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PRECIS

During the eighteen-eighties Melbourne may be
said to have become a 'metropolis'. Its spectacular
physical growth was accompanied by changes which brought
the structures and institutions of its work-life more
closely into line with those of an organized market. 1In
commerce, established merchants faced the challenge of
new competitors, methods and values; in manufacturing
industry, the old Protectionist alliance of masters and
men fell victim to altered industrial conditions; the
traditional skills and relations of builders and jourmeymen
were displaced by those of the sub-contractor and !'jerry-
builder!; even the professions and civil service were

not immune from market pressures and constraints.

It was a time of affluence and, away from the city's
productive centre, in the sprawling railway and tramway
suburbs, ordinary Melbournians aspired to - and often
achieved - the pride and security of their own homes.
Increasingly, too, they were able to maintain some, at

least, of the uses and 'appearances!' of a metropolis.

But, with the economic collapse of the early
'nineties, the market became a gladiatorial arena . and
competition an instrument of mutual destruction.
Workingmen  became unemployed; home-owners were
expropriated; families had to struggle simply to
survive. And the ideals of the boom-time metropolis -

of 'Marvellous Melbourne! - were overturned.
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INTRODUCTION

From the beginning of our history, most Australians
have lived in the capital cities of the south-easterm
seaboard; yet little of our written history is about
their way of life, their changing fortunes or their
sense of identity. While this paradox is ditself
worthy of study, the present thesis undertakes a more
limited task. It is concerned to describe only one
episode - dramatic and therefore, perhaps, atypical -
in the history of one of the larger cities. Yet, as
historians have already discovered,l it is a city and
an episode of unusual interest. From the gold rushes
of the eighteen-fifties to the turn of the century,
Melbourne was the most populous city on the continent,
the centre of its commerce and finance, the acknowledged
'tMetropolis of Australasia'. For a shorter period, which
coincides almost exactly with the interval Eetween the
Melbourne International Exhibition of 1880-1 and the
Centennial Exhibition of 1888-9, Melbourne's progress
attained a vigour, intensity and splendour which

justified its popular title - 'Marvellous Melbourme'.

1

The main accounts of this period, to date, are those
of Asa Briggs in his Victorian Cities (London 1963),
James Grant and Geoffrey Serle in The Melbourne Scene

1803-1956 (Melbourne 1957) and Robin Moore in his

'"Marvellous Melbourne" - A Social History of Melbourmne
in the 'Eighties!, M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne,
1958.
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With the economic depression of* the early 'nineties,
however, if suffered such a calamitous decline -
economic, social and even spiritual - that its citizemns
began to refer to it as 'Miserable Melbourne!'. 1In the
following pages I have attempted to examine some of the
social aspects of the events and processes which appear
collectively as the rise and fall of 'Marvellous

Melbourne'.

Such a task is immeasurably lightened by the
work of the several economic historians who have charted
the broad outlines of growth and decline,l and told
the story of several of the more important financial
institutions.2 I have not attempted to engage their
main concerns or to contribute, except perhaps
tangentially, to ongoing arguments about the economic
significance of boom and depression, and of the complex
relations between them. But I have found in their work
a framework within which to locate my own more parochial

enquiries.

1

Notably N.G. Butlin, Investment in Australian Economic
Development 1861-1900 (Cambridge 1964), Australian
Domestic Product, Investment and Foreign Borrowing 1861-
1938/9 (Cambridge 1962); A.R. Hall, The Stock Exchange
of Melbourne and the Victorian Economy 1852-1900
(Canberra 1968); W.A. Sinclair, Economic Recovery in
Victoria 1894-1899 (Canberra 1956).
2

A.R. Hall, op.cit., Geoffrey Blainey, Gold and Paper:
A History of the National Bank of Australasia Limited
(Melbourne 1958), S.J. Butlin, Australia and New Zealand
Bank: The Bank of Australasia and the Union Bank of

Australia Limited 1828-1951, (London 1961).
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The Exhibition of 1880-1 marks, and was partly
intended to stimulate, recovery from a sharp and
painful recession in the late 'seventies, when
unemployment and social distress had been exacerbated
by the party warfare of the constitutional orisis.l
From this time, however, there was a steady rise in
most indicators of economic ac‘tivity.2 In particular,
there was accelerated investment, both public and
private, in what may be described as 'urban' sectors
of the economy: housing, transport and 'essential
services'. The population of Melbourne itself
increased from 284,874 to 491,700 over the following
decade. Per capita imports rose from £18 in 1879 to
£22 in 1889. There was a large inflow of overseas,
and especially British, capital which, however, was
increasingly diverted to speculative transactions,
particularly in urban and suburban real estate. Real
wages and employment were also maintained at high levels.
Despite some slackening in 1883 and 1886, rapid expansion

continued to its peak in the 'landboom' of 1888;3

"Economic historians are not agreed on the precise
relationship - functional or even chronological - between

the bursting of the landboom in October-November 1888

1
J.E. Parnaby, 'The Economic and Political Development
of Victoria 1877-81', Ph.D. thesis, University of
Melbourne, 1951.
2
See A.R. Hall, op.cit., pp.49, 56, 115-6.
3 5
For a somewhat tendentious account of speculation
at this time see Michael Cannon, The Landboomers (Melbourne

1966) .
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and the depression which was most evident somé four
years 1ater.l The main characteristics of the latter,
however, were unmistakeable. The level of activity,
especially in housing and real estate, slumped
dramatically. There were substantial net outflows of
capital and population; Melbourne itself lost 56,0002
citizens. Financial institutions, especially those =~
like land companies, building societies and trading
banks - which advanced great sums at boom values, were
left on a most insecure footing. In 1891-2, many of
the land companies and building societies collapsed;
in 1893 all but a few of the main trading banks closed
3

their doors. The Government pursued a policy of cramping
retrenchment while confidence ebbed and unemployment

and distress grew apace.

This is not the place for a full explanation of
the rise of 'Marvellous Melbourne'; but at least some
of the more important conditions assisting it should
be mentioned. Externally, it occurred under unusually
favourable circumstances. British capital was seeking
new outlets away from traditional areas of investment
in the United States, Canada and South America. In the

late 'seventies and early 'eighties, Britain itself was

1
Cf., especially Butlin, Investment..., chapter VI and
Hall, op.cit., chapter 4.
2
1891-95. From Statistical Registers 'Population'.
3

The best accounts of these events are contained in

S.J. Butlin, op.cit., chapter 12, and Geoffrey Blainey,
op.cit., chapter 10.
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undergoing economic upheavals which increased emigration
to, among other places, Melbourne.l There was, moreover,
a minor revolution in communications between Europe and
Australia which brought Melbourne, increasingly, into

an international economic community. Telegraph and
steamship communication ceased to be novelties and

became common instruments of trade. The Exhibitions of
1880-12 and 1888-9 made businessmen, and citizens
generally, aware of the latest developments in technology

and commerce.

Internally, Melbourne's spectacular growth seems
an almost predictable 'long-period effect! of the gold
rush. During the 'fifties, its population had
increased more than four-fold. The immigrants who had
mainly supplied this increase were generally young and
either 'eligible! or newly-married. They reproduced
prolifically in the succeeding decade and their children,
in turn, reached marriageable, and hence 'home—seekiﬁg'

3

age, during the t'eighties. Further, as the gold deposits

were gradually worked out, there was some population

1
M.H., Carrier and J.R. Jeffrey, External Migration,
A Study of the Available Statistics 1815-1950. (Studies

on Medical and Population Subjects no.6, London 1953)
pp.21, 96.
2

J.R. Parris, 'The Melbourne International Exhibition
1880-1', B,A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1955.
3

A.R. Hall, 'Some Long Period Effects of the Kinked
Age Distribution of the Population of Australia 1861-1961!
in Economic Record, vol.39, no.85, March 1963, pp.43ff.




xviii

movement back towards the metropolis.l Finally, one
wonders, with Edward Shann, whether the gold rush
perhaps had some more elusive, though retarded, effect
upon the whole temper of the city's economic life.
No community lacks would-be leaders who confuse
city~-streets, railway mileage and tall chimneys
with civilization, who mistake speculation for
prosperity and money-grabbing for the good life.
Perhaps it was inevitable that such men should
dominate Victoria a generation after the gold
rushes. They had dreamed of and achieved the
transformation of so many canvas towns into
cities that it had become a part of their
character to look at finance and government
with contractors! eyes.2
Shann's remark, however censorious and slippery,
directs us to an aspect of Melbourne's growth which has
hitherto received little, other than polemical, attention.
It concerns the human resources, social institutions
and urban ideals which, as much perhaps as the
quantities of growth, are a fundamental element in the

3

city's history. These, in fact, are the main currency

in the present account. Both as a whole, ahd within

its various chapters, this thesis attempts to convey

the reader from the 6utlines of demographic and economic
change, through an examination of social structures, to

an understanding of the values and ideals embodied in

tMarvellous Melbourne'. The enquiry begins in 'the city!
1

A.R. Hall, Stock Exchange..., p.53.
2

An Economic History of Australia (Cambridge 1930),
p.298. '
3

Asa Briggs, 'The Victorian City - Quantity and Quality!'
in Victorian Studies, XI, Supplement, Summer 1968,
pp.711-30.
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- the productive centre; it moves, in Part 2, to the
consumer society of the suburbs; it concludes with an

examination of the ideal itself.

By the late 'eighties her citizens recognized that
Melbourne was 'not only a city, but most distinctly a
metropolis':l its growing dominance over the continent
had been accompanied by striking changes in the
structure and temper of its economic life. N.S.B. Gras

in his Introduction to Economic History2 defined a

'metropolitan economy' as

the organization of producers and consumers
mutually dependent for goods and services,
wherein their wants are supplied by a system

of exchange concentrated in a large city

which is the focus of local trade and the
center through which normal economic relations
with the outside are established and maintained.

s

It was, he went on to say, a main feature of such an
.economy that it had developed 'a well-organized market
systém!. In Melbourne, this markét-system largely
comprised a set of interdependent, but physically
identifiable, market-places.4 There were markets for
primary products: the hay market at the top of

1

Alexander Sutherland, Victoria and its Metropolis.
(Melbourne 1888), vol.I, p.576.
2

(New York 1922), pp.186-7.
3

In fact he mentioned four main characteristics: the
organization of a market, the growth of internal and
external transport and communications, the development
of industry and the: establishment of a financial centre.
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Elizabeth street; the wool market, newly-removed from
London{l the Victoria fruit and vegetablé market; the
livestock saleyards at Newmarket. Similarly, in the
south-western quarter of the city, the network of
merchants, agents and brokers constituted a coherent
and identifiable market for imported goods: Flinders-
lane for softgoods, William street for groceries,
Collins street for wines and spirits. Further, there
was, especially in Collins and Queen streets, a
developing capital market of interconnected banks,
insurance companies, stockbrokers and building societies.
Some markets actually operated through an exchange
building: there were, for example, a Wool Exchange, a
Hall of Commerce, a Builders' Exchange, a clearing

house for cheques, and two stock exchanges.

But the idea of a market or competitive system of
exchange has much wider applicability than this physical
network of market-places. It was believed that
teverything we use has a value. Everything of wvalue-
has a market'.2 When a city becomes a metropolis, its
citizens tend to operate, even in relation to personal
and professional services, as bidders in a market rather
than as status-~holders in a community. The permeation
of market structures and values to sectors of economic
life, such as the professions (chapter 4 ) and the

civil service (chapter 5), where personal or traditional

1 -
Alan Barnard, The Australian Wool Market 1840-1900
(Melbourne 1958), chapter 7.

