



The NSW Builders Labourers Federation and Aboriginal rights activism in the 1960s

[Correction: Padraic would like to make one correction to the presentation. He stated that Pete Thomas was BLF Secretary during the period of corrupt, right-wing leadership of the BLF in the 1950s. The name of the Secretary was actually Fred Thomas. Pete Thomas was a journalist who worked for the Tribune newspaper and wrote the book “Taming the Concrete Jungle: The Builders’ Labourers Story” about the rise of the left within the union.]

CONOR: … Australian Centre's Critical Public Conversation series for 2025. Before we go any further, we'll just begin with a Welcome to Country recorded by Auntie Georgina Nicholson.

- WELCOME –

CONOR: Thank you so much for that generous welcome, Auntie Georgina.
I'd also like to respectfully acknowledge Wurundjeri Elders past and present and also as an employee of the University of Melbourne, I'd like to acknowledge the role this institution has played in promoting and perpetuating settler-colonial violence, whether through racist scholarships, unreturned ancestral remains or otherwise.
I'm Conor Hannan and I'm a settler historian teaching into the Australian Centre's Treaty education program. I'm standing in today for the interim Director, Jessica Gerrard, who's unable to be here. And it's my pleasure to launch our 2025 series.
The theme is Settler Nationalism and its Discontent and, and this is with thanks to the Nationhood Research Team and in particular Doctor Dan Tapp who have developed this theme. The series explores the fragility, incoherence and contradictions of contemporary settler-colonial nationalisms. We seek to understand the politics of race, sex, gender and identity embedded within them, and to trace the connections between settler-colonialism, settler-nationalism and neoliberalism.
Sovereign Indigenous peoples have always been on the frontline of resisting the violence of settler nationalism. The series honours that resistance while also exploring resurgent Indigenous nation-building projects and other possibilities for living other ways. 
Before we begin, a little housekeeping, the chat function is disabled for attendees. However, please use the Q&A function for any questions, and that's including any tech-related queries, which our team will be monitoring throughout the session. But if you submit questions to our presenter at any time throughout the webinar, I'll take note of them as they come through. And this means that we'll have some questions for the Q&A afterwards.
I'm delighted to introduce our speaker today. Paddy Gibson is a postdoctoral fellow at the Jambana Institute at the University of Technology Sydney. He's a historian with a focus on social movements, especially the Australian labour movement, and struggles for Aboriginal rights. Paddy's an active socialist, co-editor of Solidarity Magazine and an active participant in campaigns for Aboriginal rights.
He'll present today on the NSW Builders Labourers Federation and Aboriginal rights activism in the 1960s and I'll pass over to him now.

PADDY: Thanks Conor. Thanks so much and thanks Auntie Georgina for that welcome, that lovely welcome. I'm here at my house on Bidjigal land today. Just over the rise is Botany Bay, Kamay, where the British invasion of these lands first begun. And I'd just like to acknowledge all the resistance that's come from the people here to the destructive project of colonisation and capitalism as it's spread out from here, from the invasion point here.
Behind me is lovely artwork by Nadina Dixon, who's a local woman, a traditional owner and she's also the granddaughter of Chicka Dixon who was a militant wharfie and Aboriginal rights leader who features in the features in some of the story I'm going to be sharing today. I would just also like to give a special shout out to Uncle Ray Peckham and John Nolan who are joining today from Dubbo.
The research I'm presenting today has very much come out of a biography project to write the biography, the important story of Uncle Ray Peckham, who made an incredible contribution to the struggle for Aboriginal rights and the struggle for rights for us all, the struggle of the working class over many years, many years of tireless struggle. And I've been working with John, an Aboriginal Elder there in Dubbo, John Nolan and Wendy Bowles to write Ray's biography, which we're hoping to be able to share with you very soon. We've pretty much finished the project where we're trying to get it published now.
So today I'm going to be talking about the Builders Labourers Federation, which was Ray's union, and the role that that union played in the fight for Aboriginal rights here in NSW in the 1960s. 
And there's two stories – background stories – I think that are important for understanding some of the activism that I'll be describing, some of the campaigns that the Builders Labourers fought in this period. The first is the development of the Aboriginal rights movement here in Sydney and the emergence of an organisation, the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship, in the late 1950s that carried through the struggle here in Sydney. And secondly is the Builders Labourers Federation themselves and the development of a left-wing leadership and a militant culture, rank-and-file driven culture within the Builders Labourers Federation from the late 1950s and into the 1960s. So those are the two background stories.
I'll just firstly describe to you, before we go into some of the meat about the very important campaigning that was done at the time, I've prepared some slides that I'll share with you. Uncle Ray features in about three quarters of those slides. He's a handsome fellow. Lucky for us looking at them through today.
So I'll start this process of sharing slides and hopefully we can get it to work. OK, I'll move into my slideshow. Here's, here's Uncle Ray and his family, some of his family, and on his left is Pearl Gibbs, who's a very important Aboriginal activist who was crucial for the struggle through the 1930s. That's the important background to the struggle that was picked up in the 1950s and 1960s. Ray always says that what centrally informed his fight was the fight of the Aboriginal Progressive Association that was led by Bill Ferguson and Pearl Gibbs and others in the 1930s. And his father, Tom Peckham, was also a very important member of that struggle, of that broader struggle that was happening.
