Wickham. 
Northumberland Building Society collection, University of Newcastle 
Archives. See Chapter 5, p.195 for details of this sale. 



TABLE 6.3 

Day 

Monday 

Tuesday 

Wednesday 

Thursday 

Friday 

'Pay' 
Saturday 

(Total 

231. 

Newcastle: Distribution of Retail Sales of William H. Lane, 
grocer, 5-17 July 1909 

% Takings Day % Takings 

4.5 Monday 7.0 

5.5 Tuesday 4.0 

3.0 Wednesday 4.5 

5.0 Thursday 5.0 

6.5 Friday 5.0 

'Back' 
30.0 Saturday 20.0 

54.5) Total 100.0 

Source: Saturday HaZf-HoZiday Commission~ p.228, Q.5484. 

Who were the shoppers? Most witnesses before the 1909 royal 

commission emphasised the role of women in the business of shopping. 

James Mackie assured the commissioners that Saturday was a family day 

for shopping. He meant by this the miners and their wives inspecting 

his stock of furniture. Patrick B. Sullivan, the coal trinnners' 

secretary, readily admitted that it was the women who did the bulk of 

buying~ George E. Goulder inspector of police, wryly claimed a 

divergence of roles between the miners and their wives once they had 

reached Newcastle: 'I see the miners with their wives, the wives doing 

the shopping and the husbands having a drink 1
•
70 Perhaps the men's 

main job was to carry the goods once their wives had made their 

selections. 

But despite the impression of uniformity, differences of social 

class were present in the pattern of shopping. William A. Winn, 

possibly the largest retailer in Newcastle, distinguished three groups 

70 Saturday HaZf-HoZiday Comrrrission, p.245, Q.5993. 
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of unequal size in the community who did their shopping on different 

days: 'the high commercial class', 'the working class who are paid 

during the week' and the miners. 71 Winn had introduced a bargain day 

in his drapery store on Thursdays and admitted that those who took 

advantage of it tended to be the better~off; the miners were usually 
72 not present because their money had usually 'gone' by Thursday. He 

was supported by H.S. Thompson, who gave evidence on behalf of Winn's 

rival, Scott's. Neither Winn nor Thompson specified where the better

off groups came from, but the most likely areas would have been The Hill 

(which overlooked Hunter Street) or Mayfield where Winn himself had 

lived since the late 1880s. 73 

With the coming of heavy industry after 1912, the pattern of 

shopping in Newcastle underwent still further change. From its earliest 

years the steelworks paid its workers every Friday fortnight, opposite 

to the Friday when the miners were paid. 74 Consequently, though mining 

declined in importance as a local employer, the tradition of a fort

nightly pay day was maintained. Another obvious effect of heavy 

industry was to inject much more money into the local economy and to 

create a larger market. At the height of the city's post-War industrial 

boom in 1920, the weekly steelworks pay wa.s f.22 ,000 and that of the 
75 State Dockyard f.6,500. The other general effect of heavy industry 

was of course to bring considerable physical expansion and social change 

to most of the city's suburbs and it was the combination of these effects 

which made possible the beginnings of comprehensive retail centres in the 

suburbs. This was most evident in Hamilton and Mayfield. 

71 Ibid., p.283, Q.7100. Railway men were one group who were not paid 

72 

73 

on a single day; depending on their grade, they were paid on Tuesdays, 
Wednesdays and Thursdays (p.189, Q.4099). 

Ibid., p.283, Q.7098. 

See Chapter 5, pp.188-90. 

74 Letter to the author from.Mr. Jack Thomas of B.H.P., 17 March 1976. 

75 NSWPP, 1920, second session, Vol. II, pp.1221 ff., p.48. Public Works 
Department Report, 1920-1, p.80, NSWPP, 1921, Vol. III, pp.677 ff. 



233. 

In 1921 the Newcastle Sun reviewed the retail progress of Hamilton 

where a mainly new shopping district had arisen in Beaumount street and, 

to a lesser extent, in Tudor street: 

well-stocked shops have displaced dwellings, and business 
sites, in spite of the high land values, are still eagerly 
sought ••.• Every line of business now has an establish
ment in Hamilton, and it is now no longer necessary for 
residents to travel to the city to have their needs 
satisfied'. 76 

This was a far cry from the Hamilton of 1914 when an old resident recalled 
77 that 'everybody went to Newcastle to shop and be amused'. He claimed 

that up to that time the only local store of any size had been the 

co-operative store, but that this had fallen away with the exodus of the 

miners. Then, he said, the 'shopkeeper did not have an easy life. It 

is a difficult matter in any suburb or community to get the people to 

h h . .·b k f h 1 . ' 78 c ange t eir customs, or rea away rom w at was a most a convention • 

Yet, by the 1920s, a new convention had arisen: much more shopping than 

before was done locally. By 1928 there were almost 400 retail outlets 

in Hamil ton compared with about 80 in 1909. 79 

In Waratah, the growth of retailing was a logical extension of the 

considerable suburban building brought by the establishment of the 

steelworks. One shopkeeper who had the foresight to see what would 

happen was Nathan Vaisey, who ran a store in the mining town of West 

Wallsend. In 1916 Vaisey set up a branch of his store at Mayfield and 

by the early 1920s the bulk of his business had been transferred there. 

Selling domestic goods, groceries, hardware, footware and drapery, 

Vaisey advertised under the slogan: 'Shop in Your Own Suburb and Save 

Money' •80 In 1909 the number of retail outlets in Waratah was less than 

76 NS, 2 February 1921, p.6. 

77 Ibid., 26 November 1924, p.8. 

78 Ibid. See also p.222. 

79 G.R. Davies (ed.), Federal Directory of Newcastle 
1909 (third edition, Newcastle, n.d.), pp.157-9. 
Directories Ltd., Business Directory of New South 
(Sydney, 1928), pp.122-6 (country section). 

80 NMH, 10 December 1923, pp.9, 11. 

and District for 
Cook's Business 
Wales, 1928 
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40; 

1928 

between 1921 and 1923 their number jumped from 119 to 211 and by 
81 the municipality had over 300. Most of this retail building 

took place along Maitland Road, the chief shopping centre by 1923. It 

was very much a virgin development: 'For nearly a mile from the coal 

bridge to Hanbury-street, there are now business premises on both sides, 
82 where a few years ago there were vacant blocks'. 

The growth of retailing in Hamilton and Waratah did not escape the 

attention of the City business community. In 1929 H.P. Cornish claimed 

that before the coming of the steelworks, the City had conducted about 

90 per cent of the trade of Newcastle; now, he said, its share had 

fallen to one half. 83 This was the assessment of a City alderman 

anxious to draw attention to the scale of suburban retailing in an 

effort to shift more of the burden of water and drainage extension costs 

onto the suburban councils. Though Cornish's view was that of an 

interested party, he was right in saying that the suburbs had increased 

their share of Newcastle's retailing relative to that of the City. By 

the end of the 1920s new comprehensive shopping centres existed at 

Hamilton and Mayfield. Today these centres continue to rank highest 

among Newcastle's suburban retailing areas and they retain many 

commercial buildings from the 1920s. The development of these centres 

was not simply an outcome of general urban growth, it was to some extent 

at least the product of a willingness by inhabitants in the new 

industrial suburbs to shop locally, an attitude not widely held by 

miners in the 1900s. 

Coping With the Cost of Living: the 1920s 

For retailing the 1920s was a decade of paradox. In this period 

the face of retailing took on a recognisably modern look with more 

sophisticated advertising and new attention to window displays in the 

81 Davies, Federal Directory of Newcastle, pp.249-50, Cook's Business 
Directory of NSW, pp.171-3, 248-9 (country section). 

82 NMH, 27 July 1923, p.2. 

83 NSWPP, 1929-30, Vol. IV, pp.707 ff., pp.41-2, Q.718. 
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unpleasant economic realities: the failure of real income to increase 

and the persistence of a high level of unemployment even during the 
85 superficially prosperous middle years of the decade. These conditions 

ensured that the cost of living (officially calculated from the cost of 

food, groceries and rent) continued to be a topic of general concern 

even though wartime inflation was brought under control after 1920. 

The food and grocery trade itself underwent important internal 

changes in these years. Easily the most far-reaching of these 

developments was the rise of wholesalers to a position where they 

virtually controlled the supply of goods to retailers and, from about 

1919 onwards, the spread of grocery chaih stores. The first trend 

seems to have been mainly a twentieth century development. In 1917, 

E.W. Knox, general manager of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company, 

testified that before 1896 his company had dealt exclusively with 

retailers, but from that year onwards, wholesalers had progressively 

gained more control of the sugar trade until they had almost full 
86 control. On 1 December 1916, sixteen food and grocery wholesale 

firms, thirteen in Sydney and three in Newcastle, formed themselves into 

a company registered as the Distributors' Co-operative Co. Ltd. Its 

aims were: 

84 B. Carroll, The Australian Advertising Albwn (Melbourne, 1975), 
compare, for example, pp.30-3 with 34-9. A. Foley and W.J. Hewett, 
Text Book of Window Dressing and Display (Sydney and Melbourne, 
1922-3). This claims to be the first Australian textbook on the 
subject. 

85 C.B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression (Sydney, 1970), 
pp.49-50. Taking the last quarter in each year as a yardstick, 
only in 1923, 1926~ and 1927 did the percentage of unemployed trade 
unionists in NSW fall below 10 per cent between 1921 and 1929 
(Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour Reports, 
1921-29). 

86 Comnonwealth Parliamentary Papers, 1917-19, Vol. V, pp.167 ff., 
p.21. 



to promote economical buying on the co-operative principle, 
to eliminate unreasonable competition among members, to 
eliminate the necessity of carrying heavy individual stocks, 
and to protect the legitimate Retailer from the competition 
of the Wholesaler in selling to customers direct.87 

2~. 

If there was any doubt about the purpose of the new company at first, it 

was soon dispelled, for at about the same time a syndicate of retailers 

in northern New South Wales set up their own wholesale company, 

Merchants Ltd. This body applied to join the company set up by the 

Sydney and Newcastle wholesalers, but to its chagrin - was refused.88 

In 1921, the State statistician reported that the 'great bulk of the 

grocery trade is handled by wholesale merchants, and a large proportion 

of the retail trade, especially in the country districts, is financed by 

them 1
•
89 

Later, wholesalers were prominent in setting up and operating 

chains of grocery stores. Another sign of the power of the whole-

saler was the increase in the number of staple goods supplied as 

proprietary articles compared to the old system of grocers buying these 
90 goods in bulk and weighing and wrapping them in the shop. 

A series of complex and inter-related forces lay behind the rise of 

the wholesaler. It was a response to broad movements in the economy 

arising from population increase, technological developments, better 

communications, and a distinct general tendency towards larger units of 

production and distribution. By the end of the 1900s the New South Wales 

economy contained powerful monopolies and interests which actively sought 

1 d . 91 to exc u e competitors. For example when four Newcastle co-operative 

87 J. Ireland Pty. Ltd., Report for Half-Year Ending 30 April 1917, p.3. 

88 

89 

90 

91 

Box Al08. Newcastle Public Library archives. 

Commonu.Jealth Parliamentary Papers, 1917-19, Vol. V, pp.167 ff., 
pp.19-20, 23-4. 

NSWOYB, 1921, p.517. These events may have hastened the formation of 
the Country Party; see also A. Foley, The Fight for Trade (Sydney, 
1928), a series of six articles dealing with the methods country 
retailers could use to counter competition from metropolitan retailers. 

Grocers' Advocate (Sydney), 25 April 1926, p.16, where the trend is 
identified as a twentieth century one, but one which was more evident 
'particularly in recent years'. 

D. Coward, 'Impact of War on New South Wales, pp.15-16. 
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societies set up a Co-operative Wholesale Society in 1912, it faced an 

innnediate and very strong boycott from manufacturers. The Society was 

unable to procure supplies of kerosene in the State though, by chance, 

was able to buy an American shipment; but when the ship reached 
92 Newcastle harbour, every can had been punctured. Wartime inflation, 

higher costs and increased government taxation encouraged more efficient 

book-keeping,
93 

and the formalising of organisational ties among 

wholesalers to reduce competition. Few members of the public were aware 

of the extent to which the food and grocery trade had become controlled 

by wholesalers in the 1920s. One politician who spoke out was George 

Booth, a State member for Newcastle who called the Distributors' 

Co-operative Company a 'grocery octopus' and who accused its committee 

of meeting every Monday in Sydney to fix the price of the main grocery 

lines. 94 Nevertheless, the wholesalers had their problems too, for 

despite their outward unity, several serious disruptions occurred within 

h . k 95 t eir ran s. 

The structural changes which had taken place within the wholesale 

side of the food and grocery sector were in part a reaction to wartime 

inflation and its aftermath. By 1920 both wholesale and retail prices 

for food and groceries were double what they had been in 1911. Because 

wages were not adequately increased to meet these rises, working class 

purchasing power fell. Investigations into the pattern of spending by 

wage earners in 1920 caused the Board of Trade, an arm of the State's 

arbitration machinery, to declare the following components as making up 

the 'living wage' (Table 6.4). Food and grocery expenditure for a 

92 

93 

94 

95 

E. O'Neil, 'History of the Co-operative Wholesale Society of 
New South Wales, 1912-1948', pp.19-20. This is a bound manuscript 
volume held by the University of Newcastle archives (AB 8045). 

J. Ireland Pty. Ltd., Special Report by Smith and Johnson (accountants), 
2 October 1918. Box A79. Newcastle Public Library archives. 

Co-operative News, 1 August 1925, pp.10-11. 

J. Ireland Pty. Ltd., Directors' Report and Statement of Accounts, 
31 October 1929, p.5. Box Al09. Newcastle Public Library 
archives. 
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TABLE 6.4 Sydney and Newcastle: Components of the Living Wage 
Declared in 1920 

Group 

Food & Groceries 

Rent 

Fuel & Light 

Clothing 

Others 

Totals 

Sydney 
(November 1920) 

40% 

19% 

4% 

23% 

14% 

100% 

Newcastle 
(April 1920) 

44% 

17% 

4% 

18% 

17% 

100% 

Source: NSWOYB, 1920, p.510. NSW Board of Trade, Bulletin: Living 
Wage (Adult Wage), 1920, Newcastle District (Sydney, 1920), 
p.v. 

workifig class family (a married couple with three children) were 

considered to constitute over 40 per cent of the minimum 'living' wage 

and in subsequent wage determinations in the 1920s these proportions 

were maintained. 

Assuming the 'living' wage was adequate (this itself was a topic 

for contemporary debate), it took no account of unemployment which was 

persistent enough to have been made a component in any minimum wage 

decision. 96 This explains why F.R.E. Mauldon was able to write of 

Newcastle in 1926: 

The wife of the unskilled worker with the 'standard' family of 
three children is never convinced that the basic wage determined 
by the Board of Trade can be made to equate the cost of decent 
living.97 

96 See Chapter 3, pp.128-39. 

97 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.126. 
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The fact of continuing pressure on the budgets of working class families 

throughout the 1920s was the main sustaining force behind the State's 

consumer co-operative movement, 98 whose membership increased from 16,000 

in 1911 to 38,000 in 1921, declined during the depression of the early 

1920s, but had reached 43,000 by 1929. 99 In spite of the larger 

market created by population increase (between 1911 and 1929 the 

population of New South Wales rose by nearly one million), the violent 

movements in wholesale and retail prices, notably between 1919 and 1922, 

made for difficult trading conditions which encouraged the spread of 

chain grocery stores designed to serve a growing market in the most 

economical way.lOO Newcastle was a case study in how these trends were 

translated into the realities of retailing. 

Between 1916 and 1920, The Store, the city's largest co-operative, 
... 

suffered an eclipse because of inept management and the consequent loss 

of public confidence; in this period membership declined from 3,800 to 

2,875. Sales and membership grew after mid-1920 though the depression 

of 1922-3 prevented a rapid recovery. More than most other kinds of 

retailing, co-operative stores needed a stable population because their 

main ~ttraction, the payment of a dividend to members on their purchases 

after six months, could only work if the member was confident of being in 

98 NSWOYB, 1925-6, p.225. 

99 

100 

The source of these figures is Registrar of Friendly Societies, Trade 
Unions, Building Societies, Co-operative Societies and Transactions 
under the Workmen's Compensation Acts Reports from 1911 onwards. 
These are contained in NSWPP; Friendly Societies were removed from 
the Registrar's jurisdiction after 1922. I have excluded the Civil 
Service co-operative from the official membership totals because it 
was actually a joint stock company and not a true Rochdale co-operative. 