2

Australasian Building Societies! and Mortgage Companies
Gazette, 22 May 1890, p.29.
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relations had once held sway and to others, like
building (chapter 3) and manufacturing (chapter 2)
where their dominion was still contested by traditional
sentiments of craftsmanship or attachments to communal
or hierarchical structures is the main theme of Part 1
of this thesis. But, first, we must turn to that
sector of the city's economic 1life where, it would

seem, the market was an uncontested arbiter.



PART 1 : CITY



CHAPTER 1

' FROM MEN TO MONEY-GRUBBERS'

The Melbourne merchant community, even as late as
1880, was a recognizable creation of the 250 earnest
young men of business who had revolutionized it almost
thirty years earlier. In the short, hectic course

of those gold rush years they had transformed the

simple, seasonal and familiar trade of a small port with

a sparsely-settled pastoral hinterland to the wvaried,
speculative and competitive commerce of a growing '
city. Although some of the older pastoral dgents
continued in their cautious, unspeculating ways, the
temper of commerce was henceforth set by the
newcomers with their 'infinite variety of European
importations! and 'modern amenities of dealing'.;
They had come from many places both within and
outside the United Kingdom, but it is proper to
regard them as a group: their warehouses were
clustered in the same quarter of the city, close to
Queen's wharf and the Customs House; they were of a
similar age and many of them, newly-married, lived
by the sea at St Kilda; they had combined, from 1851,

in a Chamber of Commerce to advance their common

1
William Kelly, Life in Victoria, or Victoria in 1853
and Victoria in 1859 (London 1859), vol.l, pp.264-9.,

E. Carton Booth, Another England (London 1869),
pp.69-70.




interest in improved harbour and postal facilities;
they moved in the same social circles - the Mechanics!'
Institute, the St Kilda Volunteers and the

Victorian Clubj; they worked as a fairly united body
in advancing the candidatures of those of their

fellows - Sargood, McCulloch, Servicesg, Heales,

Francis, Nicholson - who aspired to political honours.l

In 1860 they were still aspirants: the Melbourne
Club and the Legislative Council still stood above

them. By 1880, however, they had arrived: in the

1

This paragraph is based upon the writer's
unpublished research on the goldrush merchants. The
main sources were the biographical dictionaries,
notices of partnership and obituaries etc. which are
substantially used in the present chapter. The Argus,
29 June, 1854, distinguished four main groups among
merchants in Melbourne i) !'the old-established
houses of Melbourne, both wholesale and retail, the
members of which are very numerous and are possessed
of immense wealth, arisingfrom trade and the
increased value of fixed property!. Among these may
be classed James Graham whose affairs as a merchant
and pastoral agent are admirably documented in the

Letterfiles and other papers deposited in M.U. Archives.

ii) 'the representatives of
the great shipping and commission houses in other
countries', James Balfour who was a representative of
iMatheson. and Co., arnd James McCulloch who represented
Dennistouns were examples of this class. :

iii) 'those who, with a fair
capital and good practical knowledge have commenced
business, either as merchants or retailers.,'!

iv) ‘'speculators, outsiders;,
traders upon credit, the gamblers so to speak, the
loose fish of the trading community.'! These were said
to have suffered most in the recession of that year.



city, at any rate, they were unequalled in wealth,
power and reputation. While they lived they had
reserves of esteem which made them socially
unassailable; their sons and successors, however,

had soon to face new challenges directed at the very
foundations of their position - the market dominance,
the internal social structure and the ethical‘standingk

of the merchant houses themselves.

The basis of the merchant's utility and status
lay primarily in his ownership of, or access to,
the large amounts of capital required to finance a .
trade conducted over long distances and uncertain
time. The new threat to his position emerged, not
of course from any decline in import trade (which
actually expanded spectacularly during the'eighties')l
but was rather associated with notable changes in the
requirements for, and conditions of, mercantile credit.
The opening of the European Telegraph (1872) combined
with the gradual introduction of steam communication

reduced the time between the placing and receipt of

1

VALUE TOTAL VICTORIAN IMPORTS (£'s)
1880 14,556,894 1885 18,044,664
1881 16,718,521 1886 18,530,575
1882 18,748,081 1887 19,022,157
1883 17,743,846 1888 23,972,134
1884 19,201,633 1889 24 402,760

1890 22,954,615



orders,l so eliminating part of the uncertainty in trade
and, with it, of the need for access to large capital.
The Exhibition of 1880-1 - which coincided with a
sharpening of competition between European manufacturer52
- helped to create a market in the colony, and
especially in its rapidly growing capital, for a rangé

of exotic products which manufacturers were prepared

to supply upon liberal credit.3 As a consequence, there
appeared, in the early 'eighties, . a growing number of

young, pertinacious German and French (and later

1

Speech of James Balfour to Chamber of Commerce
Australasian Trade Review and Manufacturers' Journal
(hereafter A,T.R.). 3 May 1886, p.281 and ibid., 25
August, 188k, On the consequencesof the telegraph
see Geoffrey Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance (Melb. '1966),
pp.222-7. 1In the early 'eighties Bright and Hitchcock,
a Geelong softgoods house, were sending only heavy and
plain lines by sail. (London Letterbook, 16 June 1882,
13 July 1883, p.188, in M.U. Archives.) Milburn's new
line of cargo steamers had stimulated intense -
competition with other shipping companies which had
hitherto operated as a 'ring'., (ibid., 9 February,
20 April, 15 June 1883). By the 'nineties’ sailing
ships were regarded as good only for 'pig iron and
rock salt' (see Robert Reid, London Memo Book, June
1897, p.173, in A.N.U., Archlves)
2

S.B. Saul, Studies in British Overseas Trade, 1870~-1914,
(Liverpool 1960) chapter 2.
3

H.G., Turner, A History of the Colony of Victoria
(London 1904) Vol. II, p.221. (Turner was himself a
banker and observer of these developments).




English and Australian) agents who established sample
rooms and took orders for their principals!' goods
directly from retail traders. In 1881 there were no
'manufacturers! agents' listed in the Melbourne
Directory; in 1891 there were 123, They were, as
Turner remarked, a notably cosmopolitan group.

Carl Hesselman, a twenty-eight year old German

with commercial experience in England, Belgium,
Italy and Greece, established an agency for
Levantine dried fruits; Carl Pinschof, an Austrian
exhibitor at the Exhibition, represented a number of
Continental manufacturers; George H. Adams, an |
Irishman, commenced as a linen ﬁanufacturers'
representative but later turned to a more general
trade with branches in most mainland colonies;
George Burk, who represented 70 French firms at the
Exhibition, returned to Paris, joined the firm of
Schéch and Bruggaman and reappeared in Melbourne as
their local manager; in 1886 he established himself

independently as agent for the great Creusot ironworks.1

The title of 'agent' might cover one of several

relationships with the parent firm:

The most clearly defined is that of the

salaried representative of one house, or a

group of houses, who is placed in funds by

his principals, and who sells on their account
solely, sometimes taking local risks - but ~
more often not. There is a tendency in this

class to drift into the second; first perhaps

1

These examples are taken from-Alexander Sutherland.
(ed), Victoria and its Metropolis (Melb. 1888), vol II,
ch. XXI, Division 3, which contains some short articles
on Melbourne's 'Merchants, Auctioneers, Agents etc.'




because it is found next to impossible to do
the necessary trade for one house, or because
it is desirable to take orders over a wider
field, and so accept risks at varying terms.
This second class may be termed the commission
agent, a percentage or discount being allowed
for work done, the profits or risks being
undertaken, either directly, or by means of a
del credere or guarantee, by the local firm.
The third class may be termed agents, who,
having the exclusive right of sale of certain
goods, make advances against same - in rare
cases without such advances -~ but under a

del credere commission arrangement, practically
constitute themselves debtors of the principals;
while finally there is what is known as the
purchasing agency, which in effect means that
certain goods are bought outright, so long as
the sole distribution is vested in the agent

or 'importer'.l

The drift from the first to the second class, frbm the
salaried reprentative of a single company or group of
companies to the independent, profit-taking agent was
a common form of advancement in the commercial
community., Jordan, Tillman's and Co., became
independent of their parent in Paris; Alfred Fenton
ceased simply to act as an outlet for the parent

company's pottery.2

Such a system of importing threatened the merchants
at several points. First, since agents usually traded

upon manufacturers'! bapital, it removed the need for

1
Journal of Commerce (hereafter J.C.), 1 January 1895, p.5.
('del credere'!' - a selling agent's guarantee that the
buyer is solvent).
2

From Alexander Sutherland {ed), op.cit., pp.561, 565.



merchants' capital. Second, by their willingness to
indent small orders directly to retailers at low prices
and on long credit, they supplanted the merchants as
the shopkeepers' traditional suppliers and supporters.
Third, by specializing in a limited range of branded
products and securing orders on the basis of samples
displayed in the local market, the agents questioned
the necessity for the prestigious London posts
maintained by the colonial merchants. Finally, by
maintaining only a small office and sample room
instead of a large warehouse, they reduced the

previously-accepted level of overhead expenses.

The established merchants reacted sharply to the
encroachments of this 'army' of agents; they imposed,
then withdrew, a boycott against offending
manufacturers and deployed their arguments in the
letter columns of the public press. These rested
upon appeals, not to economic rationality or public
interest, but to custom and status: to the security
implied in their wealth and illustrious names; to the
'understanding' that goods were to be offered only to
wholesale merchants; to the 'recognition' that London
was !'the mart of the world'; to the indecorousness of

accepting !'starvation margins of profit'.l

1

These issues and events are fully presented in the
correspondence in the Argus, esp. the letters of 'Fairplay’
(23 June 1885 p.7D), 'Fairtrade' (24 June 1885, p.6E),
'Public Interest' (25 June 1885 p.7B) and 'Agent!' '
(h July 1885 p.5D), and in the Argus's own excellent
article on the controversy (24 June 1885 p.6E). For
arguments against the agency system see also A.T.R.,
16 December 1885, p.829.



But their appeals were in vain and by the early
'nineties it was possible to assess the enormous

impact of the agency system upon trade:

One of the greatest changes which have taken
place during the last decade is :.the growth of
business done by agents rather than by merchants.
In the old times, merchant houses utilized their
own .capital and acumen in the purchase of goods
for re-sale, at, they hoped, a substantial
profit, and intermittently received

consignments of a motley description of
merchandise, against which they sometimes

made advances or received them simply for

sale on account of shippers, in both cases
charging a commission on sales made., As

trade became distributed, and competition

keener on both sides of the world, consignments
became more numerous and regular and direct
purchases fewer. Out of this was evolved the
commission agent, the agent and lastly the
manufacturers! agent. The old title of merchant
and importer was, and is frequently still
retained, largely we take it, as a matter of
conceit, and largely byrestablished colonial
houses from a desire to be distinguished from
the numerous army of direct representatives

of shippers and manufacturers who have exploited
the colonies since the exhibition era.

The merchants appreciated that they must either swim
with the tide or retreat to less turbulent waters.

