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In this article I discuss the uses made by nineteenth century Victorian building 

unionists of the eight hour day as a social symbol. Today, Melbourne has several monuments 

which remind citizens of the building workers' association with the eight hour day. A plaque 

at Melbourne University's Law School commemorates the masons who began the campaign 

there in 1856. Outside the Trades Hall building a statue celebrates the three eights - eight 

hours each of rest, recreation and labour. In the Melbourne General Cemetery, a monument, 

originally erected in the 1870s, but refurbished in the last decade, honours James Galloway as 

a founder of the eight hour day. Until 1952, the building workers' achievement of the eight 

hour day was the occasion of an anniversary march through Melbourne's streets. Although 

today only the Labour day holiday reminds us of this celebration, when Brian Fitzpatrick 

wrote his Short history of the Australian labour movement, in which the sole discussion of the 

building industry is an account of the events of April 1856, the tradition of commemorating 

the eight hour victory on Melbourne's streets still linked popular memory and popular history. 

Before 1914 and the development of the Anzac legend, the eight hour day festival was one of 

Australia's major annual celebrations. "Few working class festivals," Reeves and Stephen 

wrote, "have acquired the stature and popularity Australian eight hour day celebrations 

achieved during the nineteenth century
1
." 

Through this celebration the eight hour day acquired a cultural meaning much richer 

than any mere industrial condition. Thomas Charge, the painters' unionist, described it as a 

"religious sentiment
2
.” The sentiment, however, had political uses, both in assisting unions to 

make claims on society, and in the competition for power and status within Melbourne's union 

movement. This chapter traces those webs of significance that the building unionists spun 

around their boon
3. 

 

The eight hour day and improvement of working class life. 

 

Was there not something more in man than mere blood, and bone, and muscle? 

(Hear, hear) ... Unless the hours of labor were shortened, the hours of life 

would be so. Mr. Leaver, carpenter, 1856
4
. 

 

The eight hour day was the most potent social symbol of the Victorian labour 

movement, especially for the building unionists who elevated a simple working condition to a 

"sacred gift of time
5
.” The masons' unionists' fierce resistance to working eight and three-

quarter hours a day to gain a Saturday half holiday in the 1870s had its origins, at least in part, 

                                                 
1 J A. Stephen and A. Reeves, Badges of labour, badges of pride: aspects of working class celebration, (Sydney, 1985), p. 8. 
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and Unions, 1856-90” PhD. ANU 1993. 
2 Carlton Advertiser, 17 June 1882. 
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1870, (Melbourne, 1974), pp. 117-25; A. Mancini, "Eight hours day banners of Victoria,” M.A., University of Melbourne, 
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4 Age, 27 March 1856. 
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in this sacredness
6
. The eight hour day was symbolically powerful because it expressed 

common hopes and subsumed conflicting goals. As Gollan put it, "as a policy common to all 

unionists it was a link between organisations which in other respects were separatist, 

sectional, and jealous of their independence. The celebration of the eight-hour day was merely 

the most vivid expression of this community of interest
7
. For example, in the 1880s, while 

some union advocates of direct labour representation in Parliament pointed to the festival 

crowds as proof of the likely success of labour candidates, more cautious heads understood 

that not everyone at the celebrations would vote that way. Identification with that symbol did 

not mean agreement on other principles
8
. 

The 'glorious boon', as the unionists commonly referred to the eight hour day, was the 

vehicle for a range of social values and ideas on how shorter working days would improve 

workers' lives. The most direct impact of shorter hours was on improved working conditions. 

Building workers intended the eight hour day to improve their position in the labour market. 

They believed that shorter hours for an individual meant more work for the whole group. The 

proposal emerged from discussions among masons on how to tackle the problems of 

unemployment in late 1855
9
. The lever on the labour market so given would, they hoped, help 

to control overtime and piecework, and to maintain high wages. Shorter hours were believed 

to be physically necessary in Australia's hot climate
10

.  

Changed working conditions alone cannot explain the depth and intensity of workers' 

commitment to this "sacred gift of time.” Unionists made sweeping claims for the social 

impact of the eight hour day. Shorter hours were said to be one of the greatest social reforms 

of the nineteenth century, or even the history of civilisation
11

. Unionists believed that shorter 

hours provided some release from the domination of life by labour. When arguing for the 

eight hours system at a masons' meeting in 1856, George Sparks said: 

the average age of a mason at home is 55 or 6 years but in this colony it will 

not reach 50 if we go on as we are .... now we get up at 5 o'clock and do not 

return till seven. There is 14 hours a man is away from home. How can we 

call them homes. No They are only places for us to sleep in for as soon as we 

get home and have got our supper or whatever we may call it it is time to go 

to bed again
12

. 

The experiences of disappointed artisans gave more poignancy to this release from 

labour. Sparks said that Victoria's workers came to better their condition, "but how many of 

us have been deceived [...] men work harder here than in the old country
13

.” Unemployment, 

poor housing and sanitary conditions and the alienation and loneliness of a new city 

heightened their disappointment
14

. Immigrants felt that the eight hour day was partial 

                                                 
6 Operative Masons Society (OMS), Report into the origin of the eight hours movement, pp. 13-4. 
7 Gollan, Radical and working class politics: a study of Eastern Australia 1850-1900, p. 75. 
8 Age, 25 November 1885; Gollan, Radical Politics, pp. 72-5 
9 OMS, Report into the origin of the eight hours movement, p. 16, recollection of Thomas Williams; Best, carpenter, Age, 27 

March 1856; OMS, Fortnightly Returns, 8 September 1856. 
10 Thomas Smith, mason, Age, 27 March 1856; George Sparks, Scrapbook, MS, Latrobe Library; Report of Board respecting 

additional cost of Houses of Parliament in consequence of the eight hours system, VPP, 1856-7, v. 4, no. 34.  
11 Carlton Advertiser, 28 October 1882; Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, v. 1, (Melbourne, 1896) pp. 11-2. 
12 MS Scrapbook, n.p. 
13 Sparks, Scrapbook, n.p. 
14 B. Barrett, The inner suburbs: evolution of an industrial area, (Melbourne, 1971), pp. 37-71; G. Davison and others, 

Outcast Melbourne: essays in social history, (Sydney, 1985). 



recompense for these sacrifices. James Galloway asked opponents of the reform if they had 

considered: 

“that we have come 16,000 miles to better our condition; and not to act the mere part 

of machinery; and that it is neither fight nor just that we should cross the tractless 

regions of immensity between us and our fatherland, to be rewarded with excessive 

toil, a bare existence and a premature grave
15

.” 

The eight hour day remained a consoling prize for emigration. A poem of 1880 

described .an unemployed 'new chum' drinking at a hotel in Bourke Street on the anniversary 

of the eight hour day. Despondent at being unable to get work in his trade, he looked out the 

window and saw the procession of proud working men. Having received this revelation, he 

became reconciled to his condition, eager to seek other work, and thankful for his new 

home
16

. 