I have been unable to locate any general account of the origins and 
history of chain grocery stores in NSW. My comments are based on 
reading the advertisements in the Newcastle press in the years 
immediately after 1918. I was unable to find any of these stores 
operating before 1921 and there is no reason for believing they were 
unusually slow to develop in Newcastle. The Report of the 
Commonwealth Interstate Commission into grocery prices in 1917-18 
makes no mention of chain stores (Commo'Yl1JJealth Parliamentary Papers, 
1917-19, Vol. V, pp.167 ff., pp.8-11). 
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the same place six months hence at least. 101 The Store exemplified 

this generalisation and with the return of relatively stable employment 

conditions after 1923, its membership advanced steadily (Table 6.5). 

Nearly 70 per cent of sales in this period were of food and groceries 

and in spite of the decline in the price index from the peak year of 

1920, prices remained sufficiently high for the benefits of co-operative 

membership to have tangible appeal. The Store's dividend to members 

on their sales averaged 8.5 per cent between 1920 and 1922, rose to 

TABLE 6.5 The Store, Newcastle: Membership Growth, 1921-9 

Year Ending 
late Jan. or 
early Feb. 

1921 

1922 

"1923 

1924 

1925 

1926 

1927 

1928 

1929 

1930 

Gains 

637 

597 

482 

522 

548 

. 893 

1,461 

2,194 

1,680 

1,430 

Membership 

Losses Net Total 

406 3,106 

341 3,362 

334 3,501 

352 3,680 

336 3, 892 

382 4,403 

524 5,340 

414 7,020 

580 8,120 

578 8,922 

Newcastle Food 
& Grocery Index 

(1911=1000) 

2146 

1936 

1706 

1838 

1749 

1801 

1850 

1832 

1819 

1897 

Source: HaZf-YearZy Reports and Balance Sheets. Commonwealth Bureau of 
Census and Statistics, Labour Reports, 1921-9. 

101 S. and B. Webb, The Conswners' Co-operative Movement (republished 
by the authors, 1930; first published, London, 1921), p.12 n.l, 
particularly the last half of the footnote. 
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10 per cent in the next two years and from 1925 to 1929 was 11.25 per 
102 cent. 

As Table 6.6 shows most of the support for The Store in the 1920s 

came from the large industrial suburbs of Waratah, Hamilton and Wickham 

and women were the majority of new members. By any standard, the 

advance of The Store during the last half of the 1920s was impressive; 

TABLE 6.6 The Store, Newcastle: Membership Analysis, 1920-9 

Percentage of Membership Applications 

Municipality 

1920 1922 1925 1929 

Adamstown 7.3 8.3 9.9 2.2 

Carrington 4.6 12.5 1. 4 3.3 

Hamilton 16.5 22.9 11. 3 20.9 

Lamb ton 5.0 10.4 7.0 2.2 

New·· Lambton 5.3 6.2 7.0 11.0 

Merewether 9.0 4.2 21.1 14.3 

Newcastle 7.3 4.2 1.4 7.7 

Stockton 2.9 10.4 2.8 2.2 

Waratah 20.5 4.2 21.1 15.4 

Wickham 16.1 8.3 12.6 12.5 

Others 5.3 8.4 4.4 7.6 

Totals 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

% Female Applicants 58.6 54.2 67.6 62.5 

Source: A bundle of shareholders' applications for 1919-26 and the 
directors' minutes for 1929. These are held by the University 
of Newcastle archives (AB 8044). The figures for 1920 are 
based on a complete count (454) of applications; the others 
were derived from a one in ten sample. 

102 Derived from The Store's HaZf-YearZy Reports and Balance Sheets for 
these years. These are held in a single bound volume covering the 
period 1899 to 1934 held by the University of Newcastle archives 
(AB 8043). 
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in 1929 its sales exceeded £700,000, and it employed a staff of 430. 

Sales figures for the other retailers are not readily available although 

some comparison can be made with Scott's, one of the city's largest 
103 retailers, which employed nearly 300 assistants at the same date. 

Outstanding though the progress of The Store was, it faced strong 

competition for the food and grocery market from the new 'cash and 

carry' stores. These stores specialised in groceries and operated on 

the principles of self-service and apparent low prices. Frequently 

they were retail outlets for wholesalers or manufacturers. Lightning 

Stores, the first 'cash and carry' store to open in Newcastle was an 
104 outlet for their own brand of goods. Similarly, Ideal Stores, which 

began trading in March 1923, was a subsidiary of the Newcastle wholesale 

firm J. Ireland Pty. Ltd. Only two 'cash and carry' stores were opened 

in 1921 (Lightning Stores at Hamilton and Ferguson's Excel Stores at 

Mayfield), 105 but in 1923 others quickly followed: Wattle Stores 

(Mayfield), Farr's Market (Hunter Street West and Newcastle City), ·Ideal 

Stores (Hamilton, Mayfield, Tighe's Hill and Newcastle City) and O.K. 

Stores (Hunter Street West and Newcastle City).
106 

In every respect 

these stores were a strong challenge to co-operatives both in Newcastle 

and in Sydney. As their location within Newcastle indicates, they 

competed for the same areas (compare their location with Table 6.6), and 

through flashy advertising (the slogan of Lightning Stores was: 

'Submarine Prices, Aeroplane Quality')l07 and the sale of selected goods 

at 'special' prices, they sought the same working class customers. By 

103 

104 

The information on both firms comes from City of Newcastle (1929), 
n.p., advertisements section. This source gives the floorspace of 
Scott's as 80,000 square feet; this compared with 65,430 square 
feet for The Store (NMH, 5 November 1928, p.4). 

NMH, 17 December 1923, p.3. 

105 Ibid., 14 December 1923, pp.8-9, 20 December 1926, p.2. 

106 Ibid., 20 December 1924, p.3, 22 December 1924, p.3, 22 December 
1925, p.3. Weekly Sales Book of Ideal Stores, 1923-50, J. Ireland 
Pty. Ltd. papers, Item AB 651. 

107 NMH, 14 December 1923, p.9. 
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employing a minimum of staff, the 'cash and carry' stores were able to 

undercut co-operatives and other traditional grocers. Their competition 

prompted The Store in 1924 to issue a leaflet comparing its prices with 

theirs; this showed that after payment of the dividend, the price of 

most goods sold by both was comparable, but the advantage gained by the 
108 

member of The Store was the convenience of home delivery of goods. 

Still, the relative price advantage of the co-operatives was small 

and this was probably a prime reason why they failed to capture a 

substantial share of the working class market in the 1920s. 109 'Mother 

of Three', a member of the Balmain co-operative society in Sydney, 

articulated the problem faced by working class women who wanted to be 

conscientious co-operators. In 1928 she argued for a policy of the 

co-operatives lowering their prices and paying smaller dividends. The 

objection to this was that it could only be done by the largest 

societies. 110 'Mother of Three' replied: 'Some of the greengrocery 

prices at our store (Balmain co-operative] are higher than from the 

private store, and although I get a (dividend] it is hard for a working 

h • h • f h 1 • I 111 mot er to resist t e temptation o t e ower prices 

~A rare, perhaps unique, insight into the workings of a 'cash and 

carry' chain comes from the records of Ideal Stores (Table 6. 7). The 

Table documents not simply the scale of its operations (the sales total 

for 1925 was equal to almost a quarter of The Store's food and grocery 

sales for that year) but its flexibility too; branches could be opened 

or closed with comparative ease. In the case of Ideal Stores, the 
. . h b . 112 I . 0 bl competition seems to ave een Just too strong. t is possi e too 

108 Quoted in Maulden, Social Economics, p.167. 

109 

110 

In 1922 the Registrar who supervised co-operative societies 
observed that they did not draw their membership from 'the well-to
do classes', NSWPP, 1923, Vol. II, pp.893 ff., p.14. 

Co-operative News, 1 April 1928, p.8. 

111 Ibid., 1 August 1928, p.18. 

112 For example during 1926 Wattle Stores opened branches at Perkins 
Street, New Lambton, Mayfield and Wallsend (NMH, 15 December 1926, 
p. 2). 
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TABLE 6.7 Ideal Stores, Newcastle: Sales, 1923-8 

Sales GO 
Branch 

1923* 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 

City: 

. Watt St 6.5 13.7 10.0 10.5 11.2 nil 

Perkins St nil nil 13.3 15.5 7.6 nil 

Subu:I'bs: 

Hamilton 51. 3 38.6 31. 7 25.5 35. 3 47.9 

Mayfield 27.2 23.6 18.1 17.2 19.2 24.1 

New Lambton nil nil nil 3.2 1.3 nil 

Tighe' s Hill 15.0 14.3 13.4 12.9 6.3 nil 

Walls end nil 9.8 13.5 15.2 19.1 28.0 

Totals 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sales , £29, 796 41,630 50 '9 71 49 '79 3 32,984 24,709 

Source: Weekly Sales Book of Ideal Stores, 1923-50, J. Ireland Pty. 
Ltd., Papers, Item AB 651. Newcastle Public Library archives. 
*March to December. 

that profit margins in food and grocery trading were fairly slim. This 

may have been the reason why after 1925 Ideal Stores turned to markets 

outside Newcastle and opened new branches at Woy Woy, Gosford (1925), 

Wyong (1926), Gloucester (1928), Toronto and Terrigal (1929). 

Whatever the reasons for the retreat of Ideal Stores from Newcastle, 

the general success of 'cash and carry' chain grocery stores could not be 

denied. In 1936 Newcastle had four such chains containing a total of 
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of 46 outlets and employing 199 shop assistants. 113 By this time too, 

the principle of chain store retailing had spread far beyond food and 

groceries. Woolworths, for example, the Sydney-based variety retail 

chain, had nineteen branches in New South Wales in 1936, two of them in 

Newcastle. 114 The continued success of The Store was indeed remarkable 

under these conditions; by 1933 its membership was equivalent to almost 

nine per cent of the population of Newcastle. Today it has 90,000 

members (that is equivalent to over a third of the population of the 

Newcastle) and sixteen branches throughout the city. 115 Thus The Store 

is a mass membership institution as well as a retailer; in this sense 

its beginnings should be dated from the last half of the 1920s rather 

than from its foundation in 1898. It owed its success to a policy, 

adopted from its earlier years, of catering for the non-mining part of 

the community; as this part of the population grew with industrial 

expansion after 1912, so did The Store. 

Reviewing its success in 1928 the Herald commented: 'It is located 

in a part of the city where the progress of the city has been most 

marked during the past 10 or 15 years'. 116 
As early as 1922 the 

Newcastle Sun had observed that Hunter Street West was 'being gradually 

changed from a residential into a business centre'. 117 
These area 

changes had two sources: the success of The Store acted as a magnet for 

other smaller retailers118 and the westward spill of retailing from the 

113 Report of the Industrial Commission of New South Wales upon Matters 
Relating to the Management, Control and Operations of General Chain 
Stores in New South Wales, pp.96-7, NSWPP, 1938-40, Vol. VII, pp.795 ff. 

114 b"d I -i ., p.5. 

115 Australian Information Service, Co-operatives in Australia (Canberra, 
1976)' p.11. 

116 NMH, 5 November 1928, p.4. 

117 NS, 16 0 b 1922 7 cto er , p .• 

118 Several 'cash and carry' stores opened in the vicinity of The Store 
in the mid-1920s (see p.242). As Short has pointed out, the success 
of The Store has tended to divide the retailing of Hunter Street 
between east and west (K.C. Short, Shopping Patterns in Newcastle, 
N.S.W. (Newcastle, 1970), p.155). 
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eastern part where conditions were becoming congested. An example of 

this latter process was the clothing firm of Elliott's (founded 1912) 

which opened a branch in Hunter Street West to handle the increased 

volume of trade in 1920; the branch grew with unexpected vigour. 119 

The local press adopted different views on these developments. The 

Sydney-owned Sun was enthusiastic about them in contrast to the more 

restrained locally-owned Herald which tended to speak for retailers in 

the eastern end of Hunter Street. The Street itself had undergone a 

change of face in the late 1920s with cantilever awnings replacing the 

verandah posts which had been ubiquitous in the 1900s. 120 

Retailing underwent extensive changes in Newcastle during the first 

thirty years of the twentieth century. For most retailers the 1900s was 

a difficult decade of adaptation to new economic and social conditions; 

those large firms which could serve the needs of the fast-growing mining 

townships in the city's hinterland tended to prosper, but those directly 

dependent upon the diminishing mining population of the suburbs (like 

the co-operatives) faced hard times. Fortnightly wage payments, a 

system started by the mining industry in about 1870 and maintained by 

the ~-·H.P. steelworks, governed the rhythm of shopping. 

The sustained urban growth made possible by heavy industry in the 

1910s and 1920s stimulated the development of suburban retailing 

(particularly at Hamilton and Waratah) and in the western end of Hunter 

Street. These changes, which posed a real challenge to the traditional 

near-monopoly of retailing held by the eastern end of Hunter Street, 

aggravated the tensions existing between the City and the suburbs and 

were primarily responsible for the failure to gain a local consensus on 

town planning pr~blems in the mid-1920s; 121 more generally, they under

lay the protracted debate about the solution to the city's most difficult 

problem of administrative reform, the matter of a greater Newcastle. 

119 NMH, 16 December 1921, p.3. 

120 Ibid., 27 December 1930, p.6. 

121 See Chapter 4, pp.179-81. 
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7. GREATER NEWCASTLE 

AFTER the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the direction of 

urban administration in Western countries has been very much towards 

unification, a trend arising from the sheer scale of city growth and 

the technological demands of providing efficient and comprehensive 

essential services: water, sewerage, power and public transport. In 

1912 and 1913, the improvement of urban government was a topic of 

international concern; in these years the administrations of Cape Town, 

Sydney and Glasgow all underwent examination with this aim in mind. 1 

Thus when a royal commission was held into the question of deciding upon 

a unified form of government for Newcastle in late 1918 and early 1919, 

it reflected an international trend and frequent reference was made 

during the investigation to overseas cities. 

Notwithstanding its long-held position as a highly urbanised country, 

Australia does not have a record of innovation in city government. 

Greater city movements have, in the main, failed
2 

and only in the 

smaller cities, Brisbane (1925), 3 Newcastle (1938) and Wollongong (1947) 

have they succeeded completely. This chapter is a review of the 

Greater Newcastle question from its proposal in 1901 to its consumm

ation in 1938. It is not a thoroughly detailed narrative of the issue, 

rather its aim is to give an analysis of why Newcastle's administration 

needed reform, why the reforms proposed failed, and how, eventually, 

Greater Newcastle became an accomplished fact. 

1 Report and Evidence of the Royal Commission into the Question of the 
Constitution of a Greater Newcastle (Greater Newcastle Commission), 
p.100, Qs. 1486-7, NSWPP, 1919, Vol. III, pp.405 ff. 

2 

3 

L. Sandercock, Cities for Sale (Melbourne, 1975), pp.16-17, 23. 

J.R. Laverty, 'Greater Brisbane: A Response to Problems of 
Metropolitan Government', Australian Journal of Politics and History, 
Vol. 18, No. 1, April 19 72, pp. 34-51. 
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Governing Newcastle: The Need for Change 

In the thirty years from 1861 to 1891, the population of Newcastle 

rose from less than 8,000 to slightly under 50,000 with the greater 

part of this increase taking place in the satellite townships around 

Newcastle City, the original area of settlement and the city's first 

municipality (1859). Coalmining gave rise to a series of physically 

isolated townships aro~nd the City, whose people sought municipal 

status for their communities as a means of acquiring proper roads, 

drains and sanitary collection services. Six of these townships became 

municipalities between 1871 and 1876: Hamilton, Lambton, Waratah, 
4 Wickham, Wallsend and Plattsburg. The remaining settlements followed 

suit between 1885 and 1889: Adamstown, Merewether, Carrington, Stockton 

and New Lambton. Usually, the municipalities were simply formal 

recognition of communities isolated from one another where a sense of 

local identity might be very strong. 

After the late 1880s, common problems produced three local bodies 

based on the municipalities which complemented the existing administr

ative structure. The first of these was the Hunter District Water 

Board .. established in 1892 with a board of seven, of whom four were 

elected from the municipalities. 5 Concern about the quality of meat 

supply led the councils to initiate government action which led to the 

formation of a municipal Abattoir Board in 1913. 6 

The power of the councils was effectively limited to these bodies. 

The harbour, central to the economic life of Newcastle, was beyond their 

control, being administered up to 1936 by three Sydney-based government 

4 The separate existence of Plattsburg has been largely ignored in this 
work because it was always really a part of Wallsend with which it 
was formally merged in 1915, See p.261. 