People, Aboriginal people in the 1930s and all the way through the period we're going to be talking about now, lived under a racist dictatorship, lived under an apartheid regime. In the 1930s it was the Aborigines Protection Board that was controlling Aboriginal life, controlling all facets of Aboriginal life, controlling movement, controlling income, forcibly segregating Aboriginal people.
Some fights slightly loosened that regime, but it was still a very heavily heavy regime in the 1950s and 60s by the renamed Aborigines Welfare Board and Pearl Gibbs and Ray Peckham really continued that fight through the 1950s and 1960s that had been started with the APA in the 1930s.And there's the Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association in the 20s before that, before that as well.
So here you can see Uncle Ray and Pearl on board a ship, the Envy Australis. Ray's on his way to East Berlin. And what was happening in East Berlin was a peace carnival, an international peace carnival that was really organised by the communist parties around the world in the context of the Cold War, the context of, you know, this enormous conflict that was brewing between the Eastern Bloc and the Western Bloc. And Ray went as a gesture of peace and as and as part of a broad movement of youth, to actually try to take a stand against war and for international solidarity at a carnival in 1951. It was Pearl who suggested Ray go as a delegate.
Ray had come to Sydney from Dubbo in 1950 and met up with Pearl. And he says the first thing she'd said to him when he when he turned up on her doorstep was, "Where have you been? We need you, I've been waiting for you. I need some more help here fighting for our rights. And I need to take you to meet the Trades and Labour Council" because the working-class movement and the trade-union movement had provided very important support to the Aborigines Progressive Association.
And Pearl Gibbs had built all relationships with a whole lot of trade union leaders, particularly trade unions that were led by the Communist Party at that time were quite supportive of the Aboriginal rights movement. So in 1950 and 1951 there was I guess the beginning of the wave of struggle of Aboriginal rights that we're going to be talking about today. 
One of the important events that kicked it off was a series of strikes by Larrakia workers in Darwin and other Aboriginal workers in Darwin who were held in bondage in the Bagot Compound there. They launched a series of strikes that were supported by the communist-led North Australian Workers Union and one of the leaders of that union went on a speaking tour of southern cities. And out of that speaking tour you got the creation of what was called the Council for Aboriginal Rights, which really took root in Melbourne and went on to play a very important role in the struggle out of Melbourne.
But in Sydney there was also a brief period where the Council for Aboriginal Rights organised, and Pearl Gibbs and Ray Peckham were some of its some of its leading members. After Ray came back from East Berlin and came back to Sydney, he got stuck into organising, along with the Council for Aboriginal Rights, a peace carnival here in Sydney, again to challenge the drive to war and to challenge the racist divisions that are created by the system trying to turn ordinary people against each other.
At the time the Menzies government, a very conservative and anti-communist government, cracked down on this attempt to organise a peace festival and basically managed, working with local councils and the state government, to ban events being held at basically any sporting field, any town hall, any venue around the city of Sydney where they were trying to hold it. They banned international guests from coming using the White Australia policy and other coercive laws to stop people actually coming here to be able to show international solidarity. There were delegations planned from China, from India, from a range of places, that couldn't actually make it.
But incredibly the carnival went ahead. I can't tell you the story of the defiance and the work of trade unionists in the defiance that allowed the carnival to go ahead. But it did go ahead. And there was, you know, a major demonstration and picnic of 15,000 people, uh, standing for international solidarity and against racism. And because none of the international delegations could come, local communities in Sydney: the Chinese community, Greek community, Italian community represented their people and dressed up in their dress and participated in this festival. 
Also very important was La Perouse. You can see on the bottom left hand of the page, you can see Joe Timbery and his daughter Jeanette. There was a big part of this festival was a big event at La Perouse of thousands of people there gathered for Aboriginal rights. And over the right-hand side of the page at the bottom there, you can see Faith Mussing, as she was at the time, or Faith Bandler, who became a very important leader in that Aboriginal rights movement. And she's holding a gift that came from a Māori delegation that actually came over as part of that solidarity event. And they did let the New Zealanders in. They wouldn't let anyone from around the world, but they let people in from New Zealand. And the Māori came and there was a very important symbolic moment of presenting gifts between the Māori and the Aboriginal people. And Pearl Gibbs actually held on to that statue right to the end of her life. She kept it in a prominent place in her house as a as a memento to what was going on.
So, this gives you some of the feel of the way that the Communist Party and some of the left-wing unions that they were leading at the time were trying to challenge racism and challenge the drive to war in this height and sort of Cold War atmosphere. The Korean War was on at the time. The Vietnam War was going to be hot on its heels not too long later. And there was a consistent, there was a consistent stand for peace and against racism. Out of the experience of the of the Council for Aboriginal Rights, Pearl Gibbs lobbied in some ways, she appreciated the communist support, but she did talk about the tendency of the Communist Party at this time.
We could go into some critiques of the Communist Party, but we don't have an enormous amount of time on this on this session. But she did have a critique that there was a bit of a controlling attitude, and she wanted a more broad-based committee. And she started what was called the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship with Faith Bandler a little bit later in the 50s, continuing to build on this work that she had done. And they organised a massive meeting in Sydney in 1957 that launched the campaign for a referendum, which I'm sure all of the listeners on here today are familiar with – the campaign for the 1967 referendum.