Older merchants, sometimes encouraged by younger and
more energetic junior partners, negotiated agencieé,
usually with British manufacturers whose more )
restrictive credit facilities offered greater scope:for

the profitable employment of local capital. Bligh and

1
J.C., 1 January 1895, p.5.



Harbottle, for example, became agents for Ind Coope;
H.W. Farrar had retired from the firm which bore his
name in 1878 but his son and later W.F. Langdon
negotiated agreements with maizena, ale and hat
manufacturers; James Service's young protegé Randal
V Alcock secured agencies for a variety of merchandise.l
The 1888-9 Centennial Exhibition seems almost to have
completed the revolution begun in 1880-1. Buchanan
Balfour, who had been commissioned by his half-brother
James Balfour, a Melbourne merchant, to negotiate
agencies and exhibits, had to contend with intense
competition from other Melbourne merchant houses,
and concluded that !'the agency business on our side
[London] is pretty well at an end .... The Houses
here are sending out their staff to make sales but
that also will come to an end when they get good
agents resident.‘2 Balfour and Elliott became agents

for several large insurance companies,

1

The agencies of various firms were amply documented
in the articles in Sutherland (ed), op.cit.; a firm's
specialities are also sometimes included in their
entry in the Melbourne Directory. On the variation
in credit policies between English and Continental
firms, see 'Report on United Kingdom Trade with
Victoria' V.P.P., 27/1896, p.6.
5 —

Buchanan Balfour to James Balfour, 10 February 1888
(Balfour Papers). Despite his enthusiastic efforts to
obtain agencies in explosives, castor oil, rope, pianos,
boots and shoes etc., Buchanan met with little response
from E.C, Elliott (James? manager and partner) who
failed to follow up his early interest. (See Buchanan
to James 19 October, 1887, 25 May 1888, 7 August 1888,

15 March 1889, 5 April 1889, 12 April 1889, 17 May 1889.)
(footnote continued on p.10)
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In order to combat the direct selling of agents
to retailers, some of the older merchants set up their
own retail and distributing'branches. In doing so
they followed the advice of one commercial journal
which, in 1885, had warned that

the whole tendency and spirit of the times is to
reduce as far as possible the number of those
who interpose between the producer and the
consumer ... We have no advice to give the
importers which does not involve the
necessity_of taking a step nearer to the
consumer,

With the movement of population to Melbourne,

the large wholesale houses have awakened to
the desirability of laying themselves out to
do the large metropolitan trade, and have
entered into the arena against the smaller
concerns. Instead, therefore, of the town
supplies passing from the distributing
houses through the hands of second traders
into those of retailers, the retailer is
brought into closer contact with the more
immediate sources of supply.2

(footnote 2 continued from p.9)
Some merchants anticipated the 1888-9 Exhibition with.
disquiet; there was'a feeling that once more will the
ordinary course of trade be interrupted and some
damage done' and it was hoped 'that new competitors
appearing on the scene will exercise more perspicuity
and be provided with more capital than has hitherto
been the case.' J.C., 15 December 1886,
1

A.T.R.,, 11 April 1885, p.215.
2

Ibid., 29 June 1885, p.429. Also see J.C,, 14 June
1887, on some of the adverse tendencies of this.
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This tendency was especially evident in the hardware ..
trade but probably extended into other lines, where its
prevalence was masked by the practice of some

merchants trading under 'mythical personageshl

. It was, perhaps, partly in response to new
competition that many established merchants directed
their funds into other fields of investment. The
most usual course was that of the merchant who,
possibly frustrated by a protective tariff or
anticipating a profit from the processing of one of
his raw imports, moved into manufacturing. As

Robert Harper2 observed, 'there was no reason why
importers should not become manufacturers, and that
was the way the thing was settling itself'. Harper
himself, who had commenced as an importer of 'Eastern
goods', expanded his establishment to package and
process them and finally built a large flour mill.
James Siddall, an importer of spices, became a
manufacturer of culinary essences. George Stevenson
and F.T. Sargood, softgoods merchants, established
clothing factories. Alfred Shaw, a hardware

importer, manufactured stamped tinware. Gavin Gibson,
a boot and shoe importer, became the proprietor of

3

one of the largest boot factories in the colony.

Something probably remained of the sentiment that a

1

J.C., loc.cit.
2

Argus, 24 April 1885, p.7A.
3

Algxander Sutherland (ed), op.cit., p.478, 563,
575-6.
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businessman specialized in a particular commodity -
timber, brass, wheat, wine, cloth - rather than a
particular kind of operation - selling, buying,
manufacturing; under these circumstances, the progression
from merchant to manufacturer of a particular commodity

could be regarded as a natural one.

A second area of interest was land. Merchants,
who could now be seen as members of a social alliance
with the squattocracy,l presumably invested in
pastoral estates for prestige as well as gain.
Matthew Lang, a wine merchant, owned 'Mt Poole!' a
property of 420,000 acres;2 F.W. Prell owned 'Richmond
Downs' in Queehsland;3 Robert Virgoe, whose merchant
father (W.R. Virgoe) was a director of the Riverina Land
and Irrigation Company, had a station, 'Mathoura', near
Deniliquin; James Balfour's two sons managed his

property 'Round Hill' mnear Culcairn also in the

1
See R.J., Moore, 'Marvellous Melbourne: A Social | ..
History ‘of Melbourne in the 'eightiesY, M.A. Thesis,
University of Melbourne 1958, Chapter I, Part 1,
"'"The Alliance of Squatters, Merchants and Bankers'.
5"
Sutherland (ed), op.cit., p.567, and obituary
J.C., 14 March 1893, p.1l2.
3
J.C., 30 July 1895, p.1lkh.
|
Ibid., 31 January 1893, p.9, V.P.P. C6/1896, p.L4O,
G.L. Buxton, The Riverina 1861-1891 An Australian
Regional Study (Melb. 1967), pp.246, 276-7.
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Riverina.l On the other hand, it cannot be shown that
merchants, above other groups, were prdominent in the
urban land speculation of the'eighties. Some

certainly made important transactions in the central
cityg, but in the suburbs -~ if land company share

lists are any guide - they seem, with a few
exceptionsj, to have left the field clear for
accountants, auctioneers, professional men, shopkeepers

and other smaller frvy.

Merchants were praminently identified with both
the marketing and processing of sugar within the colony,
and with the finance of plantations in Queensland and
Fiji. Gridg and Murray - whose principal, George

Crespin, was regarded as the 'King of the Sugar Market!

1 .

See A.D.B., Vol.III, 1851-1890 A-C, pp.80-2. The
full circumstances of his (unwilling) acquisition of
this property are documented in the correspondence c.
1877-8 between Balfour and the Henty family in the
Balfour Papers. The papers also contain a large
collection of letters from Balfour's two sons and his
manager to Balfour himself from the 1880's through to
Balfour's death in 1913.

2

F.W. Prell, Hammill and Forester, (J.C., 28 June 1887
p.3) Swallow and Derham (eg. Derham to Swallow 3,

17 October 1887 in Swallow and Ariell Papers M.U. Archives).
3

Eg. Frank Stuart held 750 shares in the Brunswick
and Coburg Property Investment Company (Defunct
Companies Records, State Archives of Victoria, bag
no. 1197); = Sali Cleve 4000 shares in the South
Melbourne Land Co., (no. 883); John Blyth 2000 shares
in the Altona Bay Land Co., (no.1468), William McLean
100 shares in the Kew Land Co., (no. 1358), Albert
Wiseman 500 shares in the East Suburban Property
Investment Co., (no. 1194).
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- was the most important distributing house.l The main
local refinery - that of the Victorian Sugar Company at
Yarraville - was backed by some £220,000 of capital,
largely subscribed by merchants, and the New Australian
Sugar Refining Company included James Service, William
Graham and Francis Peyton among its principal
shareholders.2 Swallow and Derham, merchants and
biscuit manufacturers, had a treacle factory at
Port Melbourne and a sugar plantation in Queeﬁsland.3
James Balfour, himself a large shareholder in the.

Weary Bay Sugar Company,u claimed that:

1

T.W.H. Leavitt, Australian Representative Men
(Melb. 1888), XXXIII. Crespin was an interesting example
of the pushing self-made man whose rise was assisted by
strict adherence to evangelical values (and friends).

He had little education but gradually rose to be manager
of the respected mercantile house of Fanning, Nankivell
and Co. He was superintendent of the St Phillip's '
(Collingwood) Sunday School, a member of the Board of
the Homeopathic Hospital and chairman of Benjamin. Fink's
ill-fated Mercantile Finance and Guarantee Company.

2 .

Defunct Companies ‘(no. 2329), Argus 17 June 1887 p.l1lO0B.
3 ,

See Swallow and Derham Letterbooks ¢ 1885-8 which
contain the correspondence between Derham (Melbourne :
Manager) and his father-in-law and partner Swallow who
managed the plantation. For Derham's biography see
J. Smith (ed), Cyclopedia of Victoria (Melb. 1905),

0ol.III, p.107.

““Defunct Companies (no.1015). The main shareholders
(1886) were Balfour (20 shares), M.H. Davies (20),

John Mark Davies (20), J.B. Davies (20), Robert Harper
(20), John Moodie (20), James Campbell (20). There

is tenuous evidence that the company was also interested
in the supply of Malay and Javanese labour to Queensland
Sugar plantations (see document under Balfour and
Elliott's address -~ 5 Queen Street - dated .... 1886

and under the heading 're labour for Sugar Estates'
(Balfour Papers).
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those who had invested their money in this
industry in Queensland and Fiji included
many of the wisest and most experienced
merchants in Victoria (Hear, hear) Nay, more.
There was scarcely a firm in Melbourne
which had not in some way or other an
interest in these plantations.l'
Under the leadership of Derham and Crespin, these
merchants constituted a powerful pressure-group for
the protection of local.refineries against foreign
white sugars exported on bounties, and for the
preferential entry of Queensland and Fijian sugars

. . . 2
under 'reciprocity treaties!'.