5 J.W. Armstrong, PipeZines and Peopie (Newcastle, 1967), p.229. This 
is an official history of the Board. 

6 Newcastle District Abattoir Board, Annuai Report, 1913, pp.4-5. As 
in Brisbane, this concern about the conditions under which animals 
were slaughtered dated from the 1890s; see G. Greenwood and J. Laverty, 
Brisbane, 1859-1959 (Sydney, 1959), p.424. On the development of 
ad hoc and extra-municipal bodies see F.A. Larcombe, The StabiZization 
of LocaZ Government in New South WaZes 1858-1906 (Sydney, 1976), 
pp.68-70 and Chapter 11. 
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departments, Railways, Navigation and Public Works. 7 This had other 

implications too; the Railway Department for example owned valuable 
8 parcels of land in the inner city and it paid no rates. More 

generally until 1919, the powers of local government in New South Wales 

were marginal. Under the 1906 Local Government Act, these powers 

scarcely extended beyond assisting the administration of the 1896 Public 

Health Act, cattle slaughtering, road building, pipe laying, the control 

of nuisances and the regulation of balconies and common lodging houses. 

Most of these powers were not granted automatically to councils, but 

they could be granted on application to the government. Powers over 

land subdivision and buildings were not granted prior to the 1919 Local 

Government Act. 

With so little real power, it hardly is surprising that local 

government failed to arouse the same level of involvement and interest 

displayed in State and Federal politics. For example, in early 1914 

only half of Newcastle's 11,000 enrolled electors bothered to vote and 

this in a city where the political Labor movement had 400 members. 9 

Not until 1925 did the Labor Party enter local politics in Newcastle. 

At the same time, there were vital property interests bound up in 

local government which was the main reason for the involvement of the 

socially powerful in municipal affairs. Indifference on the part of 

eligible electors, active participation by the socially influential and 

the closely knit character of the mining suburbs, help to explain the 

social composition of Newcastle's councils (Table 7.1, p.250). 

As Table 7.1 makes plain, two-thirds of the city's 120 aldermen 

had definitely non-working class occupations either in commerce or 

industry (one-fifth of this group were in retail trade). Only in 

suburbs where coalmining was still important did aldermen with clearly 

7 

8 

Mauldon, 
Maritime 
divided. 

Social Economics, p.144. Even with the establishment of 
Services Board in 1936, control of Newcastle harbour remained 

See o. Ziegler, Symphony on A City (Sydney, 1958), p.35. 

Greater Newcastle Commission, p.xxiv. 

9 NMH, 4 March 1913, p.6. 



TABLE 7.1 Newcastle: Occupations of Aldermen, 1914-17 

Municipality 

Mining: 

Adamstown 

Lamb ton 

New Lambton 

Merewether 

Walls end 

Plattsburg 

Mixed Working 

Carrington 

Stockton 

Wickham 

Others: 

Newcastle City 

Hamilton 

Waratah 

Totals 

Non-Working Class 

Commercial/ 
Industrial 

2 

6 

2 

5 

nil 

4 

CZass: 

8 

6 

11 

11 

9 

6 

70 

Others 

nil 

nil 

1 

1 

nil 

1 

nil 

2 

nil 

1 

2 

3 

10 

Working Class 

Miners Others 

6 1 

3 nil 

3 3 

4 2 

7 2 

3 2 

nil 1 

nil 1 

nil 1 

nil nil 

1 nil 

nil nil 

27 13 

250. 

Total 

9 

9 

9 

12 

9 

9 

9 

9 

12 

12 

12 

9 

120 

Source: NMH, 28 January - 3 February 1914. NSW State Electoral Rolls, 
1912-13. 

working class occupations tend to have a majority. Sometimes the 

relationship between the dominant social characteristics of a munici

pality and the occupations of its aldermen were far apart, the most 

extreme instance of this was Carrington which was almost entirely 
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ki 1 i i . 10 wor ng c ass n compos tion, but where only one of its aldermen in 

1914 was from the working class and of the remaining eight aldennen, 

three lived outside the municipality; two lived at New Lambton and one 

at Mayfield. 11 Naturally, in later elections, changes took place in the 

personnel of Newcastle's aldermen, but at least until the late 1920s,12 

these changes failed to alter radically the kinds of groups who ran the 

councils. Nowhere was this more true than in Newcastle City where the 

council was always fully representative of business interests. 

The occupational composition of Newcastle's councils was a product 

not only of local conditions but also of the franchise provisions of 

local government generally. Plural voting had been abolished by the 

reforms,of 1906, but those with property in more than one local 

government area could still exercise a vote in those areas (which 

explains how three of Carrington's councillors in 1914 could be elected 

for the municipality though they lived outside it). The franchise 

reforms of 1906, which were incorporated in the 1919 Local Government 

Act, recognised three classes of electors: owners, ratepaying lessees 

and occupiers. These provisions gave most adults the vote in local 

government elections, but they presented two obstacles to any concerted 

move to change the composition. of the councils. One was that voting 

was voluntary, a provision which favoured those with an interest in 

maintaining the status quo; it was significant that the proportion of 

voting among eligible electors within Newcastle was usually highest in 

Newcastle City. (Compulsory voting at local elections in New South 

Wales was not introduced until 1947.) The second obstacle was a 

period of residence qualification for the third class, the occupiers, 

which had the effect of disfranchising many transient residents, and 

made it difficult for the Labor Party to mobilise tenant voters in 

lO For the socio-economic characteristics of Carrington see Chapter S. 

11 NMH, 23 January 1914, p.6. He was Alexander McGregor Junior, a 
butcher and former resident of Carrington. 

12 This assessment is based on scrutiny of the results of the 1917, 
1920, 1922, 1925 and 1928 elections. As in other places, many 
aldermen often had long terms in office. 
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Newcastle City. In fact, full adult franchise in local government 

elections in New South Wales dates from 1941 when the McKell Labor 

government gave the vote to anyone who was on the parliamentary roll 
13 for the area. 

The unequal franchise which prevailed before 1941 was designed to 

protect property interests which in the case of Newcastle were very 

unevenly distributed. In 1914 the City had a revenue from general 

rates which was almost equal to that of the suburbs combined; it held 

half of the unimproved capital value of all Newcastle land (just over 

£3 million) too. Consequently, the disparities in general rate 

collections were very large, varying from £23,461 for Newcastle City 

to £678 in New Lambton in 1914, that is a difference of almost 

thirty-five fold. All together, five municipalities had rate 

collections of less than £1,500 in 1914 and even the richest suburb, 

Hamilton, only raised a quarter of the City's revenue. 14 

In practice, Newcastle's system of autonomous councils was a 

mechanism for diverting resources from the suburbs to the City. By 

tradition, spending by suburban residents had always been heavily 

direeted towards the· city, 15 with the result that the City gained the 

bulk of commercial investment, which in turn made its land much more 

valuable, and so made possible the extraction of a higher sum in rates 

than for any other part of Newcastle. In 1932 ratepayers in Hunter 

Street paid one-half of the rates collected in Newcastle City and 
16 accounted for 18 per cent of the city's total rate revenue. As 

revenues raised within each municipality were spent within that 

municipality, there was no provision made for redistributing to the 

suburbs money spent by its residents in the City. Therefore, unless 

suburbs acquired their own economic assets (for example Waratah which 

gained the steelworks) or became social extensions of the City (like 

13 NSWOYB, 1925-6, p.334, 1940-1, p.483. 

14 These results were drawn from NSWSR, 1914-15, p. 587. 

15 See Chapter 6. 

16 NSWSR, 1932-3, p.270. NMH, 7 April 1933, p.7. 
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Hamilton), they tended to retain their relatively poor position to the 

City's relatively wealthy one. 

High administrative costs were another outcome of fragmented local 

government. Generally, but not always, it was the product of too much 

government for too few people. In 1917, administrative costs as a 

proportion of income ranged from 11.8 per cent in Newcastle City (then 
17 still the largest population centre) to 43.9 per cent in New Lambton, 

one of the smallest suburbs. 18 The correlation between population size 

and administrative costs was by no means a perfect one since some 

councils were more efficient than others or had extra administrative 

costs forced upon them. 

Waratah was an illustration of the latter problem. In 1917 its 

administrative costs were 23.7 per cent of general income despite it 

being the third most populous of the Newcastle municipalities, simply 

because of the heavy burdens placed upon the council by the supporting 

services required by the steelworks, especially road repairs.
19 

By 

contrast, Lambton, one of the smallest suburbs had nearly the lowest 

proportion of administrative costs of any part of Newcastle, a mere 

12.4 .per cent in 1917. The reason for this apparent anomaly was that 

in the early 1890s Lambton council had established its own electricity 

works, which failed financially during the depression, and left 

succeeding councils with a debt of over £9,000, the cause of numerous 

municipal crises. Naturally, the ratepayers, who were fairly poor, 

would not tolerate any expansionist activity by their councils. Costs 

had to be kept to a minimum even if the suburb stagnated; in 1912 
20 

Lambton had neither properly formed roads nor footpaths and in 1916 

17 In . . comparison, in 
were less than 10 
session, Vol. II, 

1912 most Sydney council's 
per cent of total incomes. 
pp.l ff., pp.399-400. 

18 Greater Newcastle Commission, p.119, Table F. 

19 Ibid., p.16, Qs. 243-4, p.17, Qs. 245-9. 

administrative costs 
NSWPP, 1913, second 

20 NSWSR, 1912, p.1050. Lambton was the only municipality in Newcastle 
which had no roads classified as 'blocked, metalled, gravelled or 
ballasted 1 

• 
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the ratepayers, by a two to one majority, rejected the introduction of 
. 21 

street lighting. The streets of Lambton remained dark until 1924. 

Lambton and Waratah aside, municipalities with small populations did 

tend to have higher administrative costs. 

Fragmented local government also resulted in shoddy administration. 

This was most evident in rating procedures and policies. Under the 1906 

Local Government Act, municipalities had to charge a general rate on the 

unimproved capital value of their lands, which was defined as the 

selling price of the land without consideration to improvements such as 

buildings. 22 Councils appointed .their own valuers who made valuations 

every three years and most councils charged a rate on the unimproved 

capital value of their lands of between three and four pence in the 

pound or 1.7 per cent of its value. 

For a variety of reasons the upshot of this system was that land 

was frequently grossly undervalued. This occurred because there was no 

uniform method of valuation, inflation (then an unfamiliar aspect of 

administration) eroded the usefulness of a three yearly valuation, and 

ratepayers had a vested interest in keeping values low and instructed 

the valuer accordingly. 23 Newcastle provided a glaring instance of 

undervalued land. Between 1912 and 1919, the unimproved capital value 

of all Newcastle's land rose by only 23 per cent from (£2,994,135 to 

£3,677,135); over the same period the value of new buildings and 

improvements was estimated to be £1.5 million and the number of premises 

rated for water increased by 28 per cent (from 12,213 to 15,651). The 

undervaluation of land limited the resources of councils and meant that 

when the government resumed land, it sometimes had to pay three and four 
24 times the value on which the owner had paid local government rates •. 

21 NMH, 9 January 1918, p.5. This reference gives a review of Lambton's 
problems after the 1890s. 

22 NSWOYB, 1909-10, p.585. 

23 See Arthur Griffith's speech of 19 August 1915 during the second 
reading of the Valuation of Land Bill, NSWPP, session 1915-16, 
Vol. LIX, p.1240. 

24 Ibid., session 1915-16, Vol. LIX, p.1241. 
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This unsatisfactory state of affairs caused the Holman Labor government 

to pass the Valuation of Land Act in 1916 which set up the office of 

Valuer General to provide the State with a centralised system of land 

valuation. Wartime demands prevented the new system from being 

implemented until 1919 when it was applied to Sydney and Newcastle. 25 

The effects of the new system were quickly felt; in Sydney land 

values were 12 per cent higher in 1920 than they had been in 1919, but 
26 in Newcastle the increase was 39 per cent. For some individual 

municipalities the rates of increase were spectacular (the rise for 

Carrington was 333 per cent) or very substantial (50.4 per cent for 

Wickham and 45.7 for Newcastle City). In the suburban growth centres 

of Hamilton and Waratah the increases were 17.8 and 22.6 per cent 

respectively. In judging the quality of local administration from 

these high rates of increase in land valuation, it needs to be pointed 

out that there were instances where land had been deliberately under

valued by councils as part of their struggle with the large companies 

which owned so much of their land. For instance, in Hamilton the 

unimproved capital value of land had been reduced by 2.2 per cent in 

1914 on its 1911 level, but during the same period the general rate on 

this land had been raised by a farthing which produced a 6.7 per cent 

rise in revenue despite the fall in land valuations. 27 Councils 

which tried to raise the value of land to tax a large landowner could 

face prolonged and expensive litigation, so they might undervalue the 

land and raise the general rate, a policy the large landowner could not 

appeal against. 28 Once the Valuation of Land Act had come into effect, 

appeals had to be made by the land owner to the Valuer General in Sydney. 

25 NSWOYB, 1921, pp.360, 363-4. 

26 NSWSR, 1919-20, p.785, 1920-1, p.601. For the role of the Act in 
promoting land subdivision in Newcastle see Chapter 4. 

27 Ibid., 1911, 1912, 1913 and 1914-15. 

28 One of the principal targets of this policy was the Australian 
Agricultural Company; see AA Co., London Despatches, 20 March 1909, 
p.125, 16 March 1912, p.130. 
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By increasing the revenue of municipalities, the Valuation of Land 

Act unintentionally worked against their unification. Waratah council 

was a case in point. In 1919 its representatives told the royal 

commission inquiring into a constitution for a greater Newcastle that 

they favoured the idea, because the land of the municipality was 

undervalued and revenues could not keep up with demands for facilities 

and roads brought by the establishment of the steelworks. But as a 

result of the revaluation of its land in 1919, the council's revenue rose 
29 by 40 per cent and their enthusiasm for a greater Newcastle waned. 

Nevertheless, regardless of how the Valuation of Land Act tended 

to strengthen individual municipalities, the unmistakable facts of 

Newcastle's urban growth after 1910 were working in the opposite 

direction. A map prepared in September 1918 shows that with the 

exception of Wallsend, the suburbs of Newcastle were in the process of 

becoming physically connected with one another. 30 As this growth 

continued, the appropriateness of separate municipalities to govern what 

was really a single urban unit became more open to question. 

If a greater city government was to be seriously considered, 

unification or federation were the main choices. Unification was the 

authentic 'greater city' solution, but it needed either unanimous 

consent by the parties involved or concerted action by government. 

Failing this, a piecemeal solution might be worked out by.several 

adjoining municipalities, but this would not give comprehensive 

government to the whole area and the new enlarged unit could even arouse 

·f. f k h . . ·1 31 
ears o a ta eover among t e remaining counci s. 

Federation, the second alternative, seemed to offer the easiest 

course once the need for a comprehensive administration was accepted. 

This was the 'county council' solution whereby councils and statutory 

boards retained their separate identity and were represented on a body 

29 NMH, 27 June 1923, p.6. 
and remained opposed. 

By this time the council opposed the idea 

30 Kenneth Craigie, Craigie's Road, Rail and Trall1Way Map of Newcastle 
and Suburbs (Sydney, 1918). 

31 NMH, 16 November 1921, p.8. 
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with administrative responsibilities for the whole area. This solution 

had the advantage of provoking the least opposition, but unless there 

was a real devolution of power to the super-council it would be simply 

a waste of time and resources.. Greater Newcastle though was far from 

being merely a topic for theoretical debate, it was the issue which, 

more than any other in the period, from 1901 to 1937, offered the 

greatest challenge to the city's power structure. 

Greater Newcastle: Idea and Response, 1901-19 

The idea of 'a greater Newcastle', first proposed seriously in 

February 1901, came as a surprise to a city only just beginning to 

recover from the worst depression in its history. 32 The man 

responsible for the proposal was Arthur Griffith (1846-1946), a local 

State politician, who told a meeting of representatives from Newcastle 

City, Lambton and Waratah councils that if all the councils of Newcastle 

would amalgamate, the Lyne government might be willing to give the 

enlarged council a grant of £30,000 to cover debts and financial 

differences between areas. 33 Griffith, who was the Labor candidate for 

seat of Waratah in the coming election, drew a predictable response 

from some quarters. John M. Hyde, a leading member of the Chamber of 

Commerce, a colliery representative and member of Newcastle City council, 

later called the scheme 'an electioneering dodge•. 34 Yet whatever 

Griffith's motives may have been, the possibility of Newcastle gaining 

£30,000 (a sum equal to nearly twice the municipal revenue collected in 

1900) was not one which could be passed over lightly. 

In presenting his proposal, Griffith attempted to counter 

anticipate opposition from Newcastle City council by pointing out: 'If 

these aldermen were to only analyse their wealth they would find that 

Newcastle was the centre of the hand, and the suburbs the fingers leading 

32 This issue had been raised in the 1890s, presumably ~s part of the 
debate about a greater Sydney (which started in 1894), but by 1901 
the memory of it had almost gone. NMH, 5 February 1901, p.4. 