And what was very significant about the fight for the referendum in 1967 was that it was about transferring power over Aboriginal people from state-based protection regimes that were controlling their lives to the Commonwealth – to put the responsibility on the Commonwealth.
The target of the activists was very much the Aborigines Welfare Board here in NSW and their power. And they saw that by passing this new clause in the constitution. Ray credits Jessie Street and make sure that we always credit Jessie Street for coming up with the idea of, of, of changing the constitution in this way to try and get the power away from the state and make it so the Commonwealth could legislate.
I mean, Ray has also got a critique, and many activists have a critique of the referendum campaign in that it actually didn't deliver what it promised, which was full citizens' rights, and left many people in a, in a dire state. But it was a very important campaign in terms of mobilising large numbers of people to actually challenge the state-based apartheid regimes that people were under. And right from the start, the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship, which was black and white activists together meeting and organising it, had very strong trade-union participation.
By the end of the 1950s you've actually got 18 trade unions that are paying affiliation fees to the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship and allowing the fellowship to actually operate. You had trade union leaders speaking at their founding meeting, the public meeting in 1957. And you can see over on the right-hand side, they organised a contingent of Aboriginal people and supporters to March in May Day every year from 1957 onwards.
And here's some photos from 1960. On the left is Helen Hambley, who is a communist who's quite important for this story, was Ray's partner through the 1960s and organised a lot of the campaigns with her and - er, with him. And on the right is Dick Hunter, who was an Aboriginal man from Broome who'd come to Sydney to work. He was a communist. He was in the Communist Party as well. And at this point he was in the Builders Labourers Federation. He was one of the Kooris, well, Aboriginal people, he was from Broome. But a number of Kooris from NSW actually had come into Sydney at this time and joined the Builders Labourers Federation.
And they had a growing Aboriginal membership, which is one of the one of the sort of bases for the for the activism that they were going to do. So the Australian Aboriginal Fellowship's a very important part of this story. By 1960 when Ray gets involved himself in the Fellowship, they've got some experience and they've got a mission to try and take on that power of the Aboriginal Welfare Board and try and bring it down.
OK, so the other piece of the puzzle is the Builders Labourers Federation themselves. In the early 1950s, the Builders Labourers Federation were actually led by conservative right wingers. There's a fellow called Pete Thomas who ran the Builders Labourers Federation and Builders Labourers themselves had shocking conditions, absolutely shocking conditions.
So Jack Mundey, I would also just like to acknowledge Judy Mundey, Jack Mundey's wife, is with us here today. It's five years, just four days ago since Jack passed away. An incredible contribution that Jack Mundey made to the struggle. A trade unionist and communist of, of renown and of, of real importance.
Jack came into the Builders Labourers Federation. He joined in 1956. He came down from Queensland, he'd come to play rugby league here in, in in Sydney, joined the Communist Party, joined the Builders Labourers Federation and he described in his book Green Bans and Beyond the actual conditions in the industry. 
He says conditions as they were understood in the majority of workplaces did not exist. You would come under the job, and you were lucky if you found a nail to hang your clothes on. There would be one tap outside the dressing shed, practically no soap, and the first fight was to get hot water. There were no tables and chairs to sit on in the breaks. The toilets would be old pans, often in filthy condition. The sheds were filled with cement. Nobody was detailed to look after the hygiene or other amenities. If workers raised their voices on behalf of these basic decencies, they'd often be sacked the same day.
The union resembled some of the worst of its American counterparts. The leaders had these blacklists of those who opposed them. There were bashings of militant workers and there was collusion with employers. So the union actually helped maintain the shocking conditions that were acting in the industry in many ways. And it was up to Communist Party, left-wing Labor Party people who formed a rank-and-file group in the 1950s that fought to try and oust the right-wing leadership. And the way they did that was by organising on the job and on the job.
Suddenly the building conditions in Sydney were very different from how they've been before, with the development of high-rise buildings and massive government infrastructure projects that brought together sometimes thousands of workers onto one site, potentially explosive conditions for union organisation and you've heard the conditions as they were.
Here is a picture of Lance Shelton, who is a dogman and a Koori BLF member, riding a load.
Look at what they used to do, actually standing there riding a load building the State Office block, which is one of the major projects in Sydney in the early 1960s that Ray also worked on there, worked on the State Office block, so they, they, the rank-and-file group fought, would organise strikes in defiance not only of the boss, but in defiance of their own officials, built up a following, built up a presence in the industry.
They'd have to stand up to these gangster types and sometimes come into the meetings like literally carrying guns to try and intimidate the try and intimidate the militant at the rank-and-file level.
But they fought hard. They built up a base of support and through the late 50s and early 60s they actually started to establish themselves in the leadership of the union. By 1961, they decisively won leadership. So it's a fantastic story for anyone out there who doesn't like their union leaders. The BLF is the way you actually change it. You organise and fight to change it.