Many workers believed that the domination of life by labour led to some moral 

degradation, they consequently thought that shorter hours would alleviate many everyday 

social and moral problems. John Ivey, a painter and president of the THC, told the 1859 eight 

hour day marchers that 

It would be easy to show that protracted hours of labour is the prolific source of 

social disorder, domestic discord, juvenile delinquency, mental imbecility, 

religious apathy, and indeed all the long train of evils which result in the 

indulgence of the most immoral and debasing pursuits
17. 

 

Ivey put forward an ambitious list that was clearly related to Christian social thought on 

morality and temperance, which influenced several unionists, and many liberal middle-class 

supporters of the eight hours campaign. For example, James Stephens read to masons' 

meetings sections of an English reverend's tracts advocating shorter hours
18

. This influence 

was particularly strong in the late 1850s, when leading unionists intended that the Trades Hall 

building, partly funded by the proceeds from the eight hour day marches, would 

“point from scenes of gaiety and vice to more congenial and less fleeting sources 

of pleasure - to cultivate man's inherent social principle, and to give him the 

society of his fellow workmen away from the contaminating influences that now 

beset his pathway
19

.” 

 

While there was agreement on the value of the "sacred gift of time," there was not 

consensus on how the extra hours of recreation should be spent. The major union leaders, 

however, shared 'the belief that the eight hours would enhance the capacity of the working 

class to participate in society. The eight hours meant a claim to citizenship. This claim to 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
15 Age, 1 April 1856. This was a sadly prophetic plea since Galloway suffered the last two, see clipping in Merrifield 

Collection, Latrobe Library, from Essendon Gazette, 19 April 1906. 
16 Age, 22 April 1889. Also see the poem written by a member of the seamen's union included in OMS Letterbook, and 

reproduced in appendix 4. 
17 Argus 23 April 1859 
18 Turnbull, Bluestone; OMS, Report into origins, p. 10, J. Aldwell, prize essay on the eight hours system of labour 

Melbourne, 1858); Hughes, "Eight hours day and the labour movement, pp. 396-8. 
19 Age, 23 April 1859, Ivey. They were not uniformly temperate. The masons elected to Parliament, CJ Don, became an 

alcoholic and hotel keeper. Murphy also defended taverns as working class meeting places .in his History of the eight hours 

movement, v. 1, p. 91. 

 



citizenship was partly in response to conservative doubts that working people could be 

responsible citizens. In 1856 the Argus argued that the eight hour system was unjustifiable 

because it was a sacrifice of two hours of productivity to working class dissolution. The two 

hours recreation gained would be spent in taverns instead of contributing to the economy. 

This jibe riled the unionists, and they responded with a philanthropic gesture to illustrate the 

good and temperate use made of the eight hour system. Half of the funds collected from the 

demonstration were given to the Melbourne Hospital in a gesture explicitly designed to 

counter the Argus calumny. The other half of the funds went to the erection of the Trades 

Hall. The opening of the hail, the unionists said, proved the error of the "traducers" who 

thought eight hours meant drunkenness. The belief that the eight hour day would assist the 

spread of temperance among workers had a political cutting edge in an attack on social 

paternalism. It was a means of demonstrating that workers were both able and entitled to 

participate fully in the society and polity
20

. Thomas Eaves, a mason and President of the 

Trades Hall Council, explained: 

“it was to the great fact that they had succeeded in getting the hours of 

labour so reduced in this colony, that the erection of the present Trades Hall 

was to be attributed. It had been said by their detractors and by the enemies 

of the eight hours system, that the working man would spend the leisure 

hours so obtained in drunkenness and dissipation; this, however, was a 

theory that had been long exploded .... He believed the working men of this 

colony were destined to play such an important part in the history and 

affairs of this country as had never been done by working men of any 

country in any former age
21

.” 

Advocates of the eight hours thought that it would enable workers to improve 

themselves by study, education and the acquisition and production of culture. Thomas Smith, 

a prominent mason, "was anxious that working men have more time for pleasure and 

recreation. They ought to benefit as well as others by public libraries and other places of 

instruction and amusement
22

.” Smith believed that long working hours meant that workers 

were unable to exercise equally their right to education, information and time to think: "Now 

they could not do so for their mental powers were tired out by excessive labour
23

.” Leaver, a 

carpenter, asked: 

“To what was the future greatness of the colony necessarily attached? Why, to the 

mental improvement of the working classes. All branches of trade wanted time for 

study of an evening, for there was no laboring man who could afford to dispense 

with study
24

.” 

The demand for intellectual improvement found expression in mutual improvement 

societies, debating groups, and the autodidactism of men like William Murphy, the carpenter 

unionist and Secretary of the Trades Hall Council, who had complex relationships with the 

culture of the middle classes. There is some evidence that unionists hoped their improvement 

                                                 
20 Age, 25 May 1859. On the use of the anniversary's funds, Kellaway, "The Melbourne Trades Hall Council: its origins and 

political significance 1855-1889," PhD, latrobe University, 1973, p. 81, and her appendix which provides a financial history 

of the THC; and Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, v. 1, pp. 89-91. 
21 Age, 27 March 1856. 
22 Age 27 March 1856. 
23 Age, 27 March 1856 
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would nourish a working class culture. There was some suspicion of intellectuals who advised 

the workers on what to think or do. A prickly response of “we are competent to think for 

ourselves" was common. Classical education was derided, as was the occasional assumption 

by middle class politicians that they understood the principles of political economy better than 

workers
25

. In a most striking statement, Copperthwaite, a mason, hoped the eight hours 

“would bring many pens into existence.” Their writing would be "no deadmen's bones, but a 

living literature of their own - a mason's, a bricklayer's, a carpenter's literature - a literature 

which would go far to sap the foundation of every throne of despotism in the world
26

.” 

The most far thinking of the unionists hoped the eight hour day, by enabling education 

and study, would elevate “the working classes to their true position as thoughtful, active men, 

and good citizens
27

.” Some unionists, at least sought through shorter hours not only leisure 

and intellectual improvement for its own sake, but more effective political participation by 

newly enfranchised citizens. Their new leisure time would make them better citizens because: 

“To incessant labour may be traced that entire ignorance of those subjects which, as 

good citizens, men are called upon from time to time, to consider, and that proper 

understanding of which is so indispensable to the faithful discharge of their duties 

in relation to society
28

.” 

 

This political objective of the shorter hours movement persisted through the nineteenth 

century. At the 1884 Intercolonial Trades Union Congress, Robertson, an ironmoulder, won 

his audience's acclaim by arguing that: 

“They ought ... to be able to go out after coming home from business and have some 

intellectual improvement, or attend to meetings which are held to further the interests of 

their fellow men, if it be in the shape of trade meetings, mutual improvement societies, 

or political meetings
29

.” 