1

From a speech introducing a deputation on behalf
of the sugar interests A.T.R. 28 June 1887 p.393.
Other merchants in the deputation included John and
G. Whittingham of Whittingham Bros., M. Mitchell,
John Alfred of White, Alfred and Co., H. Hammill,
E.C., Elliott of Balfour, Elliot and Co., E. Fanning,
of Fanning, Nankivell and Co., (Gambech Plantation),
William Siddeley. (ibid.) Others known to have had
interests in plantations include James Bligh ex-Bligh,
Harbottle and Co. (Derham to Swallow 24 December 1886
p.198B), Hon. W. Wilson of Wilson, Crosbie and Co.,
who had interests in Fiji and in the Victorian Sugar
Co., (ibid., 13 December 1886 p.193), and Robert Ramsay
whose interests in Fiji contributed to his downfall
(J.C., 18 December 1894) as they did to the similar
fate of W.K. Thompson (ibid,, 28 December 1888).
2

The organization of this pressure group. and the
chequered history of its efforts to obtain reciprocity
treaties is most fully documented in the letters of
F.T, Derham, then Postmaster-General in the Gillies-
Deakin administration, to his partner who was
encouraging the Queensland government to 'reciprocate!
(See Derham to Swallow esp. June 1886 - December 1887).
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Melbourne had long been a centre for the
re-export of commodities to other colonies. Goods
were commonly consigned to Melbourne, unpacked,
repacked and distributed especially to the Riverina,
Tasmania, South Australia and New Zealand. One
consequence of the 'agency system', however, was to
increase direct indenting at the expense of re-export;
Melbourne's re-export trade actually fell during the
‘eighties;l Presumably as a result of the mineral
developments at Broken Hill, South Australia came
under the trading influence of Sydney,2 while New

Zealand also -moved out of Melbourne's orbit. TFor

reasons that are not entirely clear, Queensland became

1
Re-exports of !'Foreign' Goods from Victoria. (£)

To: 1880 1885 1890
N.S.W. 1,083,389 1,418,107 - 982,024
N.Z. 424,903 290,408 219,689
QLD. 8,269 10,916 205,153
S.A, 306, 597 233,688 240,804
TAS. 363,523 k13,030 373,903
W.A. Li,hk79 48,916 Lo, 545
FIJI 19,899 10,779 6,689
TOT. 2,248,059 2,425,844 2,077,807

(from Victorian Statistical Registers 1880, 1885, 1890.
'Interchange!').
2

South Australia - Imports (£)1885

. 1890
from VICTORIA 1,007,031 871,066
from N,S.W. 575,160 3,629,616

(from South Australian Statistical Registers 1885, 1890,
'Interchange!; also see J.C. 6 November 1894 p.5).
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a much more important customer for Victorian re-exports.
The only commodities in which the re-export trade
appears to have increased notably were food products,
especially tea.l Melbourne, in fact, had become a

tea centre second only to London; half the Australasian
China trade was fed through it and Calcutta and

Foochow buyers regularly visited the city in the
off—season.2 But in this market, too, the constraints
of the 'agency system' were felt: distributors and
large grocers increasingly ordered directly upon Indian
and Chinese buyers, and the latter exerted a most
disruptive influence upon the market through
unsolicited consignments which occasionally pressed

the 'old-time merchant' into cut-throat,

3

unrenumerative competition.

These several developments of course increased
the numbers of individual firms and employees in

Melbourne commerce ,; 'merchants! increased from 1079

1

1880 £258, 079; 1885 £370, 812; 1890 £367,865.
2

J.C., 26 July 1888, Argus 9 July 1892 p.5A. On the
growth of the Calcutta connection see Sir Percival
Griffiths, The History of the India Tea Industry
(London 1967), pp.119, 122, 127 and on one example
of the Foochow connection see Sheila Marriner and
Francis E. Hyde, The Senior: John Samuel Swire 1825-98
Management in Far Fastern Shipping Trades (Liverpool.
1967), pp.50-56. The main Melbourne re-exporters were
the Oriental Tea Company, Robert Harper and Co.,

Atcherly and Dawson, J.M. Coote and Co., Lange Thonemann.
(J.C., 22 July 1890).
3

Ibid., 26 July 1888, 19 October 1888 p.5, 28 December
1888, p.5.



18

in 1881 to 1973 in 1891, 'commission agents and
factors! from 528 to 998, commercial clerks from

3164 to 7330, travellers and salesmen from 759 to
1699.l Even more impressive than its size, however,
was the diversity of the city's trading community.
Such a larger and more disparate market in turn
created a need for more formal methods of communication
between merchants, agents, bankers, suppliers,
distributors and clients. Personal conversation on
the 4,40 to St Kilda, in the Victorian Club or outside
the Chamber of Commerce no longer answered the
merchant's need for complete, accurate and recent
trade information. These requirements were largely
supplied by the new Commercial Exchange which was
opened in 1880. Situated 'within speaking distance of
every merchant's office!.in Collins Street.west, it -
'furnished a long~-felt want in commercial circles':

ta medium which will cement closer the entente
cordiale existing between our merchants, and put

them au courant with the affairs of the world.'2 The

exchange provided trade information for each of the
colonies, shipping dates and manifests, railway times
and goods lists, stock traffic, law cases, prices
current and a variety of services from letter copying

to meals and haircuts. There was a full supply of

1
Victorian Census, 1881, 1891, 'Occupations'.

2

H. Mortimer Franklyn, A Glance at Australia in 1880
(Melb. 1881) pp.271-2.
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colonial and overseas newspapers and trade journals,
as well asa telegraph office, Reuter's agency and
telephone exchange. The offices of the Chamber of
Commerce were situated within the same building.
Outside the Exchange, communication between merchants
was also served by several local trade journals:

The Journal of Commerce, (fornightly), The

Australasian Trade Review (monthly), Coombs! Circular

(monthly) and, later in the decade, more specialized

journals such as the Australasian Grocers' Journal and

the Australasian Ironmonger. Confidential information

on creditors was mnow obtainable through such facilities
as the 'General Mercantile Agency and Private

Enquiry Of‘fice.'l

A similar preoccupation with communication - both
within the Melbourne market and with other markets -~
became evident in the activities of the merchants'
main forum - the Chamber of Commerce.2 No longer
did that body comprise a membership uniform in its
occupations and attitudes: it now included 'Free-

3

traders and Protectionists, Importers and Manufacturers',

1
See General Mercantile Agency and Private Enquiry Office
(Ferguson 98726) for account of some of its services.
It is significant that when, in 1887, one of these agents
was prosecuted for libel, the mercantile community
strongly defended him. (QLQ., 31 May 1887 p.5).

For a useful digest of the Chamber's activities in
its first fifty years see B. Cowderoy, Melbourne's
Commercial Jubilee -~ Notes from the Records of Fifty
Years' work of the Melbourne Chamber of Commerce
(Melb. 1901).

3

John '‘Benn (President) in Minutes.of the Chamber_ of .
Commerce,29;April'1879'[in S.L.V. Manuscript qulection].
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Its spokesmen still stated the Chamber's limited
objectives in the language of a Cobdenism which,
however, it could not unitedly espouse:

The Chamber is not in any sense a political

association., As individuals, we have no

doubt our leanings and political sympathies;

as a Chamber, we exist merely to further

commercial interchange, to remove as far as we

can all disabilities and hindrances to 1

commerce under which this colony may suffer,
Like its eminent member James Service, who became
Premier in 1880, the Chamber practically accepted
Protection as 'the settled policy of the country!'
and busied itself instead with the removal of other
'disabilities’and hindrances'. It pressed for
better port facilities, for a new Falls Bridge, for
telephone communication between the Exchange and the
railway goods sheds, for more adequate wharf storage.
It urged the merchants'! interest in stronger
representation upon the Harbour Trust and the Marine
Boa,rd.2 The Chamber also fought a tenacious, and
finally successful, battle for the improvement of
telephone facilities in the city. In 1886 a private

1

F.S. Grimwade (President) in ibid., 13 April 1883,
p.410. For an endorsement of this limited role see
ATR, 30 June 1884, p.380.
2

Ibid., port facilities 21 January 1884 p.389; Falls
Bridge 12 July 1882 p.285; telephone 29 May, 12 June
1882 p.275; storage especially for timber 29 May 1882
p.276; Harbour Trust 12 December 1881 p.219; Marine
Board 19 April 1886 p.525.
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exchange which had given merchants little satisfaction,
was taken over by the government; an almost immediate
reduction in charges and increase. in subscribers
confirmed the wisdom of the change. By the early
'nineties the Chamber of Commerce was pressing for

the extension of telephone services to the other

colonies.

As personal communication became less important
to the conduct of business, so did merchants resort
to more formal means of mediating or arbitrating
between the members of what was still described as
the 'mercahtile community'. As we shall see,2 merchants
distrusted the lawyer's ability to deal competently,
cheaply and expediously with trade disputes, and
were therefore inclined rather to accept the personal
mediation or arbitration of a fellow-merchant. Such
reasonable solutions, however, were possible only
while merchants maintained close relations of personal
regard and trust and were themselves prepared to
undertake such occasionally onerous duties. The
Chamber of Commerce's renewed interest in the European
Tribunals of Commerce and other formalized methods of

arbitration may be seen as a response to the

1

Ibid., 28 October 1885 p.507, 23 November 1885 p.509,
21 February 1886 p.517; 19 April 1886 pp.529-30,
6 November 1886 p.22, 17 January 1887 p.31, 23 April
1888 p.106, 11 May 1893 p.464. Argus, 19 January 1887
pP-9A-B
2 .
See below Chapter 4 and ibid., 12 August 1891
pP.351-2 and ATR, 25 September 1882 p.518.
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obsolescehce ofthoseconditionsf the provision of
alternatives, however also owed something to the
influence of Continéntal agents and exhibitors.l
Several variants of this proposal - including a
County Court dealing exclusively with commercial
disputes - were canvassed during the 'eighties but
none came to fruition. A second attempt to facilitate
settlement of commercial disputes was Dr W.E. Hearn's
proposed Code of Commercial Laws which was also taken
up with enthusiasm by the Chamber. Déspite Hearn's
erudition and the Chamber's pressure, hoﬁever, the

Code foundered in the Legislative Council.2

The third area in which the Chamber attempted to
exercise a mediafing influence was on tariff policy.
Although its members no longer spoke with a single
voice on the Victorian tariff, they did share a common
interest in lowering tariffs in other colonies..'We‘
have seen fhat some were interested in manufacturing,

some in sugar plantations, others in the re-export

1

B. Cowderoy op.cit., pp.79-80. (The idea of
Tribunals of Commerce had also been investigated in
South Australia by a Royal Commission whose
recommendations were widely influential) and the
Chamber of Commerce Minutes, 15 May 1882 p.272.
2

B. Cowderoy, op.cit., pp.85-90, 'Codification of
Laws', Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council,
D1/1887 and ‘'General Code Bill'ibid., D2/1888. Sargood
and Balfour seem to have been influential in securing
support for the proposal (1887) and they, together
with Service, were loath to reject it (1888).
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trade. In each case it became evident that their
individual interests, the economic pre-eminence of
Melbourne and (so the after-dinner speeches ran) the
cause of Australian federation would be well served by
the simultaneous maintenance of a high Protectionist
tariff against the rest of the world and some reciprocal
relaxation of tariffs between the colonies.l The
Chamber flirted with the cause of intercolonial
freetrade throughout the 'eighties but its most

earnest advocates were elsewhere, especially in the

Chamber of Manufactures.

Radical change in the market situation of
importers could not but produce important changes in the
internal structure of firms. The old-style Flinders
Lane merchant establishment was a plain brick or

stone warehouse.3 Inside its main door, on either

1

For the more.calculating arguments for intercolonial
freetrade see especially the Derham - Swallow
correspondence cited above; for the patriotic
arguments see especially Emanuel Steinfelt's argument
that Zollverein was the natural basis for Federation
A.T.R., 20 October 1887, p.673. The entire question
is ripe for detailed enquiry.
5 .

See below Chapter 2.
3

John Foley, John Railton and Daniel Roessler, 'Nineteenth
Century Melbourne Warehouses', B, Arch. Thesis, University
of Melbourne, 1959; B.C. Fam, P.C, Kain and Yt Sng,
'Warehouses in Flinders Lane and Robb Streeti, B. Arch.
Thesis, University of Melbourne, (n.d.) (both in
Architecture Library University of Melbourne).
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side of a narrow passage, were the partners' private
room and the counting house; at the rear and above
were the stores where consignments were uncrated,
repacked and despatched. The clerks of the counting
house copied the entries from documents of receipt .
or payment to journal to ledger under the supervision
of one of the partners or a senior clerk. The
divison of 1abour‘was probably quite informal,

- permitting some interchange between tasks. It was
an assumption that a clerk remained with the same
firm for most of his working life, gradually making
himself indispensable, rising by degrees in his
master's esteem, finally, perhaps, attaining to a
partnership.l '

With the advent of the agency system this order
of things was: necessarily modified. Since most of
their work consisted in indenting goods which were
consigned directly to retailers,lagencies had no use
for large warehouses and, instead, rented only an -
office and sample roo:ﬁ.2 Both the force of their
example and the spiralling cost of land in the

central business district pressed merchants to seek

1 \
Here and elsewhere in this chapter the reader may
recognise my indebtedness to David Lockwood's The
Blackcoated Worker (London 1958); one has particularly
to agree with his observation (p.19) that !'the.
evidence bearing upon the condition of clerical

labour between the eighteen-fifties and eighteen-
eighties is meagre!'.