33 Ib~d., 5 b 1901 5 v Fe ruary , p •• 

34 Ib~d., 18 1901 5 v June · , p •• 
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t . t' 35 0 i • He called for the amalgamation of all the Newcastle councils, 

including Wallsend, though as an editorial in the HeraZd pointed out, 

there were 'many long miles' between Wallsend and Lambton 'and much of 

that intervening area is not even built upon•. 36 Comprehensive the 

plan may have been, detailed it was not. It was one thing to analyse 

correctly the source of the City's wealth, quite another to specify how 

to distribute the government grant and how to draw up a system of rating 

for the new amalgamated council. The councils played safe; at a 

conference on 21 May 1901 they r~solved to consider the idea further when 

a detailed scheme was presented to them by a committee of local 

aldermen. 37 In the absence of such a scheme, the idea lapsed. 38 

In retrospect, three points can be made about this abortive attempt 

to institute a greater Newcastle in 1901. One was that the idea was 

external to Newcastle; it had not arisen from the councils and their 

. . d f 1 k . . h h . l 0 

39 response to it varie rom u ewarm interest to outrig t osti ity. 

Second, the role of the Sydney-based State government was decisive, for 

without the implied offer of £30,000 it seems unlikely that any serious 

discussion would have taken place. Lastly, only influential citizens 

were fnvolved - greater Newcastle never became a mass participation 

movement. These three things remained characteristics of the greater 

Newcastle question from its inception in 1901 to its realisation in 1938. 

In 1905 the matter of a greater Newcastle was revived in State 

Parliament by an energetic and concerned Labor member, John D. Fitzgerald 

(1862-1924). Under his guidance a new local government bill was drawn 

up which included provisions for creating both a greater Sydney and a 

35 Ibid., 5 February 1901, p.5. 

36 Ibid., 5 February 1901, p.4. 

37 Ib~d., 22 1901 4 v May ' p •• 

38 For the background to these events see F.A. Larcombe, The StabiZiz-
ation of LocaZ Government in New South WaZes, 1858-1906 (Sydney, 
1976), pp.291-3. . 

39 NMH, 18 June 1901, p.5. 
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40 
greater Newcastle. Under its terms the local aldennen were to convene 

and select one representative for every 5,000 inhabitants. They would 

draw up a plan which was to be approved, modified or rejected by three 

commissioners chosen by the government. If this failed, the government 

was empowered to take the necessary steps to create greater city 

administrations in both cities. 41 E. Scott-Holland, the town clerk of 

Newcastle City, considered the provisions of the bill to be impractical 

and events proved him right. Still, during 1905 and 1906, there seemed 

a real chance that greater city governments might be brought into being 

regardless of what local councils thought. In late November 1906 a 

conference was held of representatives from councils at Newcastle and 

Maitland. 42 It resolved to consider setting up a Northern District 

Municipal Association, but once it became evident that the government 

was not going to act, interest in the idea vanished. One man however, 

became convinced that one day a greater Newcastle would be created; he 

was the town clerk of Wickham, William M. Shedden (1862-1913). 

Born in East Maitland, Shedden served an apprenticeship as a 

carpenter and joiner with the Newcastle firm of Alexander Sheddon. In 

1892 ~s the depression worsened, he decided to join those going to the 

gold mines of Western Australia. Unexpectedly, he managed to get the 

job of acting town clerk of Wickham, a position subsequently made 

permanent and which he held for twenty-five years. Believing that 

parliament might establish a greater Newcastle by legislation, Shedden 

decided to visit Britain at his own expense in 1906 to get first hand 

knowledge of how greater city governments functioned. No doubt he felt 

that having done this his chances of becoming the first town clerk of 

a greater Newcastle would be enhanced. Shedden's tour covered London, 

Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Belfast and 

Dublin and included interviews with the administrators of these 

40 Ibid., 11 August 1905, p.6. Fitzgerald's arguments for greater 
city governments are presented in his Greater Sydney and Greater 
Newcastle (Sydney, 1906). 

41 NMH, 28 August 1905, p.5. 

42 b'd . I~ ., 24 November 1906, p.6. 

• 
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43 
cities. As a result he was the only one of Newcastle's town clerks 

to have direct personal knowledge of greater city government in Britain. 

In the following years he emerged as the best informed and most 

persistent of greater Newcastle advocates and if one man could be 

credited with its success, it was William McGregor Shedden. 

With the failure of the State government to act on greater city 

governments in 1906, discussion of a greater Newcastle ceased. The 

issue remained dormant until 23 March 1911 when the Attorney-General and 

Acting Premier, William A. Holman suddenly announced in Newcastle that 

the ministry was considering taking the 'final step' towards unifying the 

. . l" . f N 1 44 Th 1 1 . 1 h municipa ities o ewcast e. e oca counci s, caug t unawares, 

responded cautiously. Writing in the Herald, Hugh M. Shedden (1859-1927), 

the mayor of Newcastle City expressed approval of the idea, though was 

careful to stress the vital role of the City, particularly in providing 
45 Newcastle's electri·city supply. 

Holman's surprise announcement has to be put in the context of the 

Labor government's attempt to establish a greater Sydney administration; 

a bill was prepared to this end in 1912 but was rejected by the 

Legis,lative Council on account of its liberal franchise provisions. 
46 

Undeterred, the government appointed a royal connnission to inquire into 

the question of a greater Sydney in 1913. Interested opinion in 

Newcastle took the view that if a greater Sydney was brought into being, 

a greater Newcastle would soon follow. Accordingly, on 16 January 1913, 

the local councils met for a 'free and frank' discussion of the matter. 

There was no mistaking the motivation for the conference; as H.M. Shedden 

put it, if they did not evolve a greater Newcastle scheme themselves, one 
47 would be imposed on them from Sydney. A motion in favour of the 

principle of a greater Newcastle was carried by eighteen votes to three, 

43 Northern Times, 26 October 

44 NMH, 24 March 1911, p.4. 

45 Ibid., 4 April 1911, p.4. 

1917, p. 4. NMH, 21 August 1933, p.7. 

46 F.A. Larcombe, The Development of Local Government in New South 
Wales (Melbourne, 1961), p.72. 

47 NMH, 17 January 1913, p.5. 



but this did not mean strong support since three councils were not 

represented. Once more, as the likelihood of government action 
48 receded, serious discussion by the councils stopped. 
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Up to 1915 local attention to a greater Newcastle had only been 

given in response to the possibility of legislative action from Sydney. 

Heavy industry and the suburban growth it generated began to change 

this view. A new city was coming into existence with problems that 

rendered fragmented local government obsolete; even the pressures of 

the Great War could not hide the need for eventual reform. Between 

March and May 1915, the Herald carried a series of ten articles arguing 

the need for a greater city government of which the most hard hitting 

was one which dealt with the administrative waste of being governed by 

1 . . l" . 49 twe ve municipa 1t1es. Curiously, it was the two western mining 

suburbs of Wallsend and Plattsburg (which were not affected by heavy 

industry to any extent before the 1920s) that achieved unification at 

this time. Wallsend had been established as a municipality in 1871 but 

in 1876 the northern part of the town was separated and set up as the 

municipality of Plattsburg. In other parts of Newcastle, separate 

municipalities were logical to the extent that they administered 

separate townships. This was not the case with Wallsend and Plattsburg 

for as easly as 1878 a visitor was unable to distinguish their separate 

identity.so Over the next thirty years the re-uniting of these 

municipalities was discussed without result. Finally, in June 1914 a 

conference was held between the two which agreed to a merger; for one 

thing, it was found the decision would mean an annual saving of £86 in 

sanitary collections. 51 On 20 October 1915 Plattsburg was formally 

re-united with Wallsend. 

48 

49 

50 

51 

In 1915, the Holman government again attempted to pass a greater 
Sydney bill, but it suffered the same fate as its 1912 predecessor 
(Larcombe, op. cit., pp.72-3). 

NMH, 3 April 1915, p.4. 

Quoted in H.W.H. King, The Urban Pattern of the Hunter Valley 
(Newcastle, 1963), p.399. 

NMH, 26 June 1914, p.3. 
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Over the next three years the Great War and the strike of August to 

September 1917 diverted attention away from the mundane problems of local 

government. The Labor party lost office in the election of March 1917 

although John D. Fitzgerald remained in the new Nationalist ministry and 

was made minister for Local Government. His great achievement as minister 

was the complete overhaul of the powers and election of local councils 

embodied in the 1919 Local Government Act. This Act gave councils powe~s 

over building construction and land subdivisions. Greater city govern

ment was the other subject which received his close attention; in 1915 

the Legislative Council rejected a greater Sydney bill for the second 

time and their behaviour may have made Fitzgerald more inclined to con

centrate on Newcastle because it was so much smaller and therefore 

easier to reform. There was always the chance too, that if a greater 

Newcastle could be accomplished, it would provide a precedent for a 

greater Sydney. 

Two weeks after the end of the Great War, on 25 November 1918, 

Fitzgerald convened and addressed a conference of the local councils in 

which he dwelt on the city's many problems: insufficient houses, bad 

roads, traffic congestion, inadequate health services and substandard 

port .facilities. 52 He made it clear that he regarded a greater city as 

an important step towards solving these problems and that he was 

authorised to have a royal commission appointed at once if the conference 

agreed. Grasping the opportunity, the meeting agreed to the proposal 

and a royal commission was set up in December 1918. It had five members 

and its task was to inquire into the most suitable form of constitution 

for a greater Newcastle. The commissioners were: Nelson B. Creer (1855-

1925), a solicitor and real estate agent, Arthur H. James (1881-1948), 

also a solicitor, Harold C. Langwill (1864-1936), a leading businessman, 

William M. Shedden, town clerk of Wickham, Robert Wells (1865-1948), 

Merewether alderman and prominent member of the labour movement and 

Robert Marjoribanks, the chairman of Newcastle Trades and Labour Council. 

Creer became ill shortly after his appointment and was unable to continue 

as commissioner. The commission solicited and heard evidence from all 

interested parties. In so doing they made apparent the many problems 

that would have to be solved if a greater Newcastle was to come into being. 

52 Ibid., 26 November 1918, p.4. 
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The hearings brought forward a wide range of responses varying from 

apathy or hostility to support for the principle of greater city govern

ment but disagreement on the means by which it could be achieved. 

Wallsend was the only council which opposed greater Newcastle in 

principle. Its town clerk, Thomas Abel (1846-1920) believed that if 

Wallsend were included, its revenue would be used for 'beautifying 

Newcastle City 1
•
53 If a greater Newcastle were to be implemented, he 

wanted it to extend no further west than Lambton, so the new urban unit 
54 would encompass 'a compact area'. Stockton council was divided on 

the issue and decided to send two representatives to give evidence before 

the royal commission to reflect these views. Adamstown, New Lambton and 

C · t ·1 d"d t · "d to the comnu."ssi"on. 55 arring on counci s 1 no give any evi ence 

Like Stockton council, Merewether council was divided on the 

question. James Archer gave evidence in favour, but this was outweighed 

by the opposition of two of the council's most prominent aldermen, 

Jonathan Dixon and E.E. Rowlands. 56 Situations of this kind hinted at 

the latent problems which stood in the way of any attempt to unify the 

municipalities, for councils were centres of commuµity power. As such, 

they bestowed prestige and often real influence on councillors, 

especially in defending individual, property or business interests. 

Therefore whatever the provisions of a greater Newcastle bill were, it was 

bound to threaten the established order. Finance too was a vexed 

problem. The suburban councils feared that a greater Newcastle would 

mean higher rates and that Newcastle City, with its dominating position 

in municipal revenues, would establish a kind of dictatorship over the 

other councils. 

What of other bodies? Wholehearted support for the principle of 

greater Newcastle came from the Trades and Labour Council whose 

executive saw it as a means of getting more houses for industrial 

53 7 • • 9 Greater Newcast~e Corron~ss~on, p.25, Q.3 0. 

54 Ibid., p.25, Q.402. 

55 In 1930, Adamstown council claimed it had 'always' been in favour of 
greater Newcastle. NMH, 11 September 1930, p.6. 

56 Ibid., 3 January 1919, p.4. 
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57 workers. Otherwise the Council had few suggestions to offer about the 

way in which the new administration ought to function beyond the astound

ing suggestion that its general form should be a fourteen member council 

plus three 'competent business men nominated by the Government 1
•
58 

Like 

town planning, local government was outside the interests of organised 

labour until the mid-1920s. 59 

A Greater Newcastle League also existed. Formed in early December 

1918, it claimed a membership of 80. 60 Some idea of its composition 

can be gleaned from its spokesmen; its president was Robert G. Kilgour 

(1867-1938) and its secretary was J. Glassop, the mayor and town clerk 

of Newcastle City respectively. Its evidence before the royal 

commission was given by Charles Ellis, an auctioneer, who urged that the 

constitution of a greater Newcastle should be a commission of three 

chosen by a democratically elected convention and that water for 

· d · 1 h ld b 1. d' bl d d rates 1
•
61 in ustria use s ou e supp ie at reasona y re uce 

This was another indicator of its social make-up. 

Apart from the League and the uninterested attention given by the 

Trades and Labour Council, public interest in the debate about greater 

Newcastle was minimal. It is not hard to see why. The city's involve

ment in the Great War (about 4,000 enlisted in all), the influx of 

industrial workers, the acute shortage of accommodation and the pressure 

of rising food and grocery prices on working class budgets were far more 

important than an arcane subject like local government reform. The local 

5 7 ., . . 559 Greater Newcast~e Comrrriss~on, p.35, Q. • 

58 Ibid., p.35, Q.569. 

59 See Chapter 4. I have been unable to find any evidence that 
organised labour had any interest in greater Newcastle before 1919. 
Edwin J. Brent (1872-1961), a labour leader, said in 1912 that he 
had never heard the topic discussed by any labour body. NSWPP, 1912, 
Vol. III, pp.1173 ff., p.8, Q.121. 

60 NMH, 10 December 1918, p.4. 

61 Greater Newcastle Corronission, p.82, Qs. 1318-19, p.83, Q.1339. See 
also Chapter 2 for the determination of B.H.P. to acquire the cheap
est possible water supplies in this period. 
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press favoured the idea. In early November 1918 the Newcastle Sun 

carried a number of articles on Newcastle's urban problems with the 

emphasis on how a greater Newcastle could alleviate them. 62 The Herald 

had always been in favour of the idea. None the less, the debate con

tinued to be the preserve of a small elite of the politically active. 

After hearing evidence from 17 Decerriber 1918 to 21 March 1919, the 

royal commission prepared and presented a comprehensive report which 

became available in mid-1919. Briefly, the commission made three broad 

recommendations. First, it defined the boundaries of greater Newcastle, 

distinguishing between an 'essential' and an 'additional' area. The 

'essential' area was the eleven municipalities of Newcastle and certain 

adjacent lands. 63 To this area the commission recommended that a much 

larger area to the south, taking in the northern shores of Lake Macquarie, 

be included as well. With remarkable foresight the commission tried to 

delimit what is now urban Newcastle which today is divided between two 

local governments, the City of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Shire. Had 

the commission's recommendation been adopted, this divided administr

ation would not have occurred (Figures 7.1, 7.2). 

-Second, the commission considered that the constitution of the 

greater city should be that of a twenty-member council drawn from five 

electoral units within the 'essential' area with day-to-day administr

ation being vested in the hands of a general manager along American 

lines. The mayor was to be elected by the people and the voting system 

was to be preferential. The rating system, about which the commission 

was rather vague, was to be that laid down in the 1919 Local Government 

Act. Third, the powers of the greater city council were to be extensive, 

covering land subdivisions, and eventually electricity, gas, water, 

sewerage, trams and meat slaughtering. 

The report of the commission was based implicitly on the notion 

that reform was inevitable and played down the voices of those opposed 

to it. In view of the overt sympathy of the responsible minister, 

J.D. Fitzgerald, the commission had every reason to expect prompt 

62 
NS, 5 November 1918, p.5, 6 November 1918, p.5. 

63 t t'1 . . Grea er Newcas t.-e Corrornssi,on, p. xxv. 



FIGURE 7.1 

BOUNDARIES FOR GREATER NEWCASTLE, 1919 
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FIGURE 7.2 

.. 

NEWCASTLE: SETTLEMENT AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREAS, 1971 . 
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implementation of its recommendations by legislation. From this time on 

though, things went wrong. At the election of 20 March 1920 Holman's 

Nationalist government was defeated with the Labor party winning the 

narrowest of victories; Labor held 43 seats, out of a total of 90, with 

support coming from the Socialist member for Broken Hill and the 

Independent member for Newcastle, Arthur R. Gardiner (d.1948~ who had 

been a Labor member until 1916. Not only was the Labor government barely 

in office, but its term was short; the Premier, John Storey, died on 

5 October 1921 and was replaced by James Dooley whose government held 

office until 20 December 1921. On Storey's death, the portfolio of 

Local Government was transferred from T.D. Mutch (who had combined it 

with Public Instruction) to George Cann who was also Secretary of Mines. 64 · 

These changes of personnel worked against any effective action being 

taken and neither minister had a clear commitment to solving the problem. 