 

In the eight hour day festivals' poems and union banners the theme of political freedom 

and entitlement was common. The eight hours was a victory of the dignity of the working 

man, and a victory of freedom over tyranny. At the first eight hours anniversary in 1857, there 

were banners of the goddess of liberty lifting up a working man's hand, and bands which 

played the Marseillaise
30

. In 1875, Marcus Clarke's poem celebrating the eight hour day sang 

that despite Australia's harsh seasons and immigrants' longing for England: 

 

Yet still we love our April, 

For it aids us to bequeath 

                                                 
25 City News and Evening Tribune, 16 and 25 June 1874; Age, 11 April 1866. Again, this is a complex issue of interpretation. 
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in Rich, “Building Workers.” 
26 Argus, 15 September 1858 
27 Age, 26 May 1859, the title of a paper delivered by Strickland, a coachbuilder. 
28 Age, 23 April 1859, Ivey. 
29 ITUC, Proceedings, (1884), p. 77; for comparison, Schneirov and Suhbur, Union brotherhood, Union Town: the history of 

the Carpenters’ Union of Chicago 1863-1987 (Carbondale, 1988) p. 28, notes the radical implications of the eight hour 

demand in the American labour movement in that extended hours discouraged workers from "seeking redress for their 

grievances." A leading American building unionist, McGuire, described it as the "Lexington of the coming revolution.' 
30 Age, Argus, 22 April 1857. 



A gift more fair than blossoms rare, 

More sweet than budded wreath. 

Our children's tend'rest memories 

Round Austral April grow, 

T'was the month we won their freedom, boys, 

Just twenty years ago
31

. 

 

In 1882, to rouse up a good attendance at the march, the Carlton Advertiser and 

Trades Advocate told its readers: 

Those who neglect and are indifferent about putting on an appearance on the 

21st April 1882 are unworthy of the privileges which have been dearly bought 

for them, and are by nature slaves or mere beasts of burden unworthy of 

freedom, or the privilege of thinking and acting for themselves. The individual 

influence of any one member of a Union is of little use in gaining public or 

political rights. The maxim that union is strength requires no proof
32

.” 

 

The eight hour day celebrations have rightly been interpreted as a demonstration of the 

legitimacy of unionism
33

. Unionists claimed a right to participate in and change a community. 

The belief in community did not imply identity of interests between different groups; rather, 

the unionists wanted a legitimate role in the political management of conflicts. Although the 

unions received significant support from employers and politicians for the eight hour day, and 

used the celebration to affirm the political and social links with them, the extent to which 

these links represented liberal hegemony can be overestimated. The links were tactical and 

did not necessarily express shared values. In the early years, the unionists emphasised the 

independence of working class action on the eight hours question, within an understanding of 

a conflict of interests. A bricklayer, J. Freeman, said in 1856, after complaints that the Argus 

had not supported the campaign, “They could not blame this or that newspaper for not taking 

up the movement. Let them befriend themselves. (Hear, hear.) This question did not belong to 

the capitalists, it belonged to the working men
34

." Thomas Eaves expressed the same 

sentiment three years later. He contrasted England to Victoria, where "the working classes 

had found out that their only real friend, the only one they could thoroughly depend on, was 

the working man himself (Cheers)
35

." The unionists believed that they had achieved their own 

freedom through organising for shorter hours, and, in this belief, they asserted a social identity 

that went beyond an aspiration for the social integration of unionism. In 1885, towards the end 

of his life, James Stephens said: 

What victory does this army [eight hour day marchers] ... commemorate? The 

conquest is over our own disunions, and over the individual selfishness which 

would hinder the well-being of the community. By firm union and untiring effort, 

the workmen have done for themselves what no Government on earth could do for 

them - raised themselves socially and materially to a condition enjoyed by none of 

their class out of Australia. And the result of their increased leisure ... [will] show 

                                                 
31 Age, 22 April 1875. The full text, together with some other poems, is in Rich, “Building Workers.” 
32 Carlton Advertiser, 8 April 1882. 
33 Reeves and Stephen, Badges, p. 1; Gollan, Radical politics, p. 73 
34 Age, 25 May 1859. 
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the colony that the hand-workers are determined to be behind no class in the 

community in intelligence and culture
36

. 

 

The eight hour day festival, leisure and the invention of tradition. 

 

The subsequent history of Melbourne's building trades was influenced by their 

decision in 1856 to commemorate their social reform by an annual parade through 

Melbourne's streets. The building unionists placed their achievements in a celebratory public 

discourse which led to cultural traditions and social institutions forming around the eight hour 

day. The tradition not only expressed working class culture and political values, it shaped 

them
37

. In part, it was a general celebration of workers and unions; but the tradition conferred 

a special status and authority on the pioneer eight hour trades in the building industry
38

. 

The first eight hours anniversary celebration was held on 21 April 1857. A structure 

for the festival developed quite early
39

. The eight hours festivities had three basic elements: a 

procession, a fete, and a changing group of other events held on the same day. There was no 

change to this structure until 1908 when the fete and procession were held on different days. 

The trades assembled outside Trades Hall in the morning of the celebration. Only trades 

working eight hours were entitled to march. Each trade grouped behind a banner or some 

other sort of display of their trade. For instance, in the 1880 parade the carpenters marched 

behind a lorry on which a small, house was erected in the course of the procession. Observers 

saw the distinctive trade characteristics in the march:  

“bricklayers, with their bent backs and sturdy walk, the workers in metal with 

intelligent faces, burly figures and nonchalant stride; the unhealthy looking painters, 

with pale cheeks and frequently genteel-looking dress; the 'decorators' - as 

paperhangers love to call themselves - with ruder health and pretentiously Sunday-

dressed appearance; the laborers and quarrymen, with strongly built limbs and bold 

bearing; the carpenters with plain dress and business-like air
40

.” 

 

The tone of the procession was casual and jovial. Banter was exchanged between 

spectators and marchers. In 1858, the Argus journalist wrote "we have rarely witnessed a 

public festivity where there were more hilarity, free-heartedness and good fellowship
41

.” In 

the early years, marchers might carry their children and be accompanied by their wives. The 

informality was lost a little in the 1880s when the size of the procession and crowds became 

more intimidating. The audience was of all types, but with a preponderance of "workingmen 

and their families" who had walked from the inner suburbs. The route changed often in the 

1850s and 1860s, but soon settled into a loop through the heart of the city. They marched 

down Russell Street, up Collins to Elizabeth, then up Elizabeth to Bourke, then on up the hill 

                                                 
36 Clipping from BalIarat Courier, 8 May 1885, in Eight Hours Pioneers Association Minutes. A similar feeling was 

expressed by the bakers' union in 1885: “Those who would be free themselves must strike the blow”, Argus, 22 April 1885. 
37 Age, 27 March 1856. 
38 On the invention of tradition, see The Invention of Tradition, E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger, eds., (Cambridge, 1983), and 

M. Perrot, "The First of May 1890 in France: the birth of a working class ritual” in The power of the past, Thane and others, 

eds., p. 143. 
39 The following discussion of the eight hours anniversary celebrations is based on the press reports contained in the Argus 

and Age between 1857 and 1890. 
40 Argus, 23 April 1860 
41 Argus, 22 April 1858. 



to Parliament House, and ending in the Gardens. Along the route spectators jostled for views 

of the well-known banners and displays. One drawing showed four men clinging to a light 

pole to get a view
42

.' After the procession the trades and their friends adjourned to one of the 

major gardens of the city for the fete. 