Ray talks a lot about the importance of the anti-racist politics that were part and parcel of the BLF in this. He talks about the State Office block job. I'll just quote from an interview we did. He said: 
"One example when I was working the building, building the State Office block where all the big courts are now in the city. We were fighting hard over working conditions and all that sort of business, right? The builder, Perini, that was the company, he locked us out. He closed it all down. But the trade union said no, we'll fight for the right to work. And we jumped the fences and went back in on the job and the workers were talking. 
They said we'll have to get some notice sheets going. Everyone was thinking about English, putting them out in English. But then the Italians and the Greeks, they would say, no, we can't read that. They had their own little groups, you know, out in the suburbs and all that sort of thing. When it was all, when it was all thought out. There were about 29 different languages on the site that we needed to print the information in. And that's it, you know, that was the brotherhood. It didn't matter who you were. We were all together in the union, right?
It was this attitude of what you know, whereas the previous leadership had actually mocked migrant workers in their bulletin, the new leadership said if we're going to build power to fight the boss, we have to be anti-racist and we have to break down those barriers.
And one of the important stances they took was for Aboriginal rights. There was a lot of, as I mentioned, Kooris come actually coming into Sydney at the time, one thing that was going on in rural NSW was you, you started to get the automation, a lot of the, of a lot of the pastoral work that was being done.
And people were finding it very difficult to get jobs like in their own communities close to their own reserve. And so more and more people were coming into Sydney. And Ray says that the BLF was an easy way for a Koori to get a job. They could sign up with the union, they'd be able to get a job pretty much straight away. They'd know the work was there. And the BLF became quite well known, quite well known in Redfern.
And actually behind this, there's also the there's the there's also the anti-racist politics of the of the Communist Party itself trying to get out of this. There's also the anti-racist politics of the Communist Party itself and the Communist Party very much arguing from a like Marxist tradition at this time.
Again, you could go into critiques of the Stalinism of the party at the time, but there was some really strong anti-racist politics that were there from the historic sort of Marxist tradition where they saw racism as very much a feature of the process of global imperialism, the process of colonisation of the world by European imperialist powers, its division into colonies and its ongoing attempts to actually keep workers divided against each other to stop a fight back against capitalist power.
So you read the conferences. I won't have time to quote from it. I had some quotes prepared for you.
But you read some quotes from the conferences, they're putting the struggle for Aboriginal rights in the context of the global struggles for decolonisation that were happening at the time, the struggle against apartheid in South Africa and the struggle of Black people in the United States of America, which was really kicking up, I mean, Ray says to a Communist Party conference in 1961.
This is ASIO reporting: "Ray Peckham claimed that the Aboriginals in NSW were exploited and suffered from a lack of civic rights. He compared these conditions with those of discrimination against coloured races throughout the world. In developing his theme of discrimination, Peckham referred to the plight of the Negroes in the United States and to the execution of Lumumba in the Congo."
Okay, so the CPA at this time is calling for self-determination, the abolition of the Aborigines Welfare Board, the granting back of land to Aboriginal people to actually to actually run their own communities and get justice. And there's also an analysis that's developing through the likes of Ray and other Kooris that were joining the party and joining the union movement at this time.
That this process of mechanisation pushing workers towards the city was also creating opportunities for workers in the city to become far more aware of the reality of the racism against Aboriginal people who had been historically kept segregated on reserves.
So you had this sort of contradictory process where capitalism's, you know, creating this Aboriginal work force that's actually able to bring the demands of their people to the broader working-class movement. And that's and that's what was going on. And Ray says that he actually had an argument with some people in the Communist Party at this time who took that a bit, you know, further.
And he said they were like half-baked religious mobs, you know, like just full of doctrine who'd sort of say, "well, it's a good thing that the blacks are leaving the reserves and coming into the cities and joining up the workforce. That's what they should do. And we should just focus on actually getting people into the factories and organising in the factories."
But Ray said "no, we've got to fight to be able to stay in our communities, we've got to fight to be able to retain our land. And also there's an Aboriginal working class in the rural areas that has played a crucial role in the struggle throughout history." So you'll see very much in the examples I'll go on to give in the time I've got left of the fight that actually happened in NSW in the 1960s.
The workers in the city are very important, but in the rural areas where the organisation against that segregation and apartheid is happening, it's very often leading black workers who've got experience in the unions in the bush that are also leading the struggle actually in those communities.
I'll just go on now to with the time I've got left to actually talk about some of these some of these struggles. This is the perspective that Ray takes into the fellowship takes into the BLF. And basically they develop a practice of on the one hand, fighting racism in the city and mobilising to try and educate and mobilise workers in the city against the regime Aboriginal people are living under, but also travelling out into the country areas and actually organising people in the bush to stand up for their own rights.
And I'll go back to my go back to my slideshow. So here's one of the first fights they took up. Here's a few photos. I'd also just like to acknowledge the late Joyce Clegg who was custodian of these photos for many years. They were taken by Ray and Helen Hambly.
Joyce Clegg was another member of the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship and I'm very lucky to work with her daughter Pauline who helped us actually get these photos. But yeah, they're magical photos and there's plenty of them we're hoping to share in the book. 
But here's some photos from the Coonamble Reserve in 1960. And Kath Boney is a woman with Ray up in the top-right hand corner who was a leader of her people. You can see the conditions the Kooris were living in, right? So people weren't allowed to live in town in houses. They were pushed onto reserve, and they had rough camps on these reserves on the edges of town, right?