2

'Trade with the United Kingdom', V.P.P.,
27/1896, p.8. ‘ o
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similar comfortable, office-style accomodation and
remove their warehouses outside the central city. In

1887, the Journal of Commerce noted that

the sites devoted to mercantile business are
usually cut up into smaller blocks, offices
are occupied either on the ground floor or
skywards, and stores are relegated to less
crowded, and therefore less costly
neighbourhoods.l
James Balfour, for example, erected a new building
in Queen Street which incorporated a sample room and
office with telephone and speaking tubes for his
own use, together with a 1afge number of suites which
were let to tenants.2 F.W. Prell, whose example he’
had followed, was said to have introduced entirely new
standards of comfort and utility in merchants'
3

accomodation.

Lombard~Street of Australia'.l+ On the other hand,

Queen Street was now dubbed !'The

those, like tea merchants, for whom the connection
of office and warehouse was essential, moved their
premises further to the western corner of the city-

mile. By the end of the decade it was evident that

1

3 May 1887 p.2.
2

Ibid., 24 January 1890 p.8. Robert Harper removed
his main stores and factory to Port Melbourne (ibid.,
17 November 1887 p.5).
3

L

Ibid,, 11 October 1892 p.10.

Tbid., 12 July 1889.
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the Mincing-lane of Melbourne is now
unguestionably William-Street and its
off-shoots, more particularly St. James
Buildings. Here are, or shortly will be,
nearly all the wholesale houses dealing
in groceries etc.l

The 'eighties also brought notable changes in
business methods and equipment. Shorthand writers,
once merely party performers, were engaged as full-time
employees in merchants! offices.2 In 1885 Sidney Stott,

the leading shorthand instructor, established an

3

agency for Remington typewriters. Three years later

he had sold nearly 300 and in the same year five
other makes were exhibited at the Centennial

Exhibition.q Throughout the 'eighties typewriting

1
Ibid., 28 June 1889, p.7, 2 November 1888, p.8. Among

the houses making the move were James Henty and Co.,

Connell, Hogarth and Co., Virgoe, Son and Chapman,

Curcier and Adet, H.W. Farrar and Co., Jules Renard

and Co. The trend seems to have continued during

the depression when Bligh and Harbottle removed.

(1Tbid., 5 December 1893, p.12).

2

Australasian Shorthand Journal, September 1890,
pp.72-3. It was alleged (Ibid., June 1890, p.19) that
shorthand was more advanced in Sydney; typewriting in
Melbourne.

3

The Way to Success, (Stott's Business College, Melb.,
n.d.) p.4. There is a useful, though fragmentary,
collection of pamphlet and other materials at Stott's
‘Business College; most, however, dates from 1900
onwards. Remington exhibited a typewriter at the 1880-1
Exhibition but it does not seem to have aroused much
interest. (0fficial Record, p.674.)

"J.C., 21 September 1888, p. and Argus, (Exhibition
Supplement), 16 October 1888, p.55. The main brands were
the 'Caligraph' (one keyboard, no shift-key), The Hammond
(which operated on the principle of a wheel with letters
on the circumference), the 'Hall! (operated by a handle)
and the 'Yost' (see Australasian Ironmonger,

1 March 1892, p.95). ‘
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remained an almost exclusively male occupation, although
women were also being trained to use the machines. A
group of ladies, excluded from regular employment,
established a !'Melbourne Typewriting Association' which
undertook copying work at piece rates; by 1890 there
were said to be 20 such establishments in the city.l
There were some half-dozen typing and shorthand schools
by 1893 and !'phonography! and typewriting were taught
in several private schools. A school-master in 1889
claimed - perhaps prematurely -~ that the typewfiter
had 'almost revolutionized office work'.2 Nor were
these the only changes: dindex systems, copying devices
and a gradual change in book-keeping methods were all
tending to rationalize the informal methods of the

3 .

counting house.

1 .
J.C., 5 October 1888, p.6, Argus, 27 October 1888,
p.25H, Australasian Shorthand Journal, May 1890, p.3.
There were estimated to be about two women employed,

in each establishment, thus 40 in the city. (Victorian
Census, 'Occupations' 1891 (p.102) showed 86 female
typewriters in the city.) ’

2

Australian Stenographer, November 1893, (advertisements),
Australasian Shorthand Journal, June 1890 p.19, ¥N.H. Goff of
All Saints Grammar School St Kilda Argus, 18 December
1889, p.l1l0C.

3

~ Australasian Irommonger, July 1894, p.189, Australasian
Shorthand Journal, June 1890, (end paper). On the
changes in book-keeping methods see D.J. Davis, !'Seventy-
five years of Commercial Education in Victoria

1850-1925' (M.Ed. Thesis University of Melbourne,

1966), pp.l1l57-66.
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Not only the procedures, but the intefnal social
structure of the merchant houses was modified. The
enormous growth in the numbers of persons employed as
commercial clerks - an increase quite disproportibnafe
to that of the total population of the city = appearé
to have been unevenly shared between the new agents and
brokers, who were said to have employed very few, and
the larger merchant houses which often greatly expanded
their staffs., Most of the new recruits were young men -
beginning a career, Of 7330 commercial clerks in'the
city in 1891, 4789 (about 65 per cent) were under the
age of 25,7 Such crowding of the lower ranks may well
have further strained the informality of the old~-style
counting house and might explain the introduction, in
some offices, of written directions for the 'Duties of
Clerical Staff! and '0ffice Rules'.® The contrast
between the new and the old styies of staff
management is nicely illustrated by a correspondence
upon the occasion of the resignation of Richard Ruegg,
a clerk in Balfour, Elliott and Co.. E.C, Elliott,

1

Victorian Census, 1891, 'Occupations!'.
2 . ‘ .

No direct evidence is available for mercantile
offices but see 'Duties of Clerical Staff of Hoffman
Brick Co.,! in Hoffman Brick Company - Minutes of
Directors 30 April 1885, pp.64-66 [M.U, Archives] and’
tSwallow and Ariell - Office Rules' in 'Green Book!
p.1 (c1888) in Swallow and Ariell Papers. The rules
specify hours of attendance, procedures for signing on, .
conditions of absence., Officers were also required to
sign a statement undertaking to observe secrecy in
relation to the firm's affairs. :
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the new manager and junior partner, wrote to

Ruegg:

Dear Sir,

Having no word from you today we
sent up our Inspector this forenoon that he
might ascertain how you were progressing
because as you are well aware your absence
at this time is most inconvenient. On his
return he reported that he could not obtain
admission to the house and on making enquiry
at the next door neighbour in no. 37 she
stated that she had heard some ladies talking
on the rear verandah of Mrs Thornton's house
only a few minutes before he made enquiry.

He therefore made another attempt to get
admission but was unsuccessful and on his
[removing?] one of the lathes of the wvenetian
blind of the front room, the lower sash of
the window of which was drawn up, he could
not see that the room was occupied. TUnder
the circumstances we will be glad if you will
forward us a doctor's certificate early
tomorrow in which we will be glad to have it
stated when you will be likely to be able to
return to duty ...

Such a procedure obviously left no room for personal
honour or the conventions of gentlemanly conduct;
Ruegg could only appeal over Elliott to the senior
partner (Balfour) for a reassertion of his personal

patronage:

Dear Sir,

You will no doubt have heard before
this, that I have resigned my position in your
office. But, Sir, as it was yourself who
placed me there, I feel that I owe you an
explanation of my doing as I have done. I
have been suffering from a severe attack of
neuralgia .... I was thus compelled to remain
at home and asked my landlord to call daily at
the office and leave word of my condition; he
evidently omitted to do so and in consequence
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thereof a letter from Mr Elliott ... which

very much surprised me and which I would not

have belézved [sic] could come from your

office you will see, Sir, that as they

evidently thought me capable of a very

dishonest and~disgraceful action, I had

only one course to pursue ...l
Whatever material compensations there may have been
for such loss of dignity were unevenly distributed.
The general expansion of activity no doubt produced a
degree of structural mobility (yearly increments of ~
5s to 10s a week were common for clerks in the lower
ranges during the late teighties) but promotion
beyond the middle range of salaries (£150-200 p.a.) -
also about the limits!for a skilled artisan - was
necessarily restrictedQ2 During the mid-t'eighties it
was a commonplace for the pay and conditions of
clerks: to be invidiausly compared with those of

3

manual workers.-

1

Elliott to Ruegg, 12 November 1889 (copy), Ruegg
to Balfour, 25 November 1889, in Balfour Papers.
The result of the correspondence is unknown. For
a similar case see Charles Miller to Balfour, 6,
7 January 1887. '
2

For clerical salaries generally see below, chapter 8.,
and compare with similar conditions operating in
civil service discussed below chapter 5. On the
excess demand for clerks in lower ranges see J.C.,
10 January 1890, p.5. Argus, 27 August 1887, p.ll.
Ibid., 27 August 1886, p.7L.

3

E.g., Melbourne Punch, 24 August 1882, p.71.
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Such a sense of relative deprivation seems to
have underlaid the formation, in June 1883, of an
Accountants! and Clerks'! Association. J.W. Hunt,

one of its vice-presidents, believed

it would be well if accountants and clerks
of all kinds were united together; not
perhaps for the purpose of aggression, but
for strength, and for the formation of a
feeling of brotherhood and espritl de corps.
Strikes as a matter of course, could not

be countenanced by such an association as
theirs, but if there were any firms which
paid wages that were mnot a proper amount,
or systematically employed their clerks

at night when they ought to be at home,

an association like theirs might bring such
moral suasion to bear on the firms as could
be of good effect.l

Hunt was himself an employer - the manager of the Modern
Permanent Building Societ'y'2 - and his statement, eﬁen
by the standards of a moderate Melbourne Trades Hall,
was exceedingly temperate. Yet it was és radicai_a
statement of aims as the Accountants' and Clerks'
Association ventured at any time in our period; mnever
again, it would appear, did the Association promise

any kind of united bargaining or mention, even to

exclude, the possibility of strikes.