One journalist thought that this fete was the most faithful re-creation of an English fair 

in the colony
43

. Games such as Aunt Sally and Kiss-in-the-ring were played. Entertainments 

such as Punch and Judy, "negro minstrel" singers, acrobats, pantomimes, popular burlesques 

and melodramas were offered. Banquets and drinking tents helped the conviviality. The press 

generally admired the respectable deportment of the working men and their families. The 

marchers had a “respectability of appearance and independence of demeanour no city in the 

world could surpass: this was remarked on all hands
44

.” The Age proudly declared that the 

working classes enjoyed themselves in "rational recreation." There were exceptions with 

occasional drunks, gamblers, brawlers and thieves. One year, the Age was concerned at a 

certain lewdness with which some young men and women danced and played their games
45

. 

On the whole, most participants shared the desire to be respectable, and helped to exclude the 

“larrikin element
46

.” 

Over the years, the fair atmosphere was replaced by that of a sports carnival. There 

had always been sports, but in the 60s and 70s they tended to be more comic than athletic. 

There were three legged races and contests to climb greasy poles which were suspended over 

water. Yet even these games were less attractive than the music and theatrical shows. A tug-

of-war was always held, as a test of masculine strength. The result, however, invariably 

honoured work skills since the sailors usually won because they were more practised at 

“handling the rope
47

.” During the 1870s and 1880s, the sports became a dominating element, 

and were more professional and organised. Foot and cycle races, with prizes for the athletes 

and large crowds of spectators, became more common and popular than the fair ground sports 

events. Not only was the eight hours day a festival of leisure, but it revealed some changing 

patterns of leisure. 

Several other events occurred on the day, but proved not as durable as the fete and 

procession. The link of the eight hours with education was dramatised when in the 1870s, as 

part of the Williamstown eight hour day festival, there was a competitive demonstration 

examination for the state school students of the area
48

. In the 1860s, the proprietor of the 

Theatre Royal, Ambrose Kyte, gave his theatre free to the trades for an evening performance 

of popular theatre
49

. Burlesques and comedies were the staple performance, but occasionally a 

social message was apparent. One play satirised a contributor to charities who refused to help 

a destitute bricklayer whom he knew
50

. At the end of the performance, an actor read an 

address on the eight hour day prepared, with the sanction of the unionists, by a professional 

writer. In 1875, Marcus Clarke wrote this poem, in which he made an association between the 

                                                 
42 

Postcard in Latrobe Library photograph collection. Age, 22 April 1887.
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who patronised the unions. He claimed a special knowledge of working classes because of their attendance at his theatre. 
50 Age, 22 April 1875. 



unions' achievement and nationalist goals: 

 

Liberty! name of warning! 

Did ye feel your pulses beat 

As ye, marching, moved this morning 

All adown the cheering street? 

In your Federated Freedom 

In your manliness allied, 

While the Badges of your Labor 

Were the Badges of your Pride. 

Did your fancies speak prophetic 

Of a larger league than this; 

With higher alms and nobler claims 

 

To grasp the good we miss? 

When in free Federation 

In a future yet to be, 

Australia stands a nation 

From the centre to the sea
51

. 

  

The trades were meticulous and conscientious in their preparations for the procession. 

Organisation began months in advance. Designs for banners and floats were carefully 

scrutinised and unfurled at special celebrations. Occasionally arguments within unions would 

break out if some members thought their display was insufficient or was outdone by rival 

trades
52

. The central events were organised by an eight hours anniversary committee 

composed of delegates of each eight hour trade. Importantly this committee was independent 

of the Trades Hall Council until the 1900s. The presiding officers of the committee tended to 

be the older building unionists. From 1861 to 1887, the president of this committee was a 

building unionist
53

. The celebrations were an important source of funds for the THC, and in 

the 1860s anniversary funds were its primary source of revenue
54

. Some funds were also 

donated to institutions assisting working class welfare, such as the Melbourne Hospital and 

the benevolent asylum. In return, unionists received seats on the boards of these institutions, 

and workers, some basic health care
55

. 

The greatest crowds at the procession were in the 1880s when 100 00 to 150 000 

spectators watched 8 000 to 10 000 marchers. The growth of the festival in these years 

corresponded with the growth of the city and the organised union movement, but also 

received impetus from Berry’s liberal government's decision in 1879 to make 21 April a 

public holiday. The growing festival attracted politicians and authorities. From the early 
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53 The office holders are included in Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, v. 2, p. 118. 
54 Kellaway, Trades Hall Council, p. 80. 
55 The office holders are included in Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, v. 1, p. 89-91. 



1880s, the Governor attended the procession, and received a generally loyal and enthusiastic 

cheer
56

. The revolutionary tune of the Marseillaise played at some 1850s processions had 

been supplanted by 'God Save the Queen.' Even so, there were occasional hints of nationalism 

when some union bands pointedly failed to play this tune in the 1880s. 

Successful as it was in the 1880s, the festivities contained elements which disturbed 

some older unionists. In the clamour of new participants from trades which had recently 

achieved an eight hour day, the voices of the pioneers were fading. Some men believed their 

status was not sufficiently recognised, and that the original meaning and depth of commitment 

to the eight hours had been lost. Ken Inglis discussed the eight hour day celebrations as a 

"new festival of leisure
57

." He focussed not on the political and social meanings of the day 

expressed by union leaders, but on its cultural significance as a new holiday which expressed 

and celebrated the increased leisure time of Australians. In his view, the merry-making, sport 

and Australian devotion to sport were the culturally significant aspects of the eight hour day, 

rather than its political and industrial implications. 