And in Coonamble they'd actually fought and there was white supporters in town too that had fought and actually got land in town for the welfare board to build some houses in town. But the racist locals and white council in town wouldn't allow it, right? So they got organised in 1960.
There was a council meeting halfway through 1960 where they were going to have a vote on whether or not to allow the Aboriginal people to actually come in town and build these houses. Ray and Helen and Dick and others travelled out to Coonamble, organised the local community and they stood up and Kath Boney marched into that meeting, dressed down all the racists in the meeting and actually won the vote that they would allow for the Aboriginal people to actually build the houses in the town. And that's sort of how they started to break down what was going on was by organising and standing up and fighting back.
So there's all these examples I won't have time to go into today, but there's so many examples of this kind of thing happening on reserves across NSW all through the 1960s.
The next story I wanted to tell you about was the rent strike that happened at Purfleet in 1960 and 1961. Purfleet Reserve up north of Newcastle. Horrie Saunders there, who's in the picture sitting down with his hands, with his hands like this. He's on board a ship with Seaman docked in Sydney, are speaking to a union meeting with Ray in the background about the struggle of that his people are having on the reserve, about the shocking conditions that they were forced to live in. No running water, no sewerage, no sanitation. Horrie had lost one of his kids to diphtheria. A number of children had died of the shocking conditions and Horrie had also been in the Builders Labourers Federation.
So he actually had experience working as a Builders labourer, building government housing in Taree for poor whites. And through that experience he realised, one, the government can build the houses we need – they're building them for these poor whites. And two, some union principles and connections with union and connections with communists about how do we actually hook up with supporters that are actually out there to being bring pressure to, pressure to bear on the government. And Horrie led a rent strike on Purfleet where they just refused to pay rent to the Aborigines Welfare Board. He was a fisherman at the time and he owned some of his own fishing boats.
And so Ray says the reason they went after Horrie was because he had some collateral they could go after, right. So they actually tried to evict Horrie from Purfleet Reserve and the case went all the way to the Supreme Court and the unions backed Horrie in the Supreme Court and Fred Patterson, a communist barrister, actually representing him in the Supreme Court. But in the lead up to the court case, they didn't just rely on the court, they organised amongst the working class to actually build support for per fleet and build support for Horrie and for the abolition of the Welfare Board.
So here's Horrie and Ray talking to unionised seaman at the time. Here's Ray speaking at the Tullawarra Power Station on the South Coast. Hundreds of workers at their stop-work meeting, addressing the power station.
I'm just going to read the Ray's hectic schedule of building support in the union movement in the two weeks from March 10. This is on the South Coast: 50 workers at the Illawarra Coke Works sea addresses in Coalcliff. 120 day-shift men at morning meeting at Coalcliff Pit. South Coast Board of Management of the Miners Federation, the Illawarra Trades and Labour Council. 60 men at BMW Steel Fairy Meadow. 130 striking miners at Nebo Colliery, Port Kembla sanitary depot. More than 50 men there. Port Kembla Waterside Workers Federation stop-work meetings. The Tullawarra power station. 200 miners at Wongawilly Pit. Little building job at the University of Wollongong, the Berrima Cement Works, 180 men there were addressed and resolved to support the campaign. The Berrima coal mine and many more, many more meetings.
So just absolutely going hard, actually going out, meeting workers where they are, unionised workers on their lunch break or at stop-work meetings, building support, taking collections.
That's how they actually built up the awareness and the power to fight back against the board, the BLF themselves at this stage, Bert McGill, who's a very important communist - who, who when one of the first BLF people actually elected as a paid organiser, he helped to take Horrie and other BLF organisers helped to take Horrie around all the BLF jobs in Sydney. So while Ray's talking to the to the coal industry and steelworks and stuff on the South Coast and also up in Lithgow, Horrie's touring the BLF sites in Sydney and they're building up this support. And under all that pressure there were big delegations of unionists to NSW Parliament.
They win in the Supreme Court and Ray says this is the first time we actually think we can be beat the power of the Board. And there's a real breakthrough in terms of saying we can actually get a win here. Now, it's not the end of the story. The board did manage to get Horrie off the reserve, not, you know, a little a little while later, but they did. And, and anyway, there's a whole story there. But it was, it was a, it was a clear victory at the time. And they and they and they said, right, the Board can, the Board can be fought, the Board can be beaten. Here's how it was reported in the Queensland Guardian Communist paper and apartheid in Australia. 
Ray and Horrie went to Brisbane to actually join in what was called the Federal Council for Aborigines Advancement. The FCAA in Queensland had had a had a conference that Horrie and Ray attended. By this stage you've got like 20, 25 unions actually sending representatives and paying money into this new national organisation, the Federal Council for Aboriginal Affairs, that was being established to fight against the protection system that's existing right, right across Australia.
OK, a couple more examples. I'm running out of time. There's a whole lot of stuff about what they did in the 1960s I'm not going to be able to get through but is a survey. This is a very important move. The South Coast Trades and Labour Council off the back of all the work that was done to build support for Horrie's case. They actually established an Aboriginal Advancement League or spaced by the Labour Council and Ray and Dick Hunter, Helen Hambley and Joe Howe, who was a white wharfie.