On a visit to Newcastle in May 1921, T.D. Mutch explained that government 

policy was in favour of forming greater city administrations in both 

Sydney and Newcastle and that the government would consider any draft 

bill agreed to by the councils of Newcastle. 65 Such faith in local 

unity, if it was sincere, was unwise. Even perusal of the evidence of 

the royal connnission would have shown that apart from the councils' 

disunity, there was the opposition of the Hunter District Water Board, 

a statutory authority whose jurisdiction extended far beyond Newcastle 

and which was determined to preserve its independence. Those in favour 

of a greater Newcastle had carried out something of a coup given the 

alacrity with which the royal commission's hearings and report had been 

completed, but everything had been based on the assumption of quick 

action by the minister and when this did not happen, the opposition was 

able to rally. This together with defects in the reconunendations of the 

royal commission (of which the future of the Water Board was the most 

outstanding), guaranteed a protracted battle between the two. forces. 

64 Hughes and Graham, Handbook of Australian Government and Polities, 
pp.67-9, 443-5. 

65 NMH, 7 May 1921, p.5. 
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The Victory of Vested Interests: the 1920s 

On 30 November 1922, the NewcastZe Sun published a forlorn cartoon 

on its front page showing aged aldermen still discussing a 'greater 

Newcastle' in 1950 (Figure 7.3). After lengthy conferences in 1920 and 

1922, greater Newcastle seemed further away than ever. Few cared. Work, 

food and shelter were the concerns of most people in Newcastle in 1922, 

a time of chronic depression. The pessimism in the cartoon published in 

the Sun was justified; at the same time in the 1920s the problems 

associated with a greater Newcastle were thrashed out and the lines of 

the forces for and against thoroughly delineated. 

By early 1920, when it had become obvious that the government was 

not about to legislate on the recommendations of the 1919 royal 

commission, local forces opposed to its Report mounted a counter-attack. 

On four occasions between August and October 1920 conferences of the 

councils were held to discuss the Report. The meetings were forums to 

voice opposition to what had been proposed and Waratah was the sole 

council whose members were unanimously in favour of the principle of 
66 greater Newcastle. Under such circumstances, progress was of course 

slow, .. though the last conference in October did reach tentative agreement 

on some par.ts of the Report, notably the direct election of the mayor by 

the people, support for preferential voting and the power of the greater 

city council to establish its own health facilities. 67 On the other 

matters, there was no common agreement and Stockton council, for one, 

continued to be violently opposed to the whole principle of greater 

Newcastle. Similarly, the two statutory local bodies, the Water Board 

and the less important Abattoir Board, remained implacably opposed to 

b . · d 68 Th h . 1. f 1920 eing incorporate • e c anges in government po icy a ter , 

with its emphapis on seeking a local consensus, provided councils with 

endless scope for using delaying tactics and general obstruction. Yet 

another problem was the change of heart undergone by Waratah's 

councillors, who up to October 1920 had been unanimously in favour of 

66 Ibid., 14 August 1920, p.7. 

67 Ibid., 9 October 1920, p.7, 23 October 1920, p.7. 

68 Ib~d., 27 b 1920 7 ... Novem er , p •• 



FIGURE 7. 3 

MUNICIPAL CONF~RENCE IN 1950 DISCUSSING A "GREATER NEWCASTLE" 
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a greater city; this was most true of the council's mayor, Arthur 

Griffiths (1880-1965), 69 who was elected to the Hunter District Water 

Board in 1920 and retained that position until 1947. 70 His new 

position and the improvement in the council's financ~s which followed 

the upward revaluation of the municipality's land by the Valuer General 

in 1920, seems to have been responsible for this change of policy 

towards greater Newcastle. Examination of why Waratah council became 

opposed to greater Newcastle raises the question of what the city's 

silent giant, B.H.P., thought about the issue. 

Officially B.H.P. said nothing but then it seldom made any public 

announcements on any issue. Essington Lewis, the general manager after 

1921, was tight-lipped and the Company's policy was to reveal as little 

as possible; 71 for example, the only regular item given to the local 

press was a monthly statement of production. Given the daunting state 

of the public record, resort has to be made to inference. Fortunately 

there are some clues as to what the Company's policy may have been. At 

the local government elections of December 1922, John McMeekin, former 

superintendent of construction of the Company's steelworks was elected 

to Waratah council. 72 At this time he was also one of the eight royal 

commissioners appointed to consider the desirability of a harbour trust 

for Newcastle. When the report of the commission was published, McMeekin 

was one of three commissioners who subscribed to a minority report 

opposing the idea of a single local body to manage the harbour on the 

grounds that B.H.P. 'should not be subjected to further taxation, as 

the industry is an infant one in this State, and has to compete with 
73 

products made in countries where cheap labour is employed'. For the 

same reasons B.H.P. may have opposed a greater Newcastle; even if 

that was not the case though, a fragmented local government structure 

was easier to influence than a large united one. 

69 This was a different individual to Arthur Griffith (1863-1946), the 
Labor politician discussed at the beginning of this chapter and in 
the second section of Chapter 2. 

70 
Armstrong, Pipelines and People, pp. 231-3. 

71 Blainey, Steel Master, pp.98, 203. 

72 NS, 4 December 1922, p.5. 

73 NMH, 20 March 1923, p.4. See also p.278. 
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Whatever the exact reasons for the change in policy by Waratah 

council, its new posture was very different from its former one. The 

council now began to canvass the principle of a county council or 

federation of existing bodies. This idea was put to a conference of the 

councils held in November 1922 on the initiative of Newcastle City 

(which had wanted the government to legislate on the basis of the 1919 

royal commission's recommendations) but no firm decision was reached 

and the conference adjourned. 74 Faced with the possibility of govern

ment action, the councils held two more local conferences in February 

1923. Arthur Griffiths, the mayor of Waratah, spoke at length on his 

reasons for opposing the greater city idea. It would, he said, deprive 
75 councils and local bodies of too much power. Hence he favoured the 

county council principle. The Hunter District Water Board, of which 

Griffiths was a member, sent a letter of opposition to the second of 

these conferences. 76 This conference was noteworthy for the attendance 

of delegates from the Labor Party (Moran) and the Labour Day Committee 

(H. Sutherland), who urged the right of tenants to vote in greater city 

elections and who supported the principle of a greater Newcastle in the 

hope it would build homes for workers. 77 

J.C.L. Fitzpatrick, the minister for Local Government in the Fuller 

Nationalist-Progressive government from 1922 to 1925, decided from these 

deliberations that the councils ought to conduct a voluntary poll giving 

electors the choice between a greater city administration along the lines 

proposed by the 1919 royal commission and the county council principle. 78 

Local concillors, led by Arthur Griffiths, bombarded the minister. with 

obstructionist questions from local councillors about the nature of the 

poll: such as exactZy what kind of schemes did he have in mind, and 

drawing his attention to the 'waste' of public money holding the poll 

74 Ibid., 14 November 1922, p.5. 

75 Ib~d., 6 F b 1923 5 " e ruary , p •• 

76 Ibid., 20 February 1923, p.6. 

77 See also pp.263-4. 

78 NMH, 21 June 1923, p.5. 
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would entail. 79 Fear tactics were used to involve the towns of the 

lower Hunter valley in the opposition's campaign; what would their fate 

be if greater Newcastle took over the Water Board which supplied their 

needs as well? It is interesting to compare the contemporary debate 

over greater Brisbane where the large area administered by the water 
80 board was used as an argument for extending the greater city boundary. 

The result of the Newcastle opposition campaign was that no council 

would hold a ballot on the two schemes. 

Fitzpatrick wavered. On 5 November 1924 he announced that he would 

.no longer try to get a referendum bill passed, a decision which upset 

those in favour of a greater city and caused the minister to change his 

mind. 81 This produced a counter response from the anti greater city 

forces, which, under the leadership of Waratah council, held a conference 

where delegates played upon the alleged dire consequences for municipal 
82 employees should the referendum favour greater Newcastle. Fitzpatrick 

had had enough. The referendum bill he claimed, had given him 'more 

trouble .•• than any other bill since he had been minister 1
•
83 

Confronted by opposing deputations he abandoned the bill. Local disunity 

and the knowledge that the government would have to go to the people 

encouraged him to make this decision. On 30 May 1925 the Fuller 

government was defeated and the Labor Party under J.T. Lang took office. 

George Cann was made minister for Local Government, a portfolio he held 

with that of Public Health. With the threat of government action once 

more removed, debate about greater Newcastle languished. The Labor Party 

entered local politics in 1925 but atneitherthis nor the 1928 election 

did it include greater Newcastle in its platform. 

79 Ibid., 27 June 1923, p.6. 

80 G. Greenwood and J. Laverty, Brisbane, 1859-1959 (Sydney, 1959), 
p.460. 

81 NMH, 6 November 1924, p.6, 8 November 1924, p.4. 

82 Ib~d., 15 b 1924 5 v Novem er , P• • 

83 Ibid. 
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In the meantime, Newcastle continued to suffer from the results of 

divided local government. By 1926 Newcastle City council had spent 

£30,000 on concreting its share of Hunter Street, but Wickham and 

Hamilton councils were financially unable to do this with their sections.
84 

More seriously, divided administration had the effect of making conflicts 

between areas far more frequent than they should have been. Public 

transport was one of the chief areas of conflict. It was not a new 

problem. In 1883 the proprietors of horse-drawn omnibuses had struck for 

one week over the separate charges levied upon them by the municipalities 
85 

through which they travelled. The replacement of horse-drawn buses 

by motor-driven ones in the early 1920s did not solve the problem since 

each council had the power to issue licenses to bus proprietors, a 

situation guaranteed to cause friction. For instance, in January 1928 

Carrington council refused to renew a bus proprietor's license for service 

with the City as it feared Carrington might be deprived of its tram if 

the bus service was allowed to continue, despite a petition signed by 

943 residents in favour of the bus service. 86 During the next month 

Newcastle City council attempted to mediate, an action which incurred 

much resentment from Carrington council. This resentment was increased 

when the City council approved a license for a bus service between it 

and Carrington. Relations between the two councils had already been 

strained by a dispute over electricity charges in 1923 and 1924. The 

City was the sole council in a position to reticulate electricity to 

the suburbs and in the dispute with Carrington, the City cut off the 

supply for some days; it was restored by negotiations tactfully 
87 

conducted by the new City mayor, Morris Light. A dispute like this 

fed suburban suspicions about the motives for the City's support for a 

greater Newcastle. 

84 Mauldon, Social Economics, p.183, n.6. 

85 NMH, 11 January 1883, p.2. 

86 NS, 11 January 1928, p.7. 

87 NMH, 15 November 1924, p.4, 18 December 1924, p.7. See Chapter 6 
for an account of Light's background. 
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In fact the City had good reasons for supporting the idea. Unlike 

the suburban councils it had to pay £1,200 a year for traffic constables, 
88 

a police service not provided free outside Sydney. There were also 

the greatly enhanced borrowing powers a greater city council would have: 

in 1926 the City's mayor, H.P. Cornish, believed a greater Newcastle 

council could borrow from £1 million to £5 million from the United 

States. 89 This sort of inducement encouraged the City council to 

continue to press for a greater Newcastle and, as late as December 1927, 

the council was urging the minister for Local Government to legislate 

on the recommendations of the 1919 royal commission. 90 

Members of the new councils elected in 1928 were not so happy with 

what the royal commission of 1919 had recommended. H.L. Wheeler, the 

new mayor, agreed with its Report in principle but felt many parts of 

it were impractical. He suggested the amalgamation of all the 

municipalities of the city except Wallsend. The new area would then be 

divided into four districts which were to have equal representation on 

a District Advisory Council. 91 Of course this assumed the councils 

would agree to amalgamation, which was unlikely given their behaviour 

over the previous decade. Nearly a year later, aldermen H.C. O'Neill 

and C.J. Parker proposed a type of county council for the city in 

which the independent councils would continue. Under this plan, not 

only were the councils to retain their most vital powers (specifically 

rating powers), but as well three more local boards were to be created 

to manage transportation, the electricity supply and the harbour. 92 

Because it guarded the interests of Newcastle City so well, the mayor 

of Hamilton, G.W. Jenner, later called the plan 'a Greater Hunter

street scheme'. 93 Another district conference was held and it had 

predictably negative results. 

88 Mauldon, Social Economics, pp.182-3, n.5. 

89 Newcastle Construction, 18 March 1926, p.13. 

90 NMH, 13 December 1927, p.4. 

91 Ib,,·d., 25 J 1929 5 .., · une, , p. • 

92 Ib~d., 10 1930 10 .., May , p. • 

93 Ib,,"d., 30 h 1933 5 " Marc , p. • 



273. 

Disheartened by the repeated failures, J.E. Wiggins, an alderman 

of Adamstown, exclaimed that 'the only way in which they would gain a 

G N 1 b P 1 . . I 94 I . . reater ewcast e was y ar iamentary action n a city contain-

ing 117 aldermen it was too much to expect complete agreement on a 

principle which would have eliminated three-quarters or more of them 

from local government, not to mention the public opposition of a 

powerful interest group like the Hunter District Water Board. Wiggins 

was right - without outside intervention no solution would be found to 

the city's real needs for a reformed administration. 

Revival and Resolution, 1933-38 

For more than two years, from mid-1930 to early 1933, the issue 

of a greater Newcastle disappeared from public attention as the people 

endured the. worst of the great Depression. On the day the Census was 

taken, on 30 June 1933, ·nearly 38 per cent of the city's male workforce 

were either unemployed or partly employed. The Depression left no 

part of life untouched and one of its effects was to bring down land 

values; in early 1933 the Valuer General's officers reduced the 

unimproved capital value of Newcastle's land by one-quarter, a step 

which together with the inability of many ratepayers to meet their 
95 commitments, further reduced municipal revenues. This fact and the 

heavy demands for assistance placed on the struggling councils by the 

Depression helped William M. Shedden, former town clerk of Wickham, and 

in 1933 the mayor of Newcastle City, to decide this was a favourable 

time to revive the question of greater Newcastle. Sometime in early 

March 1933, he contacted the new minister for Local Government, 

E.S. Spooner, to initiate discussions on the subject; Spooner, who 

had taken up his portfolio barely a fortnight earlier, agreed to come 

to Newcastle on 5 April 1933. 96 

Eric S. Spooner (1891-1952), who was to be instrumental in 

creating greater Newcastle, was an accountant and company director 

94 Ib ·a 
1.- • ' 11 September 1930, p.6. 

95 Ibid., 9 March 1933, p.9. Details of the reductions are given in 
NSWSR, 1931-2, p.62, 1932-3, p.270. 

96 NMH, 7 March 1933, p.4. 
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before being elected for Ryde in 1932 to represent the United Australia 
97 Party. Although without previous parliamentary experience, he was 

made Honorary Minister assisting the Colonial Treasurer, and on 15 

February 1933 he replaced Joseph Jackson as minister for Local Government. 

From the beginning Spooner was favourable to the reform of local 

government. On 23 June 1933 he addressed the executive of the Local 

Government Association, stressing the inefficiency of the local 

government system and how it could be assisted by amalgamations. He 

pointed out that there were 320 local government areas in the State 

some of which were unable to affort to employ an engineer. He did not 

have to mention that more efficient larger local government areas would 

ease the burden on the State government; his comments were not 

. d b h" d" 98 appreciate y is au ience. 

It was with these attitudes that Spooner turned his attention to 

settling the matter of greater Newcastle. He sent a questionnaire to 

all the councils asking for their opinions on the area, constitution 

and powers of a greater city administration; the councils were not asked 

whether they supported the idea or not. 99 Because of the Depression, 

rating policy soon came to the forefront of the debate. Rates at any 

time were a sensitive issue, but much more so in difficult economic 

times when they might make the difference between the survival or 

failure of a business or household. They were fundamental to the 

discussions by the City council over Spooner's questionnaire and after 

a three hour meeting at which no agreement was reached, the council met 

again three days later and decided to oppose uniform rating and the 

pooling of the assets of the various councils.lOO 

97 J.A. Alexander (ed.), Who's Who in Australia (12th edition, Melbourne, 
1944), p.756. J. Rydon, A Biographical Register of the Corrononwealth 
Parliament, 1901-19?2 (Canberra, 1975), p.203. 