Was the real significance of the eight hour day for most members of the working class 

simply the eight hours of recreation, rather than its political import? Were the opinions 

discussed earlier only those of union leaders? There are no direct accounts of the festival by 

ordinary workers so it is difficult to answer these questions. One must surmise the subjective 

meaning of the festival for the crowds from the press reports, unionists' speeches, and unions' 

minutes. In these sources there is considerable evidence to support Inglis' view. Even in the 

1856 meetings on the eight hour day, some unionists bemoaned the apathy of workers towards 

the cause. Principled arguments were intended in part to prick the apathetic into action. The 

complaints of unionists about workers' apathy towards their own general interest were a 

common refrain in union speeches. It seems reasonable to suppose that the new condition was 

simply accepted, the leisure enjoyed, and some of the anticipated consequences realised, 

although more modestly than the unionists had anticipated from their great social reform. 

Fun was also recognised in otherwise earnest speeches on the potential for moral and 

intellectual improvement consequent of the eight hour day. Smith said the workers should be 

entitled to go, not only to libraries, but to other "places of amusement
58

." After referring to 

how shorter working hours created opportunities for intellectual improvement, Thomas Eaves 

added: 

“But he was not going to advocate the devotion of all their leisure time to reading 

- he was no bookworm himself, and whosoever gave up his whole time 

unreservedly to books must be insensible to numerous other pleasures that were 

provided for man .... There was no-one enjoyed a Saturday night like a working 

man. Saturday night seemed made purposely for him
59

.” 

 

Not all craft unionists were solemn improvers and earnest autodidacts. In the festival 
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itself the merrymaking fete was always as important and popular as the procession and 

banners. In 1889, an Age journalist wrote, "Scoffers might say that there is no moral grandeur 

in the Eight Hours procession... It is but a raree show,' says one to me, 'fit to please 

children
60

.” There was a gap between the sentiments of the general working class and the 

social and political programs which union leaders associated with the eight hour day. In the 

1880s, the old unionists bore witness to both this gap and their ongoing commitment to the 

moral and political meanings of the eight hour day. In 1886, Ben Douglass said "the rising 

generation of operatives seemed to know little and care less for what their predecessors had 

done in securing the eight hour boon for them
61

.” Another pioneer feared that: 

“colonial artizans would never fill the shoes of their fathers, although they have 

facilities for improvement the latter did not enjoy. They take their short hours of 

labour as a matter of course, and devote to pleasure or wanton idleness the leisure their 

fathers utilised to raise themselves out of industrial slavery
62

.” 

The eight hour day anniversary was both a festival of leisure and a show of political 

significance. These subjective meanings were held in different degrees by members of the 

working class. There was probably agreement on certain sentiments: the release frown the 

domination of life by labour, the value of leisure, and the winning of a certain measure of 

freedom. The more political views of the eight hour day as a claim, to citizenship, an example 

of how labour should organise, grid an opportunity for social improvement were, however, 

opinions more common in the union movement than among workers
63

. 

 

In the 1880s, these meanings of the boon were fading both within the union movement 

and among workers generally. The original experience of 1856 had faded except in the 

memories of those men directly involved. Younger men and immigrants flooded into unions, 

and shared only a general sentiment with the pioneers. New political and social concerns were 

coming to the fore. In response, the old unionists felt a didactic need to refresh the minds of 

the new generation with their achievements and values, and to persuade fellow workers of 

their understanding of the boon. By the 1880s, the original building trades no longer 

dominated either the labour movement in Melbourne or the eight hours celebration. The 

original trades were obscured in the procession by the many trades which had gained the boon 

in the 1870s and 1880s. The boon was firmly in the public realm, and the pioneers were no 

longer its chief custodians and interpreters. The scene was thus set a burst of history making 

which took two forms: histories of 1856 were written in order to restore the memory of the 

original movement and particular participants in it, and an Eight Hours Pioneers Association 

was formed to display the pioneers' presence more prominently in the commemoration of the 

boon. 

 

Popular memory, history and status. 

 

I fail to see why any individuals - and there are many of them who only laboured in 

the rank and file of any movement should be dubbed 'heroes in the strife to the 

neglect and detriment of those who really deserve some praise. William Taylor 
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(stonemason).
64

 

 

The memory of 1856 lived outside the festival, and even 20 years later was an 

exhortatory example of union action. In 1876, when agitating for a Saturday-half holiday in 

all the trades, the masons’ union officials tried to win the other unions to their cause by 

expressing the hope that "their fellow mechanics of the other building trades will give their 

aid by throwing themselves into the movement with the same spirit and determination as was 

evinced by them when they joined the eight hours movement in the beginning of 1856
65

." 

The three officials who made this appeal, Gration, Taylor, and Stephens, were all 

prominent in the 1856 actions. This historical consciousness, however, was not only 

formulated in speeches and festival celebrations. In 1869 the trades had raised funds to erect a 

monument to James Galloway, and needed to repair the statue in 1878, leading to some 

investigations of the history of the eight hours movement
66

. In the 1880s, several written 

histories appeared. In 1884, the masons' union produced its Report into ... the origin of the 

eight hours movement, and William Taylor wrote his Brief account of the eight hour system 

of labour. With union advice, the Age included historical synopses of the eight hours 

movement in its reports, and, in 1885, wrote a history of the Trades Hall Council which 

emphasised the role of the masons
67

. In pamphlets and the press, the stories and claims of 

pioneers, such as Douglass and Stephens, were presented
68

. In 1888, William Murphy wrote 

the Victorian section of Norton's The History of Capital and Labour. 

These histories responded to the fading meaning of the eight hour day and the 

diminishing recognition of particular groups' and persons' role in the union movement, which 

sometimes had political significance. For example, the history of the Trades Hall Council 

written by the Age editorialists, as Kellaway suggests, arose from concern that the moves 

toward direct representation of labour at Trades Hall were undermining the broad coalition of 

support between liberal politicians and unionists. Consequently the piece stressed the role of 

the masons, who were opposing the extension of the Trades Hall Committee 's political 

powers
69

. Murphy's history was a subtle vindication of his career as Trades Hall Committee 

secretary after he had been replaced by David Bennet of the Amalgamated Society of 

Engineers. The masons' inquiry, which is the most relevant here, arose from a perceived slight 

to the masons at the 1883 anniversary. The secretary of the masons union, Enos Williams, 

explained the purpose of the report as the assertion of the masons' claims as originators of the 

system
70

. The inquiry was to establish "who was actually the first man to start the agitation, 

and when and where the commencement was made
71

." 

Their answer was the masons, and, individually, James Stephens. This concern to find 

one individual or trade particularly responsible for the movement had a context in conflicts in 

the Trades Hall Committee, and rivalries between particular individuals who presented 
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themselves as the "fathers" of the eight hour movement. Thus, when initiating the masons 

union’s historical inquiry, Enos Williams, secretary of the union, explained that the masons 

would not surrender "their right" of appointing trustees to the Trades Hall Committee
 72

. The 

historical report was a political weapon to shore up the special status and authority of these 

unions in the Trades Hall Committee by reminding the public of their achievements and what 

was owed them. In addition, the masons union was particularly angered by statements made 

by Ben Douglass about his role in the eight hours movement
73

. 