They went on a tour auspiced by the Labour Council all the way down the South Coast, actually across the border and into Victoria, surveying all the Aboriginal communities about their living and working conditions. And the living and working conditions are shocking. You've got child labour, they're picking kids up from Aboriginal reserves and taking them. Ray says they could get down closer to the peas and beans, they could pick the, the kids, you know, so that, but they, the shocking conditions people don't have access to, to medical care, people don't have access to good housing. They're living out on these, on these vegetable sort of growing stations and doing basically sh*t, lowly paid work for the, for the capitalist agriculturalists. And the Labour Council starts to organise and take, starts to take a stand and important and this is the, the report.
I was going to read from the report, but we're running out of time. But a very important woman part of this struggle is Norma Sharman, who was a delegate, a union delegate in the paper mill just outside of Nowra. And she was a leader of her community. And they actually established A Nowra Aborigines Advancement League that started to take on segregation in Nowra. And they did it with union power.
So there's a great story about Norma in not long after they formed the league and another local Aboriginal Woman and Miners Union delegate called Fred Moore going into to a cafe in Nowra and they refused to serve them because they weren't serving Kooris at the time. And they say to them, "well, our league is supported by the South Coast Trades and Labour Council. So unless you start serving Aboriginal people, we're going to ban deliveries to your café," right. And that got results.
And they managed to actually forcibly desegregate a lot of the, a lot of the shops and things on the on the South Coast through threatening union bans on, on, on racist, on racist shops. This is also a time when they're lobbying very hard to actually change the Aborigines Protection Act itself. That gave the Protection Board the powers that they needed to, to have to have this level of power and control, have this level of power and control over people. And the BLF was very important in these lobbying efforts.
There was a man called Monty Maloney, who was Builders Labourers Federation and Aboriginal man, and he played a very important role in this campaign.
There's a number, number of meetings that were held organised by Monty and others from the BLF and other Aboriginal trade unionists in Redfern to build up for pressure on the Labor government in 1962 to amend the Aborigine Protection Act. And the Labor government commits in 1962 that they'll at least take out what's called Section 9, which stops Aboriginal people from being able to actually access being able to access hotels. There's a big delegation they put off putting this legislation into Parliament.
And so a big delegation of 40 trade unionists actually goes into the parliament on the opening sittings in 1963 to push for change. And there are amendments to the Aborigines Protection Act that the tribute in the Communist Party paper reports was a big, a big step forward, but it hasn't gone far enough. So what they repealed in 1963 was repeal the clauses such as the direction of Aborigines to reserve. So the ability of the board to just demand that Aboriginal people go and live on a reserve. The removing of Aborigines from the state, the termination by the Aborigines Welfare Board of the employment of an Aborigine, the ordering of Aborigines away from towns and reserves, requiring Aborigines to submit to medical examinations. And the power of the board to direct an employer of an Aborigine to pay his wages to the Superintendent of Aborigines Welfare.
OK, so these are powers that the board had had had for years and were actually beaten in 1963 with these amendments. But they do retain some powers. They retain the power to actually prohibit people coming onto the reserves. And this was being used against the political movement. It was being used against trade unionists trying to get onto reserves. It was used against the Freedom Riders trying to get onto reserves. So the Act is still in place.
It took more before the Act was actually defeated. 1963 is a big year for the BLF and Aboriginal rights. They actually have a BLF Aboriginal committee at this time, and they start producing a newspaper called The Aboriginal Worker. And here you can see a copy of the of the newspaper, The Aboriginal Worker. And the front page is a photo of Ray Peckham speaking on behalf of the BLF addressing a trade union rally against discrimination that had 600 trade union delegates in the NSW Labour Council auditorium on June the 21st of 1963. And I wish we could get 600 union delegates to a meeting against racism today.
I think it's real testament to how much organising was going on that there was this kind of a buzz that many union delegates went to an anti-racist rally actually in the in the Trades Hall.
They passed resolutions calling for end to the Aboriginal Protection Act, end to apartheid in South Africa, solidarity with anti-colonial struggles that were going along, going along at the time. And the BLF says in a press release that they've actually seconded Ray. They're paying Ray at this time a little stipend to organise a big trade-union-backed march for NAIDOC Day. So there's actually a trade union rally on NADOC Day, the 14th of July against the Aborigines Protection Act and against the controls that people were living under. And the first edition of The Aboriginal Worker.
Ray and Monty Maloney explained that the publication was launched amidst the rising of millions of coloured people demanding their place in society: "As trade unionists, we see clearly the issues arising from mass demonstrations of Negroes in the USA and the coloured people of South Africa and the growing struggles of our people in Australia. We appeal to all Aboriginal workers to play an even more active part in their union and be active in the Aboriginal advancement movement."
Okay, I don't have the photo. Very sadly, I forgot to include a lovely photo of the editorial board of The Aboriginal Worker. It'll be in the books. 
They get the book which has a great photo of a young Judy Mundey. She's with us here today. A young Jack Mundey and also others who are on that editorial board of the Aboriginal Worker included Ruby Langford Ginibi, people may know, went on to be a famous author and historian. The first writing gig she got was as the editor, on the editorial board of the, of the Aboriginal Worker alongside Mary Davis from Kumidichi, Elizabeth Henry, Gil Drumley, Mrs Morris and George Curry.