For the first two years of its existence the

Association prospered. In 1885, the year of Hunt's

1

Argus, 21 May 1885, p.9E.
2

Australasian Building Societies' and Mortgage
Companies' Gazette (A.B.S.G), vol. III, 1888-9, p.458.
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statement, it had 600 members an its books, 450 of whom
were said to be bona fide.l A vear later, however, its
members had fallen to 417 and by 1887 there were only
279 on its books.2 The reluctance of the clerks to
unite at a time of general progress in trades unionism
seemed to call for special explanation. The Journél

of Commerce. noted a similar disinclination among

'employers and capitalists! and supposed that 'unionism
had been so much disgraced that any semblance of it is
looked upon as not worthy the encouragement of
gentlemen.'3 The President of the Association
(Andrew Lyall), on the other hand,

could only account for the position of

affairs by the supposition that most

of the clerks were too well off and did

not for the moment see the advantages

which they might at some future time be

able to obtain by-beiﬂg connected with

such an association.
The assumption of a community of taste and interest
between gentlemen-employers and gentlemen-clerks

was encouraged by the Association's merchant

1

Argus, 27 Auguét 1885, p.5F; about 560 in 1884
(Australasian, 21 June 1884, p.84k4).
2

Argus, .27 August 1886, p.7A, 27 August 1887, p.ll.
In the latter year it was decided to lower the
subscription for those under 20 from £1 to 10/- p.a.
3 ‘ ‘

6 September 1886, p.5. (emphasis mine).

Argus, loc.cit.
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patronsl who sponsored lectures and discussions designed
to help junior clerks !'improve their professional
qualificationsz' and who seem to have been concerned,

at bottom, to reproduce those relations of mutual

regard and honour which had supported the ideal, old-
style merchant house. Accordingly, its most active
members appear to have been older clerks,3 to whom such

relations were most congenial.

Whatever objects its patrons may have had,
however, the main function of the Association was to
secure employment for its members; its other
activities - educational, social, mutual-benefit -
were secondary. At the height of the boom when
employment was plentiful and promotion fairly rapid,
clerks had little use for the Association and
membership declined. When the land boom expired,
however, many young clerks who had thrown up secure
jobs in search of faster promotion were as readily

abandoned by their new employers.

1

Employers actually contributed a large proportion
of the Association's funds and occupied most of the
higher offices; these were generally the older merchants:
Sargood, Balfour, Service, Zox.
2

Argus, 16 April 1885, p.5B.
3

The subscription for clerks under 20 years was
lowered in 1887 in an endeavour to attract more
junior clerks. Ibid., 27 August 1887, p.l1ll.
L

A.B.S.G., 13 February 1889. p.698.
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There was then 'a large accession' of members to the
Association.l Most, however, adopted a strictly:
instrumental attitude to membership. In 1889 and again
in 1890 the President referred to the high turnover of

members, the reason for which, he explained, was

not far to seek, as many of those who had
joined, when their turn was served and
having secured an appointment, committed
the contemptible meaness of abandoning the
society which helped them; others again
secure of the positions which they held,
left the society, not seeing what particular
benefit could accrue to themselves, and
wrapped themselves in their own selfishness,
insensible to the needs of their fellow
clerks and devoid of that prudence and
wisdom which should mark businessmen, whose
aim should be to cultivate for their own
interest and advancement as large an
acquaintance as possible in the line of
life they followed.?2

Wisdom, prudence and personal acquaintanceship, however,
were old currency; the Association itself recognized
this in practice for, in 1890, it established a '

system of examination and classification of clerks

upon strictly technical criteria.3

Both within the Association and outside there was
a continued preoccupation among clerks with their

prospects of advancement which is perhaps best understood

1

Ibid., 11 September 1889, p.243.
2

Ibid., 3 July 1890, p.110.
3

Ibid.



35

in relation to the high expectations aroused by rapid
early promotion, the presence among them of a number
of young men with private means who set high and
most desirable standards‘of,consumption,l and the
attention paid to a number of young ex-clerks whose
spectacular careers as financial or manufacturers'
agents established new patterns of mobility - and
morality.

Staid, old~fashioned mercantile men sawvtheir

clerks and assistants leaving them, with the

reputation of having made more in a month

than their employers hoped to do in a year,

to go on the Stock Exchange, or to start as

financial agents.
Yet yearnings for advancement were in no way
inconsistent with a sense of frustration and
diminished status. Within established houses there
was sald to be a tendency,to 'swamp the honest,
experienced clerk under an avalanche of incépables
who are pushed forward by the influence of long

1 .

See remarks about !'subsidized gentleman's sons' in
J.C., 10 January 1890, p.9. Comments on the 'flash'
dressing of clerks were commonplace: 'Who would think
that the young swell in fashionably-cut clothes =
though it requires but half a glance to see they are
slLop made - is only a clerk with the magnificent wage
of twenty-five shillings per week?' (John Freeman,
Lights and She'dows of Melbourne Life, London 1888,
p.79).

2 ‘ | _
~ H.G. Turner to Chamber of Commerce quoted J.C.,
17 May 1889, p.8.
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purses to the prejudice of metit'l and although there
were some well-advertised examples of promotion by
merit (Randal Alcock, who succeeded as a partner of
James Service and Co., shortly after the principal
became Premier was the modelz) it was evidently the
norm for father to be succeeded by son. Of 48 new
partnerships whose distribution is known; 25 were .
awarded to sons or close relatives of the original
partners, 13 to loyal servants of the firm and only
about 10 to 'outs__idersl'..3 F.T. Derham spoke for many
merchants when he confessed to his father-in-law and
partner Thomas Swallow: 'T do not feel very much
inclined for fresh partnerships. As long as our boys

can be made all snug that is all I care about.'

It has been evident in the preceding paragraphs

that fransformations in the' merchant's market and in

1

Ibid., 10 January 1890, p.5.
2

'His career is an illustration of the rewards of
courage, painstaking work, integrity and intelligence,
and affords an example for our young Australians to
emulate' (J.C., 7 May 1895). Alcock, born in Collingwood
in 1853, left school at 13 and joined James SerVice and Co.,
He became a partner in 1886 (J. Smith (ed), .
Cyclopedia of Victoria (Melb. 1905), Vol. I, p.497.)
3

This material on partnerships was gathered from
notices in the commercial journals, Sutherland ‘etc.
There is no systematic registration of partnerships;
dissolutions, however, were recorded in the Government
Gazette. ‘ '

Derham to Swallow, 2 August 1886, p.l1l24,



37

the internal structure of his business were not
achieved without considerable discussion of the
qualities - educational, financial, and moral -
éppropriate to the merchant's role.  This discussion
was nowhere more explicit thanAin the controversy,
which sprang up towards the end of the 'eighties,
about the nature of 'commercial education'. Like
many questions about education, it concerned, at
bottom, matters of power and the succession to power.
To their colleagues and to themselves it was becoming
evident that the men of the 'fifties,

these rugged corner-stones of commerce, .

will not last forever, and although they

have, metaphorically speaking, served to

set firmly the foundations for the super

structure which is to follow, they are now
dropping out of the ranks. :

Now the question was: 'Who will fiXIl their places?';

Many of the gold rush merchants had been fairly

educated in a traditional curriculum; most, however,

1 : ,
H.C. Grondona (Melbourne) in Australasian Commercial
Congress, Report of Proceedings ... (Melb. 1889), p.lx.
Among the gold rush merchants who died in the late
'eighties and the early 'nineties were Phipps Turnbull
(1890), George Anthoness (1892), John McCallum (1892),
Isaac Younghusband (1892), Robert Caldwell (1887),

W.T. Moffat of Robertson and Moffat (1892), Hon.
Alexander Fraser (1888), Robert Ramsay (1894),

Richard Goldsborough (1886), John Currie (1889),

Sir James Lorimer (1889), John Lorimer (1888),

Samuel Renwick of McEwans (1888), John Benn of Grice,
Sumner and Co., (1895), Matthew Lapg M.L.C., (1897),
F.C. Langeof Lange Thonemann (1888). (from obituaries.
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had learned their business by experience and owed
their success to 'enterprise and self-reliance!'
amidst the difficulties and temptations of the gold
rush era. To their employees they had emphasized
those virtues of diligence, honesty and moderation
which, they implied, were the ingredients for
commercial - and perhaps political-success. When
F.T. Sargood became Minister for Defence in 1883

Melbourne Punch ignored the facts of his privileged

apprenticeship to point a more conventional moral:

When I was a lad I served a term

As office-boy to a softgoods firm,

I cleaned the windows and I swept the floor

And I polished up the handle of .the 'big  fronf-door
I polished up the handle so care-~-ful-lee

That now I am the ruler of the Queen's Armee.

Or, in the words which Robert Reid regarded as the
heart of the merchant's textbook: 'Seest thou a man

diligent in business he shall stand before Kings'.>

Now, howevér, the rise of the agency system and
the speculative enterprise of the land boom posed new

threats to the sufficiency of a system based upon

l .
26 June 1884, p.254., Sargood had in fact become a
partner in the firm founded by his father Frederick
James Sargood who had returned to England as a London
manager in 1858 and died in 1871. (See Sutherland
op.cit., II, pp.574).
2

Robert Reid to Australasian Commercial Congress (1888)
quoted Chamber of Commerce Minutes, p.150.
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commercial experience and moral rectitude. Mere
diligence was unequal to the challenge of the new

-commercial system:

Most of the older colonial houses have been
established by men of original powers able
to initiate and carry plans through to a
successful issue., With the growth of their
wealth, with increasing age, and with the
abstraction of a portion of their energies
from their business to other pursuits,

they have necessarily been induced to
devolve the active administration of their
affairs upon others, who from long training
and assiduity have acquired an intimate
knowledge of the ropes. But with & higher
degree of administrative skill required to
keep the routine of a business in motion,
are not necessarily conjoined the wider
capacities requisite for the initiation and
execution of the fresh movements ever
essential to keep a large concern abreast
with the times, On the other hand, young
and energetic men, who sometimes bring from
the mother country knowledge and habits
formed in a wider field, or who sometimes
are content for a time with what older
traders regard as a starvation margin of
profit, are continually pushing upward,

and receive encouragement from the facts
that the colonial population rapidly
increases, and that retail dealers in the
colonies are little tied by lengthened
"associations to any one house.

.ThenmerChant's sons, no less than his faithful employees,
were threatened by the energetic newcomers. Robert Reid

foresaw that 'if our children coming after us are to

occupy our positions they will and must encounter a

1
A.T.R., 28 July 1884, p.439.
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new and fiercer opposition than we have done'.l A
number of the manufacturers! agents had been educated
in the new commercial schools of France, Germany
and Belgium2 and their commercial successes during
the ;eighties gave weight to recommendations for the
establishment of similar schools in Melbourmne 'to
secure to our boys a thorough efficient commercial

education'B. The 'mercantile profession' (as some

were now calling it) was to be based upon educated
competance in modern accountancy, geography,

languages, shorthand and correspondence. Some of

the older merchants (Sargood, Calder and Reid amongst
them) took up these proposals with enthusiasm5 - perhaps
not least because -they saw commercial education as a
kind of insurance for sons who, though lacking

6

their own 'original powers', had yet to succeed them.

Loc.cit,"

N

E.g+, J.T. Lempriere, Jules and Charles Renard,
C. Pinschof,

¥

W

C. Pinschof in ibid., 1 xiii.

See especially Grondona (p.lxi) and Reid (p.13)
in ibid.
5

See resolutions of Australasian Commercial Congress
in ibid., pp.liv-1v and consideration of Chamber of
Commerce in Minutes, 10 February 1888, p.94. Also see
speeches of Sargood (ibid., 24 April 1888, p.112),
Calder (Commercial Congress - Report p.47) and Reid
gIbid p.13).