In 1882, the Carlton Advertiser and Trades Advocate published a profile of Ben 

Douglass, presumably with his assistance 74
. The article was a eulogy. Among other things, it 

emphasised his role in the foundation of the eight hour day. Douglass led the journalist to 

believe he was the "father of the eight hours movement." In 1880, he had made a similar 

claim in the Evening Herald to be "founder, promoter and establisher of the eight hours 

system
75

." The masons responded angrily to such claims by men whom, they considered, 

distantly involved. In any case, they wanted to press the claims of another as founder of the 

movement. 

In 1880, James Stephens published a pamphlet which asserted his claim to be the 

originator of the eight hours movement
76

. James Galloway, the other man touted by many to 

be the founder, was just a "fellow worker in the cause." Many disagreed with Stephens, and 

gave Galloway the greater credit. Stephens' pamphlet had been reviewed by James Smith, a 

journalist and long time supporter of the movement. Smith pointed to Galloway's greater 

stature. He also questioned any individual's claim to be originator of a movement that had 

wide support, historical foundations, and was based in collective organisation. Nonetheless, 

Stephens and his friends persisted. Stephens was motivated by some resentment towards 

Galloway and other masons for neglecting his contribution, lie wrote to Murphy to explain 

that, as a Welshman, he had been overlooked among the masons because the society was 

dominated by Scotsmen, like Galloway
77

. He had further fallen into disfavour for advocating 

subcontracting in the disputes of the late 50s and early 60s. He believed his position had been 

subsequently vindicated but he had never been forgiven. He had always kept silent about his 

criticisms of the masons for the general good of the union movement, but clearly his 

resentment had festered. 

This resentment had a financial dimension. The masons had organised a testimonial 

for Stephens and Galloway in thanks for their contributions for the eight hours. When the 

money was raised Galloway was in poverty. Stephens agreed to forsake his share, on the 

promise that it would be given later, but the society fell on hard times and Stephens never 

received his money. In the 1880s, he was pitching for public recognition in recompense. His 

claims were supported in April 1882 in a letter to the Carlton Advertiser by Thomas 

Williams, the permanent secretary of the Operative Masons Society in the late 1850s
78

. There 

was a deeper meaning in the petty rivalries between these men. The disputes arose from pride, 
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self-promotion and the sometimes vexed personal relationships between unionists who had 

worked together for thirty years. They reveal, however, that, in Melbourne's union culture, 

some political authority was conferred on individuals by their participation in the original 

eight hours campaign. To be a pioneer brought some respect. 

William Taylor's Brief account of the origin of the eight hours system of labour was a 

contrast and reply to those concerned to celebrate particular individuals. He noted of the 

Operative Masons Society's inquiry that it began because "some of the leading men of the 

other trades began to dispute the right of the masons' claims as being its introducers
79

. Cutting 

across the grain of the more effusive accounts, he pointed out, as very few did, that the eight 

hour day was first established in Otago and Sydney
80

. His history emphasised that the eight 

hour day campaign in 1856 left many difficulties untouched, and that success came from a 

collective effort. He thus scorned the whole purpose of the Operative Masons Society's 

inquiry, that is to find who was the first person to raise the idea. In a collective movement, in 

Taylor's view, such ascription of individual responsibility was not possible. Stephens' claim 

was "altogether baseless." That he was a useful man," Taylor wrote, "and did the best he 

could during the short time of the agitation, and for some little time afterwards, I am free to 

admit
81

.” There were, Taylor objected, fifty others with the same claim and more impressive 

experience. He debunked Douglass' self-aggrandisement as father of the eight hours 

movement, and "many more honours of quite as mythical a character
82

." Taylor could find no 

reason: 

“why any individuals - and there are many of them - who only laboured in the rank 

and file of any movement should be dubbed 'heroes in the strife' to the neglect and 

detriment of those who really deserve some praise. How is it that Mr. Stephens is so 

touchy when the name of Mr. Galloway is mentioned...? How did he sit in silence 

when the claims of Mr. Douglass were from time to time thrust so prominently and 

publicly before him? ... he has no right to have distinctions heaped upon him to 

which he is not entitled
83

.” 

 

James Galloway, in Taylor's view, deserved the greatest honour. His virtues and 

political activity gave him greater stature, and brought him more affection from the other 

trades. The employers recognised him as the prime man because he was blacklisted as a 

scapegoat. Taylor said Galloway was to have followed into parliament Charles Jardine Don, 

the first working man elected to the Victorian Parliament in the 1850s, but Galloway's health 

deteriorated and he died. Galloway's story symbolised the history of conflict and collective 

action which Taylor wanted to put before the unionists. He consciously criticised the 

celebratory hymns of liberal progress, complete with founding fathers, which had grown up 

around the eight hours movement. He closed his account by imagining, were there to be a 

threat to the eight hour day principle, that: 

“Such a determined, solid front of earnest, intelligent Eight Hours men 

would be presented that all the powerful array of commercialism and capital 

would be but weak and puny in their presence. If a plain statement and 
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history of the facts concerning the Eight Hours system have been shorn or 

stripped of the romance that has gathered round its introduction in Victoria, I 

cannot help it: it is better that it should be so
84

.” 

 

The Eight Hours Pioneers' Association, Ben Douglass and tradition as authority. 

 

A band of adventurers, none of whom had anything to do with the establishment of the 

eight hours system, were scheming to get entire control of the Trades Hall, which was 

the direct outcome of the trades organisations consolidated by the. original Eight-

Hours League. Ben Douglass, 1886
85. 

 

However influential Taylor's voice was among the building trades
86

, his history 

stripped of romance was soon drowned by the claims of Stephens, Douglass and the Eight 

Hours Pioneers' Association, who tried to regain the charismatic status of a pioneer in the 

union movement. Unlike Taylor, Stephens and Douglass formed an organisation to propound 

their version of history. The Eight Hours Pioneers' Association was formed in March 1885 

amidst revived interest in the eight hours movement's history and an acrimonious power 

struggle between the THC and its Trustees
87

. 

In 1883, the membership of the THC changed from only those unions which worked 

eight hours to include all the unions which used the Hall's rooms. This change occurred in 

support of Murphy's attempts to increase the political activities and independence of the THC 

by establishing a Parliamentary Committee, and by investigating direct labour representation 

in Parliament. Murphy's stamp of authority on the THC was increased when, in March 1885, 

Ben Douglass' term as President of the THC ended. Douglass was losing influence. In this 

context of waning influence and the loss of institutional power bases, the 'old unionists', who 

were pioneers, like Douglass and Robert Miller, formed the Eight Hours Pioneers' 

Association. 