I'll just very quickly fly through a couple of other campaigns. This, this was a very important campaign in 1964 in, I think it was July, I can't see my slide, but maybe slightly later in the year. So Aboriginal children in Walgett were gaoled and they were gaoled for stealing like crayons and a ping-pong bat I think it was. And they were actually put in cells that were on the main street of Walgett so people could see them in these cells on the main street of Walgett. And in response to this, there was an outcry and the BLF actually organised A delegation to go up to Walgett to join in the outcry and, and try and join, try and get more attention to what was going on.
It was Jack Pendergrass who was a BLF official and Alan Wood who was an Aboriginal member of the BLF. There was also Waterside Workers Federation representatives including Jack Hassan, famous boxer from La Peruse and Jack Hartley, who's an incredible man, a non-Indigenous man who was married to an Aboriginal woman, Vera Davis.
And it's great to be doing some, I'm doing some research with John Hartley, their son now about this time and about the movement in Cairns where Vera was from, where the working class also played a very important, very important role as tragically, Jack actually died of a heart attack just a couple of weeks – on the job on the waterfront, died in his harness - two weeks after getting back from this, getting back from this, getting back from this delegation. But they really blow the whistle on what's going on with the terrible treatment of Aboriginal children. And as part of this delegation there's organisation of Aborigines Progressive Association in Walgett.
They organise a mass meeting of the local Aboriginal community, including a number of the leaders, Harry Hall, George Rose, Ted Fields, all unionists themselves, all involved in the struggle, often out of the shearing industry, are part of organising this Aboriginal Progressive Association in Walgett that organises in an ongoing basis out of this out of this tour. And it's quite important for greeting the Freedom Riders when they come through in 1960. 
The NSW Labour Council actually pays for a lawyer to represent the mothers in court because these kids are taken into the custody of the state. And there's an ongoing running battle about these children being taken away from their families. And it's probably the last one I'll have time to talk to you about today is breaking the colour bar in Walgett.
There were ongoing challenges in Walgett to the racist segregation that was going on. So after Harry Hall and his daughter and niece and some other Aboriginal people and some supporters in the town were arrested trying to get access to what's called the Luxury Picture Theatre, which was segregated in 1965, Harry puts out a call for union solidarity and the BLF once again steps up and funds, alongside the Waterside Workers Federation, delegations who go to Walgett and join in mass action. That does in fact break the colour bar.
So it's not long after that there's union delegates in town. Ted Fields and Harry Hall and others again go up and try and get their tickets to the, to the luxury section that they were excluded from. And they, they, they crack through, and they're sold tickets and the colour bar's actually lifted in the in the, in the Luxury Picture Theatre.
They also go up again about two weeks later and hold another mass meeting of the Progressive Association. There's Chicka Dixon down in the left-hand corner. A number of Aboriginal wharfies go up for this delegation as well. And they challenge the colour bar in the Oasis Hotel, which was, which was going on at the time. 
So look, I don't really have much more time. There's actually a lot more slides and a lot more struggles. Here's the BLF supporting the Gurindji when they were on strike later in the 1960s land rights demonstrations, the Moratorium for Black Rights in 1972 is a great story where they put, you know, flags up on their cranes to advertise the rally. One of them is sacked, Roy Bishop is actually sacked. They go on strike. A number of the work sites go on strike to demand his reinstatement. He is reinstated.
The flags stay up and the Builders Labourers actually go on strike that day along with waterside workers, teachers union and others to actually join Aboriginal people on the streets to demand land rights. You know, so, so you can really see the momentum that was built up. You know, they, they managed to, to break the Aborigines Welfare Board. After 1965, it's pretty clear the Welfare Board's finished. The referendum's a nail in its coffin, and they did manage to actually bury the Aboriginal Welfare Board. 
I mean, they certainly didn't bury racism. The struggle very much continues.
Ray makes the point that the struggle very much continues. But there were important, very important gains that were made in this period. And they were made by hard organisation, hard fighting and by organising amongst the collective power of workers. So this is just the sort of final quote that I've got from Ray to end the end the session today. He says, 
"We were all working class people. Black and white, New Australians, it didn't matter who you were, you're a union member. It's that unity that gave us power. The unions were like our boondi, or nulla nulla, or fighting stick. That's what we need back today for the young people to understand. We were all working-class people. We have power in the union to fight the system." So I might leave it there.
Ray's actually might be able to join online. I was going to say, I was going to say if you wanted to have a final word there, Unc, if we can actually pull you up on if we can pull you up online, if you want to say g'day to the people here on the session.
But yeah, I'll close. I'll close my remarks. Thanks everyone.
It's got you on mute there in Dubbo. Unc, I don't know if you're going to be able to do it. We'll see. But look, while they're trying in the room there to get Uncle Ray on, I don't know, we don't have that much time left.
But if there are any questions or whatever we can, we can try and give that a go with the time we got. Thanks.

CONOR: Yeah, Thanks, Paddy. That was just such a such an excellent presentation.
So, rich, I've heard some of those stories before, particularly Professor Gary Foley, it he's written about it. Does if anyone has any questions that they'd like to -
Sorry, I meant to say I've heard some of the stories before, but so many of them I think just need to be told.