Both Reid and Sargood had sons who entered their
fathers! firms (see J. Smith, Cyclopedia of Victoria,
I, ppo 500-1, 2“‘98- )
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Several of the leading private schools, notably
Melbourne Grammar, Scotch.College, St. Kilda Grammar,
Wesley, Xavier and All Saints Grammar School

St Kilda, introduced commercial courses at about

this time.l

The land boom and the 'company-mongering' which
accompanied it opposed a laxer code to the conventional
mercantile mortality. Surveying the commercial
scene in 1880, H. Mortimer Franklyn had commented
upon the !'thoroughly conservative and dignified
commercial tone', the 'unostentatious and unbustling
exhibition in the conduct of business transactions!
which distinguished the leading commercial houses.2

The obituaries of the older merchants celebrated

1

Argus, 15, .19, 21 December 1888, (D.J. Davis, op.cit.,
p.68 regards these proposals as mainly directed to the
education of junior clerks rather than merchants sons;
this interpretation, I believe, is inconsistent with
the clientele of the private schools, the proprietary
tone which pervades discussion of the issue and the
content of the main proposals.) At this stage the
grades of commercial education envisaged by T. Fink
(Royal Commission on the University of Melbourne, V,P.P.,
13/1904, pp.66-7) were not clearly distinguished. It
may be mentioned that, as early as 1874, Scotch
College had formulated schemes for commercial education.
(See R. Morrison to Balfour, 6 November 1874).
2

Op.cit., p.214,
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gimilar qualities. Richard Goldsborough, for example,
was deemed 'the model merchant!': '

Honest as the day, a hater of deceit, a man whose

word was as good as his bond, whose heart was as

large as his massive frame, not prone to seek

notoriety, yet the adviser of many, a staunch

friend, and a man to be respected by his foes,

if he had any, which is doubtful,l
By the late'elghties, however, 1t seemed to more than
one observer that !'the old roads to prosperity = industry,
patience and intelligence -~ seemed out of date, and
the stimulus to steady labour 1in any path in life was
superceded by a belief in luck and pluck'.g The
honour and honesty of principals, which had been:
taken to require :@abstention from any but commerecial
business and a careful personal supervision of
accounts, were tested and sometimes found wanting. .
Late in 1887 Judge Worthington of the Insolvency
Court had to admonish merchants for their fallure to
keep an informed eye upon theilr affalrs and their
regrettable inclination to speculate in shares outside

3

thedlr own businesseé. In attempting to extriecate
themselves from speculative difficulties several

mercantile houses converted themselves into limited

i .
J.C., 19 April 1886, p.5. Ior simllar description see
ibid, Obituary of William Bailey, 24 January 1890,
p.9.
2
H.G, Turner to Chamber of Commerce in Minutes,
7 May 1889, p.198,
3
J,C.y, 3 November 1887, p.3.
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liability companies.l For obvious reasons it is
difficult to estimate precisely the degree and extent

1

The motives which prompted firms to convert into
limited liability companies were varied, Some were
converted in order to formalilze the relationships of
several partners and their heirs (see W.J.B. Salmon ~-
Advantages of Converting a Business into a Company
with Limited Liability (Sydney 1886) p.8 nos.5 and 6).
For example, it seems that Michaelis Hallenstein's
tannery and leather merchant!s business was converted
(1892) in order to settle the uneasy relations between
two partners and their heirs (see e.g. Moritz
Michaelis, Letterbook (36/10/1 in A.N.U, Archives)
esp,» letter Moritz Michaells to Edward Michaelis,
8 September 1891),

More commonly, however, partnerships were:
converted as a means of recruiting additional capital
to the aid of a faltering enterprise., This was
observed commonly to be the case in Bngland. (Chadwick
quoted by H,A. Shannon = 'The Limited Companies of
1866~83' in E.M. Carus-Wilson, BEssays in Economic
History, Vol.l, (London 1954) p.392). The Journal of
Commerce, as early as 1886 (19 April 1886, p.L), had
warned against such manoeuvers and, after the event,
it was obvious, as 0'Loghlen put it (V.P.D.,

74/1894, p.777) that

v+ sometimes when a firm has a doubtful
future before it, it has taken advantage

of its good standing and credit to transform
itself into a company, the company taking
over all the liabilities, and the firm being
relieved of all its care and anxieties.

A number of mercantile firms, registered as limited
liability companies in the late 'eighties, were
insolvent by the mid-nineties (e.g. Griég and Murray,
Caldwell'!'s Australian Wine Company, Grondona and Co.,
Heinecke and Fox, Fraser and Co.j c¢f. !'Companies
Registered 1887-8' in V.P,P., (7/1888 and 'Companies
Defunct or in Liquidation 1886-96' in V,P,P., C6/1896)
In addition, there were 'doubtful! companies whirch
weathered the 'nineties only with diffieculty. For
(footnote continued on p.4k)
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of this lapse in mercantile mortality; but certainly
some highly respected and well-established members of
the merchant community were drawn, or perhaps led by
their enthusiastic junior partners, along a broader

road.,

The loyalty of the diligent apprentice: was also
over-taxed: ‘rather than toil away behind an office
desk, for a low salary, he shoots out and becomes a
land speculator or a mining speculator?.2 Clerks
and commercial travellers often became deeply involved

3

in speculation,” and some at least resorted to’

embezzlement in attempting to extricate

(footnote 1 continued from p.43)
example, Balfour, Elliott and Co., and Swallow and
Ariell which had been converted into a limited liability
company in the midst of financial difficulties in the
late 'eighties (e.g. Derham to Swallow, 1 May 1886,
9 May 1889, 6 June 1887, 12 September 1887) and was
unable to pay a guaranteed dividend of eight per cent
in the early 'mineties (Reports of Proceedings of
Meetings of Shareholders 1891, 1892, 1893, 1894.)
(A1l in M,U. Archives).
1

Perhaps the two most conspicuous examples were
W.K. Thompson (ex McEwans) who became insolvent in 1889
(J.C., 11 January 1889) and Sir James Lorimer whose
large debts to his company, Lorimer, Rome and Co.,
did not become apparent until 1894, almost five years
afte; his death. (Ibid., 8 May 1894 p.6, 20 September
1889 ”

W.H. Calder in Commercial Congress Report, p.43.

3
See below chapter 8.
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themselves.l These last were said to include some
'very nice fellows! who were "members of this or
that society or club! and had 'the entrée of many of

the best houses in town‘.2

In 1887 the Journal of Commerce, reading the signs
of the times, .asserted that

it is the fashion nowadays to think that there
is no such quality as commercial morality, and,
unfortunately, even those few who have
tenaciously clung to the old-time customs

1
J.C., 22 February 1889. There was a striking rise in
the numbers of persons taken into custody on this charge.
1880 45 1888 67
1881 32 1889 79
1882 48 1890 85
1883 29 ) 1891 70
1884 52 1892 107
1885 57 1893 63
1886 70 1894 Lo
1887 68 1895 Ly

(from Victorian Statistical Registers 'Law, Crime etc.'
1890, 1895) Many offences were notdetected until the

early 'mineties when merchants at last began to put

their books in order. For some cases (Argus 10 June 1892
p.7G, 15 June 1892, 21 September 1892, 19 May 1892, p.1lOF,
J.C., 14 August 1894, p.6, 15 December 1887, p.3, cases

of Joseph Atkinson, 1 October 1889 and Sydney Dixon,

3 October 1892 both in Prosecutors! Briefs, Court Records,
State Archives) I actually examined some two dozen cases
of embezzlement from the late 'eighties through the
Prosecutors' Briefs; however, they were generally
unhelpful as to the defendants’ motives. Two sorts of
explanations were given by contemporaries: that the
embezzler was engaged in 'fast living' (i;g., 6 September
1887) or that clerical salaries were inadequate for

their needs and unbefitting their legitimate aspirations
(A.B.S.G., 13 February 1889, p.696).

2

‘Decay of Morals:, J.C., 3 May 1889.
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and beliefs must, by the ever-recurring

exposures in connection with trade, have had

their faith much shaken and be near that

negative state of trusting nobody, believing

in nobody...l
It called for 'more truth, more honesty and more
backbone ... in our commercial life' and warned that
'we are degenerating from men to money-grubbers'.
That warning was perhaps proper in a more general
sense, for in this new commercial Melbourne - with
its 'army' of foreign agents, its credit
investigators and inspectors,‘its typewriters and
telephones, its office rules and regulations - it,
might well have appeared that those foundations of
personal knowledge, experience and honour embodied in

the ‘rugged corrier stones .of commerce!' were beting effaced.

The enormous contraction of consﬁmption and
credit which distinguished the depression of the early
'nineties from the period of booming expansion which
preceded it had marked effects upon the size, structure,
organization and style of the mercantile community.
Insofar as it intensified competition and placed
heavier demands upon merchants for efficient and
economical conduct of their business, depression
may have served to confirm some of the tendencies to
rational business organiéation which had appeared in

the 'eighties. On the other hand, so many of the

1
31 May 1887, p.3A-B.



L7

discomforts of the early 'ninetles could be read as
the results of the boom-time indiscretions, that
merchants were also impelled to amend what they now
saw as a dishonourable lapse from their true role =-
that of 'the old honest British merchant'.

The first and most obvious consequence of the
depression was a great decline in the volume of
goods imported into the colony. From a peak of
£24,402,760 in 1889, total Victorian imports declined
to a trough of £12,470,599 in 1894. Furthermore,
this large overall reduction was blased towards
commodities usually described as 'luxuries! and
'material for re-producing purposes' rather than
'necessaries'z Table 1.1 (below) presents figures
for some typlcal members of those classes and
1llustrate the general polnt, Such a lop-sided
contraction of imports naturally affected merchants
with unequal severity. The Journal of Commerce noted
in 1894 that

1
Victorilan Statistical Register, 'Interchange' The
detalled figures are: £
1890 22,954,015
1891 21,711,608
1892 171174;545;
1893 13,283,814
1894, ' 12,470,599
1895 12,472,344

2
This distinction was well-established in mercantile
vocabulary (e.g., J.C., 20 December 1882, p.696.)




Table 1.1 Victorian Imports 1890-95 (Selected Commodities)l

£ £
1890 1895 % Decling

FOOD

Tea 666,239 311,312 53.3

Sugar and Molasses 1,208,797 647,982 Lé .k

DRINK |

Beer Cider & Perry 320,089 71,415 777

Spirits 487,941 186,571 61.8

Wine 143,345 31,669 77.9

CLOTHES ETC.

Apparel & Slops 428,496, 172,982 59.6

Cotton Piece Goods 958,266 927,269 3.2

Gloves 126,183 82,896 34.3

Jewellery Lo,487 21,996 55.6;

HOUSEHOLD GOODS

Carpeting 91,422 31,403 65.7
. Furniture & Upholstery 73,336 11,811 83.9 -

INVESTMENT GOODS -

Tools and Utensils 82,625 30,813 62.7

Machinery 348,726 121,371 65.2

Timber 1,288,982 174,146 86.5

Nails & Screws 24,371 . 4,181 82.8

Iron & Steel 905,134 346,824 61.7

1

Statistical Registers,

'ITnterchange!.



L8

given that first essential [one*s own capital],

traders in commodities of necessity, have

secured a fair margin of profit over and above

interest, but those who have supplied articles

of relative luxury have not fared nearly so well.
Not withstanding the predominance of old established
houses in the trade, the number of listed wine and spirit
merchants declined from 134 in 1890 to 116 in 1895, while
tea merchants actually increased from 20 to 26,2 Timber
and hardware merchants suffered most severely from the
collapse of the building industry: the former fell from
104 in 1890 to 70 in 1895.