In May 1885, fifty pioneers were on the Association's roll. Membership increased by 

about twenty or so in the next few years, despite the deaths of many of the old men
88

. The 

association estimated that there were around 700 original "pioneers". Even allowing for 

deaths and emigration, the association did not attract all the pioneers into the association. In 

1887, officials complained of a "want of magnanimity" of many pioneers who refused to 

join
89

. The members were in their fifties or older. Many were no longer active in their original 

trades. Quite a few were foremen, clerks of works, or inspectors of works for the government. 

Others had become employers, or held "high positions of trust, and outside any trade 
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influences
90

. One member, William Ireland, had been Secretary of the Builders and 

Contractors Association. Many of the men had been active in their unions or popular politics 

at some time, hut only a few still held positions. These few men - Douglass, Stephens, and 

Miller – took the most prominent part in the organisation. For most of the members, the 

association provided an annual reunion with old friends and an occasion to remember the 

dead. It was a social group which reunited these men and gave them some public recognition 

in their declining years. Nonetheless these men had over thirty years acquired personal and 

political bonds and differences. The tensions among them were generally suppressed, but 

would resurface later in the Association's history. In summary, the Eight Hours Pioneers 

Association was a small motley group of old men whose basis of association did not lie in the 

present so much as a shared memory and conferred status of an event of the past. 

These characteristics of the association made it susceptible to manipulation by the few 

men who were still active in union politics. The members were the 'heroes' who represented 

Melbourne unionists' primary, local political mythology. The members themselves were 

disinclined and unable to give the association a decisive form or direction. For them, there 

was just one annual meeting, at which they rejoined friends. For the rest of the year, they were 

isolated and had other concerns. A spokesperson for the group was relatively free of political 

obligations to the Association's members, but held a status in the union movement which was 

difficult to attack directly. Ben Douglass assumed this role in order to campaign against his 

rivals who had replaced him at Trades Hall. Douglass used the political authority of the eight 

hour day tradition in a conflict between the Trustees and THC over the constitutional 

extension of powers of the THC in the late 1880s. When, after the maritime strike, his attacks 

became too shrill, Douglass in turn was challenged, and his claim to speak as a pioneer 

disputed. 

From 1881, a group of craft unionists extended the powers and tried to change the 

constitution of the Trades Hall executive committee
91

. Led by Murphy, and supported by John 

Griggs (bricklayer), James Hall (mason), William Trenwith and others, they successfully 

extended the powers of the THC, despite muted opposition, to act as an executive and 

conciliator in industrial disputes. There was more concerted opposition when Murphy moved 

to change the membership of the THC, to transfer powers over finance and the management 

of the Hall from the Trustees to the THC executive committee, and to support THC sponsored 

candidates for Parliament. 

The opponents of the changes were concentrated in the Trustees. The Trades Hall had 

been built on land granted by the Crown, under certain conditions, and managed by a Board 

of Trustees. These Trustees were almost entirely from the building trades. They had 

significant financial powers. To effect changes, the THC had to eliminate their power, but, 

without their trusteeships, these men had at best an insecure foothold in union politics. Thus, 

the trustees were facing a fight for their survival. 

The first defeat for the Trustees came in 1883 when the membership of the THC was 

redefined from eight hour trades to tenants of the hall. This change prepared the ground for 

the great expansion of THC membership in the 1880s, and particularly of the semi- and 

unskilled trades. The consequence was that the building unions were swamped on the THC. 

For some leaders, this loss of their own unions' power in exchange for a stronger union 

movement was welcome. Indeed it was led by William Murphy. Others feared, however, the 
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loss of their special status, power and union traditions. The masons' union, in particular, was 

determined to "retain their separate identity and special status as founders of the eight hours 

movement and the Hall
92

.” 

In late 1885, the THC debated the motion that "the time has now arrived when 

Candidates representing the Trades should be brought forward to contest the various 

metropolitan constituencies
93

.” After several meetings, the motion was defeated. Nonetheless, 

in the March 1886 general elections three Trades Hall officials, Murphy, Bromley and 

Trenwith, with the support of some unions, stood for Parliament. All three men were defeated, 

and, in the aftermath, the Trustees' mounted a defence of their special power and status in the 

union movement
94

. 

The Crown grant of the land on which the hall was built held certain conditions, 

specifically that the THC not delve too much in politics
95

. This grant still legally governed the 

management of the Hall. In 1886, then, the Trustees turned to the Lands Department, as well 

as applying financial pressure on the THC through their control of the Eight Hours 

Anniversary Committee, in order to defeat the group which outnumbered them on the THC. 

The Trustees explained to the Lands Department that they deserved "sole control of the 

property” because the THC had "used the funds of the institution for purposes which, 

however legitimate in themselves, are outside the purposes of the Trust
96

." 

The Trustees petitioned the Governor, and complained that the number of delegates on 

the THC had "largely increased" so that the THC was compelled by a "constantly increasing 

majority" to enter fields "beyond the objects, of the institution
97

.” William Quennell, a 

bricklayer trustee, wrote that, although the grant was made "upon the distinct understanding 

that it was not to be used as Political Institution," the THC leaders "interfere with the 

Government," and promote "so called Labor Candidates, Alias Windbags
98

." Most 

revealingly, Ben Douglass, who had for thirty years staunchly advocated democratic 

principles in Victorian politics, attacked "majority rule." Even if "all societies" were against 

the Trustees, he would not allow "mere force of numbers" to "override legality." The Trustees 

would not surrender their "rights" given them by the eight hour tradition
99

. 

The THC replied by telling the government that the Hall's management should not rest 

on the will of nine irresponsible men
100

.” Murphy later commented on the organisation of the 

THC that: 

“There was, however, one serious defect in the constitution of this committee 

[THC], the absolute irresponsibility of the Trustees to the trades whom they were 

appointed to represent. Some of these persons, finding their seats secure, became 
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apathetic and only attended the meetings at their pleasure, while the elective 

members of the committee were liable to be recalled by their society
101

.” 

 

Murphy's belief that the Trustees were no longer representative of their original unions 

seems correct. The Trustees received little and equivocal support from their unions and 

delegates on the THC. In 1887, Bennet, then Secretary of the THC wrote to the Government 

that only 3 societies of 41 supported the Trustees - probably the Progressive Society of 

Carpeneters and Joiners, the Operative Masons Society, and the plasterers' union. Even in the 

Operative Masons Society, influential officials opposed the Trustees position. When the 

government appointed new trustees, who would support the THC's position, Henry Elmslie, 

of the masons was among them
102

. 

 

The Trustees had no mandated political authority in the THC or in the general union 

movement. Their support within their original unions was weak and declining. There were 

common calls to get rid of union representatives who, like Douglass, were no longer bona fide 

union members and workers at the trade. In order to preserve their position, they used the 

political authority of the eight hours tradition. The Pioneers Association was used to this end. 