And it's just, it's just so, so wonderful to hear about Ray. Ray's work is there, if anyone's got any questions, chuck them into the Q&A.
Oh, wait, Ray, can you hear right now?

RAY:  Yeah. Well, I was just saying to John, it's you've just, you've just got me in a very sympathetic sort of situation. Tears are starting to roll down my cheeks. And I really thought about the wonderful contribution this program has made to the working class as a whole.

PADDY: Yes. Thank you, Unc.

RAY: Thanks so much.

PADDY: We've got to tell your stories, Unc. They're very important stories. People got to know all this.
RAY: Yeah, right.
CONOR: I'm just playing the Q&A, lovely Q&A. There's a movie in these stories.... Wonderfully inspiring.... Is there anything that you missed that you want to touch on?
I mean, I'm thinking, are there is there anything about the kind of legacy for the labour movement or for organising that that you might want to kind of finish on while we wait to see if we got any other questions coming in?
PADDY: I mean, we're obviously we're in a much weaker position today.
You know, the trade unions represented more than half of the workforce back then. It's like 12-13% now, you know, maybe a little bit more. But I just think that, you know, the, the lesson out of it is there is, there is power there, there's collective power there and there's collective power that I think takes us all forward.
You know, like, I think there's too often an idea that people's, people who aren't Aboriginal, somehow their interests are served by racist policies towards Aboriginal people. It's not the case at all. Like we all can go forward and we can all advance if we're in struggle together against racism, against division and for Aboriginal rights. And I think that that's, you know, that's the, that's I think just some of the politics we've got to build into our unions, you know, and do what we can to rebuild our unions.
I mean, it's hard work. I'm a delegate at UTS and we're trying our best to build up, but there's no alternative. The only power we've got against these people - the ruling class over the top of us - the only power we've got against these people is collective power, you know, when we act together. So there's no alternative but to build that.
And I think that's just what's, yeah, really inspiring, I guess, about this period is you can see that the fact that that power was there meant that there were options, you know, meant that there was there was somewhere to turn in terms of actually building.
And I just, you know, I showed the slide of Dexter Daniels speaking to the Builders Labourers Federation, you know, and he was an organiser, He's from Roper River, but he organised a lot of strikes of Aboriginal workers in the NT in that period. And the truth is, is his own union officials, even though they employed him as an organiser, they didn't want the strikes to spread. They wanted to keep it contained.
They had a strike at Newcastle Waters against the decision to delay equal pay for three years. There's a long story there, but Aboriginal workers were out on strike against this decision to delay the equal pay ruling for three years. And Dexter wanted to spread it and the union said we can only afford one, one place, keep it. And he said no, and he just went out and did it in defiance. But he knew that there were people organised in the city that they could turn to.
He knew he'd been to the conferences, he'd heard Ray, he'd heard other people, and he knew he could go to the BLF, and he could tour around Sydney worksites and he could collect money, and he could build support. So, they had courage to say, well, "stuff you, we're going out anyway." And that's what happened with the Gurindji strike. That was done in defiance of their own officials, you know, but they knew that there was a militant rank and file that would carry through.
And I just, the last thing is about the importance of like socialist organisation, like the Communist Party was central for this. And there's, you know, a whole lot of fatigue you could make of the Communist Party, but, you know, strip it right back. And you got militant workers organised together around an analysis that there's a problem with the system.
And that was also very important, and I think also needs to be rebuilt. Yeah. Anyway. 

CONOR: Hundred percent.
Yeah, I can just say, you know, Uncle Ken's written in saying, you know, "do you think the government attacks on the Communist Party and the BLF also had to do with their support for Aboriginal rights", which again, sort of speaks to that nexus.
And yeah. And you might want to speak to just very briefly.

PADDY: Yeah, sure.
I'll see if I can get the get the slide. I'm not sharing anymore, am I?
But anyway, yeah, look, people may know the green bans. So, far more famous story of the BLF is what happened in the 70s, right. So I've told you about the 60s, which is the precursor to the green bans where, you know, workers' power was used to stop destruction of bushland heritage housing, heritage buildings. You know, again, very important lesson for us today, facing a climate crisis, environmental crisis, we need to build power as workers to stop this destruction. The BLF were doing it, they pioneered it, but they were active in doing that for Aboriginal rights as well.
So the block in Redfern, which the Aboriginal housing company developed, Aboriginal housing, it was going to be demolished by a private developer.
The BLF put a ban on it and the Koori militants occupied the houses and said we're demanding these to come to the Aboriginal community. And so I think, you know, there's no doubt I can, you know, like I think, you know, they had a, an anti-systemic agenda, which in the Australian context means a pro-Aboriginal agenda, and that's a threat to the powers that be.

CONOR: I'm so sorry that we've got to kind of wrap it up there. Thank you so much, Paddy.
That's just been such an excellent presentation. I learnt so much. And I can see from the Q&A that lots of people are feeling the same way. I and I really look forward to reading the book that comes out of this. Our next webinar in the series will be on the 20 - on Tuesday the 20th of August and that features Steven Salaita and Eman Graham. Further details will be released about that soon and just up to date. Please keep checking our website or subscribe to our newsletter.
Thanks again so much everyone and we look forward to seeing you all next time.
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