In general,contraction of consumption was unevenly -
shared, not only between various types of merchandise, _
but also between various sorts of consumer., In particular
it was the metropolis rather than the country areas -
at least until 1892 ~ which was affected. After the poor
wool prices of 1892-3 and the onset of prolonged drought,
this imbalance was partially redressed. Indeed by 1894,
Just as the situation in the city had begun to look
'more healthy!', the Journal of Commerce predicted that

the 'country store keepers [would] not be able -to

withstand the long strain of increasing book debts‘.3

1

2 February 1894, p.8.
2

Sands and McDougall, Melbourne Directories, 1890,
1895. Wine and Spirit merchants, together with their
retailers, were very active in attempting to lower
the duties on liquor. (J.C., 15 August 1893, p.12).
The persistence of the tea trade was seen as surprising
by contemporaries (e.g. Argus, 9 July 1892, p.54.)
3

J.C,, 20 November 1894,
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Finally, merchants involved in re-export to
other colonies were more drastically affected than
those who dealt exclusively with 'domestic! imports.

As the Journal of Commerce demonstrated to a

surprised mercantile community, Melbourne had actually
been losing ground, in some areas at least, since the
mid-'e’ighties.l The re-export trade had always been

a tender growth, feeding mainly upon a large 'domestic!
import trade; when that trade declined, so -~ it was

surmised - must the re-~export trade:

As soon as ... the volume of trade is exhibited
to the world, there is a general drift of
trade towards the country that shews the
greatest progress. Agencies and ship-owners,
money-market and everything, look to this
question of the volume of trade, and so we
see that agencies that used to be fixed in
Victoria are gradually drifting to our
neighbours, not because of any superiority
on their part in the way of skill, or energy
or position, but simply because the volume
of trade has gone there ...

The difficulties of the re-exporters were compounded by
the imposition in 1893 of a one per cent primage duty

levied upon all imports but, unlike ordinary customs

duties, not returnable as a drawback when goods were

1
6 November 1894, p.5.

2
W.H. Calder to Board appointed ... to enquire into

the Effect of the Fiscal System ... [B.F.S.] V.P.D.
3% /1894 ,Q15683. —="
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re~exported.l Some goods ~ particularly those already
subjected to heavy duties - were exempted, but the

tax fell very heavily upon softgoods, paper and metal
goods.2

The imposition of this new barrier to
intercolonial trade made merchants more aware of
the advantages of cheap coal fuel, lower wharfage
rates, docks close to the centre of the city,

3

proximity to New Zealand. These several
considerations forced many Melbourne merchants
either to relinquish their intercolonial

connections or to transfer their centre of
operations to Sydney. Some had already established
branches in the !'sister colony! during the 'eighties
when their more pushing style of business made

them sufficiently conspicuous to earn the title

1 .
This tax, designed to raise revenue 'to pay the
public creditor' was actually supported in the
Legislative Assembly by merchants like Robert Harper
because they feared the alternative (Deakin's land
tax) even more and do not seem to have foreseen its
effects on mercantile enterprise. (V.P.D.,

72/1893, p.1255.)

2

Tbid., p.1218,
3
Age, 17 May 1894, pp.5B-C.
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'new chum houses‘.l In the mid-'nineties several other
firms joined them and others announced they were

contemplating removal.2 J. Bennie for example,

said he dealt largely in softgoods, and
although he desired to remain in Melbourne,
the time was not far distant when he would
be compelled, in his own interest, to look
for his living at Sydney. Already he had
started business there in consequence of
the primage and wharfage rates,_in order to
retain his intercolonial trade.

In May 1894 a delegation of merchants petitioned the
Commissioner of Customs to remove the primage duty

or at least to allow drawbacks; but the duty remained.

1 .
J.C., 18 August 1891, p.8. "New Chum houses" is
the polite trade term applied to the branches of
Victorian firms which have been established in Sydney.
We suppose our prosaic neighbours do not relish

having competitors who do not close their warehouses
for an hour at midday, or whose principals do not 'go
out to see a man' at abodut three in the afternoon, and
find themselves in a billiard room or their club for
the remainder of the day. Or perhaps they find that
the natural acumen of such firms as Parbury Henty and
Co., Connell Hogarth and Co., Parson Bros., and Co.,
and Harper and Co., etc,, is sufficient to enable them
to snatch away the cream of the trade, leaving the

0ld chums to liquidate the estates of their own clients'.

Most of these firms appear to have been in the grocery
or wine and spirits trades. Henry Berry and Co.,
another large grocery firm also transferred to Sydney
at this time (Henry Berry and Co., Birthday 100
(Melbourne 1956)).
2

Age, 24 April 1894, p.5F notably James Henty and Co.,
Cohen Nelson and Co., Jules Renard; see also J.C.,
10 September 1895, p.10. Evidence of William A.
Seward of Curcier, Adet and Co., to B.F.S., V.P.P.
37%/1894,Q.9375 and W.H. Calder in Ibid., Q.1573k.
3

Age, U4 May 1894, p.7aA.
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Because of the presence of branches of Melbourne firms
in Sydney before 1890, it is difficult to éstimate the
number of firms which actually transferred the centre
of their operations to Sydney. Certainly some
Melbourne firms - Erbsloh and Co., H.J. Langdon, ..
James McEwans and Ostermeyers for example - opened
Sydney offices during the early 'mineties but the
reconstruction of Sydney branches as headquarters is
more difficult to follow.l Jules Renard, for example,
retained both Sydney and Melbourne houses but now
largely abandoned the practice of re-export and did

so, where necessary, only from Sydney:

Prior to the imposition of the primage tax
our practice was to stock in Melbourne all
lines that were required for the supply of
intercolonial wants. We had branches in
Sydney and Brisbane that did business direct,
apart from the Melbourne house, but our
representatives in New Zealand, Tasmania,
West Australia and South Australia sent

their orders here. Since the primage duty
was enforced, we have adopted as far as
possible an indent basis for supplying the
needs of the colonies in which we have no
definitely constituted branches; that is to
say, the Melbourne house receives orders from
the different intercolonial markets apart from
New South Wales and Queensland, and executes
them by the cheapest and best direct
communication that we can procure. There is
no touching Melbourne at all if we can help
it. If we are asked to supply goods to
replenish stocks which have run short between
shipments on the above basis, we do so from

a stock held in Sydney.2

1

These examples were located in Sydney and Melbourne
directories for 1890 and 1895,
2

Age 24 April 1894 p.5F.
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Between 1890 and 1895 re-exports from Melbourne to
other colonies declined save in the extraordinary
instance of West Australia where trade actually increzased

by almost 400 per cent.t

The contraction of credit2 had dire effects upon
both merchants and agents. The former were reduced
to shorter credit and were at a disadvantage to the
agents whose methods of direct indenting obviated
costly stock holding. Throughout the 'nineties they
conducted a long battle to reduce stocks and eliminate
'jobbing'. They now aspired to 'reduce the buying to
a science“,3 to contain their purchases well within
their known capacity to sell. S.P. Jones, the
Melbourne manager of Robert Reid and Co., had
constantly to warn his London representative against

'over-buying!'.

For reductions in terms see e.g., Australasian Grocers!'

Journal [A.G.J.] 28 May 1893 p.125.

3

1 . :

Re-Exports of 'Foreign' Goods from Victoria (£).
To: 1890 1895
N.S.W. 982,024 596:,768
N.Z. 219,689 165,173
Q'LD 205,153 147,264
S.A. 204,804 162,645
TAS 373,903 239,302
W.A. 49,545 246,522
FIJI 6,689 1,016
2

William Gibson to Dougall, 9 June 1891,
(Foy and Gibson Papers, M.U. Archives).
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... where we cable for a line and you get
just what we ask for at a job price is of
course excellent business such as the
various jobs Mr Bones sent us in answer to
repeats - but buying jobs without an order,
because they are jobs, is best left alone. o
Watsons, Ross Robertsons, Birkets and Freys
ought to teach us enough about buying jobs -
your system of sending a cable and asking us
our opinion where a big job is being offered
you is the correct one.

Buyers were advised to make greater use of cables and
of steamers rather than sailing ships.2 " Both cable.
rates and ship freights were reduced in the early
'nineﬁies, the latter very substantially. The ,
. 'shipping ring' previously operated by the 'Associated
brokers! was upset by TYser and Co., whose 'Maori
King' began to operate at 30/- é ton on the London to
3

Australia route in 1890.

Merchants, sometimes burdened with large stocks,
faced a market which had been 'spoiled' by clearance

sales and the price-cutting of those of their fellows

1 .
Robert Reid, London Memo Book 10 November 1896, p.36.
Also see 24 April, 1897, 6 March 1897.
2 .
Ibid., 1 March 1897, p.84. Gibson to Dougall,
10 February 1891, p.198. :

3 .

Rates: 1 Jan. 1890 ' 15 April 1890 20 Dec. 1890
Closed Naked Weight. ‘
Sailing ship. 30.0 25.0 '17.6
Steamer 35.0 27.6 20.0

(from Argus 3 January 1891 p.-134)
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who practically igmnored profit margins in the futile
attempt to 'do a turnover'.l The few retailers who
could command substantial independent capital were
well placed to exploit the cut-throat competition of
merchants and agents. The stocks of liquidated whoiesale
houses were sold uhder conditions which depressed prices
and confidence among their fellows. Sometimes they
were realised at public auctibn amidst talk of
'sacrifices'! which undermined confidence in the
creditors of thé defunct firm;2 sanetimes they were
sold in small lots directly to the few retailers who
had the capital to make cash purchases.3 Most of the
latter however had, in fact, to maintain very small
stocks and renew orders from the merchants as often

as three times a week.h Many merchants, preferring

to retain stocks rather than accept retailers' dubious
paper, reluctantly fell in with this method of deéling;
others, however, adopted the riskier course of
extending credit to those fetailers who would enter
into ah,arrangement to deal with them exclusively.

Such 'tied houses!' or 'nursed accounts', being
sufficiently indebted to a wholesale merchant, could

5

demand renewals almost as a matter of right.

1

J.C., 17 March 1891, p.5 - see example of Stracker and
Fischer mentioned Robert Reid and Co., London Memo,
15 December 1896 p.A47.
2 . )
J.C.,, 22 May 189%4.
3
J.C., 7 November 1893, p.8.
| —
Ibid., 15 March 1892, p.5.
5.

Tbid., 26 September 1893, p.12, 19 December 1893, p.5.
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Once reverting to this dependent connection with
a single supplier (and relinquishing the independance
attained during the previous decade) the retail houses
had no use for the brokers whose services had been
essential to the efficient working of the free market
system. In the late: 'eighties, the tea and sugar
markets especially had supported a'large number of
brokers who acted for buyers both in Victoria and other
colonies. By 1893 the Journal of Commerce claimed
that

... business transacted in the open market
or on the old lines is getting less and
less every day, unttl it is now almost

non est. Even the most energetic and .
competent brokers have to turn themselves
into intercolonial agents and such like,
and divide their brokerages with confreres
in other centres, in order to make a decent
livelihood. There is little or mno
speculation in the market, and even if the
desire existed thevre are very few brokers
who have the experience or enjoy the
confidence of capitalists required to

bring it about. Again, there are so many
in the business that they 'cut each other's
throats' -~ to use a colloquialism - and
contracts are made for the most trifling
amounts at a small percentage of the old-time
charge of one per cent.

Nomenclature was often deceptive and those who described
themselves as 'brokers!', 'agents*, 'merchants', or

'importers' might hav<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>