The eight hours legacy was a source of political legitimacy which emerged as an alternative to 

representative democracy or the bureaucratic rules of the unions. The Pioneers' Association 

wanted the 'young men' of the union movement to appreciate, their work and to recognise 

their "just claims ... at their true value
103

." In 1886, Douglass raised the Trustees' dispute at the 

Pioneers' Association's meetings. A "clique" at Trades Hall had insulted the Douglass and the 

Association's members by calling them "Old Fossels." The THC leaders made "a target of him 

to which they directed and were pleased to fire off their shots of spite and spleen
104

." He 

explained the position to the annual banquet in June: 

 

“He regretted that there were certain persons who now plumed themselves with 

the laurels won by the pioneers. The latter fought for a principle, without fee or 

reward; but now scheming adventurers, whose only qualification was the gift of 

the gab, and some of them well paid, were lighting the candle at both ends, and 

doing their utmost to destroy the institution which the pioneers had created. A 

band of adventurers, none of whom had anything to do with the establishment of 

the eight hours system, were scheming to get entire control of the Trades Hall, 

which was the direct outcome of the trades organisations consolidated by the 

original Eight-Hours league
105

.” 

 

Douglass wanted to know the men's opinions on: 

 

“the action of the men who are now trying to wrest control of the Trades Hall 

from the trustees. If such an important institution were left in the hands of self-

seeking agitators, the grand principle for which the pioneers had fought might be 
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jeopardised
106

.” 

 

In response to Douglass' pleas, the Pioneers' Association voted in support of the 

Trustees
107

. In the 1880s, the Association's members disapproved of strikes, even though 

many had previously led them. They attacked Murphy and Trenwith, who they believed were 

whipping up trouble, even though Murphy had been the president of the PSCJ, and an 

important figure in attempts to found an inter-union organisation in the building industry. The 

Pioneers' moral claim to status attracted some support, even from younger unionists. Writing 

as one of the younger generation of the building trades, Joseph Balle, regretted that "so little 

respect" was shown to the older men
108

. Their status was increased by their participation in 

the eight hours day procession, although there were frequent quarrels with the unions over the 

place of the Pioneers’ lorry in the march. Some Trustees, including Robert Miller, were 

members of the eight hours anniversary committee, and used this position to promote the 

Pioneers in the celebrations
109

. 

From 1889, Douglass found a new way in which to bring his views before the public 

in association with the eight hour day
110

. He had for several years promoted a national 

monument for the eight hour day, and wanted it erected in the city. His campaign was 

opposed by the THC, who had clearly had enough of him. In 1891 he solicited funds from the 

Builders and Contractors Association. To the contractors he repeated his invective against the 

THC officials. The Building, Engineering and Mining Journal found it a “curious satire" that, 

speaking to employers, Douglass abused the union leaders who were entertained by the same 

employers and politicians at the eight hour day celebrations. The BEMJ editors found it 

curious also that Douglass appealed for money for a union monument to contractors, "whom 

these same leaders [unionists] have been for years teaching the working man to regard as their 

material enemies.” The Builders and Contractors Association voted the money on the 

reasoning that "the trades had deserted Mr. Douglass, and now seemed to be going for six 

hours. By contributing to the erection of this monument the Association would show its 

determination to uphold the eight hours' system
111

.” 

The foundation stone of the monument was laid at the 1891 anniversary. A ceremony 

was held independent of the main eight hour day celebrations. No Trades Hall representatives 

spoke at these functions, but several liberal politicians and employers did. The principal 

speaker was Ben Douglass who expressed sentiments which have been cited as exemplary of 

the 'old unionist': 

“It was due to the pioneers that the abridgment of hours of labor had been 

accomplished. That reform was not attained by tyranny of any description, by the 

pernicious process of strikes, but by the force of moral suasion (Cheers)
112

.” 

At the banquet that night, Douglass was the only unionist speaker, and his language 

was less restrained. He attributed the severe depression to "the unsettled state of the labor 
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market brought about by the machinations of a few mischief making agitators
113

.” The new 

unionists: 

“encouraged strikes. They led their fellow men astray, and hundreds and thousands 

of men were groaning under the tyranny of those men who had so falsely led them 

(Cheers). He advised his fellow working men no longer to follow those agitators, 

who were parasites on the institution which the pioneers had created (Hear, hear) 

..:. the time had arrived when they should be exposed and their nefarious conduct 

in leading their fellow men into difficulties be revealed (Cheers) ... Victoria was 

indeed 'a paradise for the working man' until those individuals developed. ... 

Notwithstanding all they had done, the pioneers had been insulted by those men, 

who were reaping what they had not sown and enjoying the fruits of the exertions 

of the men that they now flouted. (Cheers)
114

.” 

As the leading builder, David Munro put it, with regret and tact, "there was an element 

of discord between the pioneers and those who had benefited from their services
115

.” The 

1892 banquet heard similar sentiments condemning the THC officials, attempts to enter 

politics and the "socialists and anarchists" in the ranks of the union movement, and one of 

Douglass' supporters called on the parliament to "denounce agitators and protect the interests 

of the masses as against the desires of a class
116

.” 

This banquet was, however, Douglass' last with the pioneers. The THC had lost 

patience with Douglass years before. In 1889 the THC had changed the locks of Trades Hall 

to prevent Douglass using the building
117

. His vitriolic speech at the 1891 banquet 

undermined his position with the Pioneers' Association too. In 1893, Thomas Topping, a 

mason pioneer, explained that Douglass had been: 

“for many years our president, so much so that he looked on the chair as his sacred 

property, and that he and he alone, must be in it. For some two years or more he 

has not enjoyed the full and complete confidence, and for some two years there has 

been a desire that a change of officers annually was necessary
118

.” 

 

Douglass was voted out by a two to one majority. Isolated from the union movement, 

Douglass exploded in anger. His removal, Douglass claimed, was due to his rivals' jealousy 

and desire for office
119

. He complained that his replacement, Thomas Smith, had done nothing 

for the unions since 1856, but it was too late for Douglass. Few pioneers respected him any 

more. The Pioneers' Association formed a committee to investigate Douglass' charges. It 

found them baseless, and, after a search of historical documents on the 1856 events, 

concluded Douglass did not take "any active part in the early stage of the movement or for a 

considerable time afterwards
120

.” Douglass' last rag of power in the union movement had been 

stripped from him. After Douglass' fall, the Association and the THC restored amicable 

relations. THC representatives spoke at Pioneers' Association meetings, and no more 
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acrimony was expressed between them. Although the Pioneers still hoped a new generation 

would honour the pioneers, their special status was no longer put forward as a claim to 

authority or a principle with which to denounce recent developments in unions. While 

Douglass continued to honour his understanding of Victorian unions' history at private 

celebrations in his own home, the period in which Ben Douglass tried to shape the Pioneers' 

Association and 'old unionists' in his own image had passed. 