98 NMH, 24 June 1933, p.9. 

99 Ibid., 18 March 1933, p.6. 

lOO Ibid., 1 April 1933, p.8, 4 April 1933, p.6. 
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The 'uniform' rate issue developed into the main problem to be 

faced in establishing a greater Newcastle. Rates between municipalities 

differed for two reasons: first, there was the different value of the 

selling price of the land as determined by the Valuer General and second, 

on this valuation, councils set their general rates, usually amounting 

to a few per cent of this valuation. Since Newcastle City accounted for 

almost half of the unimproved capital value of the city's land, it 

needed only a small increase in rates to produce a relatively large rise 

in revenue. The following table (7.2) shows what would occur if, 

assuming these municipalities struck the same rate (which they did not), 

an increase of a mere halfpenny was made. It also shows the difference 

in money when the same rate was struck on areas. which differed widely in 

value. It was little wonder then that the uniform rate issue was such a

volatile one at City council meetings and why the demand arose for 

'differential' rating to be continued, which meant in the event of a 

greater city being established, rating differences between areas would 

remain the same. 

Hunter Street retailers were extremely concerned about the 

possibility of a uniform rate being decided upon. Speaking on behalf 

of the Newcastle branch of the Retail Traders' Association (founded 

1921), William A. Winn, one of the city's biggest retailers, told 

Spooner he was impartial on the principle of greater Newcastle, but 

TABLE 7.2 Newcastle: Effects of An Increase in Rates, 1931 

Selected 
Municipality 

Newcastle City 

Lamb ton 

Merewether 

Waratah 

Unimproved 
Capital 

Value (1931) 

£4,824,825 

147,624 

457' 702 

1,091, 725 

Source: NSWSR, 1931-2, p.62. 

Assuming Rate at: 
Difference 

3.5 pence 4 pence 

£70,238 £80,341 +£10,013 

2,155 2,465 310 

6,682 7,643 961 

15 ,939 18,231 2,292 
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strongly opposed to uniform rating.lOl Against this, Hamilton, Lambton, 

Adamstown, New Lambton and Carrington councils were in favour of uniform 

rating. Alexander McLagan, representing Carrington, said the City's 

problems were of 'no consequence' as it was 'more or less dependent on 

[the suburbs] for its existence'. 102 With half the male breadwinners 

in Carrington either unemployed or partly employed and land values 

slashed by nearly 75 per cent, the council was in an 'impossible' financial 

position. 

For two days, 6 and 7 April 1933, Spooner carefully attended to all 

local opinions and submissions. At the same time he revealed a firm 

hand. He rejected the idea of a referendum on the ground that it was 

unnecessary; the councils were, after all, elected bodies and had had ample 

opportunity in the past ten years to discuss the subject. Spooner 

realised that if a referendum was held it would simply provide the 

opposition groups with an opportunity to use scare tactics against 

greater Newcastle. He was concerned though not to appear autocratic 

and promised that the bill 'need not be regarded as the laws of the 

Medes and Persians' because councils would have the chance to comment on 
103 it and recommend changes. Yet he was clearly planning prompt action 

for he made it known he hoped to inaugurate greater Newcastle on 

1 January 19 34. 

In the second round of discussions between Spooner and the 

Newcastle councils beginning on 20 July 1933, the question of rating 

systems again loomed large. Pressing the claim for differential rating, 

City alderman R.G. Kilgour, pointed to the many public services used by 

suburban residents which City finances provided: beaches, parks, sports 

grounds and theatres. Many of the suburban representatives continued to 

support the uniform rate principle which was favoured by Spooner himself 

but who felt it should be held over for one year after the setting up of 

greater Newcastle in order to give the City time to benefit from the 

d 1 . 104 gra ua economic recovery. 

101 Ibid., 7 April 1933, p.7. 

102 Ibid. 

l03 Ibid., 8 April 1933, p.9. 

l04 Ibid., 22 July 1933, p.7. 
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On 28 July 1933, Spooner released the main points of his revision 

of his greater Newcastle bill following his two Newcastle conferences. 

Under his new scheme the differential rating system was to apply for one 
105 year, to be followed by uniform rating. On the same day an unnamed 

four man delegation representing the largest City ratepayers were 

reported as being in Sydney to lobby against the proposal. That day too, 

Newcastle City council was presented with a petition signed by 22 City 

retailers and business houses, among them Winn's, Scott's, the Australian 

Agricultural Company, Elliott'; Newcastle ·Chamber of Connnerce, J. Ireland 

Ltd. and J. Mackie; the council was told bluntly that uniform rating 

would 'kill' City business. 106 The next day, 1 August 1933, the City 

council made it a condition for accepting Spooner's revised bill that a 

government subsidy be given to the low valued suburbs for ten years; in 

other words, the City would not have to pay for their assistance. The 

matter was brought to a head on 4 August 1933 when a deputation of City 

ratepayers met Premier B.S.B. Stevens and gained from him an assurance 

that greater Newcastle would not go ahead if it meant an increase in 
107 

rates. 

This decision and the untimely death of William M. Shedden, the 

City mayor, on 20 August 1933, halted further progress. Everything 

now depended on the internal politics of the United Australian Party 

which, in coalition with the Country Party, governed New South Wales 

continuously from 1932 to 1941. The most notable aspect of the Party's 

affairs for Newcastle in these years was the growing influence of 

E.S. Spooner who became the Party's deputy leader in the Legislative 

Assembly in November 1935108 and it may well have been a reflection of 

l05 Ibid., 29 July 1933, p.8. 

106 

107 

108 

NS, 1 August 1933, p.8. A list of the signatories is conspicuously 
absent from the Herald of the same date; see Chapter 6 for the 
different retail interest groups the Sun and the Herald represented. 

NMH, 5 August 1933, p.8. 

J.A. Alexander 
1938), p.472. 
see D. Aitkin, 

(ed.), Who's Who in Australia (tenth edition, 
For an account of non-Labor politics in this 

The Colonel (Canberra, 1969), Chapter 8. 

Melbourne, 
period 
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his power that greater Newcastle was singled out for government 

attention in the Governor's speech at the opening of the 31st session 
109 of Parliament on 11 September 1935. 

In Newcastle the issue of local government reform seemed to have 

finally spent itself by attrition, though the need for some kind of 

unified action remained. This was shown on 14 August 1936 when the 

Stevens government announced that unemployed single men would no 

longer get emergency relief work, only food rations. The move was 

expected to cause much hardship and precipitated the formation of the 

Newcastle and District Local Government Co-ordination Committee on 

21 August whose aim was to present a united front to the government on 

the needs of Newcastle. 110 The Committee was set up without any 

opposition; this in itself showed what the councils could do when no 

vital interests were threatened. 

Just over a year later, in October 1937, E.S. Spooner intimated to 
111 

a deputation that a greater Newcastle bill was at last 'on the way'. 

It was an indication of the absence of consultation with the local 

councils that they were then busy preparing for the coming council 

elections and in fact nominations were called for on 9 November. On 

12 Novemb.er 1937 cabinet formally announced that the bill was to be 

introquced soon; it was read for the first time seven days later. 

Local members approved of the principle of greater Newcastle. 

The member for Hamilton, J.G. Arthur, congratulated Spooner on the bill, 

commenting: 'It is a well-known fact that the Broken Hill Proprietary 

Company does not welcome this bill, and we know the strong influence 
112 exercised on the Government by that company'. After these 

preliminaries however, many criticisms followed. All the local members 

criticised the lack of a complete adult franchise and the sections 

concerning the administration of the city's meat slaughtering, but they 

109 NMH, 12 September 1935, p.7. 

llO Ib~d., 22 A 1936 11 v ugust , p. . 

111 Ibid., 26 October 1937, p.6. 

112 NSWPD, session, 1937-8, Vol.CLII, p.1821. 
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were not given the opportunity to present amendments. The government 

was determined to have the bill passed regardless of opposition and it 

became law on 15 December 1937. 

There had been some local opposition and calls for a referendum. 

On 30 November 1937 a public meeting attended by over 200 people (with 

many aldermen present) was held to protest about the treatment given in 

the bill to the Abattoir Board which was to be absorbed in the new 
'l 113 counc1 • Otherwise there was no organised opposition and the local 

press was sympathetic to the bill. The Act replaced the 117 local 

aldermen with a council of twenty~one. Differential rating was to 

remain at least until 1939. By a fine touch of irony, Arthur Griffiths 

(1880-1965), the former Waratah councillor whose attitude towards greater 

Newcastle since 1923 had been equivocal, became the first mayor or the 

new greater city council and held the position until 1944. 114 Born in 

Wallsend, the western mining suburb which remained physically separate 

from the rest of Newcastle until·the late 1930s and whose aldermen 
115 remained opposed to greater Newcastle to the last, Griffith person-

;ified the deeper tensions which underlay the administrative unity which 

had been imposed on the city. 

Assessment of the quality of administration provided by the Greater 

Newcastle council ('Greater' was removed from the title in 1949) is out

side the scope of this work, but at least one informed connnentator on 

local government in New South Wales, F.A. Larcombe, has judged it to 

have been a success. 116 At the very least the unified administration 

eliminated many of the absurd internal conflicts which had occurred prior 

to 1938 and it was a tribute to the success of the Greater Newcastle Act 

of 1937 that it was used as the model for the creation of Greater 

113 NMH, 1 December 1937, p.8. 

114 Ibid., 12 April 1965, p.l. 

115 Ibid., 26 November 1937, p.6. 

116 F.A. Larcombe, The pevelopment of Local Government in New South Wales 
(Melbourne, 1961), p.79. 
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Wollongong in 1947. This is not to say that greater Newcastle was or 

has been an unqualified success; indeed it was a settlement which 

deferred to the local power structure, because in the following year, 

1938, the Stevens government granted the Hunter District Water Board 

the power to raise its own funds, thus making the position of the Board 

as an autonomous institution even stronger than before. 117 The purpose 

of the decision was to shift the financial responsibility from the 

government to the Newcastle region. Greater Newcastle had a similar 

aim; a more efficient local administration would mean fewer calls on 

the government for assistance. 

These ulterior aims aside, greater Newcastle must be regarded as a 

positive achievement. As early as 1891 the Herald had hinted at the 

possible amalgamation of those municipalities adjoining the City 'for 

the open spaces which at one time separated the parent municipality 
118 from its children are being quickly built upon'. Halted by the 

depression of the 1890s and the stagnation of the 1900s, the process of 

urban expansion began once more after 1910 under the driving force of 

heavy industry; by the end of the 1920s the main outlines of the modern 

city had come into being. Greater Newcastle was a recognition of these 

facts. 

117 Armstrong, Pipelines and People, p.213. 

118 NMH, 17 April 1891, p.4. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE advent of heavy industry decisively changed the physical form of 

Newcastle in the 1910s and 1920s. Almost as much new building was 

carried out in these two decades as had been done in the city's entire 

previous history.' At Adamstown, Hamilton, New Lambton, Merewether, 

Stockton and Waratah practically new suburbs emerged whose form owed 

little to their nineteenth century beginnings; the 1933 Census showed 

that these six municipalities accounted for nearly 62 per cent of 

Newcastle's population and about the same proportion of its private 

dwellings. 

Not only were the new suburbs much larger than the older settle

ments they had absorbed, their functions differed too. The isolated 

coalmining townships which made up Newcastle's suburbs in the nineteenth 

century were places of work and residence whose people looked to the 

City,for most of their retailing needs, whereas the twentieth century 

suburbs (with the obvious exception of Mayfield) were predominately 

residential areas. By the early 1920s the new suburban growth had 

modified the distribution of retailing within the city; the traditional 

near-monopoly enjoyed by the eastern end of Hunter street since the 

1860s was challenged by the rise of new comprehensive retail centres 

at Hamilton and Mayfield and by the growth of retailing around the 

city's co-operative, The Store, in the western end of Hunter Street 

itself. 1 

Most of the present land use pattern of the City of Newcastle was 

also decided in the 1910s and 1920s through the actions of a few 

coalmining companies, the government and the controllers of several 

private estates in disposing of land for parks, streets, residences or 

factories. In addition, the subdivision of large areas of land around 

1 This pattern continues to characterise retailing within the City of 
Newcastle; see K.C. Short, Shopping Patterns in Newcastle, N.S.W. 
(Newcastle, 1970), pp.16, 155 (and the map on p.29). 
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Newcastle in these years, notably at Birmingham Gardens and Kotara, 

was very influential in moulding the shape of renewed suburban expansion 

after 1945. 

Striking as the physical impact of industry was on Newcastle, it 

was not matched by comparable changes to the city's economic and social 

structure. Coalmining and steelmaking both demanded large investments 

of capital which could only come from outside Newcastle and to sustain 

these industries governments had to spend considerable sums on maintain

ing the city's poor natural harbour as a useable port. All that these 

industries needed at the local level was a plentiful supply of manual 

labour. Consequently, the sharp change-over from mining to heavy 

industry after 1912 made little difference to the kind of work Newcastle 

offered its people and the decisions which governed the city's economic 

life continued to be made elsewhere; the largest coalmining companies 

had their headquarters in London or Sydney and the B.H.P. steelworks was 

controlled from Melbourne. Therefore in 1929 Newcastle's economic and 

social structure was fundamentally the same as it had been in 1900: a 

heavily working class city dependent upon a single industry which was 

very sensitive to economic fluctuations and which was run by outside 

interests. 

This lack of local control over the city's economy must surely be 

the outstanding feature of Newcastle's history. Its most pernicious 

effect has been that the profits earned by outside firms were always 

directed away from Newcastle. Certain government policies, such as the 

insistence on local Crown land being sold for the highest possible price, 

contributed to the process of draining resources out of the city. At 

At other times the State government has sought to minimise calls for 

assistance and to maximise reliance on limited local resources; the 

local government reforms of 1938 were carried out with these aims in 

mind• Regardless of political persuasions, governments have generally 

only spent money on Newcastle in order to assist industry. These 

conditions have bred a strong tradition of self help in Newcastle which 

has given rise to a justifiable pride in hard-won achievements, 

especially cultural and educational ones.
2 

2 Greater Newcastle City Council, NeuJcastZe: 150 Years, 1797-1947 
(Sydney and Newcastle, 1947), p.28. 
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In theory the city's disadvantages should have been reduced through 

the political system. As a Labor Party stronghold Newcastle could have 

expected to have been rewarded when Labor was in power. In practice 

however, the very strength of Newcastle's allegiance to Labor has meant 

that it does not have to be rewarded. Further, Newcastle's represent

atives, whether in the State or the Federal parliament, have never been 

numerous enough within the Labor Party to form an important faction to 

effectively lobby for the city. On the other side of politics, the 

non-Labor parties knew they had nothing to gain from helping Newcastle 

and so could ignore or victimise the city with impunity; the depressing 

history of the first State Dockyard between 1917 and 1933 was a case in 

point. 

Against all this, Newcastle was a difficult place to help. Its 

poor harbour and closeness to Sydney made it inherently weak, a fact 

which government action might alleviate but never solve. In the 1900s 

local contemporaries tended to believe that because Newcastle was the 

port for Australia's biggest coalfields, secondary industries would 

inevitably come to the city and so enable it to offset its natural 

hand~caps. To some extent later events proved them right. B.H.P. did 

build its steelworks at Newcastle between 1913 and 1915 because it was 

then essential for the works to be close to a coal supply, but excluding 

the political creature which was the first State Dockyard, Newcastle 

failed to gain by 1929 (or even since 1929) anything like a diversified 

industrial economy with concerns that matched the employment provided 

by the steelworks. 

That Newcastle attained the level of industrial expansion it did 

between 1915 and 1945 was more the result of the stimulus of two world 

wars rather than the internal demands of the Australian economy. 

Newcastle's heyday as a growth centre of heavy industry was during the 

Great War and its immediate aftemath, but the subsequent years were a 

time of consolidation for the city's industries. They grew once more 

during the Second World War and after it in response to the general 

upturn in the Australian economy though more than one observer has 

commented on Newcastle's comparatively modest progress since 1945. 3 

3 State Planning Authority of New South Wales, Hunter Region: Growth 
and Change: Prelude to a Plan (Sydney, 1972), p.54. I.H. Burnley 
(ed.), Urbanization in Australia: The Post-War Experience (Cambridge, 
1974)' p.101. 
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Perhaps more than most other Australian cities therefore, Newcastle 

is a mirror of its past, particularly of the period from 1900 to 1929 

when the city crossed the threshold from coalmining to steelmaking. 

This economic transition cut the city off from its nineteenth century 

origins and set it on a new course, a course, which, in the main, 

Newcastle continues to follow and which laid the foundations of the 

modern city's physical and social make-up. For these reasons those who 

want to appreciate fully Newcastle's present problems need to know what 

happened in tho.se years. 



APPENDIX 

Newcastle: Internal Migration, 1856-1971 

THE aims of this Appendix are to give an account of the published 

population sources for Newcastle and to explain the methods used to 

produce the estimates of the city's internal migration presented in 

the thesis. 

Sources 
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The census, the principal source of population data on Newcastle, 

was conducted by the New South Wales government in 1856, 1861, 1871, 

1881, 1891 and 1901; later censuses were carried out by the Common-
1 wealth government. The census provides varying amounts of information 

for localities; much information is contained in the 1871 and 1921 

Censuses, but only the most meagre data is given in the 1911 Census. 

Sometimes a statistical method can b.e used to overcome a deficiency in 

a census. For example, most of the detailed returns for the 1881 

Census were destroyed by fire and among the returns lost were population 

totals for the Newcastle mining townships of Merewether and New Lambton. 

Since the 1871 and 1891 Censuses provide the populations for these 

townships, their respective rates of growth as a compound percentage 

for the period 1871 to 1891 can be calculated; the population of the 

two towns in 1881 can be derived by applying these rates to the 1871 

populations of the two towns for a ten year period. 2 

Vital statistics (records of births, deaths and marriages) are the 

second source of published population figures. These are contained in 

1 For a survey of published statistical sources see J. Finlayson, 
Historical Statistics of Australia: A Select List of Official 
Sources (Canberra, 1970). 

2 
H.S. Shyrock and J.S. Siegel {eds.), The Methods and Materials of 
Demography (2 Vols., Washington, 1973), Vol. 2, pp.377-80. 
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the annual reports of the Registrar-General on Vital Statistics and 

cover most parts of the Colony from 1857 to 1886; they are published 

in N.S.W. Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly. No vital 

statistics for localities seem to have been published for 1887 or 1888, 

but from 1889 onwards a continuous series was published for municipal

ities. 3 Two supplementary statistical sources are available for 

Newcastle: the Annual Reports of the Medical Officer of Health for the 

Hunter River Combined Sanitary Districts, 1898-19124 and a series of 

quarterly and annual vital statistics published in the N.S.W. Government 

Gazette, 1901-16. 

The Concept of Internal Migration 

Internal migration is the movement of people within national 

boundaries and some demographers consider it to be the most difficult 
5 component of population change to measure. Here, internal migration 

includes both Australian-born and overseas-born. (The movement of 

overseas-born is sometimes treated separately as 'external' migration.) 

To be complete, a measure of internal migration must take into account 

the ~umber entering a locality, the number leaving it and the net 

result. In practice however, only figures for net migration changes 

can be calculated from Australian censuses before 1971. 6 Net migration 

figures are an incomplete measure of change in an intercensal period 

because a low net figure can disguise a very high turnover, but no 

better measure is available from the published statistical sources. 

What net migration figures can provide is a comparative measure for 

3 See Finlayson, op. cit., p.25, for details. From 1917 onwards, the 
State's vital statistics were incorporated in NSWSR. 

4 Two sets of these Reports are held by the NSW Health Connnission. No 
Report was issued for 1913 and later Reports were incorporated in 
the Annual Reports of the Director-General of Public Health (NSWPP). 

5 Shyrock and Siegel, op. cit., Vol. 2, p.616. 

6 The 1971 Census was the first Australian census to inquire into 
internal migration; 
1966. 

it asked about previous place of residence in 
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intercensal changes over a long period, changes which can be obscured 

by simply stating the population totals from each census. 

1856-91 

A number of methods can be used to calculate internal migration 

of which the most common is the vital statistics method. 7 This 

technique produces a net figure by calculating the excess of births 

over deaths for required area and comparing the result with the 

difference between the populations of the area from two successive 

censuses. The method can be expressed by the formula: 

Migration = (Population at the end of the period 
Population at the beginning of the period) 

(Birth - Deaths) • 

The difficulty with applying this method directly to Newcastle for 

the period 1856 to 1891 is that before 1889 vital statistics in New 

South Wales were not published on a municipal basis. Between 1857 and 

1860 the vital statistics refer to the Newcastle 'police district', 

which had a population three times that of Newcastle and its suburb of 

Stockton. Between 1861 and 1886 the basis of the vital statistics was 

the area included by the boundaries of the electoral dist.ricts of 

Newcastle and Northumberland. 

One solution to these difficulties is to use the vital statistics 

from these areas to calculate rates of natural increase (excess of 

births over deaths) per 1,000 males and females and apply these rates 
8 to the census totals for Newcastle. The results offer an estimate of 

Newcastle's natural increase for an intercensal period which can be 

compared with the recorded population at the end of the period and so 

give an estimate of internal migration. This method has the added 

advantage of making the most use of the vital statistics closest to the 

required area. 

7 Shyrock and Siegel, Vol. 2, pp. 628-30. 

8 This is an adaptation of a method recommended by Shyrock and Siegel 
(Vol. 2, pp.625-7). What I have done is to substitute a local 
natural increase rate for a national one. 
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The method has to be modified for the 1880s because of the change in 

the area of the vital statistics (from electoral to municipal boundaries) 

and the lack of data for 1887 and 1888, but the principle remains the 

same. First, the annual average natural increase rates for the 

Newcastle electorates from 1881 to 1886 were calculated on the basis 

of their total populations in 1881. Second, the same was done to the 

combined municipalities of Newcastle from 1889 to 1891 on the basis of 

their total population in 1891. The averages derived from these two 

operations were in turn averaged to give a natural increase rate for the 

whole period from 1881 to 1891. The results are included in Table A.l. 

TABLE A.l Newcastle: Estimates of Internal Migration, 1856-91 

Period 

1856-61 

1861-71 

1871-81 

1881-91 

Males 

+3,140 

+2,071 

+2,608 

+8,451 

Females 

+2,743 

+2,118 

+1,839 

+6,044 

Totals 

+5,883 

+4,189 

+4,447 

+14,495 

Numerical 
Change of 

Total Population 

+6,276 

+8,543 

+10,790 

+22,767 

1891-1921 

This period has special importance for Newcastle and is well served 

by published population statistics. An unbroken series of vital 

statistics by municipality exist after 1889 and these enable the vital 

statistics method to be used to calculate internal migration up to the 
9 present. In addition, the 1921 Census gives information on the length 

of residence of overseas-born in Australia by local government area 

9 When the municipalities of Newcastle were merged in 1938 the series 
ceased, but figures for the City of Newcastle (which was virtually 
the same aggregate area) continued to be published. 
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which can be used to substanially improve analysis of internal migration; 

this information was not provided again until the 1954 Census. 

One of the drawbacks with the vital statistics method of calculating 

internal migration is that it tells nothing about the age groups 

affected by migration. When the age structure of a population for an 

area is given in two successive censuses, the effects of migration can 

be estimated by means of life tables. A life table is a mathematical 

model of mortality for a hypothetical population, typically of 100,000, 

which is closed to migration. 10 The inhabitants die at a rate usually 

determined from actual mortality figures of a country. 

The life table can be used in two ways: it can be used to estimate 

the number of survivors by age of a population at the beginning of an 

intercensal period to the end of one ('forward survival') or it can be 

applied to a population at the end of an intercensal period to recon

stitute its probable structure at the beginning ('reverse survival'). 

The average of the two operations gives the best estimate of the 

effects of migration by each age group. Tables A. 2 and A. 3 present 

estimates of the net loss of population suffered by Newcastle between 

1891 and 1901. using life tables for New South Wales from the 1911 
11 Census. 

The calculations depend upon an age structure for the population 

being available at each end of the intercensal period, a condition not 

met by any other decade between 1891 and 1921. The results in Tables 

A.2 and A.3 are only estimates as the use of a life table based on the 

mortality experience of all of New South Wales on a particular part of 

it assumes that the area has the same mortality rates. In the case of 

Newcastle, this was not so; the city's annual average infant mortality 

for the three years from 1898 to 1900 was 30.5 per cent higher than the 

rate for New South Wales. 
12 

If this was true for the whole decade (and· 

10 For a detailed discussion see Shyrock and Siegel, Vol. 2, Chapter 15. 

11 1911 Census, Vol. III, pp.1222-5. 

12 Annual Reports of the Medical Officer of Health for the Hunter River 
Combined Sanitary Districts~ 1898-1900. These figures exclude deaths 
among non-residents but do not give a breakdown by sex; they were 
derived from official statistics. 



TABLE A.2 

Age 

0-9 

10-14 

15-19 

20-4 

25-9 

30-4 

35-9 

40-4 

45-9 

50-4 

55-9 

60-4 

65-9 

70-4 

75-9 

80-4 

85+ 

Totals 
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Newcastle: Estimates of Male Internal Migration by Age · 
Groups, 1891-1901 

Recorded Population 

1891 1901 

7,750 6, 726 

2,905 3,567 

2,348 2,984 

2,479 2,422 

2,556 2,005 

2,093 1,873 

1, 797 1,952 

1,175 1,670 

959 1,289 

828 859 

590 640 

456 540 

235 405 

129 250 

65 102 

21 38 

10 14 

26' 396 27,334 

'Forward 
Survival' 

(A) 

-1,255 

-471 

-430 

-392 

-244 

-477 

-439 

-256 

-331 

-170 

-163 

-104 

-7 

-25 

-10 

-3 

-2 

-4, 779 

'Reverse 
Survival' 

(B) 

-937 

-405 

-255 

-503 

_·470 

-278 

-367 

-194 

-195 

-134 

-10 

-41 

-21 

-8 

-19 

-12 

-8 

-3, 857 

Average 
(A)+(B) 

2 

-1,096 

-438 

-342 

-448 

-357 

-378 

-403 

-225 

-263 

-152 

-86 

-72 

-14 

-17 

-15 

-7 

-5 

-4,318 
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Age 

0-9 

10-14 

15-19 

20-4 

25-9 

30-4 

35-9 

40-4 

45-9 

50-4 

55-9 

60-4 

65-9 

70-4 

75-9 

80-4 

85+ 

Totals 
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Newcastle: Estimates of Female Internal Migration by Age 
Groups, 1891-1901 

Recorded Population 

1891 1901 

7,419 6,735 

2,910 3,522 

2,482 2,979 

2,317 2,760 

2,018 2,120 

1,594 1,818 

1,232 1,601 

910 1,338 

790 967 

608 744 

500 585 

338 465 

184 358 

121 225 

42 88 

19 49 

14 15 

23,499 26 '369 

'Forward 
Survival' 

(A) 

-975 

-314 

-346 

-70 

-260 

-379 

-290 

-140 

-162 

-78 

-109 

-42 

-26 

-5 

-11 

+5 

+3 

-3,199 

'Reverse 
Survival' 

(B) 

-683 

-72 

-271 

-400 

-310 

-152 

-177 

-86 

-124 

-50 

-34 

-7 

-21 

+13 

+14 

+9 

""'.'12 

-2,363 

Average 
(A)+(B) 

2 

-829 

-193 

-309 

-235 

-285 

-266 

-234 

-113 

-143 

-64 

-71 

-25 

-23 

+4 

+2 

+7 

-4 

-2,781 
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no earlier figures are available), then the results for those under ten 

years greatly underestimate mortality and so overestimate migration. 

These reservations aside, the tables indicate that those aged under 40 

years were most. affected by outward migration during the 1890s. 

Life tables can also be used to distinguish between the overseas

born and the Australian-born in analysing internal migration. Between 

1891 and 1901 the number of overseas-born males in Newcastle fell from 

12,667 to 7,528, obviously too great a fall to be accounted for by 

mortality alone. In estimating the number who probably died among this 

group, a distinction can be made between those who arrived before 1881 

and those arriving in Australia between 1881 and 1891 on the grounds 

that those who came in the 1880s were a large group who had less time 

to become established (and so were more likely to move out in the 1890s) 

than. those who arrived before 1881. 13 

From the length of residence data for overseas-born for Newcastle 

given in the 1921 Census, an estimate can be prepared of their probable 

strength in 1891 by means of life tables on the assumption that the 

group remained in Newcastle for the whole period (Table A.4). 14 These 

estimates can be used to distinguish those who probably came to Australia 

before and after 1881 among the total number of overseas-born living in 

Newcastle in 1891 (Table A.5), and the extent of later mortality among 

the two groups. Again, the tool for this step is the life table. For 

those who arrived before 1881 mortality can be estimated by reference 

to Table A.4 (that is the difference between the 1891 and 1901 

estimates) and for those who arrived after 1881 life tables can be used 

on the assumption that their age structure was the same as that for all 

13 

14 

Surviving the pre-1881 arrivals in NSW from the 1921 Census back to 
1891 and comparing them with Coghlan's estimates for those who came 
before 1881 produced a difference of 5.7 per cent for males and 
11.3 per cent for females; these results lend support to the 
assumption of the more settled character of the pre-1881 arrivals. 

The approach also assumes that their age structure in 1921 was the 
same as that for all overseas-born in NSW who came to Australia 
before 1881. 
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TABLE A.4 Newcastle: Estimates of the Number of Overseas-Born Who 
Arrived in Australia before 1881 

Recorded 1921 

Estimated 1911 

Estimated 1901 

Estimated 1891 

Males 

1,490 

2,518 

3,403 

4,370 

Females 

1,260 

1,932 

2,616 

3,140 

Totals 

2,750 

4,450 

6,019 

7 ,510 

TABLE A.5 Newcastle: Estimates of Pre-1881 and Post-1881 Arrivals 
Among the Overseas-Born in 1891 

Recorded 1891 

Estimated pre-1881 arrivals 
(from Table A.4) 

Estimated post-1881 arrivals 

Males 

12,66 7 

4,370 

8,297 

Females Totals 

7 ,092 19,759 

3,140 7,510 

3,952 12,249 

immigrants to New South Wales between 1881and189015 (Table A.6). On 

the basis of the results in Table A.6, it would seem that a substantial 

part of those who left Newcastle in the 1890s was made up of oversea:s

born. 

15 T.A. Coghlan, General Report on the Eleventh Census of New South Wales 
(Sydney, 1894), p.145. 
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TABLE A.6 Newcastle: Estimates of Mortality Among Overseas-Born, 
1891-1901 

Recorded 1891 

Estimated Deaths: 

Arrivals Pre-1881 

Arrivals 1881-91 

Totals 

Recorded 1901 

Estimated Migration 

Total Migration 

Males 

12,667 

967 

767 

1,734 

7,528 

-3,405 

-4,367 

Females 

7,092 

524 

312 

836 

5,323 

-933 

-2,860 

Totals 

19,759 

1,491 

1,079 

2,570 

12' 851 

-4,338 

-7 ,227 

A second manipulation can be carried out on the data in investigating 

whether or not those overseas-born living in Newcastle in 1901 were still 

there in 1921. The age structure of the overseas-born provided by the 

1911 Census16 was used to reconstruct the age structure of the group by 

'reverse survival' in New South Wales in 1901 which was assumed to apply 

to the overseas-born living in Newcastle. This group was then 'survived 

forward' to 1921 and their numbers compared with the overseas-born living 

in Newcastle who claimed to have arrived in Australia before 1902; as a 

check, this latter group were 'survived' back to 1901 and their numbers 

16 The 1911 Census was the first Australian census to inquire directly 
into the ages of the overseas-born and their length of residence. 
The only earlier attempt to do this in NSW was made by T.A. Coghlan 
who prepared estimates of the ages of immigrants who arrived between 
1881 and 1891; see p.293, n.15. 
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compared with those overseas-born recorded in Newcastle (Table A.7). 

Considering the methods used and the long time period covered, the 

results for males seem very good indeed; in other words, the method 

predicted about 90 per cent of the number of overseas-born actually 

recorded in Newcastle in the 1901 and 1921 Censuses. Unfortunately, 

the results for females are inferior, but this can be attributed to 

the higher proportion of overseas-born females in Newcastle in 1921 who 

failed to specify when they arrived in Australia (4.2 per cent as 
17 opposed to only 2.5 per cent for overseas-born males). Still, the 

TABLE A.7 Newcastle: Estimates of Changes Among Overseas-Born, 1901-
21 

17 

(A) Recorded 1901 

(B) Survived to 1921 

(C) .Recorded 1921 Who Arrived 
in Australia before 1902 

(D) Survived to 1901 

(B)-(C) 

(C) 

(A)-(D) 

(A) 

x 100 

x 100 

Males 

7,528 

4,188 

3,783 

6,839 

10. 7 

9.7 

Females Totals 

5,323 12 ,851 

3,199 7 ,387 

2,669 6,452 

4,312 11,151 

19.9 14.5 

19.0 13.2 

In Stockton 16.1 per cent of overseas-born females failed to give 
their time of arrival in Australia. This very high rate probably 
reflected the patients in the mental hospital at north Stockton which 
was almost wholly a women's hospital. 
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results for males seem good enough to justify the generalisation that 

the overseas-born living in Newcastle in 1901 tended to remain where 

they were for the next twenty years. In other words, they generally did 

not take part in the large-scale outward movement from Newcastle in the 

1900s which suggests that those who did were mainly Australian born. 

Apart from these generalisations about the overseas-born, the 

published evidence allows nothing more than net totals for internal 

migration to be calculated for the period from 1891 to 1921 (Tables A.8, 
18 A.9, A.10). 

TABLE A.8 Newcastle: Internal Migration, Males, 1891-1921 

Municipality 1891-1901 1901-11 1911-21 

Adamstown -32 -155 +421 

Carrington -91 -197 +46 

Hamilton -30 +207 +2,326 

Lamb ton -524 -541 +174 

New Lambton -140 -68 +607 

Merewether -526 -632 +373 

Newcastle City -1,512 -2,001 +888 

Stockton -252 -570 +701 

Walls end -751 -1,193 -235 

Waratah -166 +230 +3,400 

Wickham -343 -397 +1,152 

Totals -4,367 -5,317 +9' 853 

18 The figures are based on an average derived from using the vital 
statistics method and life tables. On Dr. L. Ruzicka's advice the 
averages from these methods were distributed proportionately among 
the municipalities. 
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TABLE A.9 Newcastle: Internal Migration, Females, 1891-1921 

Municipality 1891-1901 1901-11 1911-21 

Adamstown -38 -95 +269 

Carrington +29 -176 -141 

Hamilton +75 +212 +1,860 

Lamb ton -461 -443 +87 

New Lambton -129 +3 +608 

Merewether -212 -670 +386 

Newcastle City -1,078 -1,840 -258 

Stockton -168 -401 +1,038* 

Walls end -671 -1,112 +483 

Waratah -132 +343 +2,823 

Wickham -'-75 +563 +661 

Totals -2,860 -4,742 +6 ,850 

* The surplus of females over males was almost wholly the result of the 
operations of the Stockton mental hospital after 1910. 

These calculations may be compared with the total populations of the 

municipalities in the same period (Table A.11). 

1921-71 

After 1921 the City of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie Shire have 

grown increasingly interdependent until today they are two parts of 

the same entity, urban Newcastle; for this reason their respective ,.,, 

records of internal migration are shown together (Tables A.12, A.13). 

With the exception of the period from 1933 to 1974, migration was not 

an important component in the population growth of the City of 

Newcastle in the half century from 1921 to 1971, in contrast to the 

earlier growth periods in the city's history, that is from 1856 to 

1891 and 1911 to 1921. 
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TABLE A.10 Newcastle: Internal Migration, Persons, 1891-1921 

Municipality 1891-1901 1901-11 1911-21 

Adamstown -70 -250 +690 

Carrington -62 -373 -95 

Hamilton +45 +419 +4,186 

Lamb ton -985 -984 +261 

New Lambton -269 -65 +1,215 

Merewether -738 -1,302 +759 

Newcastle City -2,590 -3, 841 +630 

Stockton -420 -971 +l, 739 

Walls end -1,422 -2,305 -718 

Waratah -298 +573 +6,223 

Wickham -418 -960 +1,813 

Totals -7,227 -10,059 +16, 703 

Given the spread of suburban Newcastle into Lake Macquarie 

especially after 1947, the Shire's steady gains through migration in 

the 1950s and 1960s presumably represented the movement of former 

residents of the City of Newcastle. A second trend evident from 

Tables A.12 and A.13 is the greater gains in overseas-born made by 

Newcastle City which in turn indicates that those who left the city after 

1947 tended to be the Australian-born. However, in comparison with 

Australia's other large cities, both the general rate of population 

growth of urban Newcastle and its intake of overseas migrants since 

1947 have been low. 19 

19 I.H. Burnley, 'International Migration and Metropolitan Growth in 
Australia' in I.H. Burnley (ed.), Urbanization in Australia: The 
Post-War Experience (Cambridge, 1974), p.101. 
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TABLE A.11 Newcastle: Total Population, 1891-1921 

Municipality 1891 1901 1911 1921 

Adamstown 2,030 2,420 2,660 3,959 

Carrington 2,137 2,547 2,685 3,115 

Hamilton 4,844 6,124 7,908 14,196 

Lamb ton 3,436 3,159 2,796 3,691 

New Lambton 1,548 1,578 1,827 3,550 

Merewether 4,339 4,547 4,151 5,908 

Newcastle City 12,914 12 ,988 11,610 14,566 

Stockton 2,417 2,549 2,106 4,598 

Walls end 6,945 6 ,997 6,007 6,446 

Waratah 2, 718 3,080 4,419 12,192 

Wickham 6,582 7,752 8,434 12,151 

Totals 49,910 53,741 54,603 84, 372 

Numerical Change +3,831 +862 +29,769 
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TABLE A.12 City of Newcastle: Internal Migration, 1921-71 

Period Numerical Internal Net Gain of 
Change Migration Overseas-Born 

1921-33 +20,113 +3,279 6,531* 

1933-47 +22,653 +8,463 2,191* 

1947-54 +10 ,290 -2,122 5,417 

1954-61 +5,237 -5 ,106 4,310 

1961-66 -91 -5,099 2, 882 

1966-71 +2,939 -1,812 4,483 

* Estimates. 

TABLE A.13 Lake Macquarie Shire: Internal Migration, 1921-71 

Period Numerical Internal Net Gain of 
Change Migration Overseas-Born 

1921-33 +8,839 +3,055 2,413* 

1933-47 +12' 710 +7 ,935 962* 

1947-54 +21,961 +16,942 4,012 

1954-61 +27,746 +19 ,274 3,075 

1961-66 +15 ,496 +8,385 1,531 

1966-71 +14,930 +7,698 1,742 

* Estimates. 
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1. MANUSCRIPT 

Australian Agricultural Company, 1824-1958. 

Nearly all the records of this Company are held by the A.N.U. Archives 
though some are held by the University of Newcastle. Of this voluminous 
collection, I have consulted only one series, the Despatches sent from 
N.S.W. to the Company's Court of Directors in London for the period 
from 1880 to 1929 (A.N.U. Archives, 78/1/53-89, 126/1/1-13). The 
Despatches contain comprehensive annual reports which reveal much about 
Newcastle. 

City of Newcastle, Rate Book Collection. 

These are held in the belltower of the old council building under 
conditions which make their use for research extremely difficult. These 
are approximate details of what the collection holds for the former 
munic·ipalities: 

Adamstown, 1886-1938 (apparently complete). 

Carrington, 1893-1938 (mainly complete and include Assessment Books). 

Hamilton, 1879-1938 (apparently complete and include Assessment 
Books). 

Lambton, 1929-38 (Rate Books only; volumes for 1871 to 1928 
apparently destroyed). 

New Lambton. None. 

Merewether, 1923-38 (none for 1885-1922). 

Newcastle City, 1859-1938 (a complete set with very detailed 
entries in the Rate Books). 

Stockton, 1890-1938 (contains some Assessment Books). 

Wallsend and Plattsburg. Rate Books for Wallsend dated from 1911 
to 1938; those for Plattsburg cover 1913 to 1915. The Rate 
Books provide only minimal information. 

Waratah, 1884-7, 1914-15, 1918, 1929-38 (set includes Assessment 
Books for 1911-17). 

Wickham, 1888-1908, 1928-38. (Volumes for 1909-27 seem to have 
been destroyed). 

Note: with the exception of New Lambton, the Minute Books of all the 
city's former municipalities are held by the Newcastle Public Library. 
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Federated Society of Boilermakers' and Iron Shipbuilders' of Australia, 
Newcastle Branch, 1877-1973. Held by the archives of the University of 
Newcastle. 

Hunter District Water Board, Assessor and Receiver's Reports, 1914 to 
date. Held in unbound typescript form by the Board. These records give 
details of premises and vacant lands by locality up to 1950, data which 
ceased to be published by the Board after 1928. 

J. Ireland Pty. Ltd., 1851-1964. Held by the archives of the Newcastle 
Public Library. 

Newcastle and Suburban Co-operative Society (The Store), 1905-36. Held 
by the archives of the University of Newcastle. 

Scottish-Australian Mining Company, 1859-1954. Held by the Fisher 
Library, University of Sydney. 

2. MAPS AND PLANS 

Most-of the maps and plans listed below are dated; the exceptions are 
those published by Kenneth Craigie and H.E.C. Robinson Ltd. However, 
these maps can be accurately dated from code numbers printed in either 
the lower right or left hand corners. The code, and my interpretation 
of it, are given in brackets after these maps; I owe this information 
to Mr. J.K. Craigie, the manager of the cartographic section of 
Universal Business Directories (Aust.) Pty. Ltd. 

Australian Army Survey Corps, Lake Macquarie. Sheet Number 404, Zone 
8, Edition 1, surveyed December 1941, published Melbourne, 1942. 

~~-, Newcastle. Sheet Number 396, Zone 8, Edition 1, surveyed 1940, 
published Melbourne, 1941. 

Australian Bureau of Census and Statistics, East Central New South 
Wales: 1971 Census. Canberra, 1973. 

Craigie, Kenneth, Craigie's Road, Rail and Tramway Map of Newcastle and 
Suburbs. Sydney (918 = September 1918.) National Library. 

~~-, Craigie's General Map of the Newcastle-Maitland-Cessnock District. 
Sydney (6240 =June 1924). Mitchell Library. 

--, Map of Newcastle and District. Sydney (6270 =June 1927). 
Mitchell Library. 

~~-, Craigie's Towns Map of New South Wales Showing Postal Towns, 
Railway Stations and Other Centres. Sydney (428 =April 1928). 
ANU Archives. 
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Edwards and Allen, Map of the Coal Properties in the Newcastle District. 
Newcastle, 1890. Mitchell Library. 

Housing Board of New South Wales, Plan of Proposed Garden Suburb, North 
Stockton, Newcastle. Sydney, 30 January 1919. Held by Mitchell 
Library in the Newcastle-Stockton box of the Library's 'NSW Towns 
Subdivisions' collection (see below). 

New South Wales Department of Lands, Map Shewing Boundaries of State 
Electoral Districts As Proposed by Electoral Districts Commissioner~ 
1912: Newcastle and Wickham. Sydney, 1912. Contained in NSWLAV&P, 
1912, Supplementary volume. This map is cited in the thesis as 
State Electoral Map (1912). 

~~-, Map of City of Newcastle and Suburbs. Sydney, 1912. Contained 
in NSWPP, 1912, Vol. III, after p.1193. 

~~-, A collection of 44 maps covering mainly the municipality of 
Newcastle City, surveyed between 1893 and 1896. Mitchell Library. 

~~-, Newcastle-South. Sydney, August 1966. 

'NSW Towns Subdivisions'. This is the catalogue title to an extensive 
collection of uncatalogued subdivision plans and posters held by the 
Mitchell Library. The collection is arranged by locality. 

Parrott, Major T.S., Map of the Country Around Newcastle, N.S.W. Sheet 
Number 1. 1 November 1892. Mitchell and Newcastle Public 
libraries. 

Robinson, H.E.C. Ltd., Robinson's Newcastle District Map. Sydney 
(2400 = 1924). Contained in NSWPP, 1932, second session, Vol. I, 
pp.723 ff.; several copies are reproduced after p.116. 

3. GOVERNMENT PUBLICATIONS 

Commonwealth: 

1911-71 Censuses. 

Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour and Industrial 
Branch Reports, 1912-21 (continued as Labour Reports, 1922 to 
date). 

~~-, Labour Bulletin, 1913-17. 

~~-, Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1908 to 
date. 
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New South Wales: 

Coghlan, T.A., GeneraZ Report on the EZeventh Census of New South WaZes. 
Sydney, 1894. 

~~-, The WeaZth and Progress of New South WaZes, 1886-1901. 13 Vols. 
Sydney. 

1856-1901 Censuses. 

New South Wales Board of Trade, BuZZetin: Living Wage (AduZt MaZes), 
1920, NewcastZe District. Sydney, 1920. 

New South Wales Bureau of Statistics, List of Manufacturers in New South 
WaZes, 31 December 1904. Sydney, 1905. 

New South Wales Bureau of Statistics and Economics, PopuZation Review, 
Number 2, Sydney, 1956, pp.16-17. Contains some specially prepared 
socio-economic data on the boundaries of the former municipalities 
of Newcastle from the 1954 Census. 

New South Wales Government, Government Gazette, 1901-13. 

~~-, New South WaZes IndustriaZ Gazette, 1912-34. 

--, OfficiaZ Year Book of New South WaZes, 1904/5-1974. 

~~-., State Electoral Rolls, 1900-1. Newcastle was covered by 
Newcastle East (divisions of City and Stockton), Newcastle West, 
Kahibah (Adamstown division), Waratah (divisions of Hamilton, 
Lambton, Waratah), and Wallsend (Wallsend division) and Wickham 
(divisions of Carrington and Tighe's Hill). 

~~-, StatisticaZ Register, 1849 to date. 

New South WaZes Votes and Proceedings or ParZiamentary Papers. Annual 
reports of government departments were usually printed in Votes and 
Proceedings up to 1906; thereafter they appear in ParZiamentary Papers. 
The reports most used were those of: 

Auditor-GeneraZ, 1928-33. 

Chief Inspector of Factories and Shops, 1899-1954. 

Hunter District Water SuppZy and Sewerage Board, 1893-1928. 

Labour Directors, 1901-12. 

Labour and Industry, 1918-20. 

Locat Government, 1912-29. 

Mines, 1880-1929. 

Director-General of PubZic Health, 1914-29. 

PubZic Works, 1904-33. 

RaiZways, 1873-1941. 
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Valuer-General, 1916-29. (Included in Local Government reports 
up to 1923). 

4. NEWSPAPERS AND PERIODICALS 

Newcastle Publications: 

Industrialist (Newcastle Industrial Council), 1921-22. 

Newcastle Construction (Newcastle Branch of the Master Builders' 
Association of New South Wales), 1925-30. 

Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners' Advocate, 1861 to date. 

Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners' Advocate Index. Newcastle, 1965 
to date. The Index covers the period 1861 to 1933 and from 1955 
to the present. 

Newcastle Sun, 1918 to date. The Sun was owned by Sun Newspapers Ltd. 
(Sydney) until 1938 when it was taken over by the owners of the 
Newcastle Morning Herald. 

Northern Times and Newcastle Telegraph, 1916-18. A locally owned 
newspaper which was taken over by Sun Newspapers Ltd. in 1918 and 
published as the Newcastle Sun. 

Toiler, 1920-1 (became Industrialist). 

Press Features on Newcastle: 

Australian Financial Review. Sydney. 16 April 1973; contains a 
comprehensive 16 page feature after p.20. 

Canberra Times, 8 October 1976, p.2, 9 October 1976, p.2. Articles by 
Bruce Juddery. 

Daily Mirror, Sydney. 11 August 1958, pp.23-50. 

Daily Telegraph, Sydney. Four articles on 'Newcastle Today', published 
on 10, 11, 12 and 15 May 1906. 

~~-, 1 September 1947, pp.13-52. Souvenir supplement on Newcastle to 
commemorate the city's 150th anniversary. 

Nation Review, Melbourne. 14-20 July 19 77, pp .11-/~. 

Sydney Morning Herald, 27 September 1910; contains a holiday supple
ment which has some information on Newcastle. 
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Sydney Morning Herald, Cuttings of day-to-day news from Newcastle, 
1906-8, 3 Vols, compiled by the Herald's correspondent, H.S. Tebbutt. 
Mitchell Library. 

Others: 

Co-operative News, Sydney. 1921-59. 

Retail Trader, Sydney. 1919-67 (called Master Retailers' Association 
Journal, 1919-21). 
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Australian Agricultural Company, Garden Suhurb, Newcastle. Newcastle, 
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Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd., B.H.P. Review, Jubilee Number, June 
1935. 
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~~-, Reports and Statements of Account. 

City of Newcastle Council, Newcastle: Industrial Capital of Australia. 
Newcastle, 1947. National Library. 

City of Newcastle Gas and Coke Co., Juhilee Souvenir, 1866-1916. 
Newcastle, 1916. Bound with a set of the Company's directors' 
reports for 1873 to 1941 in the business archives of the Fisher 
Library, University of Sydney. 

Coffey, W.G., A Bibliography of the Hunter Valley Region, N.S.W. 
Newcastle, 1964. 

Creer and Berkeley, Souvenir of Kotara, Newcastle: The Dawn of a 
New Suburb. Newcastle, 1925, A.N.U. Archives, 20/72/2. 

Current Affairs Bulletin, The Hunter VaUey, Vol. 20, No. 2, 20 May 
1957. 

Cusack, Dymphna, Southern Steel. London, 1953. A novel set in 
Newcastle in 1942 and 1943. 

Daly, M.T., 'The Residential Structure and Growth of Newcastle', Ph.D. 
Thesis, University of Sydney, 1966. 
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1967. 
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